The Night of Longnecks


Ade Hilton suddenly felt very aware of his surroundings… the light from the half-moon directly overhead mingled with streetlights, his right hand on the rough brick exterior of the alley-side of some bar on Greenville, the way his head looked straight down, the way his mouth hung open, the way his feet stood shakily on crumbling asphalt near a dumpster… the way his stomach felt completely vacant, the way the humid air mingled with car exhaust, beer, and sickness to make the thick, surrounding blanket of atmosphere Dallas wears in the summer.


“You finished back there?” Martin Berman called from the other side of the dumpster.


Ade surveyed what he’d done and didn’t feel like any more of it was forthcoming. “Yeah.” Slowly, he stood back up, waves of dizziness messing with his ears, leaving him off-balance. The taste in his mouth made him never want to drink again.


Martin laughed. “You look like hell, Ade.”


Ade wiped his moustache off and walked up to his short, stocky friend. “Shut up. You got me into this.”


“You got yourself into it. I was just kidding when I said you could drink it all.”


Ade staggered past Martin across the back parking lot to get to the car. “I never know when to believe you or not.”


“That’s what I like about you, Ade.”


“What’s that?”


“You never let reality cloud your ambition, especially when you’ve had a few.”


Ade shook his head and made his way through the sea of cars. He knew their car was on a side street, but which one?


“This way, dumbass.” Ade turned around to see Martin motioning up a street. Ade was sure the car couldn’t possibly be there.


The dimly-lit houses swirled past Ade’s eyes as the world shifted between black and white nightmare and barely-colorized zombie movie. The only constant in this universe was Martin’s occasional chuckle, half a block ahead of him.


“Here we are.”


All at once, Martin was right there, holding the door open for Ade. Ade pitched head first into the car and tried his best to straighten himself out on the front bench seat. It wasn’t that hard, and he was relatively ordered by the time Martin fired up the big Oldsmobile’s engine.


Air conditioning poured out of the dashboard onto Ade’s grateful face. It stank of mildew from having sat stale in the hot North Texas night atmosphere, but the refreshing coolness more than made up for it.


“Ready to head home?” Martin never took his beady eyes off the road.


“I dunno. Maybe I’ll get a second wind. What time is it?”


“Only 11:45.”


“Hell, yeah. Just drive around for a while. We got time to party, still.”


Martin signaled for a left turn up Matilda, the street just behind Greenville. It was packed with cars, but nowhere near the gridlock mayhem like on Greenville, where all the bars faced. He turned on the radio. “Don’t Fear the Reaper” started playing in media res.


Ade lolled back in his seat and looked up through the moonroof. Streetlights and telephone poles flashed by in succession while the stars squinted back at him. The air smelled less of mildew now, but Ade knew that last bit would linger still, a feature of Martin’s “classic” Olds. Junker was more the word for it. A junker Delta 88 Royale. About all it had going for it was the AC and the moonroof, neither of which were original to the vehicle.


Well, you could also pass out in style on the roomy back seat. Ade figured maybe it wasn’t such a bad car, after all, as long as Martin drove it.


But, still… it was old.

“When are you going to get a new car, dude?”


“When you finally pay me all the gas money and cabfare you owe me.”


“Up yours. You always volunteer to drive.”


“True. But I still resent your freeloading.” Martin smiled as he checked oncoming traffic to see if he could make a left turn on Mockingbird.


“Man, every time we go out, no matter who’s in the crowd, you’re always the designated driver. What’s up with that?”


“I like it when people owe me favors.”


“Bull. You never call them in.”


“Like I said, they always owe me.” Martin had already gotten to the Greenville signal on Mockingbird. It was only one block away from Matilda, but he still managed to make good time.


“I don’t believe you.”


Martin just grinned and turned back on Greenville for another run down the drag. “You think we’ll find a parking space, Ade?”


“You didn’t answer my question.”


“You didn’t answer mine.”


“Answer mine first.”


“I already told you my answer.”


“There’s more to it.”


“OK, I have fun watching you guys get drunk. There. You happy?”


