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	You Slay Me





						   - by Richard F. West





	Walter Miller was forty-four and fed up.  He'd been forty-four for only a few days.  He'd been fed up most of his life.  If it wasn't one thing it was another.  There was always something in his life that wasn't right, that soured his spirit.  The somethings would come and go.  But he could not remember a time when there was a gap of peace between them.  Always a burr under his saddle, his brother said.  Walter Miller liked the western connotation.  He pictured himself as a free-spirited cowboy.  A man of the west.  Strong, virile, adventurous, unafraid.  Of course he was nothing like that.  He was a weak, whiny middle-aged man.  A waist wider than his chest.  A job, and a life, as boring and tiresome as a cold gray day.  Except for the somethings.  Without those things that cropped up to annoy him, his life would have contained no excitement.


	For a long time now, there had been only one thing that annoyed him.  Annoy was too mild a word.  The one thing ate at him, devoured his energy, became the focus of all his anger.  And lately, for all his hate.  When it came to hating, Walter Miller was a champion.  He'd had forty-four years of practice at hating.  By now he knew how to do it well.


	This night he was sitting in the Proud Peacock, his arms on the bar, his hands around a glass partly filled with beer.  An empty shot glass stood next to the glass of beer.  Beside the glasses were a few soggy bills and some change.  It was nearing eleven.  He had been drinking since six.  And with all that alcohol in him, he still didn't want to go home.  Each night it had taken more drink and more time before he would get up the strength to go home.  For it was at home where the something was.  At this point in his life, the most annoying, foul, abusive, absolutely gut-tearing something to hate lived with him in the rotund form of a middle-aged woman called Katherine.


     He called her 'Kate' when he wished to annoy her.  She hated that nickname.  "Walter, my name is Katherine," she'd say when he overworked the 'Kate'.  She would say that then turn her back on him, and ignore him until he called her Katherine.  He relished the peace of her ignoring him, not hounding him about something.  There was nothing he did anymore that she couldn't criticize.  So, lately when she started on a heavy dose of 'picking on Walter', he called her Kate until she told him her name was Katherine, and turned her back on him.  It gave him a way out of the abuse.  Until last week.


	On that night, Tuesday last, the rules changed.  And now he was afraid to go home.  He nursed the beer and brooded.  He goes home now he'll catch hell from Katherine.  She'll tear him apart.  Just like last Tuesday.  If he'd admit the truth to himself, he was afraid she'd literally kill him.  He had a good mind to stay out all night.  Except the bar closed at one in the morning.  Where would he go after that?  Life's a bitch.


	He took a swallow of beer.


	The guy who came into the Proud Peacock was a new face.  Walter had been a regular at the bar for many months.  The Proud Peacock was a neighborhood bar, where the same faces showed night after night.  A place to go when the walls of home closed in.  And at this hour of the night the bar was into that stale time with the few hangers-on nursing drinks and trying to figure out what to do with the rest of their lives.  Besides Walter Miller, there was Annie - he heard the bartender call her that, an old woman who came in every night with the newspaper, and sucked beer until the place closed.  And a sullen middle-aged couple sitting at a table at the far end of the place, nursing their beer, staring out at nothing, and saying nothing.  And there was the bartender - George.  A guy in his thirties, nice build, sandy hair and bushy mustache, who dispensed bartender wisdom grudgingly.  Not a bustling noisy crowd.  So when this guy came in, he caught everyone's attention.  They watched him walk across the floor to the bar and slip onto the stool one down from Walter Miller.  That done they all went back into their own worlds.


	The man was in his fifties, Walter guessed.  Gray hair thinning at the top.  His face carved with a few deep wrinkles.  A little thick in the waist, like Walter.  He was wearing a zippered jacket to protect him from the chill of the night.  When the man pulled out the stool and hiked himself up on it, he turned and gave Walter Miller a friendly nod.  One stranger to another, an acknowledgement of each other's presence.


	The bartender came over.


