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This novella is a work in progress…
I picked up a copy of the St. Louis Gutterfrump Times at the restaurant where I had lunch today.
It’s an arts and entertainment rag, comes out once a week. You know, a little politics - but not too much, movie listings and that sort of stuff. Usually I just check out the local music section, read a few futon ads and pitch the thing into a corner of my apartment where it sits for a couple of months until I finally get around to pitching it.
The ads are really the best part. Fly Helicopters, lessons start at $79. The Best in Leather-Rubber-Vinyl. Uncle Timmy’s Boudoir. Sounds Right. Custom Car and Audio Store. Great name for a store, huh? This stereo, it sounds right, it works and it’s probably not stolen. It sounds right and it might even be brand new.
The issue was just brimming with ads for cheap futons and I couldn’t resist turning its newsprint-scummy pages. Futon Paradise Ltd… Futons your girlfriend will hate… Really, really cheaply made Futons… Modern Futons…. Futons that sit so close to the floor that you feel like you’re sleeping on the floor. As per tradition I was about to chuck it in the corner when I noticed a completely different kind of ad nestled between the ones for speed reading classes and the “Abs-master.”
“Girlfriend-Express,’ it read. “We’ll find you Ms. Right.”
They were offering to find me a girlfriend for $19.95. I wondered how they could even make such promises. Why does the Better Business Bureau let someone operate such a scam? Why would the Gutterfrump Times even accept their ad? I thoroughly scanned for the catch. I had no doubt that one was lurking somewhere.
The phone number was a local call. Not a 1-800 number. Not a 1-900 number. Nothing that said $5.95 per minute - just one price. I noted that it even had the same first three digits as my own number.
I made the call.
“Girlfriend Express, can I help you?”
“Yeah, I saw your ad and wanted to find out more.”
“Yes sir, basically we have you answer a bunch of questions,” the male voice drones. He sounds almost like a teenager. In fact, he sounds like the kid that lives next door who spends most of his time throwing rocks into the apartment complex pool when his parents aren’t home. I wonder whether this is a joke. “Based on the way you answer the questions we find you Ms. Right. We set up the date, hand you her phone number and directions to her house. Then after you go out on your first date you both pay us $19.95.”
This throws all of my questions out the window. Everything I had planned to use to debunk this foul scheme has just been negated. It sounds too good to be true, or too good to be untrue - one of the two.
“Great….” I mumble, instantly defeated. “What credit cards do you accept?”
“What cards do you have?” the teenage sounding voice asks calmly.
“Sears, JC Penny and Best Buy,” I say, hoping this will end the call.
“We accept Best Buy,” he replies.
Now I never thought it would go this far. They accept Best Buy?! I could have just hung up on the guy and forgotten it but a couple of minutes later I’m giving him my name, age, height, weight, eye color, hair color, first grade teacher’s name and all that jazz. I gave him my Best Buy credit card number. And then he gets personal.
“Where do you buy your clothes?” he asks.
“What?!”
“What stores do you shop at when you need new clothes?” he repeats, enunciating each word as if he were talking to his kid brother.
“Why in the hell is that important?”
“It’s important to women. They want to know whether or not you buy your clothes at Venture, inherit them from an older brother or buy the latest pleated cotton pants at Structure and Banana Republic.” I find this completely unbelievable but I answer anyway.
“I shop at the Gap, Structure, Banana Republic, American Eagle and sometimes Eddie Bauer.”
“Okay..” I can hear him writing something down, the sound of a pen scratching over paper. “Do you ever shop at J. Riggins?” he asks.
“No. I don’t shop there.”
“Why not?” Mr. Puberty sounds surprised.
“Because their clothes suck.” I spout. “Nobody I know shops there. I don’t know who does. Ok?!” I’m really getting exasperated quickly with this shopping line of questioning. I wait as he apparently makes more notes. I can hear some crunching on the other end and imagine a kid writing, pen in one hand and a “Super Grab” bag of Doritos in the other.
“Are you sensitive?” he asks abruptly.
“Yes,” I reply. Scribble, scribble… the audible sound of notes being taken. Why doesn’t this company use a computer database to keep track of my answers? How are they going to match me with a girlfriend if they don’t?”Do you like Melissa Etheridge, Edie Brickell and the new Bohemians, Bonnie…”
“Wait a minute,” I stop him. “Don’t you want to know why I’m sensitive?”
“No,” he says matter of factly.
“Why not?!”
“Because it’s not important. It just matters that you are.”
“That's the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. I mean, how can you trust someone to… Wait a minute, what’s your name?” There is a long pause. I’m wondering whether he hung up when I finally hear him take a long inhale.
“Randall,” the teenage voice replies. I hear him shuffling around on the other end and after awhile I hear his hand on the receiver, muffling a conversation going on.
“OK, Randall. How can you trust someone to say they’re sensitive. Isn’t that something that has to be proven?”
“This is a dating service Mr. Mitchell,” he lectures me, reminding me that he knows my name and more. “Your potential girlfriend only wants to know whether or not you’re sensitive. Yes or no. No elaboration. Okay?”
“Great, whatever..” I mutter. Randall continues where he left off.
“Do you like Melissa Etheridge, Edie Brickell and the new Bohemians, Bonne Raitt and gay dance music?”
“No, no, no, and double no!” I’m proud of myself for standing my ground but this will pass.
“Are you willing to tolerate the aforementioned music if she’s very good at oral sex?”
“Uhhhh…” He’s got me. “Yeah, sure,” I admit.
I answered questions for about a half an hour. What would I do on Valentines day? Do I write love letters? Do I have a best friend? What kind of car do I drive? Do I have a problem with doing the dishes? Have I ever seen the movie “Sleepless in Seattle?” Do I forget to put the toilet seat down? At one point I can hear a radio playing in the background on his end. I made out the lyrics and backbeat of the Human League’s song “Human.”
“What do you do for a living?”
“I work for Blockbuster Entertainment.”
“OK, so you’re in the movie rental field,” he says flatly. “Do you hate it?”
“No, I don’t rent people movies. I work for Blockbuster Entertainment - the company. I’m in marketing.” This sounds more glamorous than it really is. I’d probably be having more fun writing marketing campaigns for paper towels boasting some new revolutionary technology like “thirst pockets.” For example, at the time I was working on a campaign to get our customers to rent older movies. A majority of the people who rent are only interested in the New Releases. Specifically, they only want the ones that came out that week.
“Do you hate it?” he asks again.
“No, not really. I do hate some of the people I work with though.” I wonder who the best example of this would be. Actually I hate quite a few of the bastards. I settle on one of my partners, Russell Kimsway.
“This guy who sits next to me came up with the idea of having our store employees wear backstage passes with dumb marketing slogans like ‘We have pop corn, candy and other treats!! Take some home tonight! Ask me about them.’ I really feel sorry for the poor kids in our stores who’re forced to wear the damned things. It’s bad enough they have to dress the same and wear name tags but now they’re walking marketing billboards too.”
Randall burps.
“Did you just burp?”
“No, I hiccuped,” he clarifies.
“Sounded like a burp to me.” He lets this pass.
“Ok, that pretty much wraps up the questions. I will…”
“Wait a minute,” I interrupt him. “Don’t I get to detail the sort of woman I want to meet?!”
“No, we do that for you. We match who you are with who she is.”
“That’s completely stupid,” I complain. “I’m paying $19.95 to you people to find me Ms. Right and I don’t even get any say about what I look for in a woman? I know exactly the sort of girlfriend I’m looking for.”
“Then why don’t you have a girlfriend?”
He has a point.
Everyone has their own misguided theory about Deja Vu. I guess I have one as well:
We all stumble though life learning all kinds of neat things. After awhile we fancy ourselves wise. Some of us even fancy ourselves politically correct. But mostly we’re a bunch of dumbshits who are doomed to make the same mistakes over and over and over. Deja Vu is like a contest on the radio. “Hey radio fans, when you hear three ‘No Doubt’ songs back-to-back, be the first to call in and you’ll win fabulous prizes.”
The radio contest works because it’s hard to notice them playing three songs by the same band when every song sounds like the same old shit anyway. The same principle applies to Deja Vu. It’s your chance to win fabulous prizes. If you realize you’re doing the same thing over and over and over. Perhaps you won’t be doomed to make the same mistakes.
I’m no smarter than anyone else about this. In fact, if Deja Vu was a person he would beat me up and kick me down a flight of stairs.
It’s like this dream I had the other night - it was all about Deja Vu. Randall had finally called me back. He offered to fax me a picture of Ms. Right and I agreed. Two minutes later the picture rolls out of my fax machine complete with a phone number and directions… directions to my house, and my phone number. I find a picture of myself attached, except I’m wearing lipstick, eye shadow and other assorted makeup. I looked pretty good.
This simplified things quite a bit. I’d found my perfect girlfriend. It was me. I would’ve never guessed. And now I owed this kid Randall money.
Where should I take myself out on a first date? Dinner maybe, and then a movie? Should I take myself out to a nice restaurant on the Landing or the Hill? No, I’d probably be content with Ponderosa as long as the conversation was good. They have a nice salad bar.
Then I would have to take myself out somewhere afterward. Maybe a game of miniature golf? No wait, I would take myself out ice skating. I think I would really enjoy that. Then I could take myself home.. maybe come up to my apartment for coffee.
“So how was the party last night?” I ask.
Tim doesn’t answer. He looks at me briefly but he’s immersed in reinstalling Windows 95 for the second time this month. Tim is a genius at marketing. Blockbuster is lucky to have people like him writing campaigns for them. But he’s also a genius at completely screwing up his computer twice a month. I don’t have any idea how he does it. It’s mystical.
“It was pretty cool I guess,” he answers finally. “I haven’t been to a kegger since college. They had two kegs of Sam Adams. James really went all out.”
Morning sunshine pours in through the blinds of our office. I’m on my first soda.
“Was Sarah there?”
“Yeah.” He slots Disk 4 of 14 and clicks ‘OK.’
“She called in sick today.” My comment floats for a moment.
“Oh yeah?.. doesn’t surprise me. She was pretty drunk last night. She started off with Jack and Cokes, but then she got into a bottle of wine someone handed her.”
“You take her home?”
“Yeah, one minute she’s hanging all over Mike and the next she’s heading out with Chris to score some Coke, ” he whispers. “That guy is such a shithead. I stopped her as she was getting into his car.”
“Heh. I didn’t know she was into that stuff.”
“She isn’t. She was drunk. Really drunk. I used a little drunkard logic and talked her into letting me take her home. You know, I tell her we’ll get some ice cream on the way home and that’s just as cool of an idea as going out to score coke. So we’re driving back and she starts taking her shirt off in my car.”
“Heh! So wha’d you do?!”
“I stopped the car and made her put it back on.”
“You’re such a gentleman Tim.” I pause for dramatic effect. “You know, your phone number showed up on our caller ID when she called in sick this morning.” I can’t resist letting that one drop. But Tim doesn’t react like I’ve just unearthed an interoffice tryst. He looks kind of annoyed.
“We didn’t do anything Craig, and she wouldn’t have remembered if we did. She lost her keys.”
“You think that was a ploy?” I kid him.
“Once again, I think she was a little too drunk to be making the moves on me. I found her keys on the floor of my car this morning. She probably dropped them while she was thrashing around my car throwing her clothes off.”
“Good thing your girlfriend was out of town. Knowing Laura, she would have shown up unexpectedly at 2 am in the morning to find Sarah on your couch.”
“Actually, she would have found me on the couch and Sarah in my bed.”
“Well I erased your number from the caller ID box.”
“Thanks.” He swaps another disk and clicks ‘OK.’
Our supervisor walks by talking to our office-mate, Russell - the asshole. We both look busy in front of our computers. I’ve often wondered how people got away with slacking before computers were around.
“I mean, don’t get me wrong, ” Tim says, taking a slug of his Mountain Dew. “Sarah’s a beautiful girl. We’ve known her for years and she’s totally cool. And even though I’m going out with Laura, ordinarily I wouldn’t mind it if she took her shirt off in front of me. In fact, I wouldn’t mind it if she took more off. But she just gets too drunk. She gets completely out of control.” Tim is ranting. He has honed this skill at Blockbuster and is a pro.
“There’s no ‘a little buzzed’ with her. She’s either sober or she’s raging drunk. No in-between. And she totally loses any sanity, any good judgement. That scumbag Chris would have had her doing hard drugs and that’s the last thing she needs. Letting her take her clothes off would have been like letting her go score some Coke.”
“So did she remember anything this morning?”
“I didn’t talk to her really. I woke her up and when I left it looked like she might actually get up. She was really a sight. At some point she had found that one drawer, you know, the one full of my old clothes I haven’t gotten around to pitching?” He grins. “She was sitting there on the edge of my bed holding her head… and wearing my Junior High gym shirt.”
The phone rang sometime around 6 PM.
I had fallen asleep on the couch watching a documentary about the St. Valentines’ Day Massacre on A&E.
It rang about four times before I finally stumbled into the kitchen to check the Caller ID box. Damn it! Anonymous. Split minute decision here. The phone is only going to ring one more time before my answering machine takes over.
Picking up the phone when it’s ‘Anonymous’ is never a good idea. Anonymous is never very much fun to talk to. Problem is, they call all the time. Ex-Girlfriend? Late car payment? Someone who wants money for the Sheriff’s association? Ex-Girlfriend who wants money for the Sheriff’s association? I throw caution to the wind and pick it up anyway.
“Mr. Mitchell?” a teenage sounding voice says.
“Yes.”
“This is Randall from Girlfriend-Express.”
“Ohhh. Yeah. ” I say, still trying to wake up.
“We have a date set up for you tonight at 8:30 PM with a potential girlfriend.”
This wakes me up immediately.