Martin wasn’t giving any straight answers. They drove on quietly past the homes on the M Streets just north of the clubs and restaurants on Lower Greenville. Yuppie urban renewal efforts mixed in with ancient residents and untidy hippie pads. All the houses had that quaint, cool, classic style of Dallas architecture from a day when the roofs peaked beautifully in artistically sensible directions, a day before people decided a roof pitch was a measure of wealth, giving rise to the North Dallas Specials with roofs going in more directions than any sensible person would want to count.

Ade silently wondered whatever happened to Art Deco, but as the clubs reappeared in force after they crossed Belmont, his mind returned to Martin’s motive for always being a designated driver. “It can’t be just that.”

“What?”

“Why you always drive. Are you a Mormon or something?”


“Jeez. You know I have no use for religion. I’m just a philosophically self-sufficient student of humanity, what can I say?” Martin’s eyes fired up with raw passion. “Believe it or not, I found a spot!” He pulled the car up to a smooth stop and deftly flipped his blinker while he waited for the departing car to vacate its curbside space. The traffic forced into the other lane passed by the big white Oldsmobile as their drivers and passengers looked on with a mix of awe and hatred.


No car, not even the SUV’s, challenged Ade and Martin’s territorial demands.


A Mercedes pulled out of a space on the street just in front of Martin’s car. He deftly piloted the 88 in to exploit the vacuum left by the departing bourgeoisie. There was even time left on the meter, a double coup.


“How did you get that amazing spot?” Ade nearly sobered up after witnessing the miracle of St. Martin the Driver.


“Destiny, Ade. Destiny.”


Ade shook his head to deal with the concept tonight had anything to do with destiny. He just thought he was blitzing through bars to get roaring and obliviously drunk. 


Martin got out and crossed in front of the car to help Ade with his door. Ade fumbled upward and managed to raise himself up on the correct side of the curb. He caught the hollow smell of alcohol on a breeze passing out of an open bar door, and followed it to its source. Martin walked in right behind him into The Continental Club.


The place wasn’t too smoky, and the music wasn’t too loud. Ade liked places where he could think, if he needed to. He and Martin sat down at a table toward the back of the place. They sat facing away from the wall, so they could keep an eye on the room. Ade never knew when some crazed gunman would charge into a place he was having a drink or a meal, and didn’t want to be caught by surprise. Ade watched the doorway, so he’d be among the first to know when the gunplay started.


He was a survivor, that way.


A nametag that read “Donna” came up to take their orders. Attached to it was a waitress who was absolutely gorgeous after only three beers. To Ade, she appeared as an avatar of some Teutonic goddess of love.


“What can I get you gentlemen tonight?”


Ade said, “You got a good bartender?”


“Yeah. He’s a good one.”


“Then see if he knows how to make a Limping Frenchman.”


Donna raised her eyebrows. “Ohhhhh kaaaaaaay…”


Martin held up a finger. “Just a Coke with a lemon slice for me. I’m the driver.”


“That I can get, for sure.” Donna swished around and went back to the bar.


Martin slugged Ade on the shoulder. “Limping Frenchman? What in the hell is that?”


“It’s, like, OK, you start with some Champagne. Then, you dissolve a sugar cube in it. Then, you add… uh… I think you add some bitters and a peach slice and then a shot of… uh… Vodka.”


“You ever have one of those before?”


“Yeah. I think. If the bartender’s good, he’ll know how to make it.”


Martin shook his head as he took in the scenery. The beady eyes noted the position of every table, chair, and patron. He scoped out the pool tables and the bathrooms from his vantage point view atop a bar stool at a high table.


Donna came back with only one drink. She set down Martin’s Coke and told Ade, “The bartender wants to talk to you.”


Ade and Martin traded glances and Martin shrugged his shoulders. Ade decided to follow Donna up to the bar and see what was up.


Ade and Donna waited for the bartender to have a free moment. When he did, Donna motioned and pointed at Ade and mouthed to the bartender, “He’s the one.”


The bartender glided over to Ade. “What did you say you wanted, again?”


Ade felt lost in the bartender’s iron-blue eyes. The bartender smiled ever so slightly. “I… I want a Limping Frenchman.”


The bartender nodded. “Uh-huh. I know a few varieties of that one. Which specific one do you want?”


Ade struggled to think clearly as the bartender smiled and looked straight at him with those mesmerizing eyes. “Uh, I think it’s got a peach slice in it.”


“You don’t want that.” The bartender paused.


“I don’t.”


“You want a Mai Tai.”


