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Praise for LATER, AT THE BAR

“[A] marvelous debut work of fiction . . . Later, at the Bar is funny, fast, and addictive. It is an intoxicating book, beginning to end . . . narrated in a whisper of longing, as if the town gossip—the most perceptive and garrulous of the group—had pulled you into a dark corner booth, pushed a beer your way and decided to fill you in on her exasperating, charming friends . . . Barry’s characters are so smart, hilarious, and real that one  can’t help being utterly seduced by them and what their lives teach us about ‘the rough and beautiful ways people carried their loneliness’ . . . Read this book.”

—Danielle Trussoni, The New York Times Book Review

“First-time novelist Barry captures the ups and downs of a group of friends in a small town. A terrific writer, she brings to life their relationships, breakups, and attempts at forgiveness.”

—Joyce Chang, People

“Rebecca Barry’s prose is a delicate, beautiful balance of wit and yearning. She is an artist of the everyday heartbreak, gently moving her brave characters through their lives, watching over them with concern as they (some-times comically, sometimes tragically) cope with the infinite expressions of desire and longing that ache within their souls. Barry catches every moment of their humanity, absolutely forgives them their inherent contradictions and translates their foibles into lovely vignettes, which you will have a difficult time ever forgetting.”

—Elizabeth Gilbert, New York Times bestselling author  of Eat, Pray, Love

“[A] first-rate debut . . . Barry gets down to the grit of her characters and captures the plangency of a local bar that serves as a de facto communal household.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Rebecca Barry’s debut is a sheer delight. These stories are delicate, smart, touching and hilarious, and they move through the life of a small town the way life moves through us. Barry is a wonderful writer, graceful, quick, and compassionate.”

—Roxana Robinson, author of A Perfect Stranger:

And Other Stories

“A Rust Belt Cheers . . . Barry’s wit is cunning and covert . . . [Her] remarkably natural, charming, and wise novel-in-stories is perfect for fiction lovers whose reading time is tight.”

—Donna Seaman, Booklist

“Those down-and-out and never-were, those bushwhacked by want, those haunted by hooch, those pining for an imagined past—these are the men and women who people Later, at the Bar, Rebecca Barry’s movingly splendid first novel. Clearly, Ms. Barry loves our crooked kind. Here’s a novel to press on your pals, your neighbors, even the strangers you bump into on your own way to paradise.”

—Lee K. Abbott, author of All Things, All at Once:

New and Selected Stories

“There is a kind of magic that happens at the right bar, with the right people, at the right time of night. A certain song comes on the jukebox, the bartender starts to sing, and two people wobble off their stools, lean into each other, and begin to sway. For a moment, it feels like the center of the world. Later, at the Bar is seasoned with characters who live for this kind of magic, who love hard and drink harder. Rebecca Barry skillfully weaves together their stories as if she is making her way through a room full of friends, then finds you a seat at the bar, leans over, and spills all of their secrets. They are full of heart-ache and hope, and you will want to stay with them, until everyone puts down their drinks and starts to dance.”

—Hannah Tinti, author of Animal Crackers
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LUCY’S LAST HURRAH


That winter there were two snowstorms. The first one was expected. Born in Florida and galvanized by the damp winds of the Pennsylvania mountains, it was strong as a wildcat by the time it reached upstate New York. The YMCA closed early and so did the library. The mayor declared a state of emergency, which it was. There were three head-on collisions on Route 19 and a teenager froze to death after falling into one of the gorges on the north end of town. Hank Stevens, who owned Hank’s Diner, couldn’t get out of his driveway and had to stay at home with his children. (“No,” he said all afternoon. “Daddy cannot go outside and build a fort. Daddy doesn’t own snow pants.”)

Hank called Bill Kane, who made the soups and burgers at the diner, and told him to stay home. Bill had already assumed Hank would close the diner early because as far as he was concerned his boss was a lazy man who looked for excuses to lose money. But he went to the diner anyway, because it was nicer than his own apartment, and called his ex-girlfriend Trish to see if she needed help shoveling or with anything, really. But when a man answered the phone, Bill hung up and went next door to Lucy’s Tavern—which was never closed because Rita, the bartender, lived upstairs—and got blind drunk instead.

The second storm blew in from nowhere a few weeks later, and no one, not even the weather girl on Channel 7, saw it coming. The day started out clear, but by noon the air was heavy and raw, and by four o’clock the sky had turned steel gray. By five, as Hank Stevens, Bill Kane, and the other regulars filed into Lucy’s Tavern for happy hour, the snow began to fall.

