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To Tom Wright




Postmortem


MULE COULD ARGUE THAT HE saw Billy Bad-Ass dead. He witnessed, more or less, the Shore Patrol take his pulse, and he heard it said, “This bad ass is dead,” or words to that effect, words hard to misinterpret. He would swear that is what he saw and heard, though he was at that time and place unforgivingly drunk. Still, he could make the argument, if ever it came up, but for thirty-odd years it never did, and although the detail stays fresh in his mind, Billy Bad-Ass is now just another name and an indistinct visage among hundreds, thousands of half-remembered shipmates from fourteen years as a sailor. Fourteen years, nine months, if you count the brig time, which he does not.


Wolfe, who should have been the barracks authority, since he drew the TDY of escorting Billy’s body back home to Pennsylvania, never returned to Boston to tell the story. From Pennsylvania, he inexplicably was ordered on to San Diego and put on an aircraft carrier. He spent the next nine months cruising the South China Sea. By the time he resurfaced in the world the legend had run its course and had become a half-believed cautionary tale for chasers upon being issued their side arms, a duty that never fell to Wolfe. Had he returned to the transit barracks as he was originally supposed to he would have told them that what he escorted to Andoshen, PA, was not the body of Billy Bad-Ass but that of an eighteen-year-old quartermaster striker named John Pennypacker, who had succumbed to spinal meningitis, one of three that week, setting off a small panic and an 0400 wake-up for inoculations all around.


As for Meadows, a key player before the fact, or what was believed to be the fact, he spent the whole eight years on the shelf.


When Meadows thought about Billy Bad-Ass and Mule Mul-hall, which was often since he had few life experiences to refresh the stagnant days, he pictured them together at sea, their true element, deporting themselves honorably, Mule the gunner’s mate running tests on the ship’s armament; Billy the signalman up on the bridge, flashing messages across the water. He saw them standing inspections on deck and being commended by the captain. He saw them enjoying liberty in foreign ports, Billy working his devilish smile on the girls, Mule acting cool. Near the end of his stint in the brig, he imagined them mustering out. Cashing in on unused leave time. Going someplace nice for R&R before settling into civilian life and second careers. In his mind, he always saw them together. Old shipmates.




One


BILLY BAD-ASS IS ALIVE! And living—where else?—in Norfolk, Virginia. Shit City. It might as well be home, it occurred to him thirty-four years ago when he was told to go home. The place was in many ways livable. It never got too cold or too hot, and when the fleet went out there was always an abundance of suddenly available women.


With each decade since leaving the Navy the signalman has gained a permanent ten pounds, but they fit him well and he remains a person to be approached with caution, unless you come in from the right side. He has constant pain in that shoulder and has difficulty raising his right arm above shoulder level. His prostate is enlarged, and his sleep is broken by the need to get up and pee. He has a prescription for that which Medicare doesn’t cover and he doesn’t always take. Other than that, he is in good shape for a man his age. He can’t run, but these days finds little need for it.


He manages his own little bar, Billy B’s Bar ’n Grille, in a neighborhood where sailors used to go on liberty but don’t anymore. The bar is small and dark and unprofitable, but it makes Billy a businessman, and that designation in some perverse way pleases him. The ceiling is festooned with insignia caps of ships based in Norfolk, many now decommissioned, and of those ships that have passed through, whose crews found their way to Billy’s bar and left at least a cap, at most some blood on the floor. It is decor enough. There is one coin-operated pool table, owned and maintained by the psycho son of an aging gangster, and an ancient jukebox still spinning vinyl. Its most recent addition, and probably the least played, is “Join the Navy” by the Village People. A string of Christmas lights twinkles behind the bar. It’s been there for years. Billy plugs it in the day after Thanksgiving and unplugs it on New Year’s Day. The bar itself is short, seating only seven along its longest part, then three more where it takes a forty-five-degree turn, then another two where it takes another forty-five-degree turn and abuts to the wall. This is the section Billy dryly calls “The Reservation Desk,” because the telephone is there, as well as a stack of cocktail napkins and a goblet of matchbooks, their covers blank because he has lost his contract with Camels. Now out of spite he sells only Luckies and American Spirits, neither of which give him little more than spit. The wood of the bar, well worn, reveals a rich pattern of grain that can cause dizziness among those of little restraint who sit at it for too long. Three booths and half a dozen tables complete the place.


