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Dane Brewer stepped out of his air-conditioned trailer, wiped 
sweat off his forehead, and locked the door. It was early June 

and already unbearably hot, the humidity so thick it was hard to 
breathe. He was too far inland from the bay to get much of the 
cooling sea breeze but not so far away he couldn’t smell it. The 
fishy wet sea smell he was sick to death of hung in the salty air. 
It was omnipresent, inescapable. He trudged along the reddish-
orange dirt path through towering pine trees wreathed in Spanish 
moss. The path was strewn with pine cones the size of his head 
and enormous dead pine needles the color of rust that crunched 
beneath his shoes. His face was dripping with sweat. He came 
into the clearing along the state road where a glorified Quonset 
hut with a tin roof stood. It used to be a bait and tackle until its 
resurrection as a cheap bar. It was called My Place. It sounded 
cozy—the kind of place people would stop by every afternoon for 
a cold one after clocking out from work, before heading home.

The portable reader board parked where the parking lot met 
the state road read Cold Beer No Flies.

Simple, matter-of-fact, no pretense. No Hurricanes in fancy 
glasses like the touristy places littering the towns along the Gulf 
Coast. Just simple drinks served in plain glasses, ice-cold beer 
in bottles or cans stocked in refrigerated cases at simple prices 
hardworking people could afford. Tuscadega’s business was fish, and 
its canning plant stank of dead fish and guts and cold blood for 
miles. Tuscadega sat on the inside coast of a large shallow bay. The 
bay’s narrow mouth was crowned by a bridge barely visible from 
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town. A long two-lane bridge across the bay led to the gold mine 
of the white sand beaches and green water along the Gulf Coast 
of Florida. Tourists didn’t flock to Tuscadega, but Tuscadega didn’t 
want them, either. Dreamers kept saying when land along the gulf 
got too expensive the bay shores would be developed, but it hadn’t 
and Dane doubted it ever would.

Tuscadega was just a tired old town and always would be, best 
he could figure it. A dead end the best and the brightest fled as soon 
as they were able.

He was going to follow them one day, once he could afford it.
Towns like Tuscadega weren’t kind to people like Dane.
Dane unlocked the back door of the bar, turned off the alarm, 

and flicked on the lights. He clipped his keys to a belt loop of his 
khaki shorts. He put in his ear buds and selected his Johnny Cash 
playlist, and mariachi horns rang in his ears.

He got to work. My Place opened at five.
He moved from table to table, taking stools down. Some 

tables weren’t level and wobbled a bit. The overwhelming scent of 
pine cleaner didn’t quite mask the stench of stale beer and week-
old cigarette smoke. Once all the stools were down, he made sure 
every table had a clean black plastic ashtray in the center. He sang 
along with Johnny Cash. He’d learned how to play guitar listening 
to Johnny Cash music when he was a kid, picking out the chords to 
“Sunday Morning Coming Down” over and over until he had them 
right, singing in his high-pitched kid’s voice. He’d loved that guitar 
until his father had smashed it to pieces in a drunken rage.

He’d never touched another guitar.
He sprayed cleaner along the bar counter and ran a towel over 

its length. There was always dust, no matter how many times he 
wiped down the damned bar. It was everywhere, an endless battle 
that aged his mother before her time. Sometimes he wondered if 
it was his father’s drinking that got her to leave, or the dust. She 
complained about both. One day when he came home from school 
she was gone, no note, no goodbye, no nothing. Some of her clothes 
were gone, a couple of things precious to her, and her car. Gone like 
she’d never existed in the first place, never to come back, never to 
call, never a Christmas or birthday card. She’d just walked away and 
never looked back.



Cold Beer No Flies

• 5 •

One day he’d do the same.
There was a rumble of thunder as he started stocking the 

glass-front refrigerator cases with cans and bottles of beer from 
the stockroom. “Ballad of a Teenage Queen” started playing as 
rain started drumming on the tin roof. It took about three songs 
before he was done, and moved on to filling the ice. The muscles 
in his shoulders and back strained as he lugged buckets of ice from 
the storeroom behind the bar and dumped them into the bins. He 
checked the kegs. Both were at least half full. He glanced at his 
watch. He had fifteen minutes till My Place opened for business.