	"Whatever you got on tap," the man said.  He pulled a fold of money from his pocket, peeled off a twenty-dollar bill, and placed it on the bar.


	The bartender nodded and turned to take a glass off the shelf behind him.


	"I'll have another one," Walter Miller said, then put the glass to his lips and drained it, the beer tasted bitter and stale.  He pushed the empty glass toward the back edge of the bar.  He wasn't drunk, not even a little bit.  Just tired.  That weary sort of tired when a problem seems unsolvable, and keeps going around and around in your head.


	"A bit cold outside," the man said to Walter.  "Fall's finally decided to flex a little muscle."


	Walter nodded politely.  He didn't want to talk.  He wanted to brood.  He'd been doing it all night, and he wanted to keep doing it.


	The bartender put a glass of beer in front of each of them,  then took down a bottle of bar whiskey, and filled the shot glass in front of Walter.  The bartender took some money from the bar in front of Walter, and took the stranger's twenty.  He rang up the sales in the cash register, and placed their change in front of them.


	The stranger raised the glass to his lips, took a good swallow of the beer, and sighed with satisfaction.  He put the glass down on the bar.  "Nice quiet place you've got here," he said to the bartender.  George gave the man a sleepy-eyed look, nodded, and turned his attention to washing Walter's empty beer glass.  George wasn't in the mood to talk, either.


	The stranger shrugged, and turned back to Walter.  "Either you're single or you've had a fight with your wife."


	Walter looked over at the man and gave him a puzzling frown.


	The man smiled pleasantly.  "Happily married you'd be home by now.  So, you're here at this hour because you've got no one at home.  Or whoever you have at home you are trying to avoid."  He raised his glass in a mock toast, "Simple," and took a long swallow.  He put the glass back on the bar.  "Damn thirsty."


	Walter studied the man.  He didn't like his smug logic.  "There are other possibilities, than those two."  The words that came out were a bit heavy with alcohol.  "Suppose I'm here just because I want to be.  I mean, it's my night to go out."


	The man didn't say anything.  Just looked at Walter.


	"Or maybe my wife's away."


	The man picked up his glass and drained it in one swallow.  Put the glass on the bar, and turned to George.  "You want to draw me another one of those?"  He turned back to Walter, as George came over and took the glass away.  "Yep.  That is a possibility.  But you look too down in the mouth for it to be that.  I mean, I was married, and unhappy, and I know an unhappily married man when I see one.  I'm seeing one right now."


	Walter was getting annoyed.  He gave the man a sour look, "You think you're some kind of Sherlock Holmes, or something?"


	The man put up his hands, palms toward Walter, "Sorry, pal.  I meant no harm.  Just trying to make a little conversation."  George put a glass filled with beer on the bar by the stranger, and took some money from the cash on the bar.  The stranger reached over, picked up his glass, and gave another mock toast toward Walter, "Hope your problems get solved."  Then he raised the glass to his mouth and took a long swallow, pulling half the beer before he took the glass away, and set it on the bar.


	"What makes you think I got problems?"  Walter did not leave it alone.


	The stranger didn't answer him.  Instead he turned to stare in the mirror at the back of the bar.  Walter looked at the man a long time.  He wasn't sure if he was waiting for the man to say something, or he wanted to say something more to the man.  Whatever it was, he felt annoyed.  He knew he was frowning.  Probably a mean frown, he thought.  And probably because the man was right.  He was smug with his logic, but he was right.  The silence in the bar grew solid.


	"You're right," Walter said after awhile.  "I got problems."


	The man made no movement to recognize that he had heard Walter.


	"One problem, really," Walter said.  He picked up the shot glass carefully and brought it to his lips.  With a quick tip of his head he threw the whiskey down his throat.  It was a warmth growing inside him, a hot fire in his mouth.  He put the shot glass down, picked up the beer and quenched the flames in his mouth.  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.  "Guess it's a universal problem really," he shrugged.  "The wife."


