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The bar offered frosTed beer mugs, and he liked that 
idea; a great presentation for his first beer as a new man. 
He really had no interest in the drink itself, but drinking is 
what you do in bars, and bars are where men go to social-
ize, and socializing is what he needed to do. But instead, 
he studied his mug as he wiped away the frost in perfect 
vertical lines.

He had been in Kansas for three weeks, traveling 
through an open rural world that he had never experienced 
on his own before. It was peaceful, never boring no mat-
ter how many miles of  corn or wheat or barren landscape 
he passed by. Being completely alone brought the com-
fort he had been seeking; just him and his pickup truck 
for a home. But after driving past the same flickering neon 
eight-ball sign every night, always deciding at the last min-
ute to not stop in, it was time to make himself  known. Just 
go in and have a drink.

The beer was decent, though he had little to compare it 
to. Drinking had only ever been an occasional activity, par-
taking in whatever cheap beer was offered. The bartender, 
noticing the hesitancy to take a second sip, stopped what 
he was doing.

“Something wrong?”
“Nope.”
To ease the bartender, he took another sip and slightly 

1



2

tipped the brim of  his fedora in approval. He told himself  
it was a good start with the whole socializing thing.

And this bar was ripe with opportunities to do just 
that. Though the stools at the bar that lined the wall on one 
side of  the building were sparsely filled, the other half  of  
the establishment was a pool hall with almost all the tables 
taken, some of  them surrounded by large groups of  hol-
lering men, smoking and drinking and, most importantly, 
gambling.

The atmosphere went from casual to anxious when 
many of  the pool spectators turned their attention toward 
the entrance. Four men had entered, one carrying a long, 
thin, hard case while the other three followed behind, all of  
them standing tall with smugness as they made their way 
toward the jittery groups surrounding the tables. All of  the 
games had paused once their presence was known.

The four men nodded to everyone, then went to one 
of  the few empty tables in the corner. The man with the 
case opened it and extracted two halves of  a cue stick, 
screwed them together, then racked balls to practice on his 
own. One of  his friends came over to the bar.

“Four of  the usual,” he said to the bartender, tapping 
on the bar in excitement.

“Pat looking to win big again tonight, huh?” the bar-
tender said while removing the caps from four beer bottles.

“Always.” Pat’s companion grinned as he returned to 
the table. The games at the other tables had resumed, but 
the tension remained.

From the bar, hiding behind his long black hair and 
sunglasses under the shade of  his hat, he watched the ac-
tion taking place to his left. He gradually sipped his beer 
as he listened to the sounds of  pool balls clacking against 
each other, the plop as they fell into pockets. These sounds 
called to him, the cue sticks on the wall beckoned him, but 
he sat frozen on his barstool. He knew he should be doing 
the same as the man with the fancy cue, who he assumed 
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to be Pat, hitting balls on his own to catch the curious atten-
tion of  others in hopes of  getting a game. But he couldn’t 
bring himself  to do it.

You can’t play if  you don’t socialize. It had been easy when 
his father did it, walking right up to any group of  players 
at any pool hall he entered, making small talk until being 
invited to play. And if  his father wasn’t playing, the man was 
pitting his son up against the big players, allowing the boy 
to take on anyone without him having to say a word. But 
his father wasn’t there to make introductions for him now. 
Though it was good he wasn’t a kid anymore, that his father 
was gone from his life, having to step up on his own did not 
come easily at all.

As a game at the center table ended, he watch Pat pause 
his practicing in the corner and approach the table, followed 
by his three companions. A discussion ensued among him 
and the other players, mostly inaudible from the bar, but 
it became clear that a game was being offered and mon-
ey was debated. All but one of  the players refused to take 
part in a match against the man who had changed the air 
with his mere presence. The one who agreed demanded a 
large handicap to complement the five-hundred-dollar bet. 
Granting it with a smile and filling the room with thick con-
fidence, the dominating Pat motioned for the set to begin.

Their race to ten was close, both players making excel-
lent shots, but it was no surprise to anyone that the man 
with the advantage was not the one who had received the 
generous handicap. Ten racks, ten wins, all to the one who 
everyone feared.

After handing over his losses with a “Fuck you,” the 
loser began to pack up his cue.

“Come on,” the winner said. “One more set. Double 
or nothing.”

The disgruntled player adamantly declined, and others 
who had watched moved to different tables to start up their 
own games again.
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“I’ll play you.”
All heads turned to the man at the bar. He now sat 

facing the pool tables, leaning one arm on the bar, his hand 
gripping the handle of  his glass.

The king of  the table stared at him with curiosity. “I 
play high-stakes nine ball, buddy,” he said. “I don’t play just 
for kicks.”

“I noticed.”
“You a hustler or something?”
He chugged the last bit of  his beer, which was warm 

after sitting in the glass for so long. “I haven’t touched a 
cue in over ten years, man.”

“Don’t waste my time then.”
Taking out his wallet, he made sure everyone saw the 

large sum of  money in his possession as he placed some of  
it on the bar to pay for his beer. “You sure?” he said.

Everyone at the pool tables was eyeing him. Their 
muted whispers and curious looks were exactly what he 
had hoped for.

“Do it, Pat,” said one of  the previously silent compan-
ions. “Dude’s easy money.”

Pat continued to stare at his potential opponent. He 
squinted slightly, clearly skeptical despite the soothing of  
his friends. “All right,” he said, “I’ll take your money.” 