“Tonight!! Are you fucking kidding me?? What time is it? I haven’t even .” [ insert a ton of lame, half baked excuses here. ]
“Mr. Mitchell .” Long pause. “Do you want to spend the rest of your night sitting on the couch watching Cops, Jerry Springer and the History Channel? Or do you want to take the chance that tonight will be the night you meet Ms. Right?”
Damn this kid is good. And he’s gotta be a kid because a second ago, about the time he uttered the words the “History Channel”, I could have sworn I heard the sounds of a Sony Playstation in the background. Was it the game Tomb Raider? Probably. Then again, I’m not a kid and I recognized the sound of the game. I guess that doesn’t prove anything.
“Uhh, ok. Sure. What’s the deal?”
“Her name is Dawn. She lives in Glendale Heights. Her address is 17859 Steamship Way and her phone number is 555-4426.”
“Uhhh wait… so do I call her and confirm this?”
“No sir, the date is already made. Like I said, you’re going to pick her up at 8:30,” Randall says.
“Wait a minute!” I’m kind of pissed now. “You mean you made the date before you even asked me? How did you ”
“If you hadn’t answered the phone or said no, we would have sent her out with someone else.” He cuts me off.
“Oh yeah?!” I say indignantly. “Well what if this other guy, what if he wasn’t willing to put up with Bonnie Raitt, Edie Brickell and gay dance music? What would this Dawn person do then?”
“You aren’t willing to put up with it either Mr. Mitchell,” he reminds me. “But when you meet Ms. Right, you’ll put up with it. That’s the way things work out.”
There’s that damn song in the background again. The Human League’s song ‘Human.’ What the hell is up with that?”
“Randall, what’s up with that Human League song? ”
“What Human League song?”
“The song playing in the background there. I’ve talked to your company twice now, and both times I’ve heard that song. You guys host Junior High dances as sort of side show business line or something? Am I gonna get a call from you tomorrow and hear some DJ in the background egging the 8th graders to get up and shake their butts to Billy Idol’s ‘Mony, Mony?’”
“It’s not the Human League,” he insists.
“Yes it is. Listen to the lyrics.” We both pause and the lyrics are audible for a second.
“Come on baby, dry your eyes
Wipe your tears
Never like to see you cry
Won’t you please forgive me?”
“See, it’s the Human League.”
“No, you’re thinking of Echo and the Bunnymen,” he insists.
“Look you 8th grade drop out. Don’t try to tell me my 80’s music. That’s the Human League. You’re totally wrong, Echo did ‘Lips Like Sugar’ and ‘Bring on the Dancing Horses.’ I was dancing to Inxs, Psychedelic Furs and XTC when you were still in diapers.”
He doesn’t respond for a second. I hear him shutting off the CD or the radio - whatever it is. The Human League goes silent.
“Well I don’t think that’ll hurt your chances with Dawn.” he says, steering the conversation back on target. “She’s 29, same as you… probably danced to the same cheesy stuff. She probably even went to a few of those Junior High dances ”
“My sister is sick, she can’t go on no date,” says the little girl peering around the doorframe.
She wipes a smudge of purple jelly from the side of her mouth, takes another loud of bite of toast and stands there looking at me.
I stand in front of this house in Glendale Heights staring eye to eye with the opposition and in this 4 year old girl wearing an Animaniacs T-shirt, I have met my match. I can talk to the parents. I can survive the “don’t have sex with my daughter” looks from the father. But 4 year old little girls? I’m really in trouble here.
“Why not?” I ask.
The little girl thinks about it for second. She looks out at my forest green Taurus parked in the driveway and takes another bite of toast.
“Because your car sucks,” she says, chewing loudly.
Jesus, this kid is a riot. If she doesn’t blimp from Smuckers jelly overload by her 16th birthday, she’s going to give the little boys hell.
“Do you think she’d come out and go on a date with me for a Scooby Snack?”
The little girl thinks about that one, wiping some crumbs on the doorframe. I think she’s actually going to give it some consideration.
The wheels and gears in her sugar-overloaded 4 year old brain are spinning…. Scooby Snack - just like from the cartoon, car that sucks, lame looking guy with curly blond hair and a long leather jacket. Wait a minute, it might happen! She’s looking over her shoulder like she’s going to say something.
Finally she turns and calls into the house. “Dawn!!??? Would youuu go out on ah date with dis guy for a Scooby Snack?”
“Lindy! Is someone at the door?” A female voice yells from somewhere back in the house.
Lindy is gone in a flash, leaving the front door wide open. I feel pretty weird standing there in front of an already open door.
The “house smell” wafts out on a breeze of dry heat. Everyone’s house has a unique smell. I wrote a five page paper about the phenomenon in college just to see if I could get away with a well written paper on the topic. (The teacher gave me an A+ with her only comment written boldly at the top of page one: “Stop taking drugs.”)
I wasn’t on drugs, it’s an intriguing subject. Really. Where does the smell originate? It’s not there when they move in or when the house is built. But cooking, subtle body odors, smoke?, furniture, pets and household chemicals?
Dawn’s house smells pretty appealing, friendly and welcome - kind of like incense.
A minute passes before she makes it to the front door. And wow, this Girlfriend Express place is right on the mark.
She’s beautiful. Long straight light-brown hair. Tall, curvy. Big sparkling eyes. Form fitting baby doll shirt with a heart on it. A little midriff exposed. Hip hugging low-slung guys jeans. Cool earrings. I take all of this in within less than a second.
And she’s smiling, standing there in the doorway smiling and combing her hair. We’ve passed the first impression nervousness and everyone’s still smiling. A very good sign
“Hi, I’m Craig. I guess we have a mutual friend.”
She smiles,”You mean Randall?”
“Yeup.”
“I’m Dawn, but I guess you know that.” She chuckles. We’re standing in the door grinning at each other stupidly. Ugh, uncomfortable moment.
“Cool earrings. And I’m not just saying that.”
“Thanks.” she says.
“Where’d you get ‘em?”
“At Coyote’s Paw in the Loop.”
“Well they’re damn cool.” I say.
“So you met Lindy?” she asks.
“Uh yeah. She’s really a personality.”
“Yeah, the last guy left without even taking me out. She scared him off before I realized he was here.”
“Well lucky for me I stood my ground and stuck around,” I say.
Her laugh is crazy but then again so is mine. It’s the sort of laugh that makes heads turn. “She ripped me pretty well,” I say. “A few more minutes of that and I would have been in pieces.”
She grabs her purse, drapes a leather jacket over her shoulders and we’re walking down the front walk. Hmmm. Be a gentleman? Open the door to the car for her and take the risk she’s a feminist and will get all pissed about it?
“Here, let me get the door for you. It sticks and if you don’t open it just right it’ll squeak loud enough to get every dog in the neighborhood barking.” She climbs in.
“Welcome to my utterly green car,” I say, climbing in.
“Man ” she says, rubbing her hands all over the green interior. “This is really green.” She’s right. 95 Ford Taurus. Forest green interior, forest green exterior. All green.
“Yeah. I get a lot of questions like, ‘What where you smoking when you bought this all green car?’” I say. She laughs. “I mean, I can answer that question pretty easily. I was smoking low wages, working for a company that was grossly underpaying and exploiting my right-out-of-college talent. I was also smoking desperation because my last car went kaput without warning. And well, I have to admit maybe a little PCP. But just a little.”
“PCP?”
“Well sure, if it’s good enough for James Brown, the godfather of soul, it’s good enough for me,” I say, hoping she catches on quickly to my frequent abuse of sarcasm. “But yeah, the car was cheap. REAL cheap. Who else is gonna pay good money for an all green car unless they’re on PCP?”
We’re off to good start. We’re laughing as I shift my unicolor car into reverse and pull out of the driveway. Dawn’s already sorting through some CD’s scattered between us on the front seat.
I wave to Lindy. She’s peering around the drapes in one of the houses’ picture windows.
Lindy gives me the finger.
“Prefab Sprout?!!!!!”
I’m amazed. I’ve just experienced nirvana and the best part is that it has absolutely nothing to do with Kurt Cobain. I feel like I’m about to start chanting or speaking in tongues or both. Where’s Mecca? I feel compelled to look in that direction, maybe even bow.
I’ve often thought only two people knew about Prefab Sprout, an 80’s band that got completely overlooked by the mainstream. History has lost this band and now only two people remember them: Me and God.
“I know this is an absolutely geek thing to say,” I’m telling her as I hang a right on Manchester Road. “But of all the CD’s sitting in my car, you picked my favorite album of all time.”
I reel myself in. Restrain yourself, restrain, restrain. When a girl picks your favorite CD out of a stack of fifty sitting on the seat of your car on your first date and asks you to play it, or she starts pretending to share your interest in computers or movies and art, maybe she’s just trying to get in good with you and make conversation. Or worse yet, maybe it’s just horrible luck she shares this single interest. You know, she loves Prefab Sprout but she thinks the Spice Girls are just as cool.
Don’t get me wrong, I’m willing to give her credit for knowing about this band. She’s more than welcome to join me and God in knowing about them. But what are the chances?
“It’s my favorite too,” Dawn says, looking over the song titles. “Except I don’t have ‘Two Wheels Good.’ This one actually has a bonus track I don’t have. I have the import, same titles, same exact album but it’s called ‘Steve McQueen.’”
Oh my God. She knows about ‘Steve McQueen,’ the British Import of the album. As the story goes, someone affiliated with Steve McQueen’s estate got upset about the album title and due to that fact and our crummy American legal system, the band had to change the name of the album for the US market. Steve McQueen the actor loved motorcycles throughout his short life. So they changed the homage to ‘Two Wheels Good.’ This geek fact aside, if she has the import, well it only stands to reason that…
“Hey, I know we’ve just met and all. But can I just say you’re really cool? And I really mean that.” I’m doing my best not to spout and get all obviously excited and seem like some sort of music fanatic even though that’s exactly what I am. “It’s like, I own twelve hundred CDs…”
Whoops, that one’s out of the bag. “Music is one of my true passions in life. I worked in a lot record stores over the years and in college ”
I pause. Some guy is doing half the speed limit in front of me, driving one of those lame boxy sport jeeps. I look for a gap to get my green car around him. From time to time the passing street lights briefly illuminate the inside of my car and despite the fact I’m driving, I can’t help glancing over at the passenger seat whenever I get the chance.
She’s beautiful. And I should clarify that statement: not beautiful in a Pamela Anderson or Christy Turlington way. That’s traditional beauty. That’s obvious beauty. That’s unnecessary breast enlargement, unnaturally dark tan, too much makeup, way too skinny, and cookie-cutter facial features. Dawn’s is a different kind of beauty. I don’t know how I’d describe it.
She’s she’s how do I say this? She’s… oddly beautiful. You know what I mean? She’s fairly attractive from the word go. Ask a friend what they think of her and you’ll get a “not bad” or “she’s kind of cute.” But sit next to her in an all-green car with the passing street lights casting an occasional glimmer of light across the dash and her face and notice the way she smiles, and the way she laughs and the way she plays with her hair from time to time when she’s answering a question and suddenly she’s more beautiful than any supermodel is ever capable of being. Because she’s real. Because she has flaws. Because she’s a few pounds overweight and doesn’t attempt to hide it.
That’s beautiful if you ask me. That’s what beauty is all about.
“Twelve hundred!” she nearly screams. “I have like eight hundred and I thought I was a junkie!”
“Well, consider I used to work in new and used record stores and was able to buy a majority of them really cheap. And let me tell you how cool it is to be able to buy great CDs you’ve been wanting for years for two bucks, three bucks, maybe four bucks if you’re feeling generous and they have some hard luck story about a boyfriend being in jail or something.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” she says laughing. “That’d be an offer I could not refuse. I love my sister but I think I’d have to send her out to work in a factory or something to support my CD habit.”
We pause as I make a last minute decision to run a red light and blow past the slow-mover jeep guy. What the heck is up with this guy anyway? He’s driving this sporty little white jeep with a “No Fear” sticker stuck prominently on the back window and he just got passed by a guy driving a totally green family car. Maybe that should be a clue to him.
Wait a minute, as I look in my rear view I notice that he’s talking on cell phone. That explains everything. Let history note right here, right now - people who talk on cell phones while they’re driving are complete fucking idiots.
“But anyway, yeah. I have a whole wall of ‘em. And you wanna know the truth?” I say. “If there was a fire at my apartment, knock on wood, but if there were a fire and I only had time to grab one CD. I’d grab ‘Two Wheels Good.’ There just hasn’t been a better album, not ever. Nothing else has ever compared for me.”
“Yeah. I’ve tried to turn friends on to it over the years,” she says, playing with an earring. “The weird part is they just don’t get it. Most of them don’t understand. I think you have to have your heart broken really badly at some point in your life to truly appreciate that album ”
Understand me when I say I may ask this girl to marry me by the end of the night. I’m kidding of course, but man, so far so good.
“You nailed it right on the head. That’s exactly it! It’s an album about a lot of stuff: growing up, living up to your parents expectations, falling in love, infidelity, falling out of love, getting married. But the songs I love the most on the album, you know, the ones that really hit home with me? You’re absolutely right. They’re about having your heart broken. One song says it all… ‘Bonny.’”
“That’s the one.” She says. “I count the hours since you slipped away. I count the hours that I lie awake. I count the minutes and the seconds too. All I stole and I took from you.’” She smiles.
“Yeup. That pretty much sums it up doesn’t it?” I ask not knowing what else to say. I pull the green car into the restaurant’s parking lot and find a space near the door.
I could be wrong, but I wonder who broke this girls’ heart.
In Italian restaurants there are usually three areas: smoking, non-smoking, and the darkly lit area where they put people on dates when they suspect they’ll be eating Spaghetti out of each others mouths Lady & the Tramp style after a few glasses of wine.
