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Roy Snyder pushed out of the men’s room slightly unsteady on his feet. Just a touch; nothing most people would notice. Most people didn’t care how they moved. Just kind of lurched around.

Wasn’t like he was swaying or anything. Only it disturbed him, because he hadn’t had anything to drink. Not even a beer. Not for ... well, a long time, anyway. 

The change in light, that’s what did it. Really harsh in the men’s room, glaring off the porcelain urinals, the mirrors, the yellow plaster walls. Here it was darker. Like most bars.

Bar? What was he—

Don’t sweat it. Just let your eyes adjust.

Roy stared around, not quite able to place himself. Bunch of brick walls. Old, faded brick, rough as a cob, with lots fracture lines and lots of broken chunks stuck in higgledy-piggledy. Too clapped out to be load-bearing. The mortar, stained with some off-white pigment to look original, had been slathered on. Bulged out like dogshit beneath your heel. Porous, too. Wouldn’t last one winter, outside. Rain would get in, turn to ice, and crack it to bits. 

Roy noticed things like that. Not oblivious, like most. Never notice a goddamn thing wasn’t on some screen.

But all these brick walls confused him, because he couldn’t remember the route back from the men’s room to....

Wherever he started from. 

Shake it off, man. Sure your memory ain’t what it used to be. Bummer. But you did it to yourself. So live with it. You still got as much brains as most people. And more balls.

Walking slowly and carefully, just in case, Roy started toward the nearest corner. Only as he rounded it he saw the corridor was blocked by a sawhorse with a hanging sign saying “Closed for Repairs.” Beyond that, paint-spattered canvas cloths were tacked up to the brick.

He started to turn away, then took a second look. What kind of paint was that? Looked copper-based. Corrosion resistant, like he used to paint onto the bottom of the boat, back when he had a boat. Wonder what they use that for, in a restaurant.

Roy back-tracked and tried the next corner.

Same thing. 

What the hell? Was the whole place closed?

You sure you’re not drunk?

His heart squeezed in sudden fear. He staggered sideways into the brick wall, where he leaned head down, breathing deeply. The bulging mortar cut into his shoulder. He pressed against it, savoring the abrasion because for right now this minute it could, it should, anchor him to the here and now and tell him just what the hell was going down.

Asshole, if you went and threw it all away, all those years clean and sober—

Wait a minute. He wasn’t drunk.

He straightened. Was his head spinning? No. Was he stumbling around? No way. Was he laughing and joking too loud because he knew he was making a fool of himself and kept hoping that if he could crack just one good joke, then everyone would laugh along and relax and stop casting each other those who-is-this-asshole looks?

Uh-uh.

Wow, those old memories die hard.

Just keep your eye on the ball. And chill. You lost a lot of ground, man. The life you wanted, the life you thought you had, you pissed it away. Tough string beans. You can only move forward from where you are. Every day sober is a victory. Don’t mope around in the past. 

Just how many corridors were there in this damn place? And not a sign to show the way. Miracle he ever found the john in the first place.

Going to one more corner he peered around and saw nothing blocking his way. Just another short brick-lined corridor leading to an alcove, dimly lit from above by scattered lights with green plastic shades. Wood floors, wood ceilings, wood paneling on the walls.

A bar. Spot it a mile away, if he didn’t smell the stale beer first.

Achtung. Minen.

Even the smell of old stale beer soaked into wood and mixed with Lysol wasn’t anything he wanted to mess with. One little pherome, man—

Screw that. You beat it. Fought it mano a mano, and kicked its ragged butt. Now go on in and see what’s what. Come on, you scared? Roy Snyder? The kid?

He walked resolutely into the alcove.

Cordell looked up from the table. “Hey man, I was startin’ to worry about you. Then I remembered, a dick small as yours, naturally it’s gonna take you a while to find it. You oughtta stick one of those chips in it, you know like for dogs. Otherwise someday it run off, how you ever gonna know?”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m touched by your concern.”

Cordell chuckled at his own wit. Roy plopped down into the chair opposite. He was most curious to see what he’d been drinking. And much relieved when he saw the brown bottle, non-alcoholic.

But beer just the same. Says so right on the label.

Oh hell, just being sociable. What was he, going to go to a bar with Cordell and sip water all afternoon? That’d make Cordell feel real great.

He noticed there was no one else in the alcove. 

What time was it? Ten in the morning? Man, talk about your same old used to be—

Then he remembered.

You got canned, man. For cause. You got all the time in the world. Cordell just took the morning off to try and cheer you up.

Hang on a minute, hadn’t he just told himself he hadn’t had a drink for years? What the—

“You hangin’ in there, man?” Cordell asked

“Sure, Cordell, sure. You see this, right?” He rapped his nails against the bottle to make sure Cordell knew what he was drinking. “This time I really am getting all my shit on one boat. Christ, dumping that load of drywall that way ... how’s Frank doing?”

“Aw, Frank’s gonna be just fine. Don’t let it eat at you. Wasn’t like you killed no one.” The lanky, grizzle-haired black man grinned, revealing three gold teeth. He once told Roy he’d gotten them boxing. And when Roy asked how long he’d spent in the ring, Cordell replied: “wasn’t no ring, man. Just how it was.”

“No, but really,” Roy persisted. “I don’t know what the hell I thought I was doing. Zooming around like that after I’d toked up, downed a couple of beers....”

The Green Death, of all things. Should have known better. Just see who else is on the checkout line with that shit, you can see the kind of company you’re keeping. Notice how they’re all shuffling along with their heads down?
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