	The man turned to Walter, and nodded his head.  "Women are an overrated sex."


	Walter raised an eyebrow as a question.


	"They put on this big propaganda campaign to make us feel we need them and can't live without them."  He stopped a beat, "Until we marry them.  Then the tune changes."


	Walter nodded his head in agreement.  The man had something there.  Walter didn't marry the champion bitch of the world.  He thought he was getting a sweet caring woman.  And that sweet young thing slowly turned into the monster that now lived in his house.


	"Yeah.  You're right there," Walter said.  "Mine's turned into something out of a horror movie."  He picked up the glass of beer and took a sip.  "The other night, well she got violent.  I was really ragging on her.  Calling her 'Kate" because I know she doesn't like it.  We were in the kitchen.  She turned away from me like she always does when I do that.  Then she whips around and smacks the frying pan into the side of my head.  I'm telling you, I saw a bright flash of light before I went down to the floor."  He took another sip of beer.  "Really caught me off guard.  My ear had a ringing in it for three days.  And while I'm lying there on the floor trying to figure out what happened, she's standing over me saying, 'You slay me, Walter.  You think you're so smart, trying to annoy me all the time.  Well, that's over with.  No more.'  And she waved the frying pan in my face."  He shook his head in frustration, and took another sip of beer.  "How'd I ever get tricked into marrying her?"


	"That's why I'm no longer married," the man said.


	"Divorced," Walter said with a knowing nod.  "I can't do that, because she'd take every last nickel I have, and probably every one I'll ever earn."


	The man looked at him for a long moment, then slowly shook his head.


	"Yeah, I'm trapped in this.  It's a bitch."


	"No," the man said.  "I mean I am not divorced."


	Walter screwed his face into a puzzled expression.


	"She's dead."


	"Oh," Walter said.  "I'm sorry."


	"I'm not," the man said, then took a drink of his beer.


	Walter looked at the man.  "How'd she die?"  It was the only thing that seemed right to say.


	The man looked at Walter, but didn't speak.  He then looked carefully around the bar to make sure no one was looking at him, and no one was within earshot.  Then he placed his hand below the bar so only he and Walter could see it.  He made a fist, and pointed the index finger and the thumb to look like a cocked gun.  He flicked the thumb like the hammer of the gun going off.  Then he put his hand back on the bar, and picked up his glass, and drank it down.  All the while Walter is looking at the man in disbelief.  He mouthed the word "You?", and the man nodded.


	"You want a refill?" George said, and Walter nearly jumped out of his skin.  He had been so intent on watching the stranger, he hadn't seen the bartender come over to them.


	The stranger nodded, "Yeah, I'll have one more.  But that's it.  I've got things to do tonight that mean I have to stay alert."  The stranger then turned to Walter, "You want another?" he made a motion with his hand toward the glasses on the bar in front of Walter.  "On me."


	"Well," Walter said.  "It's against my religion to refuse a man's hospitality."  The he looked at the bartender, waved his hand over the two glasses, and said, "Once more."


	George went about refilling the glasses and taking the money and ringing up the sales.  It seemed to Walter he was deliberately moving slowly.  Walter was anxious for him to leave so he could question the stranger.  When George put their change back on the bar, the stranger scooped up his money, slipped some coins on the bar as a tip, and put the rest in his pocket.  Walter quickly moved onto the stool next to the stranger, afraid he was going to leave before Walter could get his questions answered.  He hunched over the bar and leaned into the man.


	In a whisper with edges softened by alcohol, he said, "You killed her!"


	The man nodded.  "Yes," he said.


	"God," Walter said.


	"It was that or have her ruin my life.  She was going to suck me dry if I tried to get a divorce.  I know what you're going through.  Believe me.  You may live with the monster of the year, but I was married to her sister."


	"You...you don't feel any...any...you know..."


	"Guilt, you mean?"


	"Yeah."


	"Not a bit.  In fact I've never felt better in my life."