It is now a Saturday evening on a chilly December. Billy leans on his elbows on his side of the bar, doing the crossword. He sometimes whiles away the time playing cribbage, but you need another person for that and, really, four-handed is best. Recently he discovered the solitary pleasure of crosswords, hearing that it helps stave off Alzheimer’s disease. He solves one daily. He smokes a Dominican cigar, chewing its end more than it needs. He wears a cropped mustache, going gray like the sides of his short-cropped hair, which he has trimmed twice a month at Supercuts. While working on crosswords, he wears glasses, Navy issue, left behind years ago by some customer too drunk to remember.


At the other end of the bar, a TV set hangs suspended. Cops is on. Billy’s only customer, O’Toole, who used to be quite the gambler in his day, which is long past, is watching a young couple nervously trying to explain to a sarcastic cop what they are doing in the Projects if not buying drugs.


O’Toole laughs at the wit of the arresting officer, but the whole exercise annoys Billy.


“Drug users and johns,” Billy says, “just people hurtin’, tryin’ to find a little pleasure in life, I ask you: you ever see these cops catch a killer on this show?” The question is rhetorical. “You ever see them catch a bank robber, even? You ever see them bring in a CEO of a big corporation? Heads ’n’ johns. Without them there’d be little need for cops.”


“What have you got against cops?”


“Nuttin’. What I got against is stupidity.”


O’Toole lets it go. He nurses his beer and watches his favorite TV show.


Outside and across the street, a man in a heavy windbreaker stands idly. He wears a watch cap. You can see his breath. An AWOL bag is on the sidewalk at his feet and a garment bag is slung over his shoulder. He is looking at Billy’s place and doing nothing more than that, looking at the window. You would have to know him well to realize that he is smiling. The window of Billy B’s Bar ’n Grille displays two semaphore flags. This man happens to know semaphore. The red triangle, white background is Foxtrot. The red-and-white squares is Uniform. Foxtrot/Uniform. Fuck you. Good old Billy Bad-Ass.


Of all manner of men, the easiest to identify on sight must be the Sad Sack. The Sad Sack appears incapable of having a good time, which is not necessarily true, but your idea of a good time is not his. Lined up shots of Jagermeister, sassy girls with bare and pierced bellies, crowded dance floors, and spectacular sound systems give him no joy. In fact, seen alone in the midst of all these stimulants, and alone is his usual state, he becomes an object of ridicule to you and to your circle of laughing friends.


The man watching Billy’s bar is a Sad Sack, even while he is smiling, and, again, you wouldn’t know he was smiling.


Someone looking at him curbside might assume that here is an unhappy man who has lost his way. Somewhere else, a person might stop and offer to help him find it again, but in this neighborhood lost people are left to their own devices, which are few.


It is not the eight years of hard time in a Marine brig that have rendered him permanently blue. Simply, it is his way. If anything, the brig put him in a state of suspension that he sometimes misses.


* * *


O’Toole doesn’t care. He will, like anyone else, look up when the door opens, but long ago he lost interest in who comes and goes. As proprietor, however, Billy automatically does a quick assessment of anyone entering his establishment, especially on a slow night, which lately all of them have been. This one is transient, but not a permanent transient, because he has a garment bag, which means he is carrying a suit. He’s foot traffic, waiting for a cab, looking for an address. What’s with the watch cap? Maybe an ex-swabby covering some old haunts. Doesn’t go with the suit, even though the suit is still under wraps.


The man hangs his garment bag on a hook on the stanchion and takes a stool. He puts his AWOL bag on another stool. He settles down with a little uncertainty, as though already a bit regretful he isn’t closer to the TV or that he is here at all. He looks into his wallet and withdraws a ten-dollar bill and lays it on the bar.


Billy puts down his pencil, says, “What can I get you?”


“Beer.”


“What kind of beer?”


“Any kind.”


“Draft or bottle?”


“Draft.”


This is the kind of customer who can annoy Billy. Doesn’t know what he wants. Guy goes into a bar, doesn’t know what he wants. … And now the dude is smiling, like there’s something funny about it. Am I going to have trouble here?


(The clue here is that Billy can see he is smiling.)


Billy serves him the beer, takes the money, makes the change, and goes back to the crossword.


Four-letter word for “Bean Curd.” Doesn’t have a clue.


The man takes a swallow and says, “Good beer.”


“It’s from Pennsylvania.”


“You must be Billy.”


“That I am.”


“How long have you had this place?”


Is this dude just making small talk, or what’s he after?


“Too long,” says Billy.


“It’s real homey.”


