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         ‘Did everyone put their bulletproof jacket on?’ the teacher asked.



She was rewarded with a cheerful ‘Yes, pedagogue!’ from all her pupils.



‘Very well!’ she said. ‘Go home now. See you all tomorrow, I hope!’



Alex hauled up his rucksack and scarpered off the classroom chirping, one fleck in the merry flow of children. He rushed headlong down the stairs, snatched his helmet, put it on and made it for the school gates.



He paused there, inhaled deeply. ‘Let’s do this,’ he said to himself. He leaped as far as he could into the trench ahead, tumbled round to cushion his fall and began crawling.



Barely in time.



Bullets swished above him. Shrill shouts erupted behind, suddenly stifled as more projectiles flew. No time to look back. Snipers. He had to clear off immediately.



The trench was filthy with mud and blood, and uneasy to crawl. Bullets kept singing above him. He must be extra-careful. He wiggled left and down into a gloomy subway that led across the borough’s agora ahead. It was safe here – until they decided to shell the place, that is. 



He emerged from a foxhole at the cater-cornered side and sidled his way up the narrow street, hugging to the walls, until he reached an archway under which he squeezed. He paused briefly then darted along the alley past the doric columns. He felt something hit his back, but it was deflected by his jacket.



He stopped at the edge of another square. So far, so good. He looked round. There was no one in sight. Home was straight ahead across the expanse of flagstones.



Suddenly a distinct patter of steps behind him. He swung round in terror. But it was his neighbour and friend Irene. Alex sighed and wiped his brow.



Irene trailed to him. Her breathing was labouring. She put her arms akimbo, doubled up and vomited.



‘I… can’t bear it… any more,’ she said to Alex in a wheezing voice.



‘Come on!’ Alex replied. ‘It’s just a few steps away. We’ll do this together.’



Irene gestured towards her chest. ‘Can’t breathe… I… You go! I’ll stay here until they get me. It won’t take long.’



Alex grasped Irene’s shoulders and shook her. ‘For Zeus’ sake, girl, brace up! You’re a Spartan. You MUST do it. For your family. For the city!’



Irene cast him an icy look. ‘Oh yeah?’ she said. She yanked herself free and stomped into the open.



‘No!’ Alex yelled. ‘Don’t—!’ But it was too late.



She was about halfway through the square when a whizz erupted. She fell on her knees, raised her face and lifted her arms. A shadow descended on her. Alex crouched against the wall.



The blast dug a small crater. Shrapnel poured. When Alex could look again, rubble littered the square and thick smoke obscured the scene.



‘That’s my chance!’ he whispered. He bolted out. There were shots in the distance, but no bullet hit him. He almost crashed into the gate. He smashed his badge against the entry sensor. The lock clicked. Alex flung the gate open and slammed it back behind him.



He collapsed on to the front lawn, panting. When his heart stopped pounding, he stood up and went inside.



‘Mum!’ he shouted. ‘I’m home!’



‘Over here in the kitchen!’ his mother replied.



Alex chucked his rucksack down, took off jacket and helmet and padded to the kitchen. His mother came to him. They hugged.



‘How was your day, dearie?’



Alex shrugged. ‘Uneventful,’ he replied. ‘Except. Irene… She couldn’t make it. She was asph… Aspha—’



‘Asphyxiated?’



‘Yeah, that. She let them have her, just outside.’ 



‘Oh!’ his mother exclaimed. ‘What a shame. Isn’t that the second child her family loses in a row?’



‘Third,’ Alex corrected.



She looked away. ‘Asthma,’ she hissed, as if to herself. ‘All their daughters have it. Crippled weaklings.’ Turning back to Alex. ‘At least she died as a brave girl.’



Alex nodded.



‘You join the shooters tomorrow, right?’ his mother added.



‘Yeah. I’m not sure what I want as a weapon, though.’



‘We’ll talk about it when Dad comes back from the Boule tonight, okay?’



‘Fine!’ 



Alex grabbed a box of shortbreads and helped himself to a glass of orange juice. He placed both on a tray and walked out of the kitchen up the stairs to his bedroom. He put the tray on his desk, took the weapons catalogue, and, sitting on the edge of his bed, began leafing through it.
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         	Once upon a time in the land of suburbia...