That’s where they put Dawn and I. In a corner, at a small table with a candle and some guy with a bushy mustache playing an accordion. Actually, I’m lying about the guy with the accordion. At Va’san Culo Ristorante, they don’t have accordion players. Instead, they have a jukebox which is presently spinning Rick Springfield’s “Jessie’s Girl.”
“This place is pretty cool,” she says. I watch her face for any signs of sarcasm. She’s serious. Cool, she likes it.
Va’san Culo is an interesting place because first off, it has this totally Italian, hard to pronounce, authentic sounding name. The food is authentic. But the atmosphere? It’s anything but authentic. Rick Springfield on the jukebox. Our waitress is wearing a Mojo Nixon T-shirt and ratty jeans. And a couple of people are playing Monopoly a few tables away.
“What can I get you to drink?” the waitress asks.
Dawn orders Ice Tea. I ask what beers they have.
“We have Corona, Fosters Oil Cans and Mickey’s.”
“Mickey’s Big Mouth! Oh wow, that’s really cool. I haven’t had one of those since college. Give me one of those.” I look across the table at Dawn and she’s giving me one of those disapproving looks. I hardly know her but where women and disapproving looks are concerned, the look is pretty standard-issue.
Should I try to figure out what I’ve done wrong? It’s a first date and I order a giant malt liquor? Well she can just lighten up, I’m not going to get bombed. In fact, if she’s drinking Iced Tea then I’m really gonna be careful. I don’t want to get tipsy and end up telling that story about how I…
“So what do you do for a living?” she asks. Hey! That was my job! Conversation starter. She just beat me to it.
“I work for Blockbuster Entertainment,” I reply.
“You rent people movies?”
Ugh.
“No, I don’t rent people movies.” I grin. “That’s what nine out of ten people assume when I say Blockbuster Entertainment. But no, I work in marketing. I’m a copy writer.”
“You copyright movies?” Dawn asks.
“Not Copyrighter Copy Writer. I write copy. You know, like ‘Blockbuster has thousands of titles the whole family will enjoy. From Sandra Bullock to Harrison Ford. We have the movies you want to rent. We have a convenient selection of children’s movies so you can stuff your kids in the basement with the TV, the VCR, ‘The Apple Dumpling Gang,’ ‘Escape from Witch Mountain’ and a box of Ho-ho’s and forget about them for half of the day. And we’re always delighted to rape you for $3.00 or more for a one night rental. Why? Because your wallet is open and we force our employees to dress like Catholic school children. That’s right! Everything but the plaid skirts.’”
“So you write commercials?”
“Well, not really. Sometimes I aspire to that glory. But mostly this asshole who sits next to me gets to do that sort of stuff. I just write signage, employee propaganda, in-store flyers and that kind of thing.”
“That’s really interesting,” she says putting her menu down.
“Not really. But it’s in my field. Or rather, I wanna write for a living, maybe some books and I guess this is as good a start as any.” My Mickey’s and Dawn’s ice tea arrive at the table.
I look for the pull-top to open the beer but apparently they’ve changed it over the years since college. Now the big huge cap twists off and there’s some sort of weird little sniglett of a joke written on the inside of the cap. “Don’t look at your own butt,” it says. That’s super. I think I like this beer more now. Hats off to Mickey’s marketing crew. Great job guys.
“So what do you do?” I ask.
“I’m an occupational therapist.”
“Cool. So can you give me some therapy and get me a better job?” I ask.
“Isn’t it funny how you can tell someone what you do and they automatically take whatever you say 180 degrees out of context?” she asks sarcastically.
“Hey, I rent movies for a living. Remember? And I have this friend who works for the University of Missouri in a clerical job and everyone assumes he’s a professor when he says he works there.”
She smiles. “Yeah, I guess everyone has the problem.” She opens one end of her straw, sticks the open end in her mouth and attempts to blow the paper wrapper at me. But it must have a small hole at the end because the wrapper ends up a dud and never takes flight.
“Here, give me that.” I take the wrapper, give it an expert twist on one end and hand it back to her. “Now try it.”
She gives it another blow and this time it sails across the restaurant and lands on the Monopoly table. The two girls playing the board game look over at us with clearly ‘What the hell?’ expressions on their faces.
Dawn’s blushing. I’m laughing. No damage done, it’s a straw wrapper for Christ’s sake, not a driveby shooting.
“Don’t mind us. We take the short bus to school,” I say. They go back to their game. “This is great. I haven’t had this much fun since maybe the 9th grade, Mr. Grimes, 5th hour.” Dawn’s looking around the restaurant, apparently concerned if anyone else saw the straw wrapper fly.
“So anyway, I’m an occupational therapist which basically means that when someone gets in a really bad accident or suffers some sort of paralyzation or physical handicap they’ve had no experience with, and the physical therapists have nursed them back to whatever health they will enjoy for the rest of their life. My job is to get them trained in some sort of job they can handle.”
“Wow, that’s really, really heavy.” I don’t know what else to say. “I thought I had a real job but I don’t. You do though.”
“That’s just it, you just hit on the problem. It’s too real. The biggest battle isn’t in training these people for a new profession. It’s in making them want to get out of bed every day. They lose their sight or their hearing or their ability to walk and they just don’t want to go on. They give up.”
“So what do you do?”
“Well, that’s a tough question because there’s a different way to handle every situation. But in a nutshell, I figure out what sort of person they were before the accident and I try to draw them out. I joke with them and sometimes I find out there’s a wise-ass hiding under that depression.”
“God, what a great job.”
“No, not really. I don’t know how much longer I can do it. The worst part is that all of the male patients fall in love with me.” She grins.
“Well, can you blame them?” I say, smiling.
“Imagine being single and having something really horrible happen, a horrible accident that nearly kills you,” she says. “And you’re ready to give up and one person gives you the hope to pull out of the nosedive and to give it another try. You’re pretty much gonna fall in love with them right?”
“Yeah. I guess that’s pretty much what would happen. But what if the therapist had this huge wart on their forehead? You know, right in the center so they looked sort of like the Cyclops?” I point to the center of my forehead and go cross-eyed. “And you couldn’t stop staring at the wart. Would they still fall in love with the person?”
“Well, I can already guess. If it was you I’d say you’d fall in love with the wart,” she says, grinning sagely. “Yeah, I’m willing to admit that perhaps I’m a little too good at my job. I’m an overachiever but I have to be honest, I don’t know how much overachievement I have left in me.”
She takes a drink of tea and hooks a glance over at the jukebox that just started playing the Pixies “Monkey Gone to Heaven.”
“I just don’t have any of my own life anymore. Between Lindy and my job, I just don’t get out much. All my friends have given up on me. They don’t even call anymore because I always turn them down on going out.”
“Which is where Randall and Girlfriend-Express come into the picture?”
“Yes. When someone calls and says you have a date in two hours you don’t necessarily have time to think of excuses. You go,” she says.
“He only gave you two hours notice?” I ask. “That’s weird. He gave me whole day’s notice and I’m not even a girl. I didn’t have to do my makeup and hair and pick out an outfit and all that jazz.”
“He gave you a day notice! He didn’t even ask me and suddenly he has a date set…” Dawn says, raising her voice.
I really have her now. The days notice thing was a complete lie. But maybe I’ll get to see some temper here. Maybe some horns will grow out of her head and she’ll start chanting “Satan is my master.” This might work out to my benefit, because you know, a woman’s temper is always good to find out about right away.
“I can’t believe him!” she says shrilly. “I.. I.. had all this stuff to do and I just had to drop it. And he gives you all the time in the world, and only gives me five minutes to think about it. I just got my daughter home from school ”
Whoops. She looks me in the eye. And yes, I heard it.
Daughter.
“Is Lindy your daughter?”
No wonder she gave me the finger. I’m taking her Mom out on a date.
“Well the truth is out… Yes, she’s my daughter.”
You know it’s times likes these that I feel really, really old. I’m not an old man, just 29 years of age. But it seems like just yesterday I was making out with Kim Terrell behind the Pantera’s Pizza after a junior high dance, struggling pathetically to get her bra unlatched.
It seems like just yesterday I didn’t have to worry about dating married women. In Junior High, my only worry was that my hair wasn’t combed right. And now I’m on a date with Dawn, mother of Lindy. I’m an adult. She’s an adult and for some reason it’s just really weird. I still feel young. I don’t feel I’m of the age that I should be attending PTA meetings.
“Please tell me you’re not married.”
“No,” Dawn says. “The Ex-husband is out of the picture. We’re divorced.”
“The ‘D word’ huh?”
“Yeah and you said it right. ‘The D Word.’ I hate to even say it. I never thought of myself as a ‘D Word’ person.”
“So who’s taking care of Lindy tonight?” I ask changing the subject.
“My real sister Darla. She’s in her thirties and they get along great. She’s kind of a homebody and doesn’t get out much so it’s not too hard to persuade her to watch Lindy. Plus my house is unique in that I have Girl Scout cookies year round. Darla’s an addict and she’s turning Lindy into one too.”
“I thought they only sold those once a year?” I ask, instantly remembering what a Girl Scout Thin Mint cookie tastes like. I just realized I haven’t had one in years.
“Well, yeah. But Lindy’s a Girl Scout and I buy like ten cases every year. Even with Darla around it’s hard to go through that many.”
“Man, can we just skip dinner and go back to your place?” I’m somewhat serious. Dawn is pretty cool. I think I could sit on the couch with her, watch Seinfeld and eat Girl Scout Cookies for the rest of the evening. “Speaking of dinner, we’d better figure out what the heck we’re gonna order before Mojo Nixon the waitress gets pissed at us.”
I don’t have a clue what I want to order. I could order Spaghetti and Meatballs, the house specialty. But I’m wearing one of those fancy-pants shirts of the fabric type that has to be dry-cleaned and I don’t want to get Marinara sauce on it.
“I think I’m just going to get a salad.”
“Just a salad?” she asks. “You’re gonna make me feel like a pig. I was thinking about ordering the Spaghetti Bolognese. You want to split some of it with me or something?”
“Sure.”
Mojo Nixon the waitress comes around to take our order. I decline another Mickey’s Big Mouth after Dawn orders another Iced Tea. The candle on our table has gone out but the waitress pulls a Harley Davidson Zippo from the pocket of her apron and relights it. The flame flickers wildly within the stained glass holder casting patterns of light across our faces as we talk.
I hate to bring the subject up again. After all, I just met this girl and I don’t want her to feel obligated to tell me her life story on the first date. I don’t want to push my luck and press her for too many personal details but I do anyway.
“So why does your daughter call you by your first name and refer to you as her ’sister’?”
“I have her trained,” she says. “I’m lucky enough to get dates at all. I don’t want to scare them off by freaking them out that I have a four year-old daughter.”
“Well they’re bound to find out eventually.”
“Yeah, you’re right. But my hope is that once I get them charmed they won’t mind that I have a daughter. The word ‘daughter’ tends to make single men leave long black skid marks in my driveway trying to get away.”
“I guess I can understand that.”
“You can? Does that mean you’re taking me home now and I’ll never hear from you again?” she asks smiling warmly.
“Probably.” One hour into the date and we understand each other’s sense of humor.
Dinner goes pretty well. We talk about music. We don’t talk about the Clinton scandal, which is good, because I’m sick and tired of hearing about it. We exchange tips on cool places to buy furniture. We eat. We talk about the haircuts we had in high school. She had a bob. I had a new wave haircut: shaved in the back, long bangs in the front. We find out that we share a common fear of snakes. Which leads us to talking about Riki-Tiki-Tavi and then somehow we end up talking about pets we’ve had.
“When we lived out in the country we had this really smart dog named Baron,” I say. The waitress shows up at our table and carts off our plates. I pause in my story as she reaches in front of me to grab my napkin. “He was a Rhodesian Ridgeback, you know, one of those African Lion hunting dogs? He was the coolest dog ever. It’s almost like he was a person. Won’t ever be another dog like him for me. At any rate, we had this really long driveway and all this land. You know, horses, horse pastures… not too many close neighbors. I like to tell it like no one lived close enough that I couldn’t go out and get the mail in my underwear.”
“You went out and got the mail in your underwear?” she asks. “Why?!”
“I’m kidding, I didn’t. But the point is I could have if I wanted to. We didn’t have any neighbors close enough to see. So anyway, we trained Baron to go up the driveway and get the newspaper. He was really easy to train and before long all you had to do was say, ‘Hey Baron, I’ll give you a treat if you go get me the paper’ and off he’d go. Then after awhile he went on auto-pilot. We didn’t even have to ask him anymore, he brought the paper everyday and we rewarded him. For a year he went and got that paper. It was great. But one month the family was running a little low on money because of some higher than usual Vet bills on our horses and my mom discontinued the newspaper delivery service.
“I thought Baron would be kind of bummed but it worked out ok because the papers kept coming even though we’d cancelled the subscription. We checked with the carrier to make sure we weren’t being billed, and we weren’t.”
“Free papers?” she asks.
“Well yeah, that’s what we thought at the time. But after a few weeks of free papers, he started coming home with two, maybe three papers a day. And finally we figured it out. When the paper stopped arriving at the top of the driveway that didn’t stop Baron. He just took a hike down the road, followed the newspaper delivery truck and started stealing all of our neighbors’ papers.”
We laugh. There’s her crazy laugh again. It starts like a chuckle, but then escalates into loud laughter.
“He must have been grabbing papers from all over the neighborhood, trotting a quarter of a mile down the road to grab some of them.”
“So what’d you do?” she asks.
“Nothing. We rewarded him, gave him more treats and he brought us someone else’s newspaper every day. We never had to subscribe again. It was great.”
“So you trained your dog to rob innocent people of their newspapers?” she says laughing.