At seven-thirty, Lucy Beech, the founder of Lucy’s Tavern, was awakened from the dream state she’d been in and out of for several days. She heard the windows rattling and saw the snowflakes whirling like madmen. She listened to the wind howling and it sounded familiar, like the melancholy cries of the wolves that used to greet her on the one hundred acres of woodland where she grew up in Alaska. That sound always made her feel at home, and now it seemed as if it was beckoning her, saying get up, come outside, come see this miraculous storm.

Lucy was eighty-two and her bones were tired, but she got out of bed and walked outside wearing only her nightgown and no shoes. Snow hit her face. Cold hurt her teeth. The fierce, bitter wind reminded her of the storms of her youth, and she sat down on a snowbank and waited.

Lucy’s obituary appeared several days later next to the police monitor, which reported three DWIs, one burglary, and an arrest of a woman whose cat was “defecating in an annoying manner” on her neighbor’s front porch. The obituary was short, as Lucy would have liked it, but it was written by her cousin who lived in Topeka and didn’t know her very well. It hardly mentioned the tavern Lucy established, or how—because Lucy loved live music and dancing and understood people who liked longing more than they did love—it became the center of the community.

It didn’t talk about Lucy’s late partner Suzanne, who died a month before Lucy and was buried in the garden by a slender birch. (Like many women in that town, and perhaps the world over, Lucy fell in love with a handsome woman after years of loving men.) Instead it mentioned Lucy’s fine hand at embroidery, her moral upbringing, and her decent sense of community service.

In its own way, the bar Lucy built did service the community. The place itself was nothing special—a narrow room on the first floor of a brick building that had once been an apothecary. It had hardwood floors and mullioned windows, and when Lucy bought it, the floor-to-ceiling apothecary shelves and cabinets were still there, flanking a long beveled mirror and facing a wooden counter, which Lucy decided would make a good bar. She was in her twenties then, an Alaskan fisherwoman with proud cheekbones and long dark hair that she wore in two shiny braids. Rumor had it that she had been so skilled at fishing that she’d once taught an orphaned bear cub to hunt salmon. But she’d given that up to come east with her boyfriend, a noisy, failed actor who wanted to start a dance hall. They bought the storefront next to Hank’s Diner, and because it was mostly Lucy who paid for it they called it Lucy’s.

Some people said the bar was cursed because Lucy’s boyfriend left town with a milliner six months later, leaving Lucy heartbroken and alone, miles away from the Northern lights and the midnight sun and all the things she used to love. But Lucy, who stayed in upstate New York—a place known for its brutal winters and triumphant springs—laughed at this. After all, even salmon swam upstream to spawn. Heartache, to her, coursed through everything—which was as it should be, since people needed it to make them kind.

Over the years Lucy built her bar into an open front parlor full of music and drinking, where bad behavior within reason was perfectly acceptable. She knew how to use both the gun and the baseball bat she kept under the bar by the cash register and she didn’t judge her patrons as long as they paid their bills. Although once or twice she may have offered her opinion. “You know, Martin, most of us learn in grade school that saying things like ‘I’m so lonely’ doesn’t impress women,” she might have said. And when Hank Stevens sat at the bar saying things about his wife like “You wouldn’t complain about the smoke at a strip club the way she does,” she might have responded with, “I would if I was seven months pregnant.” To her, the bar was like a good wedding, where love, sex, hope, and grief were just in the air and everyone who breathed it in was drunk not just on booze but on the smoky haze around them.

So, cursed or not, Lucy’s Tavern was the place most people in town came to lick their wounds or someone else’s, or to give in to the night and see what would happen. Lucy grew older and her body thickened. Her once nimble feet grew arthritic and gnarled as the roots of the poplars that lined the streets in the center of town. But her skin, which rarely saw the light of day, stayed youthful and high colored even as her dark braids turned gray, then white. The bar aged too—the hardwood floors became seasoned and polished from dancing and fighting. The mirror grew mottled and reflected a softer, more flattering image of the people it faced. Eventually a gallery of stuffed birds—a crow, a turkey, a proud kingfisher—that Lucy’s partner Suzanne, an ornithologist, had collected appeared at the top of the bar.

By the time that second snowstorm hit, Lucy had long since turned the bar over to her bartender, Rita. So none of her regulars knew she was quietly freezing to death that night, as they drifted in for happy hour and stayed out until dawn, taking shelter from the snow and the wind that shook the buildings.