“Yeah? Where do you live?”


“New Hampshire,” says the stranger, not catching Billy’s wit. “Ever been there?”


“Once. I’ve been everywhere once.”


“The B is for Bad-Ass, am I right? Billy Bad-Ass.”


Billy still doesn’t look up from his crossword. “That’s affirmative,” he says.


“How do I know that?”


“Somebody told you.”


“Maybe. Sailors come in here on liberty, huh?”


“Not anymore.”


“How come not?”


“They want music, they want drugs …”


“I don’t blame them.”


“Neither do I.”


The stranger takes another appreciative swig of beer and looks into the glass, thinking, out loud after a minute:


“There’s port ’n’ starboard liberty. There’s Cinderella liberty … there’s stick liberty. … Those are the liberties.”


“There’s long-glass liberty,” says Billy.


“Long-glass liberty? Never heard of that one.”


“You woulda, if you was in Panama with me in the early sixties. Tied up in port and restricted to the ship, fifty-two days, because of the riots. Hot? You could dehydrate just lyin’ in your rack. The sweat would roll from your nose to your shoulder and down your arm right off your fingertips. You’d go up on the bridge and grab a telescope and try to catch some local girl with her clothes off. Oh, joy. That was long-glass liberty.”


“I never got to do sea duty.”


“Be grateful.”


“Cinderella liberty is when you have to be back by twenty-four hundred hours.”


What is this dude, writing a book?


“And stick liberty is Shore Patrol duty.”


“You know the lingo.”


“You ever been on stick liberty?”


“Been on all of ’em, all over the fuckin’ world. Permanent liberty is the best. Or maybe the worst. I haven’t decided.”


“I like this bar. It’s homey.”


“You said that.”


“I was a sailor once.”


“I figured.”


“For only a little while.”


Billy looks up at him. For only a little while?


“Yeah? Where was that?”


“Here. Norfolk. Boot camp at Great Lakes, then here, then … you don’t remember me, do you?”


Now Billy takes the time to look him over. Everybody expects you to remember them, even when they never did anything memorable. These days he can’t even remember half the women he’s fucked, and that’s just the ones he didn’t have to pay. He takes off his eyeglasses. His eyebrows come together. He squints, as though that eliminates all ambiance, and focuses on the subject. Then his eyebrows go up and the cigar hangs down. The shock of recognition.


“Can’t be,” he says.


“Could be,” says the other.


“No way.”


“Way.”


“Sweet Jesus … the kid?”


“Not anymore. Nobody’s called me kid in a long, long time.”


“Fuck me … you made it.”


“Yeah. No problem.”


“No shit, you made it. Good on you, kid. You look great. You here to kick my ass?”


“Huh?”


“O’Toole! This is the kid. Remember the kid I told you about?”


“What kid?”


“The kid I chased to the brig that time.”


“What time?”


“Listen up, why don’t you? They fucked him over with eight years and a DD for rippin’ off the PX for forty bucks.”


“Ah, yes, the unfortunate kleptomaniac. I didn’t know you meant that kid.”


“He’s gonna kick my ass now.”


“Well deserved. I’ll hold his coat.”


“I am not,” says the stranger who is now being called kid.


O’Toole is already back into his program. A skinny black man whose fat white wife is kicking his ass, regularly.


“The one true exploiter of the black man,” O’Toole observes, “is the fat white woman.”


“I ain’t kicking anybody’s ass.”


“I’m just kiddin’,” says Billy. “I’m a troublemaker.”


“Still?”


“Naw.”


“Besides,” says Meadows, “you could probably kick my ass.”


“Probably.”


“He flatters himself,” says O’Toole. “No one else does.”


“And you shut up before I kick your ass,” Billy tells O’Toole.


“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” says O’Toole, watching the TV.


“You gotta excuse me, lad, I forget names.”


“It’s Meadows. Larry Meadows.”


“Meadows! Right. Seaman Meadows, busted down to E-1. It’s been a long time.”


“Over thirty years.”


“Hasn’t been that long.”


“Yes, it has. Thirty-four years.”


“No.”


“Yeah, it has. Since you and me ’n’ Mule …”


“Mule. Right. Gunner’s mate. Good sailor. Have another beer. On the house. Fuck, I’ll have one with you.”


“How is old Mule?”


“I wouldn’t know. I ain’t seen him since that day.”


“You haven’t?” Meadows is surprised and saddened. He thought they would always be friends.


“Naw. It all went way wild after that, as I recall.”