“Yeup. That’s the way things worked out. I guess dogs are kind of like kids. You have to be careful about how you raise them.”
She smirks. “Well remind me later and I’ll tell you a funny dog story of my own.”
“Speaking of later, I didn’t really have anything planned after this.” I look to her for some sort of reaction but get nothing. “Since Randall set this up, I didn’t have much of a clue who you were or what you might want to do after dinner.”
“Oh, I don’t care, whatever will be fine,” she says.
Danger sign. “Whatever” is never fine where women are concerned.
I have to watch her close now because she might be one of those ‘I don’t care, whatever’ women who have their own agenda but guard it like Fort Knox. That sort of woman expects you to pick up subtle clues in their voice, tone or facial expressions that belies what they really care about and don’t.
“Well, there’s this really cool bar downtown that just opened called ‘My Uncle’s Shed’, we could ”
“I don’t drink,” she says.
“Uhh, ahhh, I’m sorry?” I stammer. “I missed what you said.”
“I don’t drink,” she repeats, smiling subtly. Is she joking? I can’t tell. I’ve never met a girl who doesn’t drink. No subtle clues here to have to figure out, nothing subtle whatsoever. She’s made it clear she doesn’t drink and doesn’t want to go to a bar.
This worries me. This worries me bad.
“Uhhh, let me think for a second, going out for drinks after dinner is the usual next move but I’m creative. I’m not your ordinary guy. I can come up with something else .” I drum my fingers on the table and look at the ceiling. I watch the patterns of light the candles make on the drop ceiling and try to figure things out. I start thinking about this campaign I’m writing at work.
I look back to her again, we make eye contact. But nothing… she’s not helping.
Maybe she’ll admit she’s joking. Some time passes, I don’t know how long, but no jokes are admitted and the somewhat ordinary guy is still struggling for something witty and unique to do. I keep rolling back to the thought: man, she doesn’t drink. I can’t believe this.
Why did Randall set us up? I drink like a fish. He asked me a ton of questions and I’m sure it came up at some point. How could he match us as boyfriend/girlfriend material? She’s not a normal girl. She’s not even a foo-foo drinker, you now, the sort of girl who drinks pink fruity drinks of the Amaretto Sour or Daiquiri variety.
“How ’bout coffee?” she asks finally. “I know this great little coffeehouse in Kirkwood. It’s a stones throw away as the crow flies.”
I’m saved.
“Wow, you’re really up on your Missouri lingo aren’t you? Normally getting anyone to talk Missouri-speak is like pulling hens teeth,” I say, matching her with another Missouri idiom.
She smiles and I realize I’ve found a kindred soul, someone who enjoys the somewhat unique, archaic, often farm animal related phrases that live on in our Midwestern town.
“Great, then let’s kick the tents and fire up the mule,” she says as we get up.
Kirkwood, Missouri is a beautiful town. Lots of trees, quaint little streets and a mainstreet that probably hasn’t changed much in a hundred years. Watching the shop windows pass as we drive through, you can almost imagine people walking out of a 1920’s bakery carrying bundled loafs of still-warm bread or a scrappy looking kid peddling newspapers on the corner.
Of course, there’s a Venture department store right down the street with the typical ugly orange, black and white nightmarish color scheme and the usual sales on monster bags of kitty litter and shopping cart-sized cases of toilet paper. But you can overlook that. You really can. This is a beautiful town.
“Check it out,” Dawn says. “The cops are busting the homies ”
We’re stopped at a light and on the corner a cop car has corned a pack of white suburban teen “gangsters” up against a storefront. About four kids stand there, leaning heavily on one pedal or another of their expensive mountain bikes looking really awkward in their high-top basketball shoes, baggy jeans, LA Raiders starter jackets and backwards baseball caps. And the cops loom over them ominously in their pressed uniforms, holstered guns and buzzing radios.
These are suburban teens. They’ve never “popped a cap” in anyone’s ass because of a drug deal gone bad. They don’t rob liquor stores. They probably don’t get detentions in school and can only dream of being Crips or Bloods. Living in this quiet suburb of St. Louis, the closest they’ll ever get to a driveby shooting is the lyrics of Grammy award nominated Snoop Doggy Dog and the rival gangs are their parent’s curfews and these bored suburban cops who probably never cease to hassle them.
“You remember in grade school when ‘Officer Friendly’ used to visit your third grade class and pass out baseball cards to the boys and lip glaze to the girls?” I ask. “You know, it was like a campaign to brainwash us into thinking cops were ‘our friends.’”
“Yeah, I remember that,” she says. “They’d come in and talk about safety, and those bad, weird ’strangers’ you weren’t supposed to talk to. I remember thinking it was hokey even as a kid.”
“Well my pan on the whole thing is that I grew up liking cops,” I say. “My parents knew quite a few cops for some reason, even a few FBI agents. Now that I think about it’s a little suspect, I guess I should corner them some day and find out why.”
We watch the cops search one of the kids pockets. He pulls a pack of gum out of the kid’s baggy jeans and examines it closely. Nope not drugs, Grape Bubblicious. “But yeah, I grew up totally comfortable with cops. I guess the free baseball cards worked on my impressionable gradeschool mind. The thing is, by the time I got to be a teen the cops had started a totally new campaign. They didn’t give us baseball cards anymore. Instead, the hassled us whenever they got the chance.
“They’d stand there and get in your face like a drill instructor, sniffing out the slightest anger or insolence you might feel as a result of being cornered on your bike in front of Wal-Mart. And in retrospect, we weren’t really doing anything wrong, just riding our bikes around, playing video games at the fast food joints and being bored like any other kid.”
The light turns green and we head down North Kirkwood road, bound for a coffeehouse called the Grinning Cat. I can see the place just down the block. The parking lot looks kind of empty but if Dawn says it’s cool and she doesn’t drink then she must have an angle on cool non-drinking places to hang out.
We pull in just as the place is closing. The lights in the store go out, followed for some reason by the streetlights in the parking lot. We’re sitting in darkness lit only by the lights on my car’s CD player and the dash.
“Ok, so we don’t go for coffee,” she says.
We sit in silence for awhile taking in the darkness and watching the employees mop the floor and take out the garbage. “Wait a minute, I think I have a Gutterfrump Times under your seat. Maybe we could see what bands are playing tonight,” I say.
Dawn reaches under her seat and fishes around. She pulls out a few soda cans, a pen or two, some bills I need to pay, a lipstick case. Shit.
“That’s not mine.”
“I can’t find it,” she says finally.
I undo my seatbelt and lean across the green car to grab for the newspaper but it’s sort of awkward. We’ve been at a distance all night and suddenly without much warning we’re within inches of each other.
“Umm..” she says.
“I think this is…” I start to say.
But neither one of us ends up finishing the sentence.
The odd thing about times like these is that you rarely forget the actual kiss but later on you’re clueless as to how it happened in the first place. Ok, I think I remember. The lights went off in the parking lot. And we were talking about the shop being closed, and I reached under her seat to get that newspaper and.. wait, how did that happen again?
Dawn’s hands are in my hair and mine are around her waist and we aren’t talking anymore. The only thing that’s missing is Air Supply on the radio. Luckily I put in Mathew Sweet CD when we left the restaurant. That’ll have to suffice.
My hands wander up to her stomach.
I love women’s stomachs - especially the kind that aren’t hidden beneath a shirt. How do they get such soft skin? I don’t get it.
Do they marinate in oils and lotions a few hours a day? Do they scour their bodies with lemons, tangerines and aloe, and other secret girly stuff?
I’m making a second pass across her soft skin when she tenses and breaks the kiss. It’s kind of odd; she just stares deeply into my eyes. But not in a puppy-dog-love sort of way, more like she’s trying to figure out my intentions, or maybe how I’m going to take something she’s about to say
“I think maybe you should take me home.”
“Did I do something wrong?”
“No, honestly, it’s been a great night tonight. I enjoyed meeting you and I’d love to go out again.” she leans forward and kisses me a few more times. “But I’ve got to get up early for church tomorrow morning.”
The camera comes in tight on my eyes here and they’re panicked. Church! No! Not a church girl!
“Oh, Ok. ” I say, bucking her seatbelt.
Memo to myself: Why did I just buckle her seatbelt? Figure this weird action out later.
I buckle mine and restart the car. We drive for awhile with neither of us saying anything. This is really weird. How do things like this happen? One minute everything’s going fine and the next she hits me with the ‘take me home I gotta go to church’ line. What am I supposed to be getting out of this? What’s here to be read from between the lines?
As we’re turning down her road I decide I’ll break the silence. “I know I asked you once already. But did I do something wrong?” I turn to look at her and there she is making eye contact. She doesn’t look pissed. “I’ve had a great time tonight,” I say. “Honestly… but this just feels I dunno. Weird. I’d hate to have the evening end this way.”
“It’s not you. It’s me,” she says.
She plays with a finger nail like she’s deep in thought. I’m about to give her the ‘What about?’ when… “You promise you won’t freak out if I tell you something?” she asks.
Ohhhhh man. Not this. The skeleton’s come marching out, Hurrah! Hurrah! The skeletons come marching out again, Hurrah!
Why are women like this? Why do they feel obligated to introduce you to all of their skeletons on the first date? And if the introductions don’t happen on the first date, then you can be sure they will the first time you go to bed with them. I can’t count how many times this has happened… You know, you’re in bed together. Every item of clothing hit the floor 20 minutes ago. You’re getting to the best part… And suddenly she’s introducing you to Marty the skeleton who encompasses her fear of serious relationships. Or Chuck the scary skeleton who encompasses the memory of that miscarriage she had in her first year of college.
Chuck and Marty make women cry with abandon. There are other skeletons of course. I’ve met them: Fred, Larry, Willie and Pete, among others. I hate them. I want them back in the closet. But I guess that’s what skeletons are all about - jumping in and out of closets and yelling “Boo!”
Don’t get me wrong here. I can be sensitive to anyone’s problems or life tragedies. I have a great deal of empathy and I’m a good listener. BUT WHY ON THE FIRST DATE? Why do they bring it up when they’re lying naked in your arms for the first time?
“I’m celibate,” she says. (”Boo!!” Willie the skeleton screams.)
I nearly drive off the road.
Ok, I’m lying about driving off the road. But it would make for a funny scene wouldn’t it? And I need some humor right now because nothing’s very funny at the moment.
“I see.”
“I don’t want to explain the why’s or how’s or who’s. But I am. That’s just part of who I am,” she says.
A few more blocks pass.
A whistle blows. A football game just started in my head but the linebackers aren’t doing anything other than tearing down the goal posts and beating the shit out of the fans.
“So it’s not you, OK?” she says.
“Uh, yeah.”
“I enjoyed kissing you though,” she says. “And I think you’re really cool. I feel like I’ve known you for a long time.”
“Yeah, I know what you’re talking about.” Actually I don’t. Shit, I can’t believe this! This would only happen to me. I get set up with a girl who looks like Ms. Right from head to toe. We hit it off. And she’s celibate
Who the hell is celibate these days? The word just has this creepy ring to it. She could have said the phrase “chastity belt” or “jaundice” and it wouldn’t have sounded any less odd. Actually, a chastity belt would have been a challenge. I used to be a pretty good lock picker. But there’s no challenge here. She’s celibate. End of story.
I drop her off and we really don’t say too much more. No promises to go out again. She gives me a weak smile as I open the car door for her. The house lights are still on. I imagine Darla in there somewhere eating Girl Scout cookies by the handful. But there’s no Lindy in the front windows. It’s 11:30 PM as I pull out of her driveway. I wonder whether or not the Girlfriend Express office is still open. Old Randall is going to get an earful.
And they better not even think of charging me.
Saturday. My game plan: visit Mom, do laundry at her house and as a bonus get a home cooked meal. This is what I call a “Saturday power-play.” You get all of this stuff taken care of in one fell swoop which leaves the remainder of the day and Sunday wide open for whatever.
My green car and I are barreling westbound out Highway-44 bound for “the country” where she lives. I should explain. For St. Louisians the country is anywhere 45 minutes west of the city. North, south, and east work too of course. But really it’s kind of funny how quickly the city and suburbs become something anyone considers “countryish” but I suppose it’s a little different.
There are deer and there are deer that get hit by cars. There are raccoons, possums and turkey and raccoons, possums and turkey that get hit by cars. To sum things up, the country has a few less strip malls, a few more truck stops and pick-up trucks and a whole lot of roadkill.
Driving out there is a breeze. A few years back they raised the speed limit on Highway-44 from 55 and 65 up to 70 mph so of course everyone does 75 and 80 mph and mows down the wildlife and it’s really pretty cool.
Right now my car is vibrating intensely. I’ve hit that exact speed, about 72 mph where my car always starts shaking madly. I could go faster or slower and I’d be fine. But for some reason at this speed my whole car becomes a giant meat tenderizer. Recently I told an engineering friend about my cars’ little 72 mph secret and he said the speed probably matches my car’s “natural frequency.”
He explained the theory to me and honestly, lost me half way through but apparently every material on earth has its own natural frequency. And if you submit it to a vibration of the same frequency for an extended period of time it becomes highly flexible, and under stress it will break into a million pieces. With this in mind, I’ve been driving for a few miles at 72 mph just to see what will happen. My teeth are chattering and I imagine my face looks pretty screwy, vibrating halfway off my head. I’m not bummed or suicidal or anything - just curious.
With all of the shaking and vibration my mind wanders
I imagine the Highway Patrol interviewing witnesses at the scene of the horrible disaster. There are millions of tiny green pieces of Taurus all over the highway, none of them bigger than a quarter. A single CD case is melted onto a street sign nearby.
“I swear to you officer! The Taurus just went BOOM and de-sinter-Rated. I’m thinkun’ the car was just tooo green and it blew up,” a witness would be telling the cop.