Dane turned on the sound system and hit this week’s designated 
playlist. The boss paid a deejay from one of those bars in Fort 
Walton Beach popular with the spring break crowd to come up with 
a playlist for the bar every week, and Dane hated every last one of 
them. He went behind the bar and lit a cigarette.

The bar didn’t get busy until about nine thirty or ten. There 
was a small rush from guys stopping in for a beer on their way home 
after work, but the real busy time was those last two and a half hours 
before closing. It wasn’t a bad job. Sam McCarthy was a good boss, 
and Sam trusted him to open the place five nights a week. It wasn’t a 
bad gig for a twenty-year-old. He made minimum wage plus tips—
and the tips more than made up for the low hourly wage. Working 
at My Place beat working at McDonald’s, where he worked before 
he turned eighteen and Sam gave him this job. It was better than 
working at Walmart, like so many of the jerks he’d gone to high 
school with did, and he’d be damned if he was going to work at the 
cannery, come home smelling like fish every damned day and never 
getting that smell out of his clothes or the house, like his father.

Fuck his father.
He’d be twenty-one soon. If everything worked out the way it 

should, he’d be able to get out. He’d started looking at apartment 
listings in Pensacola online. Once he’d moved over there, he’d get 
his GED, maybe take some classes at Pensacola State, get his degree. 
Sam said accountants never had to worry about getting work, and 
he’d always been good with numbers. He could get a job at a club 
in Pensacola—it was never a bad idea to have some extra cash, just 
in case things went bad.

Wasn’t that how his mother managed it? Scrimping and saving 



• 6 •

GreG Herren

and taking in people’s laundry and sewing and putting aside every 
cent until she had enough to go?

That might be the best lesson he’d ever learned from her.
Maybe he could even work at one of the gay bars in Pensacola.
He’d never been inside one—the gay bars were strict with ID, 

and he’d never bothered to get a fake one. His experiences with 
other guys were limited to meeting guys on apps or online—local 
men with wives and kids, guys who weren’t gay and would kick the 
shit out of you for even saying the word.

Like in high school.
The biggest bullies were the ones who had the most to hide.
Like Billy Werner.
Nah, that wasn’t fair, was it? Billy had never been a bully. Billy 

had been his friend…at least until—
He put the cigarette down in a black plastic ashtray and wiped 

sweat from his face with a bar rag. No matter how many times he 
explained to Sam it was cheaper to keep the air going overnight, 
Sam just couldn’t wrap his mind around it. Considering how Sam 
pinched every penny he touched, Dane thought it weird Sam never 
figured out how to lower the power bill at the bar—or that someone 
in his business office didn’t figure it out. The clock behind the 
counter turned to five o’clock, so he unlocked the front door, turned 
on the OPEN light.

A couple of leathery-faced older guys came in after about ten 
minutes, ordered bottles of Budweiser, took them to a table back in 
the far corner, back near the open patch of concrete drunk couples 
sometimes used as a dance floor on weekends. None of his regulars 
came in, probably because of the rain. Rainy nights were always 
slow. He made himself a cup of coffee with the Keurig machine he’d 
talked Sam into buying.

Closing time seemed hours away.
He was making a couple of screwdrivers for a pair of women 

still wearing their Walmart smocks and name tags around seven 
when Finn Bailey walked through the front door. He was wearing 
his police uniform and looked tired. Finn was in his late thirties, 
kept his body fit and trim with regular workouts. His wife was the 
teller at the bank where Dane had his checking account, always was 
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friendly and nice to him. He was the cop who’d come to the high 
school the day his bullies had kicked the crap out of him in the 
locker room, busted his lip and cracked a tooth and a couple of ribs.