Later, when they were at the bar toasting Lucy’s life, the regulars said she was in that wind, mingling with the smell of wood smoke and pine. They said she swept over the graveyards and apple orchards, on to Main Street, past the old brick row houses. They said they felt her make her way by Hank’s Diner, then by her bar, where she rode in on the icy air that came off of people’s jackets and lingered in the clouds of smoke and perfume. She might have been struck, as she often had been when she was running the place herself, by the rough and beautiful ways people carried their loneliness. She might have breathed into the air, touched a cheek. It’s all right, she might have said. The heart is right to cry. Oh, darlings, enjoy the night. She might have considered staying, at least until daybreak, but the wind picked up again and pulled her back into the storm.

  •  •  •

The morning after the storm, the sun came out and the sky turned a brilliant blue.

“No,” Hank Stevens said to his children. “Daddy does not want to go outside. Daddy is going to make a ham sandwich, and then he is going to lie down.”

“This fucking town,” Bill Kane said, looking at his snow-covered driveway. “No wonder people kill themselves here every winter.”

It was Harlin Wilder, delivering Meals on Wheels as part of his community service, who found Lucy in her front yard in her nightgown, stiff and blue and dead, her face tilted upward, her hands tucked neatly beneath her thighs, as if she were waiting for something wonderful to happen.


MEN SHOOT THINGS TO KILL THEM


Three months after his divorce from his first wife became final, Harlin Wilder’s new wife Grace left town with another man. Her reasons were solid enough. She was going to bowl in a tournament in Chemung County, and Jimmy Slocum, who was heading up there with a truckload of salt, had offered her a ride.

“It’s free,” said Grace, who had wrecked her own car a few weeks before. “How often do you get to say you’re getting a free ride and mean it?”

Harlin didn’t answer. He didn’t like Jimmy’s flinty eyes or oily curls, or the way he rolled up his shirtsleeves to show off his biceps. And Harlin was pretty sure this wasn’t a free ride. In fact, he figured that it would cost about $59.99 plus tax, or whatever they were charging at the Econo Lodge out that way. But he kept his mouth shut, as it was his jealousy that had gotten him in trouble with his last wife, who had cleaned out his bank account and run off with a car salesman. Harlin had tried not to hold this against her, because Sherry was a good-looking woman, and good-looking women got a lot of offers. He’d figured the best he could do was stay out of trouble and wait for her to come home.

And that’s what he had been doing, waiting for his ex-wife, when he met Grace, who drove a food truck for the state prison. It had been a long, dull winter, but that night there was a snap in the air that hadn’t been around since fall. The jukebox was turned up and people were already dancing by happy hour. Cyrus Wilder, Harlin’s older brother by fifteen minutes, was buying rounds, an event so rare that Harlin kept asking other regulars to sign a napkin witnessing the occasion. Even this didn’t rile Cyrus, who had shaved his winter beard and slicked his gray hair back off his forehead. He’d won three hundred dollars at a dogfight and was feeling like a benevolent king.

Harlin was sitting there, pleasantly drunk and enjoying his brother’s good mood, when he heard the song “All My Exes Live in Texas” on the jukebox. It occurred to him that two of his exes did live in Texas, and this made him feel a warm kinship to the person who played that song.

“Rita,” he said to the bartender, “I would like to buy whoever played this song a shot.”

Rita put down the glass she was drying and said, “Did you hear that, Grace? This man wants to buy you a drink.”

Grace glanced up from a conversation just long enough for a quick appraisal of Harlin. “I’m done drinking for the night,” she said.

Harlin Wilder was a tall man, and well-proportioned, with muscled arms, a trim waist, and quick, strong legs. His dark hair was flecked with gray, prematurely, like that of his father and brother, and he had a tidy mustache he wore to hide a slight harelip. He had a wide and engaging smile, which, after years of getting him into bed with women and out of evictions and jail sentences, was starting to etch graceful lines around his eyes and the sides of his mouth. If Grace hadn’t looked at him, Harlin might not have cared what she said, but the fact that she looked him over and then refused made him take more stock in her. She was nice to look at, he decided. Not nice to look at in the way the bartender Rita, with her auburn curls and easy laugh, was, and not nice to look at the way Linda Hartley, who wouldn’t set foot in the bar without high heels and a soft sweater, was. Grace Meyers was nice to look at in an unreachable way. Her face was long and pretty, in spite of a pointed chin, and a dangerous heat came off of her, murky and wild, like a swamp. She had nice tits, too, and while Harlin didn’t like to think he was picky, he did appreciate a big set of those.