“Nope,” the officer would say, adjusting his cowboy hat for effect. “I think we got ourselves a case of ‘Nat’rul Free-Quincy’ on our hands here. Yes sir. This guy vib-Rated himself to pieces.”
“Damn what a crying shame,” they would all say, shaking their heads solemnly from side to side.
I chuckle to myself at the thought of it.
I rise back above 72 mph and accelerate up to 80 mph, drop the windows a few inches and grab for a CD. How about a little Big Star? That’ll work just fine for traveling music. I’m still not sure what to think about last night. I’m still a little angry about it.
I’m not sure what pisses me off more - that I would get set up with a girl who a) doesn’t drink b) is a churchgoer c) has a 4 year old girl, and last but not least d) is celibate! Or, that I would get set up with a girl who so absolutely beautiful and cool, likes good music and I can relate to her nearly immediately. I feel like we share the same soul but by the end of the date, to my horror, I’ve come to the conclusion I’m completely wrong about her. She couldn’t be any more different than me.
You know, A through C wouldn’t be too bad. I could work around those. But celibate?! Man, I realize I might be a little bitter and insensitive about this but how could anyone do without sex? What’s any cooler than an hour in bed with a beautiful woman or better yet, someone you’re in love with?
Nothing.
Years ago a friend of mine told me snow skiing is better than sex. But I stopped hanging out with him. When someone says something like that you seriously have to worry about them. I mean, I’ve never snow skied and you know, I have no doubt that putting some sleds on your feet and rocketing down a snowy hill might be a lot of fun. But I don’t even have to try it to know that it’s not nearly as fun as the things that can go on beneath the covers, or on top of the covers, or on the couch, or on the kitchen floor
You don’t need sleds, expensive equipment or a snowy slope. Or maybe you’re a little adventurous and you do. That’s the beauty of sex. So to sum it up: I can relate to Prefab Sprout. I can relate to beautiful women with long brown hair and stunning eyes. But celibate? Sorry, can’t relate.
I try to image what I’m going to say to Randall when I get a hold of him. I imagine myself screaming at him, yelling the word “CELIBATE???!” loud enough for all of my neighbors to hear. The neighbors would understand though. Even if they only heard me scream that one word they’d understand why someone might get so angry and frustrated as to be screaming at the top of their lungs.
My Mom answers the front door wearing a purple knit shirt, bright green stretch-pants and cowboy boots. Ugh. I love my mother but when do women get to the age that they think such a combination looks good even for being around the house? My Mom’s in her early 50’s.
“Hiiiiyee!!!” she says with characteristic Mom over-enunciation, running out to give me a hug. “I’m so glad you could come out and visit.” Her dogs are running all over the place, jumping up and down behind the screen door. She has a Cocker Spaniel and a Greyhound. Libby and Franklin. They’re really a pair.
I don’t think the tall Greyhound can even see Libby the Cocker Spaniel most of the time because she’s so much smaller. So he steps on her repeatedly and consequently there’s a big dog fight about every 5 seconds. In a sense it’s even better than a Hockey game. It’s one of the things I look forward to every time I visit.
“I brought my laundry with me. Mind if I do a few loads, Mom?”
“Well of course you can!” she says. She’s so happy when I come out and visit. Even if I only come out for a few hours to chat. I get to feeling guilty about not seeing her more often but it’s a 45 minute drive and I’m lazy.
“I’ve been saving all of this for you,” my Mom says, grabbing a big pile of miscellaneous newspaper clippings, coupons and artifacts from my childhood off of the top of the refrigerator and handing them to me.
We sit down at the kitchen table, the same table where I ate thousands of bowls of cereal and a million overcooked pork chops as a kid. This is another thing I look forward to when I visit my Mom. She always has this “surprise stack” of really weird stuff on top of the refridgerator waiting for me. The longer I go without visiting, the bigger the stack.
I’m not sure at what age she started the tradition. But sometime in the last six or seven years she’s started this odd habit of saving unrelated, stray things for me. It’s kind of hard to explain her motivation, or even the weird sort of stuff she saves. It’d be easier to inventory some of the items in today’s surprise stack:
* An article cut out of the Jefferson Country Examiner entitled, Ruby Johnson and Her Golden Hounds.
* Another article from the Post about how to take care of a pet turtle.
(”That Ruby Johnson, she’s amazing!” my Mom says. “The things she can get those hounds to do, sakes alive oh, and that article on turtles, you used to have a pet turtle didn’t you? I thought you might like that.”
“No Mom, I didn’t. Not unless you count that box turtle I found in the woods when I was in kindergarten.”
“Oh yes!! What was his name?” she asks.
“I don’t remember. I only had him for a few days before he escaped my crude cardboard box prison. I was only five.”)
* Some coupons for Maxwell House decaffeinated coffees, and 8 packs of athletic tube socks at the local IGA grocer.
(”I know you like coffee.)
* A faded old Def Leppard “Pyromania” record.
(”I found that in a box of trash in the garage.”
“Um, Mom. That’s because it IS trash.”)
* A pencil drawing sketch on a faded piece of lined notebook paper. In the sketch, someone is lighting Spuds Mackenzie the Bud Light mascot on fire. Spuds looks panicked and is saying, “No, I meant Bud Light!!” Man, my handwriting really looked different back then. I don’t quite remember this but I think I drew it in the 7th grade - in study hall or something.
(”I thought you might like to have that. I found it in a scrap book.”
“It was funny. In 7th grade uhh, thanks.”)
* A picture of myself and an old girlfriend Carol at a homecoming dance. We’re standing in front of a really cheesy hand drawn city backdrop. I guess the dance had a city theme or something. Brightly colored balloons surround our shiny Homecoming shoes. I don’t remember much about the actual dance.
But I remember Carol though. To use a popular phrase of the time, she was a fox. I don’t remember the specifics of this dance but I do remember what happened afterwards. Later that night we parked next to a secluded lake and laid down on a picnic table under the stars. Man, that was so long ago… I look at the picture and at my youthful smile. I was just a kid. When was I ever that young?
“You look so young,” my Mom says getting all starry eyed. “Back then we thought you’d be married in no time. Girls were calling for you every five minutes and stopping by our house even though we lived so far out in the country. I had to beat them away with a broom.”
“Mom, please tell me you never hit any of my girlfriends with a broom.”
“Oh no, Craig. Of course not! It was just a figure of speech.” I often forget that my mother doesn’t speak the language of sarcasm. I’m not sure where I picked up the trait but apparently it wasn’t inherited.
“So do you have a girlfriend yet?”
Understand me when I say it’s almost more important for my Mom that I have a girlfriend than it is even for me. If I did, the question would be ‘when are you two getting married?’ And if I was married, the question would be ‘when am I going to have grandchildren?’
“Well, no. But I’ve been on few dates these days.”
“Oh really?! Who are you seeing?” she asks.
“Oh, a few people here and there. I was seeing this woman I used to work with for awhile, Julie.”
“Oh, I know Julie! She’s great.”
“Mom, you haven’t met her. You’re thinking of Julie Caldwell. I went out with her for a year in high school. This Julie only lasted a few weeks earlier this month. It didn’t work out.”
“Why not? You’re a wonderful guy.”
“Yes, I know I am, Mom. But things just didn’t click. I didn’t like her that well.”
“Why not?” My Mom always pushes her luck and one of these days I’m gonna have to tell her every single little detail and she’ll completely freak out. I don’t tell her that Julie is well known for sleeping with a guy for a few weeks and then flying the coop, off to look for the “bigger better picture.” I didn’t mind at the time. I knew what was up and consequently I didn’t have any expectations. She stayed at my coop for a few weeks and then as the rumors promised, she flew. It was pretty cool though. Beautiful girl. I’m not going to tell my mom about the all-night lovemaking or the unique sex in my small bathtub.
“Don’t know, things just didn’t click,” I say.
“Well did you get a picture of her?”
“No, I only dated her for a few weeks, Mom.”
“Who else?”
“I went out with this woman named Dawn last night.”
“Where’d you go?” she asks.
“I took her to dinner at Va’San Culo and then we went for coffee.”
“Did you do anything else? Was she nice?” I’m not sure what my Mom is getting at here. Yikes.
“No, we didn’t do anything else. I mean, we had a lot in common and got along great ”
“Ohhh! That’s sooo important Craig. That you had a lot in common. I and your father, we had some in common. But not the right things. We had different attitudes about money, about sex, and what was important in life.”
If my Mom starts talking about having sex I’m going to make a run for the door.
“It’s so important to find the right person,” she says. “Because if there are things that annoy you about them when you’re dating. They’re going to annoy you twenty times as much when you get married. You can have everything in the world in common, and laugh at the same jokes. But if you don’t have the same attitudes or values about the important things in life ”
I don’t know why my Mom thought I would like an article about Ruby Johnson and Her Golden Hounds. She was way off the mark there. But I suspect she is right on the mark when it comes to advice about marriage.
“Well, I don’t want to get into the details,” I say. “But I don’t think I’ll be seeing her anymore. We have some differing opinions on, umm, some important subjects like that.”
“Which opinions, what about?” Mom is pushing her luck again. Like SEX Mom! I like it, she doesnt, OK?! I change the subject.
“Hey, I like those new drapes,” I say, pointing to her flowery light purple shades in her back kitchen window. Then I remember something even better to change the subject with.
“Hey Mom, why did you and Dad know so many FBI agents and cops from around town?” She thinks about that one for awhile as if she’s tabulating an answer. Either it never occurred to her that they knew so many lawmen, or she’s coming up with an clever excuse to hide the truth.
“I don’t know. I honestly don’t know. We just did,” she says smiling. “Many of them were old friends of your fathers. You should ask him about that. But listen, something you probably didn’t know. Remember Casey, the former CIA director? He bought our old house in Pacific for his son and daughter-in-law.”
“Whoah! Jesus Mom! Why didn’t you ever tell me that? Spooks bought our old house?! I drive by there every once in a while for old time’s sake. They probably have me on surveillance camera and think I’m terrorist or something.”
“No, when we sold the house we had to give them pictures of the family for reference,” she says.
“WHAT!!?? What tha..! Why didn’t you ever tell me about all this? That’s really, really bizarre! You gave them family pictures?! What other weird family secrets are you sitting on?”
“Oh,” she says adjusting her gray curls. “I think that’s the only one.”
Franklin trips over Libby and she flies against a cabinet with a yelp, and within seconds they’re rolling around on the floor barking furiously and biting each other. Libby’s using the novel strategy of biting the greyhound in the butt where he can’t seem to spin and get at her.
“Stop it, stop it stop it!” my Mom says, singing every word.
Within moments my Mom is on her feet giving them treats so they’ll calm down. Scooby Snacks indeed. Give a dog food and they forget all about fighting. Damn, it was a good fight too Libby was kicking ass. I decide to get started on my laundry.
From: Striebel, Tim [SMTP:tstriebel@fuck.the.customer.blockbuster.com]
Sent: Wednesday, March 25, 1998 3:53 PM
To: Mitchell, Craig
Subject: Do NOT acknowledge this message verballyWe’re going to Happy Hour. Period. I don’t want to hear any whining. In 30 seconds I’m going to make an excuse that I have to go to my car and then do my usual 4:00 PM disappearing act.Since you’re too much of a pussy to pull disappearing acts like me, I’m going to page you in 15 minutes, you’re going to look at your beeper, make some excuse that it’s your Mom and she needs a ride home from work, and you’re gonna leave early today.
Meet me at Winnie’s at 4:15. It’s not April Fools’ Day yet, this is NOT a joke. The first round of Guinness is on me.
Got it?
Tim
<End>
I look over at Tim but he’s already locking his computer and grabbing his jacket and keys. He leaves his briefcase on his desk and heads for the parking lot.I glance around the office but no one seems to notice him go. Russell’s punching away at some stupid waste of time marketing campaign for Fox’s budget videos. Sarah runs through the room on her way to the photocopier and the boss is nowhere to be seen. Fuck it. I’m going to disappear too. It’s not like I don’t put in enough overtime as it is.
I grab my keys but leave my jacket and briefcase. Yeah, I’m coming back, just running out to my car really quick - or at least that’s what everyone’s supposed to think. Tim gets away with this. Why can’t I?
“Hey! Wait up!” I yell at him as he’s getting into his car.
“Man, brave little Indian here disappeared from work an hour early. Good for you. It’s about time you got some balls,” he says as I climb in.
“It’s not a lack of balls.” I say. “I’m just too responsible.”
“Is there any difference?”
He starts his Acura Integra and throws it into reverse. The stereo catches up with us a few seconds later and scares the shit out of both of us with a sudden blast of Van Halen. He scrambles to turn it down. “Jesus man! That scared the shit out of me!” I say. “Is that how you started the day today? Van Halen’s first album cranked as far as your equalizer will handle?”
He nods, lighting a cigarette.
“Man, open the window. I don’t want to smell like an ashtray.”
“What difference does it make Craig? We’re going to a bar. You’re gonna smell like a cigarette one way or another.”
I roll down a window. Van Halen blares out into the open air and the open air breezes in as we fly through the business park where we work. It’s Spring and the temperature today feels like a perfect 65 degrees. Fahrenheit. It just wouldn’t feel this good in Celsius. No way.
“I thought you quit.”
“Nope.”
He flips his car around a corner and out onto the parkway. The wind blasting in through the open window causes his nappy long hair to fly all over the inside of the car. A few locks are long enough to whip me in the face.
“Dammit, get your hair under control. It’s beating the shit out of me!”
Tim grabs a rubber band from the front pocket of his denim shirt. I grab the wheel to keep us on the road. “I tried to quit. Those patches didn’t work for me that well,” he says, tying his hair back. “It just wasn’t the same.”
