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Kris Sparks
Last call. How many times had Jake heard that in his life? He'd lost track, just like he'd lost track of a lot of things.
Years ago he used to say it, towel draped over his shoulder, last clean glass lined up in its place beneath the bar. Back in the days when he wasn't drinking more than the paying customers. Before he started borrowing money from the till to tide him over until payday. Before a lot of things. Now he heard last call from the other side of the bar along with all the other hardcore, late-night drinkers.
Jake drained his glass and eased off the stool. He stood still for a few seconds, cigarette dangling from between his fingers, while he waited for the room to right itself.
This place could have been any of a hundred other bars he'd been in. Smoke hung heavy in the air, moving in lazy currents over the booths along the wall and the tables in the back. The smell of alcohol and cigarettes mingled with the odor of cheap perfume and aftershave, and to Jake it always smelled like home.
"See you later, Harry," he said to the bartender. He didn't know or care if the man's name was really Harry. Jake figured the bartender didn't care either.
When he'd tended bar, all that mattered to Jake was that his customers paid their tabs and left without causing trouble. The rest was an act, well-practiced listening without really hearing, just keep the customers happy and pretend to care. He'd been good at it. He still was; it just took more effort these days, and most people weren't worth the trouble.
Harry, or Joe, or maybe the name was John nodded in farewell and turned back to polishing the already shiny dark wood of the bar. Jake had been dismissed. It was time to leave.
Time to figure out where to spend the next few hours until this or some other bar somewhere opened again.
Jake grabbed his duffel and headed for the door, gradually gaining control over his obstinate feet. All he wanted to do was sit some more, and then lie down and go to sleep. But Sheila had kicked him out and Jake had nowhere to go.
Sheila was the last in a long line of spectacularly bad girlfriends, memorable only for her warm bed, her easy generosity when she was high, and the occasional home-cooked meal when she wasn't. Even Sheila had grown tired of his act.
"Son, you have a problem," he muttered in his best drunken imitation of his father. Wouldn't the old man love to see him now, just wet himself over the mess Jake had made of his life. "Too bad you're not around anymore, pops. At least I'd be good for a laugh."
A laugh, maybe. A belt across the face, more than likely. Jake's old man used to have a funny sense of humor.
At 1:00 a.m. the street in front of the bar was nearly deserted. Jake's breath puffed out in front of him in a soft cloud. He dropped the butt of his cigarette and ground it out on the dirty sidewalk, hunched his coat up around his shoulders, pushed his hair out of his eyes. The ladies liked his hair long and shaggy. He could have cared less. He wasn't one of those men who was destined to become distinguished-looking as he got older, and he was starting to develop a gut. If the ladies liked him with long hair, so be it. Every little advantage helped.
Tonight was a weeknight, at least Jake thought it was, and it looked like all the decent folk were already home fast asleep. He'd hoped to hook up with someone in the bar tonight, charm himself a place to stay, but the bar crowd had been light. Try as he might, he'd found no good prospects.
He could always camp out down by the river. The shallow, lazy ribbon of water ran through the center of town. The homeless camped on the riverbanks east of the city limits, a shanty town of cardboard boxes and old blankets that magically disappeared every time the cops decided to roust its residents. With any luck, he could find someplace to sleep there. Sleeping outside wasn't his first choice. Hell, it wasn't his second, third, or fourth choice either, but a cardboard box was better than nothing when you had nowhere else to go.
A cab slowed down next to him, but Jake ignored it, and the cabbie drove away. The idea of taking a cab to a homeless park struck him funny and he laughed, a short barking sound with no real humor in it. He didn't have enough money for a cab anyway, not if he wanted to slide into a nice alcoholic haze again tomorrow night. What was left of Sheila's money would only go just so far.
Once he got his feet moving, Jake settled into an easy stride. Tonight's bar was downtown, only a few blocks from the river, and homeless park was just a couples of miles or so to the east. As long as he kept putting one foot down in front of the other, he'd make it.