Standing from his barstool, the new player put his wal-
let back in his pocket and approached the wall with cue 
sticks, picking the first one he saw. He did not inspect it, 
but he did enjoy the feeling of  the cool, slick wood in his 
hands. He approached the table, forcing himself  to make 
eye contact with Pat, even though the sunglasses hid his 
gaze. Pat wore a red flannel collared shirt and light-blue 
jeans, his short blond hair parted down the middle and 
slicked to each side as if  he had used handfuls of  hair gel 
for extra shine.

“You got a name, cowboy?” Pat asked, looking him up 
and down.
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“Shanley.”
“All right, Shanley. Five hundred. Race to ten. And I 

don’t give weight to guys I don’t know.”
Shanley stifled a smile. He had no intention of  re-

questing a handicap anyway. “You’re a wise man,” he said.
Both men put their money on one rail of  the table. Pat 

racked the nine balls and stepped back. “You can break,” 
he said, smiling as if  he were doing something out of  the 
kindness of  his heart.

At the opposite end of  the table, Shanley positioned 
the cue ball and leaned awkwardly over the rail, putting his 
left hand in an unsteady bridge position and hitting the ball 
with a graceless stroke of  the stick. The balls scattered, but 
none went in the pockets.

Pat took his turn, surveying the table and proceeding 
to pocket two shots with elegance. His third shot was a 
miss that left what would have been an easy shot for Shan-
ley, but Pat showed no concern.

Shanley, still awkward, missed the pocket. He sighed to 
hide his satisfaction at the balls stopping in a tricky forma-
tion for his opponent.

Despite the situation, Pat finished out the rack himself, 
winning beautifully. As Pat proceeded to run out two more 
racks completely on his own, Shanley leaned against the 
wall, showing no expression, though his eyes never left the 
table.

On the fourth rack, Pat started well but finally missed, 
this time cursing himself  as there was now an easy combo 
shot for Shanley to get the nine ball in right away. Shanley 
approached the table, took his stance just slightly less stiff  
than before, and made the shot to win.

“You got lucky,” Pat said.
Pat racked the balls for Shanley, who again took his 

minutely improved position to break. He put extra force 
in his stroke to scatter the balls more and, to even his sur-
prise, the nine ball ended up in a pocket. A golden break.
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“Damn,” Pat said as onlookers also showed their 
shock. “That’s some real luck right there.”

Shanley nodded and smiled as he waited for the balls 
to be racked again. Such a shot had only happened once 
before, and he remembered his father saying that getting a 
golden break was a sign of  good things to come. But luck 
or no, he felt the slight change in his opponent’s demeanor 
that he had been hoping for.

With each rack Shanley gradually improved his play. 
He kept the set close, not letting Pat get over two racks 
ahead. Soon he was smooth with the easy shots but still 
showed apparent struggle for more challenging situations. 
The mental gymnastics of  thinking three or four shots 
ahead was an exhilaration he had dearly missed. And every 
time he successfully hid a defensive shot in a miss, he hid 
his excitement with a show of  disappointment. When he 
tied the match 8–8, Pat became visibly agitated. He start-
ed missing shots he had previously made with ease, often 
leaving doors wide open for Shanley. When Shanley sunk 
the nine ball for the tenth time, he ignored the surprised 
spectators and quietly picked up his winnings. “That was 
fun, man.”

Pat glared. “Either you’re full of  shit, or you really are 
lucky.”

Shanley shrugged. “Game’s just coming back to me, I 
guess. I got time for another round if  you want to win your 
money back.”

After a staredown, Pat agreed. “But no bullshit.”
They each placed another five hundred dollars on 

the rail. The second race to ten went almost identical-
ly to the first. Though Shanley’s stance was now normal 
and his strokes smooth, he continued to strategically place 
his misses and never ran an entire rack on his own, even 
though there were times when he could have. Pat’s play 
was fueled by determination, playing offensively the entire 
time, and he ran several racks by himself. But despite any 
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deficit, Shanley never showed concern. He saw every po-
tential shot and solved every problem. And just as before, 
as his opponent’s patience depleted, Shanley took the re-
maining two racks to win it all.

Pat threw down his cue stick. “Fuck you, man. Where’d 
you come from anyway?”

Shanley picked up the money and smiled. “Thanks for 
letting me play.”

“You ain’t from around here. You sound like you’re 
from the east coast. You’re a hustler, aren’t you?”

“He dresses like one,” said one of  Pat’s friends.
“And he has a wad of  cash like one,” said another.
All eyes were on Shanley as he put the winnings in his 

wallet and put it in his back pocket. He had watched his 
father handle this situation a few times, facing the furious 
skeptics and the very strong possibility of  ending up in a 
bloody heap in the parking lot, and had expected to en-
counter it himself. But Shanley’s confidence began to wane 
as he realized he had never thought of  having an accent 
that he couldn’t easily explain away.

“I could say the same about you,” he said finally. “I saw 
how you came in here with a bunch of  backers, ready to 
take everyone’s money. I’m just a dude wanting to get back 
into gambling nine ball after I quit for a while, that’s all.”

Pat picked up his cue and began to take it apart to pack 
it up, never taking his eyes off  Shanley. “We’ll see about 
that,” he said. “There’s other good players around here. 
Come back and we’ll see how you do against them.”

Tipping his hat to his opponent and all the gawkers, 
Shanley turned and left, walking out into the chill Novem-
ber night.

Once in his pickup truck, he started laughing. He 
hadn’t laughed like that in so many years. It felt so strange, 
yet invigorating. He rubbed his eyes behind his sunglasses 
and sighed.

This will work. This will work just fine.