“What do you mean, wild?”


“Well … just, uh … we didn’t know what we were doin’, man. We got all turned around, and the end of the story is, we wound up not runnin’ into each other after that. Drink played a part.”


Meadows smiles again. He does.


“A big part,” says Billy, “because I don’t remember much.”


“So you don’t know whatever happened to Mule?”


“No, not on my list of concerns. Dudes come ’n’ go, especially in transit. You go out on details … you get orders … you do your job, you go your separate ways … though that one was a lulu. It turned out to be my last detail.”


“It did? You got out of the Navy right after that?”


“Yeah, kind of a negotiated settlement. And it’s never been the same since. The Navy, I mean.”


“I’m a little … shocked.”


“Why’s that?”


“I thought you were a lifer.”


“Me? Fuck no. I never took a solemn vow to spend my life in the Navy. Oh, wait a minute … yes, I did.”


He pours two beers and sets them down, even though Meadows has hardly touched his first.


“Welcome back, lad … Meadows.”


They clink glasses and drink.


“It’s good to see you again, Billy.”


“Likewise, I’m sure.” Though Billy has a feeling that the kid is no happier now than he was the last time he saw him, with a cage closing behind his back. Mule could see that right away, as soon as they started the detail. The kid couldn’t have a good time, he said, it wasn’t in him.


“But, dammit, kid, we had a good time, didn’t we? We had some fun.”


“Yeah, we had a lot of fun those few days.”


“We did. We had fun, the three of us.”


“We sure did. I laugh sometimes when I think about it.”


“You do?”


“Sometimes. A little.”


“You got to,” says Billy. “You got to laugh at everything. I laugh at my fuckin’ prostate gland, laugh in its fuckin’ face. I laugh every time the doc gives me a finger wave. Fuck it. Laugh at it all.”


“How do you do that?”


Billy gives some thought to it. “Dunno,” he says.


“You’re lucky you know how. I don’t know how to laugh at stuff.”


“I just show up ready for inspection. So you ain’t been back here since …?”


“No, not even. I never left New Hampshire.”


“Wait a minute … You did the whole eight years up there in Portsmouth?”


“Sure did. Every day of it.”


“Jesus. And then you got out?”


“Well, yeah. They had to let me out.”


“And you went where?”


“Nowhere. Had nowhere to go. My mom died while I was on the inside, so there was nobody to go to. I just stayed in Portsmouth.”


“Jesus.”


“Like you stayed in Norfolk.”


“Yeah, well, I guess.”


“Sometimes people stay where they are. What’s the point of going somewheres else?”


“Yeah, that’s what happens sometimes, but to stay in the town where your prison is, you’d think …”


“It’s not that bad a town. It’s a pretty bad prison, but the town’s okay.”


“Jesus, kid … Hey?”


“What?”


“Listen, how the hell did you find me?”


“Internet. You can find anybody on the Internet.”


“That’s fucked.”


“No, it’s nice.”


“So whaddaya do in Portsmouth?”


“I’m a stocking clerk, at the Navy PX.”


* * *


Asleep on the pool table, Meadows’s right heel blocks any shot at the corner pocket. Billy is stretched out in a booth, his cheek stuck to the leatherette, his open mouth feeling like a Hoover bag. In his dream he has been desperate to take a leak, but the urinal is upside down and the commode is overflowing and the ladies’ room has disappeared entirely. He has to go somewhere, desperately, so he pisses skyward, at the TV set, Cops, which explodes on contact with his forceful stream, waking him up. He groans. He tries to work up some saliva. The shoulder hurts, the hips hurt, the back hurts. This morning even his ear lobes hurt. He struggles to get out of the booth. An open pizza box sits on the table.


Well into their drunk, Meadows said he was hungry and asked about the grille part of Billy B’s Bar ’n Grille. There used to be a grille. Billy told him he used to put out a damn good burger, with a nice slice of raw onion and nothing else, except for mustard or ketchup, of course. No lettuce or pickles or crap. But over time his customers, young sailors back then, lost interest in honest hamburgers, so he let the grille go to rust. To feed Meadows he ordered out some pizza and by the time it arrived he sent O’Toole home and closed the place down. He and the boy he once took to prison got down to some serious drinking and pizza eating and pool shooting and burying the past.


Billy makes his way to the urinal and sweet relief. The forceful stream flows only in his dreams. It takes so long these days. Finished, he washes his hands and throws some cold water on his face. He dries his hands in his short hair.