“Wait, you mean having a patch strapped to your arm that carefully leaks small timed quantities of nicotine into your bloodstream through your skin just wasn’t satisfying? I can’t imagine why,” I say.
“You make it sound like such a drug, like it’s some sort of fix.”
“It IS a fix, Tim. Haven’t you noticed?”
“No it isn’t.”
“Yes it is. It’s like, we’re heading to Happy Hour at Winnie’s right? It’s gonna be fun because we don’t do Happy Hour that often, maybe once a week or so,” I say. I put on my sunglasses.
“But what if you had to go to Happy Hour every night, or worse yet, every hour. Or every five minutes. Because you needed to go to Happy Hour, not just because it was fun. What if you started wearing patches on your arm that would slowly bleed Guinness draft into your bloodstream so you could finally quit all those Happy ”
“Alright, enough. Stop your preachy preaching,” he says.
I laugh.
“That’s kind of redundant phrasing Mr. Wordsmith, don’t you think. You should use that kind of slogan in one of our campaigns. You know, ‘Rent our movies, they’re expensively expensive at three dollars for two nightly nights.”
He takes a drag of his cigarette and pulls to a stop at an intersection.
“Man, you got PMS or something? You’ve been a complete dick all day.”
“Am I in a bad mood? I didn’t notice,” I say.
“Karen asked you a simple question before lunch today, ‘Can I borrow your Zip drive?’ And you tell her, ‘No, not until you stop decorating your office with porcelain angel figurines and pictures of Sean-fucking-Connery and get a life.’”
“Did I say that?” I ask.
“Yeup, you sure did.”
We pull into the Winnie’s parking lot. It’s a small neighborhood bar. You can tell from the cars in the parking lot what the clientele is like. Tim parks next to a Lexus, but sitting next to this luxury car is a beat up old pickup truck with a broken windshield, Union stickers and an “Elect No One” bumper sticker. The place is fairly empty but that’s the whole point of getting there at 4:30. In an hour there won’t be a table to be found and you end up crammed in a corner dodging the elbows, stray darts and cue balls of the drunken after work crowd.
I grab a table near the bar, far away from the pool tables, pinball machines and dart boards while Tim grabs the beers. He comes back to the table with a couple pints of Guinness. What a beer Play a word association game with a friend. Say the first word that comes to mind when I say
Ireland. U2? Green. St. Patrick’s Day (that’s a phrase you idiot.) Castle. The Commitments (that’s a movie you idiot.) IRA or maybe Shamrock?
Play the game with me and I’ll say Guinness. It’s the darkest, most beautiful milk shake of a beer I’ve ever tasted. And they make it in Ireland. Tim waits respectively until I take drink and then he downs a swig. I’m graceful in my beer drinking. But he has to wipe a big swath of beer foam from his lip.
“So why are you being such a complete dick? What happened to crash your world?” he asks.
“I had a bad date over the weekend and it’s been bugging me all week.”
“You had a date? I’d say that’s pretty positive Craig. Even if you fucked it up - which I’d bet you did. You haven’t had a date in months.”
“I didn’t fuck it up,” I insist.
“Yeah you did. Don’t give me that shit.”
“No really, I didn’t fuck it up. Everything was going great. She was really cool. We even started getting heavy in the green machine in a parking lot and then she tells me she’s celibate.”
“Celibate?!” he repeats loudly.
Some construction workers at a nearby table glance over to see who said the horrible word.
“Whoah, slow down there Tex. Give me the story of the whole trail ride including the bandits and the Indians,” he says.
A kid on rollerblades is at the jukebox. Wait a minute, he’s doesn’t even look close to twenty-one. He makes his selection with one hand, wiping his face with a towel at his waist and then skates into the backroom behind the bar. What the hell? Winnie’s has kids on rollerblades doing the dishes? I wonder how many of them they break.
Huey Lewis and the News, “Heart of Rock n’ Roll” comes on to the jukebox as the kid disappears.
“Christ.” I stand up from my stool. “Where is that little punk? I’m gonna report him to the kid hipness league. I might have expected Nine Inch Nails or Marylin Manson. But Huey Lewis?”
“Don’t change the subject, give me the story,” he says laughing.
“Well, she was really beautiful. Long straight brown hair. Beautiful eyes. Dressed to the nines. To be honest, better than the usual grade of woman I get to take out. And the best thing was that she was really cool. She was interesting. you know, she picked my favorite CD of the front seat of my car and asked me to play it.”
“And that’s important to you? That she picked your favorite CD?” he asks.
“Well to be honest, whether or not she likes sex is more important but we’ll get to that.” I’m toying with my drink napkin, ripping it into tiny shreds and putting the pieces into the ashtray.
“She was really cool Tim, I dunno how to describe it. It’s like she’d been a friend for years. The whole night I kept forgetting that we’d just met. But yeah, I take her to Va’San Culo and we have dinner, and then she hits me with she doesn’t drink.”
“Your kiddin’ me,” he says, seemingly downing half of his beer in one gulp.
“And she didn’t even try to hide the fact. She just flat out told me. So anyway, later we end up going for coffee. Where else am I gonna take her right? And the place is closed, so we’re sitting in the parking lot talking and we end up going at it.”
“Wait a minute,” he asks. “How’d you go from talking in the parking lot of the closed coffee shop to going at it?”
“I really don’t remember. I think I reached under her seat to grab a newspaper ”
“In the green machine? Man, that’s kind of far grab,” he points out.
“Yeah, but anyway, we were going at it and then she cries celibate.”
“Jesus man,” Tim says chuckling. “You make it sound like she cried ‘Red!’ or ‘Witch!’”
“Well celibate isn’t too much different than those two words if you think about it. Same stigma attached to the word for the young man on the prowl.”
“So what’d you do?” he asks.
“I said ‘Ok, whatever’ and I took her home. End of date.”
“You dumbshit.”
“What?? Why am I a dumbshit?! What else was I supposed to do?” I ask.
“She wasn’t celibate.”
“What in the hell makes you say that? You didn’t even meet her. I mean, I forgot to tell you - she said she had to get up the next morning to go to church. And she had a four year old daughter named Lindy.”
“That supports my theory right there. She has a daughter,” he says.
“Yeah, well maybe it was Immaculate Conception or something like that.”
“Was her name Mary?” he asks.
“No.”
“Did she live in or near a manger?”
I shake my head.
“Was she wearing a letterman’s jacket from Bethlehem East High School?” he asks.
“Nope.”
“Well, I think it’s safe to rule out Immaculate Conception then. And I think you can rule out the celibacy thing too.”
“Tim, why in the hell would a girl tell you she’s celibate on the first date if she wasn’t? I mean, that would be like me telling her that I smell my own feet or that I fart sometimes.”
“Well you do.”
“I don’t smell my own feet. I was kidding,” I say.
“But you fart.”
“Yeah.” I look around to see if anyone is overhearing this. Wouldn’t want anyone to know that I fart. Not even a stranger “But my whole point is, when you’re out with someone for the first time, when you first meet them. You’re going out of your way to make a good impression. You don’t tell them that you fart, or smell your own feet, or you’re celibate. Not unless you want to ditch them,” I say.
“So you think she was trying to ditch you?” he asks.
“Man, I don’t think so. I really didn’t get that impression,” I say.
“Well let me explain something to you…”
Here comes a Tim lecture. The idiot has always fancied himself wiser than me. And from time to time he is. But I’ve learned over the years that where women are concerned, he’s in the same damn boat. He’s had more problems with his girlfriend of four years than I could ever imagine dealing with.
“No one these days is celibate,” he says. “And she has a kid so she’s not a former nun, and we can rule out that she was trying to ditch you. When you’re making out with a girl and she says something like that. Do a little math in your head. Put two and two together,” he says holding two fingers in the air. “Don’t get discouraged, look at it as a challenge. If she’s worth it that is.”
“I disagree man. When a girl tells you she’s celibate on the first date, or that she farts or smells her feet or did jail time. Whatever the case may be, then just drop her off and call it a loss. I think I understand women enough to figure that out and to avoid the psychos,” I say.
“You don’t know shit about women.”
“Yeah? Well neither do you,” I reply.
The waitress comes by brings two more pints. We have Winnie’s down to a routine. The waitresses here all seem to know: keep bringing the pints until we make you stop.
“So where’d you meet Ms. Chastity?” he asks.
Quick decision here. Tell him the truth? Nope, he’d never let me live it down.
“Umm, she showed up at one of my Volleyball games.”
“On the company league?” he asks.
“Yeah.”
“Who’d she know?”
“I think she works out at the sports complex or something,” I say.
“Works out huh? So did she have a tight little body?” he asks.
“No, actually she didn’t. She was kind of full-figured.”
“She was fat?”
“No, not fat,” I say. “Just really curvy, some great hips. You know the sort of girl I find attractive. Kim O’Neil from Accounting would be a good example.”
“Oh. Yeah. Well take my advice and don’t call Kim full-figured. Full-figured is the new politically correct way to say ‘fat’ if you hadn’t noticed,” he says.
“How else would you describe that sort of figure?”
“She got da sistah booty,” Tim mocks. “They have them some hips on that bod.”
“That’s great Tim. Maybe I should elaborate with ‘Hey my homies, I’m the original Gangsta and I’m down with the sistah booty in da hood.’” We laugh. White guys trying to use Rap lingo is always amusing.
“So you gonna take her out again?” he asks.
“Nope.”
“So you’re not gonna take the challenge and try to change her mind about being celibate?” he asks.
“No way. It’s difficult enough to try to get to know someone, you know, maybe start a relationship or something without the extra baggage she admitted. Dating is challenge enough.”
“Man, there’s always gonna be baggage. That you can count on,” he says. “It’s all in figuring out whether being with her is worth dealing with all of it.”
A couple of guys in suits walk in. I pity these guys. Casual dress is a fairly new beast at Blockbuster. When I started there a few years back I had to go out and spend a couple grand or so on suits and ties, and all the trimmings of the business world.
I felt pretty neat walking around with my briefcase and business suit but after awhile I just got sick of it. I don’t need to wear a suit so that people think I’m a professional or so they know I’ve made it in life.
Ironically, about the time I started getting sick of wearing suits, the creative team started jumping ship to go to work for hipper advertising firms - the sort of places that let you dress casual, and play pool and pinball machines on your break. Good old Blockbuster had to do something to keep us around and casual dress was the first perk to get tossed in our direction.
“Hey, see that guy on the left in the gray suit and lame tie?” Tim asks.
“Yeah, isn’t that Laura’s little brother.”
“Yeah. Christopher.”
“Where’s he working these days?” I ask.
“He graduated from Wash U a few years back. Now he’s an investment banker or something like that.” He exhales loudly in disgust. “He’s in his early twenties and he’s already learned how to be the complete business asshole.”
“You wanna talk about girlfriends and baggage,” he says lighting another cigarette. “The worst baggage is usually your girlfriend’s family. Think about it. Your own family is weird enough. Everyone’s family is, yours is and mine too but you’ve had your entire life to develop a tolerance for them. You don’t have the same advantage with hers.” Christopher spots us and gives us a salute-like suave wave from across the bar and Tim gives him a cool nod back.
“Yeah, I know what you’re talking about. It’s like when I was going out with Beth. Her family was completely nuts,” I say. “They’d fight constantly. I think they enjoyed it in some sick sort of way. It was like a soap opera. You know, it was difficult to keep up with who hated who during any given week. With Beth is was always like, ‘Ok, we can’t go to Easter Sunday this year because Jim isn’t talking to Grandma Perkins, and Grandma isn’t talking to my Mom because she didn’t bring her a new book of crossword puzzles and forgot to remember her anniversary. Uncle Tommy called my brother a ‘lazy turd’ last year so he’s not coming. And little Taylor won’t be there because he got grounded for breaking every window in the house. ‘”
“Are you kidding or was it really that bad?” he asks.
“Yeah. That’s no exaggeration. They were a bunch of rich idiots with way too much time on their hands to fight amongst themselves. I remember one time sitting there on her uncle’s couch, listening to some huge argument erupt over a game of Monopoly. They were yelling at the top of their lungs about game rules and I remember thinking, you know, I wouldn’t even know these people if I hadn’t met Beth. I wouldn’t even give them a second glance if I heard them arguing at a grocery store, or a gas station. I’d just think ‘rich idiots’ and keep walking. But I’m sitting there, and I realize I know these rich idiots. They’re my family, or at least they are for as long as I continue to see Beth.” We pause to drink. It’s about time for the waitress to bring us another round.
“So what’s Laura’s family like?”
Tim thinks it over for a long while, taking drags of his cigarette and watching the smoke drift up to the ceiling. “They’re a bunch of fuckers,” he says finally.
I laugh. “You had to think about that one and you finally come to the conclusion they’re just ‘fuckers,’” I say, quoting with my fingers.
“Well they are.”
“You wanna elaborate?” I ask.
“I don’t think I could. I don’t want to sound all high and mighty I guess they remind me of that line from that movie Ferris Buellers’ Day Off where Ferris is trying to talk Cameron into stealing his Dad’s Ferrari for the day. ‘People with priorities so far out of whack…’” he says.
“Yeah I know exactly what you’re talking about,” I say.
“Maybe they’re related in some gnarled twist of the family tree.”
“Well either way I don’t have to deal with it anymore,” I say.
“Yeah, not at the moment so enjoy the vacation, pal. Won’t be too much longer and you’ll be right back in the thick of it again. New girlfriend, different fucked-up family.”
“Not to change the subject Tim, but do you think you’re bound for a girlfriend change soon or is Laura a keeper?”
“I don’t want to marry her,” he says without giving it much thought.
“What! Why not?” This actually shocks me. They’ve always been pretty serious. I guess I just thought they’d be getting married any day now.