	The weather was very hot, near the end of the day and it seemed like little Freyja wouldn't break even on her lemonade stand. She spent a lot of her cash on supplies, the stand itself and the day permit from the housing association. Across the street there was a rival stand selling tomato juice on the other side. The boy over there was making cash hand over fist. The worst of it was that people said her drinks were “Meh”. It was not mostly okay or awfully, memorably bad – just meh.



	Her rival and sometime friend Mikey, shut down his stand early and came over to see how Freyja was doing.



	With a mischievous smile, Mikey asked, “What's with the long face?”



	“You know why! I'm not making enough money!” Freyja replied, throwing her hands and arms up in frustration.



	“That's not my fault, friend-do.”



	“Yes it is! Thanks to you, you stole all my customers.”



	"Nah, I just gave them an incentive to visit your booth.”



	Freyja was furious as she pointed her finger at him, “How can you say this? You stole my customers! If it wasn't for you, I wouldn't be struggling. Why didn't you just stick with your lawn mowing jobs?”



	“Because all these 'good neighbors' ripped me off,” Mikey replied with a smirk and then asked, “Haven't you noticed a lot of my customers have come back to your stand later?”



	Freyja thought about this for a moment. Before the moment she didn't notice it, but Mikey was right. After a while, people would come up to the stand holding their stomachs in pain. They would be rude to her, but would order a glass of lemonade. They would down it quickly and sometimes order another one.



	“Oh, thanks Mikey. I think? How did you help me?”



	A woman hurried up to the stand and ordered a glass of lemonade. She drank it quickly and said, “Meh.” She then noticed Mikey and gave him a rude gesture as she left. In return, Mikey stuck his tongue out.



	Freyja rubbed the back of her neck and asked, “Why was she rude?”



	With hands on his hips and a laugh he explained, “I'm not selling tomato juice. I'm selling tomato juice with alcohol! On this hot day, adults want to have adult drinks. I'm making the big money!”



	“Okay, but why are they coming back sick to their stomach?” she asked, confused.



	“One time I stole some cookies from the cookie jar. Well, I did that a lot of times. My mom got tired of that and baked some of the herbs from the garden into them. They made my guts achy,” he replied with an evil grin.  



	Freyja looked horrified and exclaimed, “Oh... oh no! You added them to your drinks.”



	The boy nodded, “And as to why back to you? Water has been off in the neighborhood for hours now. Guess someone turned off the main, broke its handle off and made sure the neighborhood sup' is not available. Bad for them.”



	Freyja looked annoyed, “At least it's not my fault I'm not doing well.  I guess?”



	“You didn't drink any of your lemonade, did you?” Mickey asked with a smirk.



	“No, got a water bottle here.”



	“Good!”



	At this point in the distance, an angry mob came around the block and made its way towards the children. The boy broke off into a run and the girl soon followed on instinct.



	Freyja yelled as she caught up to Mikey, "This has been a pretty bad day for me. Worst of all, my lemonade tastes 'Meh'.”



	“It's not your fault. I'm the reason why your lemonade tastes 'Meh' because I added something to your mix while you weren't looking this morning,” Mikey chuckled out of breath.



	“You suck! This is the worst day ever for me!”



	“It could be worse. You could be running with shit in your underwear!”
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         I heard the whistle of the bullet before it smashed the mirror behind Luanne’s bar. The split second before the mirror gathered a spider-web of cracks and Luanne screamed, I’d just made out the face of Rex Ratchen glaring from the saloon doors. Rex’s unmistakable leer, so often made after I’d thrown him into the county jail, likewise disappeared in the smattering of glass. 

	

I dropped my whiskey and fell to the ground. The whistle and heat of the shot stayed in my ear like I’d laid too close to a crackling campfire for too long. Landing on the floor with a roll, I hustled to get myself righted. Seen some folks who can shoot good laying on their side, but hell if I ever learned the trick. Easier to shoot something tall than something long, my experience shows.

	

Rex let off another shot. The hole in the floor was six inches wide from where I got a foothold. Staying on one knee, I drew my Colt. 

	

You see a lot when bullets are flying. Everything around you becomes clear as a glass chandelier, even if everything’s going to hell in a hand-basket. I saw it when I was in the Army, and I saw it when Rex was letting loose in Luanne’s. Charley Gumph the gambler huddled under a table, his fat belly heaving and thick hands shaking. Rich Vogel was holding his ears and hollering some gibberish from the floor. Cards were swept from the tables and glasses crashed as the last refugees scrambled for cover. 