“I guess I do.”


Ade returned to the table with a glass full of orange liquid, festooned with a maraschino cherry and an umbrella.


Martin spluttered with laughter in the middle of a sip. “Donna’s right. That bartender is good.”


Ade sat down. “Whaddya mean? Who’s Donna?”


“Never mind. Enjoy your Mai Tai.”


Ade watched Martin suspiciously as he took a drink and stabbed his nose with the little umbrella in the process.


Martin looked around. He always looked paranoid with those beady eyes of his, but more paranoid than usual right now. Ade watched him as Martin reached into his pocket and pulled out a plastic baggie with some white stuff in it.


Martin kept looking around as he messed with the bag, then he suddenly stuck his face in it and sucked up all its contents. He grabbed a napkin and wiped his mouth, then took a huge swallow from his Coke.


“Martin?”


“Mmm?”


“What was that?”


“What was what?”


“What you just did.”


“Oh. Meth.”


“As in amphetamine?”


“Yeah. The same.”


Ade felt his hair turn a shade more gray. “Jeez! You’re supposed to be the driver!”


“So?” Martin had no shame.


“You can’t drive like that!”


“Like what?”


“Dammit, on speed, you moron!”


“Yeah I can. Do it all the time. It doesn’t mess you up the way liquor does.”


“It’s still, uh, DUI if you get busted.”


“No it’s not.”


“Yes! It is!”


“Nooooo, it’s not. Worst the cops can do is give me a speeding ticket.”


“The hell you say. That’s a terrible pun.”


“But it’s true.”


Ade threw his drink umbrella at Martin and swigged the Mai Tai. “Liar.”


Martin just grinned and threw the umbrella back at Ade.


The subject changed when Joe Gabler and JJ Stryker wandered in. Martin tried to hide behind his drink. “Don’t look, Ade, but Mutt and Jeff just showed up.”


Joe was a short guy who had one leg longer than the other, making him 3 inches taller with every other step. He took good care of his short, black hair, but tortured his lungs with a 5 pack a day cigarette habit.


JJ smoked, too, but never in public. He preferred the non-standard brands. More than an aficionado of them, he did a nice side business in selling them to discriminating connoisseurs of exotic pleasures. He kept his completely bald head waxed and polished, and his trim moustache complimented his precise clothing.


Ade and Martin didn’t move at all. Unfortunately, Donna did. Joe and JJ caught sight of her motion and followed it to where their acquaintances sat. JJ stood up and waved. “Hey, Ade! Martin! Wassup!”


Martin smile and waved back, rolling his eyes before Joe and JJ got close enough to see.

Ade waved after he told Donna his order.


JJ had his arm around Joe’s shoulders as the two walked over to Ade and Martin’s table. Once they got there, everyone said hi to each other. Martin said, “So! JJ! How’s the porn business treating you?”


JJ sat down and laughed. “Can’t complain. Just expanded the fetish section. Boy, you think you’ve seen it all and—“


Ade shook his head. “Spare me, all right?”


JJ said, “Hey, I’m just going into what showed up today. It’s wild, man.”


Ade said, “I don’t like that stuff. The sick stuff.”


JJ said, “There’s nothing sick about it, Ade. Nothing at all.”


Martin said, “Nothing except for the stuff with sock puppets and staplers.”


JJ howled. “That’s the best stuff, man! Whoo!”


Joe laughed along with JJ, but Ade and Martin maintained their reserve.


JJ didn’t care. “So, Ade, what’s new in drywall?”


“Nothin. Same crap, different day.”


“I hear ya. Martin! You still muling urine?”


Martin looked into his glass as he answered. “Yeah, I’m still doing the courier job. Buncha companies doing a lotta hiring, so it’s drug tests 99% of the time. Got to do a kidney and a liver last night, though. And some guy paid me $200 to buy pizza on one side of town and drive it all the way over to him.”


Joe said, “Crazy stuff, man.”


Martin drank the last of his Coke. “Don’t I know it.”


Nobody bothered asking Joe how his job fared. He stayed in JJ’s apartment all day, smoking and day trading on the options markets. He always made fortunes until he actually had to buy or sell something. Then his track record was not so good. He didn’t like talking a lot, so he didn’t mind getting passed over in the small talk.