His last day at Bayside High School. He hadn’t gone back.
Finn had the decency to come to his house and apologize to 

him about there being no charges filed. He also had the decency to 
look like he felt guilty about it. Finn checked in on him from time 
to time, made sure he was doing okay, tried to talk him into going 
back to school.

Guilt was a wasted emotion, Dane realized, unless you could 
use it.

“Get you a beer, Finn?” he asked as Finn put his cap down 
on the bar, climbed up on one of the barstools. He was going gray, 
Dane noticed, cobwebs of lines radiating from the corners of his 
eyes and mouth.

Finn wiped sweat from his forehead with a cocktail napkin, 
leaving little paper crumbs across his forehead. “On duty, can I get a 
Coke instead?” His voice sounded as tired as he looked.

Dane dunked a plastic cup in the ice bin and filled it with the 
hose, put it on a cocktail napkin, waved his hand when Finn pulled 
out his wallet. House rule: Never charge a cop in uniform. Dane felt 
a trickle of sweat under his arms. Calm down, he reminded himself. 
He can’t know. He’s just a dumb hick cop in a dumb hick town. Besides, he 
feels guilty about you. Always has.

“Did you hear Kaylee Werner went and got herself killed this 
morning?” Finn slurped down the Coke, gasping for air when he 
finished, muffling a burp.

“Did she?” He kept his voice even, flat.
“She was in your class, wasn’t she?”
“Yeah, I think so. I didn’t much mix with the cheerleaders and 

them. So, what happened to her? Finally pep herself to death?”
Finn put the cup down, popped a piece of ice in his mouth. 

“Left the gas on, I guess. When she woke up this morning and lit 
her cigarette, kaBLAM.” Finn crunched the ice with his teeth. It 
sounded like bones cracking. “Smoking is hazardous to your health, 
I guess.”

Dane shook a cigarette out of his pack. “That’s what they say.”
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“The weird thing is Billy didn’t come home last night.” Finn 
tilted his head to one side, a knowing smirk on his lips. “You know 
anything about that?”

Dane inhaled. “Why don’t you ask him?”
“I stopped by the Firestone and talked to him. He said—” He 

paused, looked from side to side, and took a deep breath. “He said 
you knew where he was. He come in last night?”

“He was here. Until closing.”
“You served him?” He raised his eyebrows, looked surprised.
Dane flicked ash. “He’s not a minor. And what happened in 

high school was a long time ago. Billy’s been coming in here for a 
while. His money’s as good as anyone else’s.”

“And you’re okay with that?”
Dane crushed the cigarette out. “I’m okay with that. Like I 

said, high school was a long time ago, Finn. Besides, like the district 
attorney said, I had it coming, didn’t I? Someone like me?”

Finn had the decency to flinch. “I never believed that, or said 
it, either, you know that, Dane.”

“I know. Any other questions?”
Finn slid down off the barstool. “He said he didn’t go home last 

night, and you’d vouch for that.”
“He was too drunk to drive home, yeah.” Dane shrugged. “I let 

him sleep it off on my couch. That a problem?”
“He was on your couch all night long?”
“He was there when I went to bed. He was there when I got up 

this morning at seven to go to the gym.” Dane shrugged. “I didn’t 
hear his truck start. I’m a light sleeper.”

Finn just looked at him for a moment, then shook his head. 
“You’re sure?”

Dane held up his right hand. “Swear to God.”
“I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“I appreciate your concern.”
“Thanks for the Coke. If you think of anything—” Finn turned 

to go.
“I’ll be sure to let you know.”
Dane watched him walk out of the. He lit another cigarette, 