But what I saw the most that split-second was Rex Ratchen. His beard of black, tangled hair obscured his whole neck. The shirt he wore seemed a size too small, his fat body pushing against the fabric like water pushing against a dam. A polished, brown-handled Schofield filled his left hand. His hat, a black Stetson with a series of notches punched into the rim, bobbed as he drew the hammer back again. 



And I knew, right there and then, he was looking for another notch.

	

I cocked the Colt just as he let another round loose. The whistle went by my other ear, the ringing and heat filling both sides of my head. But I knew luck was on my side: Rex was shooting one-handed and he was shooting too far away. The doors were about fifteen feet from where I’d been sitting, and with the roll, I was at twenty-five. Had he been thinking straight, he would’ve walked right up to me and shot me in the back of the head. But Rex wasn’t the smartest fellow in the world, and, both hands gripping the rusty black Colt, I let a shot off to remind him what happens when you make stupid decisions around an Arizona sheriff. 

	

Despite standing still as a statue for his first three shots, Rex lurched to the side quicker than I could pull the trigger. While my roll wouldn’t win any prizes, Rex’s sprawl made my reflexes look downright Olympian. I readied the Colt and rushed toward the table he’d landed behind. 



Somewhat dazed and laying on his left side, he fired twice at me as I closed the distance. 



Not even a graze on my arm. Like I said, shooting on your side is foolish. 

	

I fired, and a loud howl filled the room. The bullet got him in the right leg, just above the knee. 

	

“Give yourself up, Rex!” I hollered. “No use keeping up this foolishness!” I pulled the hammer back one more time, the click the punctuation mark to my command.

	

Maybe it was hearing the voice of his former jailer, maybe it was the pain in his leg, maybe it was just that pig-headed stubbornness of his. Whatever it was, Rex launched himself up faster than I’d ever seen a man do. The Schofield was nearly righted my direction before I let off my shot.

	

Rex fell across the table and slammed into the floor. Once he settled, I approached him with a hesitant step. The Colt’s hammer clicked; I’d seen too many owlhoots play dead to take any chances.   

	

I stared down at Rex, his eyes already growing glassy as he stared up at the ceiling. It took me a few moments to find where the shot had landed. Against my Christian nature, I chuckled when I finally found the spot. 



Right in the middle of the crown, the Stetson had punched its final notch.
      

      
   
      The Library With No Shelves


      

      
      
         Some of this stuff has lasted over fifty years, old enough that the boxes themselves have memories that pull me back through the decades. I see shipping addresses, canceled stamps, scribbled lines from previous moves. 



The boxes stand row on row, balanced on top of each other. Sometimes I wrought well with the books and packed them so that they neatly and evenly filled the box from top to bottom, making the box solid and firm and uncompressible. I call these foundational boxes.  They are the best to put at the bottom of a stack. You can fill a copy paper box neatly with paperback books, it leaves a space at the corner that you can fill with some socks to keep the books from shifting. There are small tricks you learn as you go, and I think of all the time I spent in swapping books of varying thickness from each stack, pressing down on them from the top to make sure that the stacks were all of even height and all would reach and support the lid.



After the move, the boxes are jumbled because the movers don't care much for how well you optimized things, and you have to do it all again at a meta level, picking boxes that are solid to go at the base, seeing which ones got squashed in transit, inspecting the fragile ones and listening for the sounds of broken glass, and packing them neatly into closets, cabinets, attic, the garage, the living room, the bedroom... all just for now, until I get it sorted out. I'll start unpacking them soon. There are hundreds of them, each one a fossil or a casting of a bit of life, a point of connection even if it's nothing otherwise useful, more books than could be read in a normal active lifetime.



I am a trifle more callous about them, after so many moves, so much time, so much money, spent on things that lurk in dark boxes, sealed in shadow, unread while I step outside into the sun and see what the future has brought to me.



I will scan them this time. It's easier to scan a book when you care more about the text than about the book itself. You just cut the spine off with a bandsaw and put it in the auto document feeder. Then you... throw the book away. Over and over. Until there's room for a few more boxes of books, here and there. 



And the scanned books can all go onto a thumb drive, for me to read someday, some time when I am not busy scanning more books.



It could be worse. There could be a fire.
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