Donna returned with another Coke and lemon for Martin. She put her hand on Ade’s shoulder. “Hon, you’re gonna have to see the bartender again.” Regarding the newcomers, she said, “What can I get you guys?”

JJ said, “I’ll have a Bud Light.” 


Joe said, “You got any imports?”


Donna nodded. Ade got up and shuffled to the bar. Donna shook her head and said, “Yeah, we got imports. Whaddya want?”


“Then I’d like a Corona.”


Donna noted the order and went back to the bar.


JJ slugged Joe on the shoulder. “Corona’s cheap. You know why?”


Martin said, “Because there’s always a bunch of Mexicans willing to piss in a bottle. Look, JJ, you gonna lay off the inane crap?”


JJ regarded Martin with surprise. “Inane? That’s a good joke.”


“No. It’s not.”


“Everyone’s a critic.”


“Not enough people listen to them. I’d tell you not to quit your day job, but… maybe you should just move to Wisconsin and collect welfare.”


“Screw you, shorty.”


“Screw you and the pig you rode in on, baldy.”


Joe got up. “I gotta go to the bathroom. I’ll leave you two ladies to your gossip.”


JJ laughed and Martin looked more disgusted than ever. Ade wandered over from the bar with another Mai Tai.


JJ said to Ade, “What the hell kinda sissy drink is that?”


Ade said, “It’s a Mai Tai.”


JJ said, “I know it’s a Mai Tai, you moron. What are you drinking it for?”


Ade sat down in quiet confusion. Donna returned with everyone else’s drinks. Ade touched her arm. “Hey, gimmee a beer, why don’t ya?”


“Sure. What kind?”


“Shiner.”


“Sure thing, hon.” Donna spun around and swished away.


JJ nodded. “Now that’s a manly drink. Shiner.”


Martin and Ade drank quietly.


Joe returned from the bathroom. He reached into his shirt pocket. He patted his pants pockets. He patted his shirt pocket again. Panic decorated his features. “Hey, JJ, where my cigarettes at?”


JJ took a long sip on his Bud. “Boo.”


“What? Where my cigarettes at?”


“Boo.”


Ade and Martin looked at each other. Martin smirked.


“Dammit, JJ, where my cigarettes at?”


JJ took another long drink, looked around, leaned close to Joe, and said, “Boo.”


“I’m not playing around! Now tell me where my cigarettes are at? Did you take them?”


“Boo.”


“That’s not funny, JJ! Did you take them?”


“Boo.”


“Dammit! I need my cigarettes now!”


Ade couldn’t stand it anymore. As JJ uttered another “Boo”, he tried to get Joe to shut the hell up. “Hell, Joe, I’ll buy you a whole damn carton if you’ll just take it easy.”


Joe shot a go-to-hell look at Ade. JJ said, “Heh. These ain’t them kinda smokes, Ade.”


Joe slapped JJ on the shoulder. “Sh!”


“Well, I just had to explain your consternation there, pardner.”


Joe rolled his eyes and stood up.


Ade didn’t get it. “What do you mean?”


Joe stomped out of the place. JJ said, “Hey, I gotta handle this. I’ll see y’all later.” Ade didn’t detain him, even though he wanted more explanation. Martin relaxed and started breathing normally again.


Ade didn’t know what to make of it. “What’s the deal with the cigarettes, Martin? What was Joe so pissed about?”


“Who the hell cares? Just drink your Mai Tai.”


“But…”


“You’re better off without those two losers. They’re better off dead.”


Martin had a point, but Ade felt argumentative. He was about to say something when Donna showed up with his Shiner and cleared off the other drinks.


Ade then just drank his Shiner and looked around for trouble. He wanted to fight tonight. He didn’t know why, he just wanted to beat somebody down. Correction. Beat down a lot of losers with all his people by his side. Crush the tides of inferior humanity and make room for… for… well, whoever was on his side.


Destiny. Like Martin said. Or whatever.


“Shiner is the best beer!” Martin nodded as Ade drained his bottle and signaled for another.


Ade looked around for Donna. As he looked, he saw Benny Molina and Ernie Brummel stumble into the bar, looking around nervously. He stood up and waved. Benny and Ernie came over to Ade’s table, looking relieved.


Martin put his Coke down. “What’s up?”