and this time his hand shook.
Billy Werner had come in the night before, around nine o’clock, 
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a purplish bruise on his forehead. He’d been wearing a white ribbed 
tank top and a tight pair of jeans worn through in places—the knees, 
the cuffs, just under the curve of his left ass cheek. He’d always been 
sexy, even in the seventh grade all those years ago when Dane used 
to sneak looks at him in the shower. His dad was a minister, and part 
of his ministry was your body is your temple to God, so all of his kids 
exercised, lifted weights, jogged. Billy had abs you could slice your 
finger on when he was thirteen, a bubble butt, veins that bulged 
over the lean muscles of his arms. He also had an acne problem, so 
despite the strong jaw with a dimple in the center and the bright blue 
eyes, the lightly tanned skin and the body, Billy never had much luck 
with girls. Being the son of a minister who also owned a used-car 
lot didn’t help much either. He was a nice kid, not too bright, but 
when Dane was alone in his bed at night he’d think about the way 
Billy looked in the showers, in the locker room, in his underwear, 
until he ached down there and had to do something about it. He’d 
always watched Billy, marveling at the graceful way he moved, how 
he walked on the balls of his feet so he kind of bounced with every 
step.

And Billy wasn’t the ringleader. He wasn’t sure Billy even hit 
him.

He was just…there.
“What’d you do to your forehead?” Dane asked, opening a 

bottle of Bud Light, Billy’s usual. Billy had taken to coming in to 
My Place a couple of times a week. It had been a little awkward that 
first time, sure. How do you serve one of the guys who gay-bashed 
you back in high school without it being a little weird? But Billy had 
never bullied him, Billy had never called him fag, Billy had just gone 
along with the other guys…

He’d just been there.
It was easier to believe that, wasn’t it?
Billy had always…always been nice to him.
And it had just been a little kiss.
“Hit it on an open cabinet door.” Billy took a drink and grinned 

sheepishly. “You know me, clumsy as ever.”
“Kaylee didn’t hit you with a frying pan?” He was joking, but 

only a little bit. He didn’t put much past Billy’s wife.
Kaylee Werner had a temper, always had, even back in high 
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school. She had a mean streak, would get a glint in her eye that 
spelled danger for whoever had provoked it.

Dane always believed it was Kaylee behind it all.
He and Billy had been friends since they were kids.
It was just one little kiss…he thought she’d seen it that night 

on the beach but couldn’t be sure. She’d called hello, and they’d 
sprung away from each other. She didn’t say anything, just smiled, 
eyes glittering, as she took Billy by the hand and led him away, gave 
him a little wave as they disappeared behind a sand dune.

He wasn’t sure until some of the guys on the football team—
and Billy—cornered him that day in the locker room.

He thought they were going to kill him.
But Billy—Billy just looked sick when they threw him up 

against the lockers so hard it knocked his breath out, his head 
slamming against the metal. As they started kicking and punching 
and he slid down to the ground, Billy just stood there.

He hadn’t said anything, didn’t throw a punch.
But he was there. He hadn’t tried to stop them, either.
He hadn’t gone back to school after the janitor found him there 

in the locker room, called an ambulance, repeated his story through 
bruised lips and broken teeth again and again, and for what?

No charges filed. They didn’t even get suspended.
No, he’d dropped out and gone to work at McDonald’s. He’d 

see them here and there, Billy and Kaylee, spoiled princess in her 
yellow Mustang with her prize driving around town. He missed 
Billy, missed his old friend, remembered that night on the beach 
in the moonlight when their lips had touched for just a moment…

Kaylee got pregnant their senior year, and they got married at 
City Hall right before graduation. Her parents disowned her, and 
Billy was stuck married to an angry, bitter woman who hated her life 
and blamed him for everything. And Billy got a job as a mechanic 
working at the Firestone, changing oil or fixing tires.

The town was too small for Dane not to know everything that 
was going on with them. Everyone knew everyone and everyone 
knew everyone’s business.

So, it wasn’t an accident that first night when Billy turned up 
at My Place. He knew that as sure as he knew Billy’s beer was $3.75.

It took several visits for Billy to start telling Dane his woes.
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It took several more before Dane stopped enjoying hearing 
about Billy’s pain and started feeling sorry for him.

And it didn’t take long for him to feel his old attraction to Billy 
again. It hadn’t ever gone away. Despite everything.

And thinking maybe, just maybe, Billy felt the same way, maybe 
he always had. He’d only pulled away from the kiss all those years 
ago when they heard Kaylee calling. He’d closed his eyes and kissed 
back, hadn’t he? Dane wasn’t remembering that wrong.