Jake shifted the duffle to his other shoulder and pulled his sport coat tight. He'd picked it up for a few bucks at Goodwill. It had a decent lining and the cuffs weren't too frayed. Seen in the right light, which meant next to no light, like in the bars he frequented, the coat helped Jake look almost presentable. Warm, it wasn't.
By the time he reached the river, the booze and the night chill had settled into his bladder. Add to that the gurgling of the river, and Jake had a serious need to pee.
Downtown redevelopment had walled the river in concrete and brick. The old service alley along the river was gone, transformed into a pedestrian walkway that ran the length of the river through town. Gone, too, were the back entrances and over-flowing trash bins, replaced by trendy new storefronts and restaurants that promised great dining with a river view.
Jake had intended to follow the walkway to homeless park, but right now he needed to make a pit stop. All the touristy businesses along the walkway were closed for the night. Streetlights reflected off the concrete, making the place nearly as bright as day. Jake didn't want to pee out in the open; he wasn't that much of a bum, not yet.
He walked along the river, looking for a public restroom and trying hard not to listen to the sound of the river beyond the concrete retaining wall. Just when he thought he couldn't take it anymore, he saw steps leading from the walkway down to the river's edge.
Taking a piss in the river was better than nothing.
The base of the stairs lay in deep shadows cast by the retaining walls. He wasn't quite sober, not yet, so Jake took the steps carefully, concentrating on his feet. By the time he reached the bottom, he felt like a little kid whose teacher was ignoring his desperately waving hand.
He dropped the duffel and stepped a few paces away from the stairs. His shoes sank in the wet soil of the riverbank, but he didn't care. He turned toward the wall and relieved himself, and lord, but it had been a long time since anything felt so good.
Jake closed his eyes and a memory appeared, a vivid Technicolor movie of himself and Tommy, all skinned knees and knobby elbows, peeing in the woods.
Tommy. Jesus. Jake hadn't thought of him in years.
Tommy had been Jake's best friend in the third grade. His partner in adolescent crime. Tommy's parents had taken Jake and his dog Scooter along on a family camping trip that summer, the first time Jake had ever been camping. His parents' idea of braving the outdoors was an occasional backyard barbeque.
For Jake, the woods had been one big adventure. Scooter had chased squirrels and barked, and no one cared she was being noisy. He and Tommy got filthy and no one yelled at them. They slept out under the stars, roasted hot dogs and marshmallows over the campfire, and best of all, they peed wherever they wanted.
They'd felt so daring, the two of them, pulling out their dicks and letting go in the open in front of God and everybody. One time a magpie had screeched at them and flown away, probably the only witness to their bravado, but they still believed they were the biggest, baddest nine-year-olds on the planet.
Jake didn't feel like the baddest anything now. He was just another drunk lurching toward forty with no job, no home, and no future, peeing in the river on the way to a homeless park.
He zipped up and ran an unsteady hand through his hair. His hairline was starting to recede a little on each side, like his old man's. Jake had gotten by the past few years on his youthful good looks, relying on bad boy charm and smooth talk to land him with a lady, moving on to the next one when the charm and smooth talk got old. If he kept taking after his dad, he'd be turning grey soon and adding to that burgeoning beer gut around his belly. He'd probably inherit his old man's temper, too, better not forget that. All in all, not exactly an appealing list of attributes.
But he wasn't there yet. Tomorrow would be another night and another bar, and another shot at turning on the charm. He just had to get through tonight.
Jake was reaching for his duffel bag when he heard a muffled cry from somewhere upriver. He squinted out over the inky water, so alien looking in the artificial light of the street lamps. He didn't see anything.
He was about to write off the cry to his waning alcoholic haze when he heard it again. Closer this time. Louder.
The sound was unmistakable: a short, high-pitched animal cry of panic.
Now he saw something. A dark shape floated in the river, heading toward him but too far out in the water for him to reach from the bank. As soon as he realized what it was, Jake knew the cry had come from inside.
"Shit," he muttered.
He had just enough time to slip off his shoes. Without thinking about what he was doing, he waded out into the river.
Jesus, but the water was cold. Ice cold. Cold enough to sober him right up.
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