Benny rolled his eyes while Ernie adjusted his Dallas Cowboys gimmee cap. Benny spoke first. “We were in Campisi’s Egyptian, all right? Just enjoying a little pizza and beer, like normal people. OK, so these guys come in. They got these silly little nametags on like they’re from some convention or whatever and they’re all talking funny, like they’re from England or Russia or wherever. Ernie and I start talking like them a little, you know, just for fun.”


Ernie laughed. “Benny sounded just like ‘em, too. Friggin’ hilarious.”


Ernie chuckled and continued. “Right, so we’re just having fun and one of them overhears us and gets up behind us and is all, ‘Hey, I don’t appreciate you making fun of the way I talk’, and we’re all, ‘Lighten up, it’s a joke’, and he’s back with, ‘some freaking joke you guys are’ and then Ernie.”


“Sorry.”


“Ernie calls them all fags. That did not go over well.”


Ernie shrugged his Cowboys Starter jacket higher around his neck. “Long story short, they kicked us out.”


Benny slugged Ernie on the shoulder. “Those foreigners threatened to kill us, practically.”


Martin held up a hand. “So, uh… just how did you guys get all the way over here? That was clear up by Mockingbird. Why did you come all the way over here?”


Benny shifted on his stool. “We were at the corner to take a bus, like usual, and saw your car go by. We just got off the bus at the stop just ahead.”


Ernie said, “We got off after we saw your car. Sweet parking spot.”


Ade scowled. “Those jerks. They deserve to be taught a lesson. They can’t just come in here and take what’s ours.”


Ernie asked, “What do you plan to do?”


Ade leaned forward to conspire. “I say, if we see anyone on the street tonight wearing a convention nametag, we kick their butts. Wherever they’re from, England, Russia, France, even the USA, we kick their butts.”


Benny and Ernie nodded in agreement. Martin smirked and took another drink of Coke.


Donna showed up to take orders. “You guys thirsty?”


Benny looked at what Ade was drinking and said, “Yeah, I’ll have a Shiner.”


Ernie said, “Me too. Shiner.”


Ade said, “Another Shiner sounds good to me right now. Gimmee one-a them longneck Shiner Bock beers.”


Martin said, “Another Coke and lemon for the driver.”


Donna smiled and turned, walking to the bar with a flirt in her step.


Once she got to the bar, Ernie said, “She looks pretty good.”


Martin said, “She’s all right.”


Ade asked, “Ernie, why are you wearing all that Cowboys get up?”


Ernie looked at Ade in disbelief. “They’re our team, Ade.”


“Yeah, but they’re losing this year.”


“That’s something you’ll never understand, Ade. I have loyalty. I cheer for my team every year, win or lose. You just like the winners.”


“Survival of the fittest.” Ade sucked at his empty Shiner bottle and then drank the rest of his Mai Tai.


“Loyalty.” Ernie felt awkward, having nothing to drink.


“Baldness.” Benny laughed after saying that. “You’re balding and that cap keeps it covered. You’d wear a ballet company hat if it was all you had to cover your chrome-dome.”


Ernie fumed. “Loyalty, dammit!” He saw Donna coming. “And screw all you guys for not having any.” He smiled at Donna when she got to the table with everyone’s drinks.


They made small talk with Donna  as she handed out the beers and Martin’s Coke. Donna smiled at them all and only Martin knew she wasn’t really that interested in anyone, but she’d be back. As long as they kept ordering.


They talked some more small talk about thunderstorms, last week’s pre-season football, why Ernie was such an idiot for wearing a jacket in this heat, and then Martin took a long draw on his lemon Coke and said, “So, what are you gonna do about those guys with nametags that just walked in?”


Ade squinted and the others turned around and, sure enough, about 5 guys who looked like they’d been to a convention had walked in. They looked foreign, too.


“Let’s get ‘em!” Ade stood up and glared at the newcomers. The rest followed his lead, forming a gang to approach the intruders.


Benny was right, thought Ade. These guys sound English or Russian or whatever. They’re foreign as hell and deserve to get beat back to wherever they came from. Back to London or Moscow, and not the ones out by San Angelo or Lufkin, but the ones back in Europe or wherever they were.