“No.” Billy laughed but looked away, wouldn’t meet his eyes. 
Which meant she had gotten violent again.

It wasn’t the first time. She’d hit him before, thrown things 
at him, and there was a scar on his side where she’d come at him 
with a knife in one of her rages. “Why don’t you leave her?” Dane 
had asked when Billy had pulled up his shirt to show him that 
scar, noticing the lightly tanned skin, the still-defined abdominal 
muscles, how deep the line from his hip bone heading into his groin 
was before it disappeared into the jeans. Billy shook his head. “She’s 
on the outs with her parents, but they want her to leave me,” Billy 
said mournfully. “She’ll get everything if I walk out on her. Her dad 
will see to it. And who’d believe me?” His face flushed. “I mean, 
what kind of man lets a woman hit him?”

What kind of man lets a woman hit him.
Dane poured out a shot for Billy, slid it across the bar to him. 

“You need this.”
“No, man, I can’t. I’ve got to be able to drive home.”
“You can’t go back there, man. She’s going to kill you one of 

these times.”
Billy looked at him for a long minute, then picked up the shot 

glass.
“You can stay at my place tonight.” Dane held up his hands. 

“You can sleep on the couch, or I can. Nothing more than that, man. 
Just a place to stay the night.”

Billy downed the shot and turned the glass upside down, 
snapping it down on the bar. He looked Dane right in the eye and 
said, “That’s not what I want and you know it.”

It was raining the first night Billy was too drunk to drive back 
home. Kaylee was on a girls’ weekend with some of her old friends, 
off to a beachfront condo in Panama City Beach with some of her 
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buddies, who felt sorry for her in the dead end she’d wound up in, 
too stubborn to admit she’d made a mistake and go back to her 
parents, “bitches,” Billy had slurred over his fourth or fifth beer, 
“who’re too good to set foot in our house. They make her crazy, you 
know, they always make her feel bad about herself and then I’m the 
one who has to pay for it.” He’d taken Billy’s keys from him around 
midnight, told Billy he could crash in the trailer that night.

Maybe he’d known then what would happen that night. Maybe 
he’d hoped, maybe he’d planned, maybe.

He’d never forget how Billy looked when he took his wet shirt 
off in the trailer, the way the overhead light made the beads of water 
on his smooth, muscular chest glisten like diamonds, the way he’d 
almost fallen over taking his jeans off, how hot his skin had felt to 
the touch when Dane caught him to keep him from falling.

Later, Billy said he’d been drunk, hadn’t known what he was 
doing, was sorry and it could never happen again.

In a way, Dane thought as he got another beer from the cooler 
for Jed Mathews, Kaylee was my fault. If we hadn’t gotten drunk that 
night on the beach when we were camping, if we hadn’t kissed and gotten 
caught, he wouldn’t have been so scared, he might not have stayed with 
Kaylee to prove he wasn’t like me. Wouldn’t have slept with her to prove 
he wasn’t like me.

But he was like me.
And there was the insurance. Kaylee made sure the insurance 

on the house was paid every month. They had a gas stove and an old 
gas hot water heater. Billy was always complaining how old the lines 
were, how dangerous they were.

Almost—almost like he was hinting.
Billy was snoring softly when Dane slipped out of the bed that 

morning. The moonlight coming through the blind made slashes of 
blue light across his torso, and he knew he shouldn’t do this, but it 
was what he wanted, wasn’t it?

And the money—the money could make such a difference. For 
them both.

He picked up Billy’s truck keys off the kitchen table. He worried 
the sound of the starting engine might wake Billy, but there was no 
sign of life through the trailer windows once he turned the ignition 
key. He drove over to the little cinderblock house on Bayshore Road 
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Kaylee had inherited from her great-aunt, the moon reflecting on 
the smooth waters of the bay out past the backyard. Not only was 
there insurance, but the land was worth a lot because it fronted on 
the water, some Yankees would pay a lot of money for that plot of 
land, and there was insurance on Kaylee, too, Billy had told him that 
not so long ago one night he had life insurance on her.