“We’ve been living together for a year now. And living with someone is really eye opening. I dunno. She just isn’t someone I want to spend the rest of my life with. She doesn’t have the same ambition or passion for life that I do.”
“So what are you still doing with her?” I ask.
“Well, I guess it’s better than being alone.”
“Tim, how many beers have you had? Maybe you should be drinking Jolt instead, it might put some smarts into you. That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. You know, here you are giving me advice about women and you’re living with one you’ve spent four years of your life with and you don’t want to marry her?
And you stay with her because ‘it’s better than being alone’??” I ask incredulously . “C’mon man, don’t you think you’re wasting her time and yours by keeping it going?”
“I dunno,” he says.
“Everyday you spend with Ms. Wrong, is one less day you have to meet Ms. Right - or even Ms. Sort-of-Right.” I have Girlfriend-Express on the brain. I’m beginning to sound like Randall.
“Yeah, I know, Craig,” New beers arrive. I hold the pint up to the light and watch the dark brown beer foam bubble through the glass, heading upwards. “Shit man, we should stop talking about women,” Tim says. “I know it’s Spring and all, and mating is on everyone’s mind. But…”
“Then here comes the perfect distraction,” I say. “Sarah.”
“HeyyyYY!!!!!” she screams, running across the bar. “How did you guys beat me here?!” she squeaks.
“We ‘disappeared’ early today,” Tim says.
“So did I but I had to go home and change. This weather is just tooo cool!!” she says. And she has changed. She’s wearing a low cut silky blouse. One word: cleavage. Tim is openly staring at her chest. I’m trying to be a little more subtle about it. But regardless, I’m the first person to get caught
“Hey!” Sarah says smiling at me. She folds her blouse closed a little. “Quit staring at my breasts!”
“Sorry,” I laugh. “It’s Spring you know. Instinct and thousands of years of male genetic heritage got the best of me.”
“YOU’RE BLUSHING!” she shrieks, pointing at my face.
Shit.
The waitress brings Sarah her usual starter Margarita, with extra salt. “So what’ve you been up to Sarah?” Tim asks.
“Oh, not a lot. Just working,” she says, brushing her long sandy hair away from her eyes. “Trying to get a tan before Summer starts.”
“I couldn’t help but noticing, Sarah. But the tops of your breasts are still pretty white,” I point out.
She opens her blouse even wider than before and examines them. She’s wearing a small white bra but it’s barely there. Given it’s proportions to her chest, my guess would be that she’s had it since Junior high, you know, her favorite bra or something.
Tim and I gawk openly. She looks them both over.
“That’s weird,” she says, grinning at me. “So what are you guys up to?”
“Just tossing down a few Guinness,” Tim says. “And talking about women.”
“Oh yeah, how’s Laura?” she asks.
“Pretty good.”
“Did she find the bra I hid under your mattress the other night?” she asks.
“I’m going to assume that’s a joke but you know I’ll check when I get home.”
She laughs and pats him on the shoulder reassuringly. “How ’bout you, Cutey? How’s your love life?”
“I don’t have one,” I say.
“Oh c’mon, who’re you seeing?”
“No one really.”
“Damn, if I’d known that I would have forced you to take me out by now,” she says.
“You trying to make me blush again?”
“No, I’m serious,” she says.
I laugh nervously, consciously trying to make eye contact without my eyes automatically wandering to her open blouse. “Well I might have to take you up on that date sometime Sarah ” I make sure to leave a nice long pause. “But only if you wear that outfit.”
She smirks.
Sarah’s been a friend of ours for years. We went to college together. But strangely our friendship never quite reached that calm, platonic state that seems to occur over a few years in male/female friendships. There’s still plenty of sexual tension and whenever possible, Sarah does her best to stir it up. I’ve never dated her or ended up drunk and in bed with her or anything weird like that. And to the best of my knowledge, neither has Tim.
You know, if it weren’t for the kissing, it would be a totally normal friendship. Kissed her? Yes, that’s happened plenty of times–often in bars over some bet. That’s her favorite bet: if you lose, you have to French kiss me. And really, it’s pretty easy to accept a bet like that. Any idiot can figure that one out as a “win-win” situation.
“I might have taken you out a few years ago, but now that you have those wrinkles and crows feet ” I start to say. But I never get a chance to finish the sentence because Sarah senses the slam about her age almost before it leaves my mouth and is already lunging across the table to punch me or at the very least, cause me some sort of playful harm.
“You bastard!” she screams. I dodge a slap and then a punch a second later. When she can’t seem to grab me from across the table, she settles for blowing a stream of Margarita at me through her stir straw. I grab a napkin and dab up the Margarita running down my face.
“No really Sarah, you’re just as beautiful as you always have been. I think you’re going to be graced with a youthful face your whole life. I’m being honest - you’re aging beautifully.”
“Thanks, nice retraction,” she says. “Just don’t use the word ‘aging.’ Makes me feel like cheese instead of the absolute knockout that I am.” The place is really starting to get packed. The darts crowd is elbowing for position but the pool table crowd seems to be winning the game of grabbing up bar acreage. It’s amazing how much business this place does. It’s just a hole in the wall but everyone loves it. Dear old Winnie’s
“I have to admit though, now that we’re older I can’t take my eyes off the kids,” I say.
“What? you gonna start trolling the elementary school playground down the street for dates?” Tim asks.
“No, I mean the twenty-one year olds. They’re amazing.”
“Hey!” Sarah says. “We’re only seven or eight years older. That’s not that big of a difference!”
“Yes it is. Look at that.” I point to a girl playing darts. She can’t be over twenty-one. In fact, she might not even be twenty-one. She’s drinking a glass of wine and she occasionally kisses a boyfriend who looks to be our age.
“Look at that body. Women look that way only once in life,” I lecture. “And it’s not just the body thing either. I don’t want to come off as too much of a pervert or sexist, or even an idealist but women that age just seem to have less hang-ups.”
“How do you know?” Tim asks. “You date a twenty-one year old recently?”
“No really, I remember dating women that age when I was younger and they were great! You went out, you had fun with them. You had sex. And there just weren’t any huge problems or hang-ups. Now there are divorces, and broken hearts that never mend, and abortions, and cheating, and career-move sex and children, and diseases, and relationship bitterness, and fear of strangers. It sucks. It totally fucking sucks.”
“I don’t know who you dated when you were twenty-one but I got news for you buddy ” Tim says.
I cut him off. “Ok, well to illustrate here. What were you like Sarah?”
“What do you mean?” She grins.
“When you were younger.”
“You mean when I was twenty-one?” she asks.
“Yeah.”
“Ummm,” she says. She looks up at the ceiling for a few seconds, during which time both Tim and I take advantage of her averted gaze to take another gander at her neckline. Jesus we’re pathetic. I grin at Tim and he winks.
“Well when I was in college I guess I didn’t have too much to worry about except papers,” she says.
“Yeah, we were the same way. But what were you like to guys?” I ask. “What were you like to date? I knew you back then but we never dated.”
“Well, I guess I didn’t want a serious relationship with any of them because I didn’t have the time. I was majoring in Psychology and had some harsh professors who were slave drivers. And there were so many guys I wanted to date up at Mizzou. I guess I just went out a lot, and drank a ton and had a ton of casual sex.”
“I rest my case,” I say.
I finish the last of my beer and glance at the waitress from across the room. Time for some drink telepathy. I imagine another round of beers and suddenly the waitress glances over, apparently picking up on my silent drink order. ‘Beer acknowledged’, I receive over brain wavelengths. Another round of beers is on the way.
“Sarah you want another one?”
“Huh? ” She looks behind her for the absent waitress, I motion at the waitress across the room who’s meeting my gaze.
“Oh, yeah, but get me a fishbowl.”
I point at Sarah, make a round motion with my hands and the waitress across the room nods. She knows exactly what I’m talking about. This is why you should always tip waitresses well. Pretty soon they can read you mind. It’s really amazing.
“So you’re gonna go after a youngster?” Sarah asks.
“We’ll I’d like to.”
“Go after her,” Tim says, pointing to a beautiful redhead that just walked in.
“Wow,” I manage.
“You guys are a couple of corn dogs,” Sarah says. “I thought I was bad, watching every ass that passes me in the hall at work.”
“It’s the Spring thing,” Tim says.
“Spring thing? Did I miss something? Are they selling horny pills at the bar?” she asks.
“No, he means Spring, the season,” I clarify for him. Alcohol affects everyone differently. But you can always tell when it’s affecting Tim. He doesn’t slur his words or get messy drunk but he starts abbreviating his sentences to the point where no one really understands what the hell he’s talking about anymore. It just clouds his ability to verbalize or something. “Spring comes around and the weather gets all beautiful and sunny and all animals start fixating on sex including us human animals?”
“Oh, so that’s what it is,” she says. “I really never thought about it. But yeah, I’ve been masturbating more than usual lately.”
Tim and I simultaneously grin like little kids.
“I’m serious. The other day I was watching TV and I had to go in the other room it was so bad.”
We laugh. “I hope you weren’t watching Larry King or the A-Team or something,” I say.
“No, I was watching Jerry Springer,” she says.
“Jerry Springer!” I say disgustedly.
“Honesty,” Tim says. “Most honest girl I know.”
“Only when I drink,” Sarah says. Our next round of drinks shows up. The waitress puts the fishbowl sized Margarita down in front Sarah. At 5′4, the glass is nearly as big as her head.
“Yum,” she says.
This should be interesting.
We end up talking for hours, all the way to the end of that fishbowl, and you know, if someone were to overhear most of our conversations They’d think the three of us where going right home and jump in bed together for a threesome because our conversation so frequently gravitates towards sex. We talk about ordinary things as well.
We talk about: David Lee Roth, Kickboxing, the movie ‘Say Anything,’ John Cusack, movies John Cusack has been in, what we want our first homes to be like, what it would be like to be rich, problems with Sarah’s car, the car Sarah wants next, what it was like being in kindergarten, our favorite playgrounds as kids — and just a ton of other stuff.
However, interspersed into this broad range of topics, we talk about what comprises a good blowjob, how one of Sarah’s breasts is slightly larger than the other (her topic), how long should foreplay be, and what our favorite sex act is. But contrary to what anyone who overheard might have presumed of activities later that night, we drank a few more beers, talked for a few more hours and called it a night around Eight when the place was starting to clear out.
Sarah drove home, although it was perhaps bad judgmnt to let her. Tim took a cab home and exercised good judgement. I ended up walking home, exercising neither good or bad judgment. Fuck it, I’m drunk, it’s a beautiful night, my car is parked back at work and I only live a few miles away.
I should have taken a cab home from the bar. Twenty minutes into my walk home the wind starts to pick up and there’s little doubt that a spring storm is going to let loose sometime soon.
When I was younger I used to have a problem justifying the expense of cab rides. It was a difficult concept for me to grasp, you know, paying someone by the mile to take you a distance you could walk in about an hour. But hundreds of cab rides later, however, what I’ve come to understand is that you’re not just paying for the mileage, you’re paying for the overall cab experience. For the price of your fare you get to take a joyride with a complete lunatic who cuts people off, speeds, runs red lights, all the while yelling and cussing at the other drivers.
If you’re lucky he might tell you the stories of his life. You might get to learn all about the Aluminum siding business or the stint he did in the 5th Armored division in the Gulf War or how he used to be a corporate spy. It’s like, if I were Forrest Gump I’d ditch that pansy-ass ‘box of chocolates’ metaphor in favor of a more realistic one:
“Life is like a line of waiting taxi cabs pulled up to the curb in front of a fancy hotel. You never know which raving lunatic is going to get you to your destination - or for that matter, whether you’ll get your destination at all.”
I decide to veer off the path home and walk up the street to the main drag where I have a better chance of hailing a cab. I stand on a corner next to a 7-Eleven near the intersection and wait. The smell of rain is riding heavy on the wind now. Can’t be much longer now before it starts coming down; not that I’m a wimp about getting rained on. Usually I don’t care. But when you’re drunk and hungry and smell like a giant cigarette because of Happy Hour, the idea of being soaking wet just isn’t that appealing.
I bide my time kicking rocks into the gutter and watching people walk out of the brightly lit 7-Eleven carrying super-sized sodas, containers of ice cream and beer. Then I spot a County Cab going the opposite direction on the parkway and raise my hand in the air. I’m not sure whether he saw me or not, but then he does a U-turn across four lanes of traffic and angles over to the curb. Needless to say, he gets quite a few applause from the audience for this feat. They register their approval with a barrage of car horns.
I hop in as the first raindrops start to fall. The cab smells like Ben Gay but it’s fairly clean. This might be Ok. “Hey man, I need to get to Mary and Countryland Lane. I know it isn’t far, but I’ll give you a great tip.”
“Alrighty, man,” the cab driver says in a clearly Midwestern accent. He’s older, in his 40’s. Cleanly parted hair and a flannel shirt. He seems pretty calm. He might even be sane. But then he strikes up a conversation and I realize that my initial impression couldn’t have been any more wrong. We start talking about how much the utility companies screw you (a cab driver favorite subject by the way. If it’s not the government screwing you, then damnit, it’s the electric company or the phone company. Someone is always screwing you.)
I make a comment about the fact that at least we don’t have a nuclear power plant in our backyards like those folks out west in Callaway County. And that comment, as it turns out, is the ticket to the show:
“I used to work at Callaway,” he says.
“Oh yeah?” All in all, this doesn’t surprise me, but I pretend to be surprised anyway. “I’ve never met anyone who worked in a nuclear power plant. That’s really interesting! Did you enjoy working there?” I ask.
“Yeah. I was just a kid and I was making thirty grand a year. There was just easy money to made at Callaway. You know those steam ventilation shafts that stretch for a half-mile away from the core?”