Ade was about to say something when Ernie threw the first punch, right in a tall conventioneer’s breadbasket. The guy doubled over, his glasses falling off and hitting the floor. The others, surprised, froze while Ernie swung again. Benny and Ade got into the mix, as well, with Martin right behind them. More conventioneers entered the club and got into the action.


The invaders stood their ground, and one of them managed to get behind Benny and kick him behind his left knee. Benny went down, begging for mercy as soon as he hit the floor next to the guy Ernie had dispatched. Benny was useless after that and Ernie had to fight twice as hard.


Ade and Martin fought plenty hard, knocking foreign conventioneer after foreign conventioneer to the hardwood floor covered with peanut shells. Ernie fought the best, though, and was able to carry Benny out when the bouncers broke up the action and kicked the four warmongering troublemakers out of The Continental Club.


On the curb outside the club, Ade was ecstatic. “We kicked their butts! We kicked their freakin’ asses!” Ade made multiple rude gestures at the club door.


Martin grinned at Ade’s bravado.


Ernie brushed off his jacket and straightened his hat.


Benny got his bearings, then started hollering at Ade. “You idiot! We got beaten and thrown out! This is the second club tonight I got booted from!”


Ade couldn’t believe Benny could ever say something like that. “What do you mean? We showed them who’s boss, all right!”


Benny turned and walked to the bus stop. “I’ve had enough hanging out with you guys. I’m outta here.”


“Just like that, you’re gonna go?” Ade started following after Benny.


Ernie tried to hold Ade back. “Let him go. He got beat up pretty hard.”


Ade turned on Ernie. “Who the hell are you to question me? Get your hand off of me!” Ade didn’t wait for Ernie’s response, shoving his arm aside.


Ernie said, “You’re a mean drunk, Ade. You better knock it off.”


“I better knock it off?”


“Yeah. You better knock it off, man.”


“All right. I will.” Ade’s hand hit Ernie’s hat with a swift thwack and sent the Cowboys cap into the curb.


Ernie whirled around to get the cap. It wasn’t all that dirty, but his pride had been deeply injured. A bus drew closer to the stop.


Ernie said, “What the hell’d you do that for? Jeez!”


“Get out of here.”


“What?”


“Get out of here on your own, or I’ll kick your ass on to that bus myself!”


Ernie said nothing. He just put his cap back on his head and walked sideways to the bus stop, turning his head back and forth to keep an eye on where he was walking and on where Ade was, just in case.

 
Benny and Ernie glared back at Ade while they waited for the bus. When it finally got there, Benny got on first. When Ernie got on, he shouted back at Ade, “LOYALTY!” and shot him the finger.


Ade spit at the bus and turned his back.


The bus pulled away into the neon-lit Greenville Avenue southbound traffic.


Martin laughed quietly.


“What’s so funny?”


“Those losers.”


Ade laughed a little. “Yeah.”


“One fight and Benny goes to pieces and big Ernie can’t take a joke.”



“Yeah. Buncha losers.”


“And Benny has to work tomorrow. His dad’s gonna kill him for partying and getting into a fight tonight.”


“Yeah. Damn.”


“What?”

“I gotta pee.”


Martin pointed at a shadowy gap between The Continental Club and the next bar over. “There’s an alleyway. You do the math.”

Ade didn’t say another word. He strode directly into the darkness and took actions appropriate for what he deemed necessary. Martin lit up a smoke as he kept an eye out for cops. Several passers-by saw what Ade was doing and hurried past, disgusted.


Ade zipped up and was about to step out of the alley, but Martin motioned for him to hold still. An unsuspecting conventioneer walked between Martin and Ade. Without warning, Martin shoved the dupe into the alley. He tried to cry out, but Ade knocked the wind out of him with a sucker punch to the solar plexus. Martin joined Ade in the shadows and beat the guy, foreign or otherwise, to the dark ground.


Ade said, “We could do this, beating them up one by one, until we’ve gotten them all and have taken back the street.” Ade felt more of that destiny thing welling up inside him as Martin reached out and grabbed another bar crawler with a nametag.


Ade’s knuckles hurt and bled, but he kept punching the foreign moron from France or Russia or Poland as Martin held him fast. In the darkness of the alley, they could get away with murder.


Suddenly, a light overhead flickered on. Martin let the victim collapse and led the dash back to the street, to put as much distance between himself and the conventioneers who were about to discover their fallen comrades.