There is one piece of pizza left in the box, and he eats it cold as he draws two short beers. He calls out, “Now, reveille, reveille, drop your cocks and grab your socks! All hands turn to, prepare to relieve the watch, reveille!”


It’s silly, he knows, but he gets a kick out of it anyway.


“Reveille, reveille, reveille! All those desiring to do so, lay down to the do-so locker and do so.”


It doesn’t work on Meadows. Billy has to stir the kid, push him around a little bit. Finally, he wakes up and takes the short beer Billy offers him.


“I’m still fucked up a little from last night,” Billy says. “I’m getting too old for this shit, frankly. Sometimes I think I’ve had my share and should quit drinkin’ altogether.”


He says this and drinks the beer.


Meadows gets off the pool table and makes his uncertain way to the men’s room. Billy wipes down the bar and empties the ashtrays. When Meadows comes out of the head, Billy says, “I love it, you know. It’s priceless.”


“What’s that?”


“The U-S-N. They put you in the brig, put the big cock to you, a DD for rippin’ off the PX, and then eight years later they hire you to work in another PX.”


“I got five people under me.”


“How’d that happen?”


“I worked hard. Did my job. I learned that from you.”


“Jesus. No, I mean, how’d you get the job in the first place?”


“A brig sergeant helped me, after I got out.”


“Fuck me. I was sure those jarheads’d kill you in there.”


“I thought so too, in the beginning. It was kinda hard. But then they all go off to new duty and you’re still there and the new guys just don’t want any problem from you.”


“You? You never made a problem for nobody.”


“Tried not to. I got along just fine, after the first few years.”


“You steal anything?”


“Yeah, but then I guess I grew out of that. There wasn’t much to steal in there. After I got out, I never had the urge.”


Billy laughs. Even that hurts. “Well, I’m pleased to hear that, ’cause next time somebody else gets to take you to the brig. This chaser is done chasin’.”


“Listen, Billy, there’s something been bothering me.”


“Shoot.”


“I’m sorry I ran, at the end.”


“That’s been bothering you?”


“Yeah.”


“For all these years?”


“Yeah.”


“Get over it. You didn’t get far. Listen up, I’m sorry I worked you over.”


“That’s all right. What else could you do?”


“You wanna get some breakfast or somethin’? There’s Mexicans in No’fuck now, we could get some chorizo con huevos. You got the balls for it, we qualify for menudo. Whaddaya say?”


“There is something I would like to do, if you’re up for it. You got a car?”


“Do I have a car? I’m a businessman. Of course, I got a car.”


* * *


It is not much of a car. A twenty-year-old Ford Taurus purchased at a good price from a customer whose bar tab had reached the point of becoming a serious debt. The tires are bald, the radio doesn’t work, and the interior smells a bit fecal. Billy is a good driver, though, in spite of his hangover. At times he does drive dangerously fast. It doesn’t bother Meadows—the grace of having nothing left to lose—but the instinct to survive is strong.


“Railroad crossing, Billy.”


Billy slows down, looks for the crossing. There is none.


A light drizzle starts. The wiper blades have bad spots and rub wrong, making an unpleasant noise. They are driving through rural Virginia.


“You know what amazes me about you?” says Meadows.


“Could be anything. I’m an amazing dude.”


“That you would lock up your bar, get in your car, and drive me you don’t know where.”


“I didn’t think it would take so fuckin’ long.”


“We’re almost there.”


Meadows has been referring to a folded sheet of paper, on which a map has been reproduced. From the Internet, he explains to Billy.


“So where we at?” asks Billy, giving in at last to some curiosity. “It’s pretty much boondocks out here.”


“It’s Sunday morning and we’re going to church.”


“No fuckin’ way. Out in the boonies to go to church? I gotta tell you, kid, I ain’t a big fan of church no matter where it is. Church is like Schwarzenegger movies: you seen one, you seen them all. If it was just boring that’d be one thing. Lots of stuff is boring, you live with it. But church has hurt more people than it’s helped. Killed more. I’d hate to be God and have all that on my conscience. Allah is great. Show me. The whole deal right from the get-go was cooked up by some dudes wantin’ to control other dudes. This is it, buddy, there ain’t no more. Don’t buy any pie in the sky.”


“You don’t think there’s a heaven?”


“Can’t quite picture it. Like, what do you do there?”


“You don’t have to do anything. That’s the whole idea. That’s what makes it heaven. All the stuff you had to do is down here.”