	"God.  I don't know if I could do something like that."  Then the question rolled across the surface of his mind like a giant wave.  "How did you get away with it?  I mean, why aren't you in jail or something?"


	The man lowered his voice even more.  "I didn't do it myself.  I paid to have it done.  They made it look like a burglary.  Took some stuff, and shot her dead."


	"Paid," Walter said, the thoughts rolling around in the alcohol fog of his brain.  Hell, he could do that, too, he thought.  Why not?  Get rid of the bitch once and forever.


	"How much did it cost you?"


	The man smiled slyly.  "Got you thinking, huh?"


	Walter shrugged awkwardly, "Yeah."


	"Cost me a thousand bucks."


	"That's all?"  Can't buy a new car for a thousand bucks, but you can get somebody killed.  "Seems like too little."


	It was the man's turn to shrug.  "I never question a bargain.  I'd have paid ten times that to get her out of my life."


	"Me, too," Walter said.  "Me, too."


	The stranger's eyes narrowed.  "You serious?"


	Walter nodded.  "Damn right.  Dead serious," and he giggled at his pun.


	The man straightened.  "For a minute there you had me going."


	Walter reached over and put his hand on the man's arm.  "I am serious.  I mean it.  Could you..." he lowered his voice still more, "Could you take me to this guy that did it for you?"


	"You really mean it, don't you?"


	"Yes, I really mean it."  He tried to say the words carefully and seriously, get the alcohol out of the pronunciation.


	"Well," the man said with a sigh.  "I suppose I should help a fellow sufferer out."  Then he looked very sternly at Walter.  "You got to keep me out of this, though.  I mean, if anything goes wrong, I don't want the cops coming after me.  I already got rid of my monster.  I don't want to get socked because of yours."


	"Hell," Walter said.  "I don't even know your name."


	"Yeah, that's right.  Good.  Let's keep it that way."  He looked up at the clock over the cash register.  Going on quarter to twelve.  "I could take you to him tonight, if you want.  Right now.  He doesn't live too far from here."


	"Right now?" Walter said, looking up at the clock.


	"These people don't keep the same hours you and I do."


	Walter frowned in thought, then said with resolve, "Yeah, right now," and made to get up off the stool.


	"No, no," the man said putting a hand on Walter's shoulder to keep him from getting up.  "You stay here.  I don't want anyone to see us leaving together.  I'll leave now.  You finish your drink then follow me out.  I'll wait for you in the doorway outside to the left."


	"Okay," Walter said.


	The man slid off the barstool, hiked up his pants, and zipped his jacket closed partway.  Then he gave Walter a wink, turned, and walked out the door.


	Walter Miller watched him go, and couldn't believe his luck.  Bumping into the one man who could solve his problem.  Well, Kate your days are numbered.  You soon will be off my back.  He grabbed the shot glass, brought it to his lips, threw back his head tossing down the whiskey.  Damn, that fire felt good.  He felt good.  His problem was going to be solved.  He took a couple of quick large gulps of the beer, then got off the stool, scooped up his money, and went out the door.  He felt like skipping, he was so happy.  He'd probably have to act sad at her funeral.  It would be tough, but he'd manage.  Then he chuckled.  The queen of bitches was going down.


	It was chilly outside, and Walter buttoned up his suit jacket.  The doorway next to the bar was dark and deep, set back from the building line about eight feet.


	"You in there?" he said.


	The stranger stepped from the deep shadows.  "Yeah, I'm here Walter."


	"Well, I'm ready," he said.  "Let's do it."


	"Not so fast, Walter.  There's something I have to tell you first."


	"Okay," Walter said.  He was weaving a little.  Had more alcohol than he thought.


	"Your wife, Katherine, had the idea first," he said.


	It came through the fog in his mind like a jumble.  "My wife what?"  Even as he said it the words straightened out, and his eyes widened.  "She...!"


	The man brought up the gun and fired three muffled shots into Walter Miller's chest.


	The End