Finished for the time being, Ade emerged from the alley right behind Martin. “OK. Next bar.”


“Sure thing, Ade.” Martin motioned for Ade to lead the way.


The next bar over had a huge, new sign over the entrance, “The Bomb Shelter”. The decorations hearkened back to the crazy, hazy, ultra-paranoid days of the 1950’s H-Bomb drills. Ade said, “This is a cool place. Concrete and barbed wire are so cool. Art Deco warfare.”


Martin and Ade took the last table available, close to the front of the bunker-like establishment. Martin kept swigging lemon Cokes, while Ade maintained his intake of Shiners. Ade had gotten within two beers of passing out when the foreign conventioneers, continuing their bar crawl down Greenville, entered the bar and saw Ade and Martin.


One of them spoke with an accent Ade realized was definitely Russian. Or British. Probably Russian. “Look! Get him!” Yeah. Sounds Russian. Huh?


Martin grabbed Ade’s shoulders and pulled him up. Involuntarily, Ade’s legs began to move, quickly, after Martin. In his mind, Ade prepared to fight, but his body had other plans. 


Martin and Ade managed to get out the back door of the bunker with the Russians close behind. Ade slammed the door and loped into the back parking lot. Martin ran up the alley to get to his Olds, but Ade stopped and turned around.


Not that he couldn’t run anymore.


He didn’t want to run anymore.


In the eon between Martin’s flight and the arrival of the Ivans, Ade resolved he would fight to the last bullet, the last man, the last drop of blood. Deep within, his courage hardened into an iron will, destroying all who dashed themselves against it. Ade dug into the asphalt and awaited the onslaught. Victory would be his.


The door burst open, Russian conventioneers spilling over each other for a chance to get at Ade.


Ade swung at the first one. The punch connected to the Russian’s jaw and sent him to the gravel. It was Ade’s only good shot, because another Russian shot forward from their pack and lunged at Ade’s midsection, taking him down in a terrible crash. Ade hit the ground doubly hard, as he cushioned the Russian’s fall.


Ade grabbed for the guy’s hair, but as luck would have it, he was bald. Ade somehow realized it would be suicidal to keep fighting, but brought his knee up anyway and gave the Russian something to think about. Ivan rolled off, howling in pain. Ade grinned for a fraction of a section, tasting blood and destiny in his mouth.


The others didn’t retreat. They kept coming at Ade, kicking and punching him until the effects of the blows and the alcohol took him to a land of unconscious neutrality.


Quiet. The Russians must have left him for dead and gotten out of the ruins of the alley to go drink their celebratory vodka somewhere. Ade crawled in his mind toward some sort of conscious state.


The next thing he became aware of was Martin shaking him while sirens howled in the distance. “Get up, Ade! Hurry! Before the cops get here?”


“Uhhhh?”


“Get up, come on!”


Ade saw the world in the light of the Oldsmobile’s headlights, pulled up next to him in the alley. Somehow, his legs worked long enough to make it to the back seat of the ancient tank.


Once Ade flopped down on the back seat, Martin ran over to the driver’s seat and floored the accelerator, ripping the Olds down the nameless alley to freedom.


The junker Delta 88 tore up Worcola northbound, then pulled 17G’s turning left on McCommas. McMillan, Glencoe, Laneri, Homer… the street signs flashed in the alternating night and streetlamp twilight along McCommas. The police sirens were barely audible when the Olds hit the access road for US 75 North, Central Expressway.


Martin accelerated up the entrance ramp to the freeway and let out a satisfied sigh. He didn’t say anything until they’d gotten on to Central Expressway and the cops were nowhere to be found in the rear-view mirrors. “Same thing tomorrow night, Ade?”


“Sure. Helluva lot of fun tonight.” Ade really meant it, drunk as he was.


“I know this Brazillian place up on the north side of town, over by Addison. We could go clubbing there.”


“Sure.” Ade’s mind wandered all over town. “I’d also like to see the fish. The ones at the World Aquarium downtown.”


“The one in the West End?”


“Yeah. I wanna do that tomorrow.”


Martin shifted lanes, cutting off the Volvo behind them. “Sure. You sleep it off at my place, and we’ll hit the aquarium tomorrow.”


Ade smiled. “Tomorrow the World Aquarium!” 