“The angels must be at each other’s throats, outa sheer boredom. Now, you know all those angels doin’ nothin’ has gotta lead to mischief.”


“Maybe you can’t understand it. I don’t mean you, I mean anybody. You can’t imagine it, nobody can. I can’t. But that don’t mean it don’t exist. It’s got to.”


“The odds are long against it, lad, and even if there is such a place, I’ll bet you there’s no rules about who gets in. Everybody gets in. And church has nothin’ to do with it.”


“This church, though, you’re gonna like this church. You’re gonna love it.”


“I don’t think so. Happy to give you a ride, but if it’s all the same to you, I’ll stay in the car, catch forty winks.”


“Give it five minutes. If you aren’t tickled pink we’ll leave.”


“Tickled pink? In church?”


“You’ll see.”


“Don’t tell me you found Jesus up there in prison. Must be He spends a lot of time in prison, ’cause that’s where everybody seems to find Him.”


“I found Jesus in the two guys who took me there.”


“Whoa.”


“That’s the truth. Two strangers risked their careers and a lot more just to show compassion to a messed-up kid—”


“Whoa, whoa, whoa—”


“That’s Jesus to me.”


“It wasn’t like that. It was just—”


“I know what it was. I was there. And I’m long overdue saying thanks for that.”


“Thanks? How the hell can you thank me for what I did to you? You should be cursin’ me up one side and down the other. You should be kickin’ my ass. Listen up, if I had any real compassion, I would have took you all the way to the border and let you slip into Canada.”


“I wouldn’t have gone.”


“I shoulda made you.”


“I wouldn’t have known how.”


“I shoulda showed you.”




Two


IT IS A HUMBLE CHURCH for simple people who get up on a Sunday morning and put on their best clothes and go there. It might have been a barn once, and the parsonage the farm house. Maybe the people who lived and worked on the farm died and their children did not want to be farmers, or the land proved more valuable than the farm. For whatever reason the farm is no more. Small houses dot what would have been fields of beans. The church lacks a steeple and stained glass, but it makes up for all that with spirit.


Billy and Meadows enter into a congregation already on its feet, shouting out, keeping up with and sometimes getting ahead of the eight-piece choir in red and white robes. A big-rumped woman hammers on a piano.


The entrance of two white men, unshaven and smelling of stale smoke and beer, draws some notice, but that is momentary. Pew space is made for the strangers, and they stand awkwardly, no spirit moving them likewise.


To Billy’s relief, the hymn ends and they are able to sit down. He checks his Timex. Three minutes, more or less, to go.


The preacher takes the pulpit. He is white-haired and moves with the aid of two canes. He casts a priestly gaze at the two visitors, then lifts his head to the congregation at large and says, “Jesus and Judas were friends.”


Billy leans toward Meadows and whispers, “Oh, my fucking God. Is that who I think it is?”


Meadows smiles and nods. “I told you you’d like this.”


Mule!


Billy is convinced that the sermon is extemporized, the planned sermon thrown out at the last moment, once Mule realized who was in his church. The lesson of the day had to turn to the danger of evil companions.


Billy is wildly amused. He turns and looks around at the others. He wants to tell them.


“Oh, a good man can be laid low by a mean friend, a so-called friend …” An amen is laid on that, and Billy himself seconds it.


“A preacher?” Billy whispers to Meadows. “Mule’s a preacher? That dude was a first-class gambler, drinker, and cocksman.”


Meadows goes, “Shhhh …”


“And a bunch of other shit, you can be sure. How the hell did you find this church?”


The Internet, of course.


“Oh, yes, in the spirit of friendship, have a drink … have a toke … have a snort. The devil has a friendly face and a winning way. But behind that smile … as behind the kiss of Judas …”


Billy flatters himself that Mule’s sermon is ironic and for his own benefit. In truth, the Reverend Mulhall sees them only for what they are: two white wandering and wayward drunks working off a hangover. In the house of God all manner of men are welcome. He does not recognize them, though as he preaches, somewhere deep in his memory the tiniest tinkle is heard and feared.


He finishes his sermon and an echoing of “Amens” rolls wall to wall, Billy’s among them.


“I see we have some visitors this morning. Welcome to our church and Sunday service. Would you like to stand and introduce yourselves?”


Billy doesn’t need to be asked twice. He is up and at a kind of shaky attention. He snaps off a salute, which hurts his shoulder and makes him momentarily cringe. Then he sounds off, “William J. Buddusky, Signalman First Class, US Navy, retired.”
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