He tried to buy her a drink a few more times over the next few weeks, but she refused. Then one night she gave in, and they ended up in her food truck, having sex on a pile of dirty aprons. Grace left her boyfriend and started seeing Harlin, and they’d gone on a bender one weekend and that’s how they ended up married. And now she was going off to another city with another man.

“I don’t care if he is her good friend and they are going to a bowling tournament,” Harlin said later that night to Linda Hartley. They were sitting at Lucy’s Tavern, eating goldfish crackers. “Why would a woman want to go to another city with another man and spend the night there? You tell me.”

“Have you tried talking to her?” Linda asked. Linda was an advice columnist and advocated communication. She took off her glasses and smoothed her hair, which she wore parted on the side and up in the back like a librarian. A naughty librarian, Harlin imagined. Or hoped.

He shrugged. Some people at the bar, he knew, weren’t too crazy about Linda Hartley. Harlin’s brother Cyrus, for example, thought she asked too many questions and didn’t drink enough. Hank Stevens agreed. He said that that was the trouble with writers. They could never really let themselves go. But Harlin didn’t mind her. She wore skirts and sweaters that showed off muscular legs and a shapely figure for a lady over thirty, and Harlin appreciated a woman who dressed up for the bar.

Harlin’s brother Cyrus suggested that they get into Harlin’s truck and drive up to Lodi to shoot out Jimmy’s tires.

“We can do a tour of the bars along the way,” Cyrus said, listing a little to one side. He adjusted the black knit fisherman’s cap that fit snugly over his head. Cyrus was Harlin’s fraternal twin. He was shorter than Harlin, but stronger and more classically handsome. At forty-three his face had begun to age. But his eyes, heavy-lidded and smoky blue, still made him look dreamy. “All of the old places,” he said.

“That’s a stupid idea,” said Linda. “Why drive all the way to Lodi to do something you could just as easily do here?”

“Who asked you?” Cyrus said.

“Harlin did,” she said calmly.

“Not really,” Harlin said.

“Anyway,” Linda said, “if you drive out there and shoot out his tires, she’ll have an excuse to spend the night there.”

Harlin looked at Cyrus for another suggestion, but Cyrus was watching his ex-wife Janet, who was sitting at the bar talking about the president.

“If I was the president and I got caught with my dick in someone’s mouth, I would lie about it,” she was saying.

“Janet, you don’t lie,” said the woman next to her.

“I know I don’t lie,” said Janet. “But if I was the president I would have to, which is why I am not the president and I am sitting here at this bar with this bunch of losers.” She looked pointedly at Cyrus, who waved.

There were several other suggestions: Go to Jimmy Slocum’s house to see if Grace and Jimmy were already back, try to pick up another girl in town, or drink a cup of coffee and go home and lie down. This last suggestion came from Rita, the bartender, who was getting ready to close and was sick of listening to all of them. None of these seemed satisfactory to Harlin, but he did listen to Rita, since she followed her advice with “And if you don’t, I’m using my bat.”

  •  •  •

The next afternoon, when Harlin was having breakfast, Cyrus showed up with a gun, two bottles of Wild Turkey, and a bowling ball he’d gotten at his first bachelor party, when his friends attached it to his leg with a chain and made him walk around town trying to pick up women.

“Get in, Harlin,” he said. “We’re going to see your old lady bowl.”

Harlin thought briefly of Cyrus’s lawyer and what he might say if Cyrus got busted driving drunk again six months after a DWI.

“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Harlin said.

“When was the last time either of us had a good idea?” Cyrus said. And Harlin high-fived him and got into the car.

They pulled out of the driveway and onto the road, and as they passed the Grange Hall, Harlin started thinking out loud. The trouble with his new wife, he said, was that she had terrible taste in men. Just look at the last three men she’d been with before him. First there was Sonny Banfield, who had a nasty temper and loved cockfighting; then Marty Chambers, who owed everyone money; and then she married Nick Fowler, Fowler, who everyone knew treated women like dirt. And now she was running around with Jimmy Slocum, with his dumb, thick hands and greasy smile.

“Slocum!” Cyrus said, taking a drink from the bottle of Wild Turkey. “I hate that guy.”

“He has mean dogs,” Harlin said. “You can’t trust a man with mean dogs.”

It wasn’t Grace’s fault, Harlin went on. Her father was a violent man, and her mother hadn’t stopped him from beating his children, and that was why Grace had dated two men who hit her and one who stole her money.

“You sure she’s cheating on you?” Cyrus said.

“No, I’m not sure,” Harlin said, annoyed. “If I was sure, I’d shoot Jimmy, not his tires.”