Letting things slip, here and there. Letting him know.
Accidents happened every day, didn’t they? That’s what 

insurance was for.
The house was dark and he’d been there before, another 

weekend when she’d gone off to visit one of her old friends from high 
school, taken her beat-up little car and driven down to Gainesville. 
He used the pencil flashlight to unlock the door and slip inside. She 
was snoring in the bedroom, an empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s on the 
kitchen table next to an ashtray filled with lipstick-stained cigarette 
butts. She was passed out, dead drunk.

He made his way over to the stove. He knelt down and, with 
his pencil flashlight, found the pilot light and blew it out. He stood 
back up and turned all the burners on.

He turned them back off.
That wouldn’t work. They might be able to tell that the burners 

had been on.
No one would believe she killed herself.
He walked through the kitchen to the Florida room and shone 

his light around. The hot water heater was hidden behind a screen. 
All the jalousie windows were closed tight. He moved behind the 
screen and shone his light down on the gas line. He pushed it with 
his foot. It looked frayed. He started to use his pen knife on it, but 
stopped.

No, turning the oven on made the most sense. He carefully 
shut the door between the rooms and turned the oven on, up to 400 
degrees. He could hear the ticking of the gas line. He opened the 
freezer and yes, there was a frozen pizza. He carefully opened the 
box, put it down on the table next to the bottle, and placed the pizza 
inside the oven. He could already smell the lethal gas.

The house reeked of cigarettes, sometimes he could smell 
them on Billy’s clothes. She’d light one when she woke up and…

Billy would be free.
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She got drunk, put a pizza in the oven, and passed out, never 
noticing the pilot had gone out.

He got up at seven to go to the gym, and when he got back 
Billy was gone. There was a note: went to work, have to be there at 
eight.

He dropped it into an ashtray and lit it with his cigarette lighter.
He spent the day cleaning the trailer and doing his laundry, 

eyes on his phone. But it never rang, never chimed with a text. And 
then he’d come to work.

Dane handed Jed his change. Jed pocketed the money, no tip. 
The cheap old bastard never tipped.

Kaylee was dead now. She’d never hit Billy or cut him again.
He remembered how her eyes had glittered that night she 

came up on him and Billy on the beach.
She’d gotten those boys to beat him, he’d never doubted that. 

It was the kind of thing she did and laughed about later.
He closed the bar at one, half-heartedly went over the floor 

with a broom, counted the money, and dropped it into the safe. 
He’d only made about fifty bucks in tips that night, give or take, but 
that was fine. He locked up and walked the path back to his trailer.

Billy was sitting on the steps. He stood up when Dane came 
around the bend. “What did you do?” he whispered hoarsely.

Dane dropped his cigarette into the sand, unlocked his door, 
and held it open. “What do you mean?” he said, watching Billy’s ass 
flex in his jeans as he climbed the steps and went into the trailer. 
“Seems like your house blew up this morning.”

“What did you do?” Billy’s face was pale, his eyes bloodshot, 
his hair greasy and slicked back. He nervously ran one of his big 
hands through it, shaking his head.

“You were here with me all night,” Dane said, sitting down and 
lighting another cigarette. “I told the cops you slept on my couch 
and you were here when I went to the gym at seven. Kaylee was a 
drunk, everyone knows it. It’s not a surprise she’d blow herself up 
like that.”

“Why?”
“I did it for you, Billy.” NO, I did it for us, but this isn’t going the 

way I wanted it to. What’s wrong with him?
“I didn’t ask you to.”
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“No, but—”
Billy got up. “I’ve got to get out of here.”
“Billy—”
The door slammed against the side of the trailer and bounced 

back, not shutting, swinging as Billy ran down the sand path.
Dane stubbed out his cigarette.
He’d come back.
He always did.
Besides, he had that picture he’d taken of Billy’s truck out in 

front of the house at four in the morning.
He was getting that money one way or another.
He smiled.
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