Cyrus nodded. They passed the old high school, which was being renovated because the county was getting richer. This part of the world was changing, Harlin thought. When he and Cyrus were young, it had been full of cornfields and livestock and fantastic drunks like Harlin’s dad, who jumped through plate-glass windows and set fire to abandoned houses. Now the landscape was being eaten up by new houses big enough for three families, with treeless front lawns and oversize plastic play sets.

Cyrus turned left onto the dead-end road that went past Janet’s house.

“Oh, Jesus,” Harlin said. “Cyrus. Don’t be stupid.”

“I just want to stop by and say hello,” Cyrus said.

“You broke up with Nancy four days ago,” Harlin said. “Don’t you think it’s a little early to go visit your ex-wife?”

“Who died and made you my mother?” Cyrus said.

“Mom.” It had been long enough since their mother had died that they could both laugh, but then they were quiet until Cyrus pulled into the driveway of an old farmhouse. The windows in the front of the house were open, and someone inside was playing Hank Williams.

“Hey, you little margarita!” Cyrus yelled. “Hey, you sweet potato pie!” Someone inside turned the music up. “Hey, you hot, spicy bowl of chili!”

Janet opened the door and squinted at them. She was tall and stooped, with a narrow, fine-boned face and ruddy cheeks passed on from her Irish father. “What the fuck do you want?” she said.

“Hi, Janet,” Harlin said.

“What’s new, Harlin?” she said. She blew her nose into a Kleenex.

“You look like a ray of sunshine!” Cyrus said.

Janet put the Kleenex in her pocket.

“We’re going on a road trip,” Cyrus said. “A fantastic ride. We’re going to hit five bars in this county, and then we’re going to Lodi to check out a bowling tournament.”

“You can’t bowl,” said Janet.

“That’s why we thought of you,” Cyrus said.

Janet had been a champion bowler. At Lucy’s Tavern, which had inherited all of the pictures from the bowling alley after it closed down, there were photos of Janet along the exposed brick wall between the piano and the jukebox. She was maybe twenty-two years old, her bobbed hair neatly tucked behind her ears, her long body gracefully curved to make the ball hit its target. Once Harlin had seen Cyrus point out those pictures to a stranger at the bar.

“That’s my ex-wife,” he’d said. “I married her twice and she divorced me twice. How do you like that? A champion ball handler and I let her go.” He’d shaken his head, and the stranger had looked uncomfortable. Finally, Rita had told him he needed to shut up or she was taking the picture down.

Janet stalked back into the house, and since she hadn’t told them to leave, Harlin and Cyrus followed her. Her kitchen was painted green, and newspapers littered the table.

“What do you say, Jan?” Cyrus said. “Why don’t you come with us?”

“Why should I go anywhere with you?” Janet said.

“For fun,” Cyrus said. “When was the last time you just let yourself have a lost day?”

Janet put her cigarette out and turned to face Cyrus. Her pale eyes, gray-blue like winter, narrowed.

“We used to do that sometimes,” he said. “Remember?”

Cyrus was handsome then, and Harlin remembered how beautiful his brother had been in his prime. He’d had strong arms and thick black hair and was the kind of good-looking that made farming seem like the only real work for a man’s body. But then he drank too much and fought too much, and now his face was beginning to look like it had hit the pavement too many times. Sometimes, though, like here in Janet’s green kitchen, Harlin saw a glimpse of what his brother had been and it made his throat ache.

Janet sighed. “All right,” she said. “Only if you promise I’ll be back by ten.”

“You got it,” Cyrus said. “Or midnight.”

  •  •  •

They got into the car and drove on, and Janet put some Johnny Cash on the tape deck. She and Cyrus sang, and Harlin kept time on the back of Cyrus’s headrest.

“Rita wanted to close the bar to come with us,” Cyrus said. “That’s how great this trip will be.”

“Goddammit, Cyrus,” Janet said. “What did you give her ammunition for? I can just see the jaws down there flapping. ‘Oh, Janet starts drinking at three.’ Well, some days I start drinking at ten. Sometimes I start at six-thirty a.m. She doesn’t need to know that.”

“Janet,” Cyrus said softly. “You don’t start at six-thirty.”

“Maybe some days I do,” Janet said.

They drove by a bar called the Stove Pipe, and Janet said she was thirsty. Harlin thought maybe they should save the Stove Pipe for the way back, after they’d picked up Grace. But Janet insisted, and since Grace had once called the Stove Pipe a shit bucket, Harlin decided it was all right if they went to this one place without her.
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