I nod.
“That was my job, to clean those. They’d get all corroded and clogged after awhile. All the steam blowing out from the core. That’s what they used to cool the reactor. Steam.”
“Don’t you mean water?” I point out. “I’m guessing they used water to cool the core and it turned into steam because of the heat.”
“Yeah. That’s right,” he says “So anyway, I was on a team of fifty guys at the plant who’d clean them out. We never really did much work. Mostly we got paid for just sitting around and drinking and playing blackjack. Ten dollars an hour to just sit around and do whatever we felt like. How’d you like that? It was paradise. The easiest job I ever had.”
I’d like to point out here that “paradise” is the absolutely the last thing you would expect anyone to associate with cleaning irradiated ventilation shafts in a nuclear reactor. This guy must be some kind of genius.
“Once or twice a week they’d stop our Blackjack game, shut down some of the ventilation shafts and send us into those pipes with these mop-like things and some chemicals,” he continues. “We had to wear these funny radiation patches all over our bodies, on our arms, back, stomach, legs and then one big one on our forehead. You’d head down a pipe and screw around and clean the corrosion up. We’d have these huge mop fights. You know how it is, we were kids so we screwed-off more than we worked. You had to work down there for six hours or so, but if you got tired or were hungover or whatever, you just forced a burn-out and climbed out.”
“Forced a burnout?” I ask.
“Yeah, you were only supposed to take in so much radiation a day. It was government regulation or somethin’. That’s what those patches were for - to measure the amount you had taken. When you got too much in any one area the patch would go all red. They called it a burn-out.”
He laughs. The laugh turns into a cough and soon he’s wheezing. “Damn, cigarettes,” he mutters. “So when I got tired or just didn’t feel like workin’, I’d just stick my ole’ forehead up to the top of the shaft and press that big patch to the metal. Damn if that didn’t force a burn-out real quick! Usually happened in a couple seconds.” He turns to me as he drives and grins, obviously pleased with his ingenuity.
“That’s pretty ingenious,” I say. I try to imagine this guy with his head pressed to a pipe near the center of a nuclear reactor, steadily absorbing high doses of radiation through his head so he can climb out and play some more blackjack with his buddies.
“In-genus.. What’s that mean?” he asks.
“Oh, it means uh, smart, you’re really clever.”
“Yes sir, I didn’t never work when I didn’t want to. I’d just press that ole’ noggin up there to that pipe and say, ‘Hey Jake, I burn-out yet?’ And old Jake would laugh and he’d say, ‘Yeup’ and swat at me with his mop. Then it was his turn.”
“That’s amazing.”
“You think that’s amazing, if you were willing to sign a few extra papers and a bunch of legal shit, they gave you two-hundred and fifty dollars. Can you believe that?” he asks.
“Wow,” I said. “What a deal. Nothing better than free money.”
“Damn straight,” he says laughing.
Just as he pulls up in front of my apartment the rain lets loose. He shuts off the meter. $3.20
“I stopped working there a few years ago. They said it was time for me to retire. Gave me a whole bunch of money. A grand or so. I was kind of pissed that they forced me to retire, but I had fun while it lasted. I guess you can’t be livin’ in paradise forever.” I dig a ten out of my wallet and hand it to him.
“Keep the change and good talking to you man,” I say getting out of the cab. “Keep dry.”
“You bet, thanks,” he calls behind me as I slam the cab door. I make a run for my front door. I grab my mail out of the mailbox and dive through the front door. It’s a fairly decent place. At my age, I’ve managed to ditch most of those particle board pieces of discount furniture I collected in college in favor of real adult-style furniture.
The space isn’t that large. It’s a one bedroom but it suits me just fine. In my life I’d much rather have a smaller place than pay more rent for a bigger place and have less money for fun. After all, life isn’t about big apartments and spending every penny of your income. It’s about not being broke when there’s fun to be had.
I walk into my bedroom, flip on the TV, drop down on my futon and sigh loudly. A minute passes, then I sigh even louder just for the fun of it. I start bouncing around on my bed. This is kind of fun. Or maybe I’m just drunk. But regardless, when you live alone you can pretty much do whatever crazy shit you want. No one’s around to see. I start to sing a local furniture store’s jingle that’s been stuck in my head all day, and bounce around some more. Then I spot the answering machine next to my bed. The message light is blinking.
I roll over and hit play.
BEEP. “Craig Mitchell, this is First North American Bank, we haven’t received a payment on your account with Structure, please call 1-800-555-1434″
BEEP. “Click.”
BEEP. “Click.”
BEEP. “HEYEYYYEYY!!!!!!!!!!” I nearly bolt out of bed her voice is so loud. It’s Sarah. “I just got home from Winnies’. Me and my roommate Cindy are going out to Bruno’s Cabaret. You wanna come? Give me a call! Latah!” For Sarah, the night has only begun. She’s like the Energizer bunny of drinking. I can rarely keep up.
BEEP. “Click.”
BEEP. “Hiyee Craig, this is your Mom. Give me a call when you get a chance.”
BEEP. “Click.”
BEEP. The sound of someone clearing their throat, and then silence. “Ummm, Mr. Mitchell. This is Randall from Girlfriend-Express. Please give us a call as soon as possible, this evening if possible. Thanks.” Click.
“YOU HAVE NO MORE NEW MESSAGES,” my answering machine says. Shit. I probably shouldn’t call them. I’m drunk. I roll onto my back and follow the pattern of cracks across my ceiling. My eyes wander over to a Gustav Klimt print on my wall. I follow the patterns of his painting, focusing on the bright metallic areas. I should call him, I really should. He said call tonight. But I’m drunk and I really shouldn’t. I test my voice to see how far gone I am.
“Hello,” I say to no one in particular. “This is Craig Mitchell returning your call.” That doesn’t sound too bad. I’m not slurring my words. I just feel buzzed. Oh well, I rationalize, this would probably be the best time to call. I don’t really feel like yelling at them at the moment. Some people get mean or angry when they’re drunk but I’m a happy lush; I couldn’t be more forgiving.
I grab the cordless phone from next to bed and make the call.
“Girlfriend-Express, can I help you.” It’s not Randall, it some other guy and it takes me by surprise.
“Uhh, yeah ” I stutter. “This is Craig Mitchell, I usually deal with Randall. He left me a message uhh…”
“Just a moment Mr. Mitchell.” He puts me on hold.
“Hello Mr. Mitchell,” Randall says when he finally picks up the call. He sounds happy, optimistic even.
“Hey Randall ”
“We have a date set up for you this evening if you can make it.”
“Uh, what!?” I stammer.
“At 9:30.”
“Jesus! What time is it?” I roll over and look at my alarm clock, 8:45 glows back at me in red LCD. “Whoah! I just got home from Happy Hour… I haven’t eaten yet. Wait a minute… before we even talk about this new date, let’s discuss that last one you set up.”
“What about it?” he asks.
Here it comes “Well, for starters, you set me up with a girl who has a kid. She doesn’t drink. Then at the end of the evening she confesses she’s celibate.” There’s a long pause. “I mean, you asked me a shitload of questions Randall. You asked me where I buy my clothes and where I hang out. And all kinds of personal stuff, for Christ’s sake. I answered a million questions and you set me up with a girl who’s celibate.” I laugh. “What’re you trying to tell me here, pal?”
“Yes, we’re sorry about that. She didn’t divulge she was celibate when she signed up,” he says.
“Yeah, well she was,” I say.
“She called to correct us after your date. We’ve removed her name from the roster.”
“The roster?” I ask.
“Yes, we’ve removed her from the list of eligible girlfriends,” he replies. If this is meant to make me feel better it has the opposite effect. In fact, it really bums me out. I mean, not that it would have worked out anyway but she seemed really cool. Even in talking to her for an evening I wish her the best. I hope she eventually finds someone but I wonder what the chances are she’ll find some nice guy who doesn’t like to have sex.
“So did you refer her to your partner company, Celibate-Girlfriends-Express?” I ask. Randall laughs. He actually laughs. This is the first emotion he has displayed to me on the phone. Up until this point it’s been all business. I think we may have a major breakthrough here.
“Yeah, something like that,” he says still chuckling. “So can you make this date this evening?”
“Oh man, I gotta be honest, like I said, I’ve been at Happy Hour since early this afternoon. I’m really kind of drunk.”
“You don’t sound drunk Mr. Mitchell,” he says.
“Well I am, and please quit calling me Mr. Mitchell. I realize you guys have to professional and all that shit but it makes me feel older than I really am.”
“Well Craig, I really think you should make this date. I think this is your Ms. Right.”
“Oh yeah? What makes you say that?”
“She matches your profile pretty well,” he says.
“How is that? What’s my profile? What type of guy am I?” I ask.
“I’d be putting Girlfriend-Express out of business to reveal our methods.”
“You’re gonna put Girlfriend-Express out of business if you keep setting guys up with celibate girls,” I point out.
“That’s true,” he conceeds.
“So are you guys gonna charge me for that last date?”
“No, that one was our mistake,” he says. “Unless you turn out to be Mr. Picky, we won’t charge you until you meet Ms. Right.”
“So you think I should go out with this girl tonight?”
“Yes.”
“Why? Tell me why I should go out with her. I mean, I don’t even think I should be driving much less going out on a date. I just walked home from the bar. In fact, there’s a reason I can’t go out. My car is five or so miles away at work. I took a cab home tonight.”
“She’ll drive,” he says.
“Whaa What? How do you know that?” I ask.
“Because she said she wanted to.”
“Really? She wants to drive me?”
“No, not you in particular,” he says. “She wanted us to set her up with Mr. Right and said she’d be willing to drive.”
“Really. Well.. hmmm. I’ll make you a deal. You clue me in on more information about this girl in advance and if she sounds right then I’ll agree to it.”
“What do you want to know?” he asks.
“Is she celibate?”
“Uh, no.”
“Does she have a kid?” I ask.
“No.”
“How old is she?”
“Twenty-one,” he replies.
“Really?!!” Suddenly I’m hyper. I don’t feel drunk anymore and my adrenaline is racing. “Wait a minute, she’s not going to want to go out with someone eight years older than her ”
“She specifically asked for an older guy,” he says.
“What?! I didn’t get to ask for anything, you guys said you handled that. What kind of unequal sham is this?”
“Craig, it might surprise you but it’s a lot harder to find women to sign up for our service than it is to find men,” he says. “Finding Mr. Rights is very, very easy. Women, on the other hand are far less willing to join our service.” He sounds so much older than he has in past conversations. He still had the teen voice but I’m beginning to doubt my theory that he’s a kid.
“So you let them give input as to who they want to meet?”
“Yes.”
“So what else is she looking for? Do I have to like gay dance music?” I ask.
“I can’t divulge that Mr. Mitchell. Nor do we want you to try to emulate what she is looking for. Be yourself. You’ll do fine.”
He sounds like my High School Drama teacher - ‘unleash yourself, forget who you are. Become immersed in your part.’ And this advice given to me for my two measly lines in “A Christmas Carol” in my Sophomore year.
“There you go again with that ‘Mr. Mitchell’ shit again” I say.
“Sorry.”
I hear traffic in the background. I wonder if Girlfriend-Express is based in the city, downtown near the Arch or something. Wait a minute, I remember, it’s the same first three digits as my phone number. Can’t be in the city.
“So will you go or not?”
“What’s her name?” As if this makes a difference. Would it make a difference if her name was Stephanie? Or Claire? Or Jennifer?
“Her name is Elizabeth Birdstall,” he says.
“Hmmmmm. Yeah, I’ll go.” The name sounds interesting and vaguely notorious. “But I gotta run. I need to take a shower and get ready. Is she picking me up here?”
“Yes.”
“God, I still gotta eat something.. Should I take her out to dinner or…”
“Well, good luck Mr I mean Craig,” he says cutting me off. “She’ll be over in about a half an hour. And by the way, you never called us after the last date. Please call us this time to let us know how things went.”
“What are your hours?” I ask.
“We’re here mostly in the afternoons and evenings. Some mornings. You’ll find one of us here usually ’till one or two in the morning,” he says.
“Ask for you?”
“Yes.”
“Alright man, it’s a deal. I’ll talk to you later.”
“Goodbye.” Randall says, hanging up.
I roll over and look at the clock. I have about thirty minutes to get ready.
I have to get my ass in gear.
I start the shower and head into the living room to put some music on. I find that when you’re pressed for time and a frenzied pace is required, equally frenzied music in the background seems to help you keep the pace.
I slot a Ramones CD into my player and crank the sound up. The words “One, Two Three Four ” are followed by a burst of guitars. I unwrap a frozen dinner and toss it into the microwave - six and half minutes on full power. And I’m running… My wet, cigarette-stinking clothes hit the bathroom floor as I pull back the shower curtain. And of course, my cat is already in there, sitting on the side of the tub swatting at the water droplets that run down the tub.
Ever since I brought “Pork Chop” home from the Humane Society a year ago, my shower has served as a never-ending source of fascination for him. I can only guess what goes through his head when I turn it on. Based on his typical reaction and need to be in there whenever it’s on, I’m guessing he might be thinking something like, “Praise Felizer, God of shower water. My master Craig has once again opened the shimmering portal to the shower universe. I must bask in its glory.”
The shower is my cat’s shrine, his church.
He may have figured out how to jump all the way from my refrigerator up into the top pantries in the kitchen. He may have figured out how to work the doorknob to my bedroom with his paws when I shut the door on him, and he may have figured out why I get so pissed when he puts his claws into my furniture. But the shower? Nope. It’s still the lead entry in the “Ripley’s Believe it Or Not for Cats.”
I lather up my hair with some sort of musky smelling Portuguese shampoo my father brought back for me on his last business trip. I wonder where he is in the world. He’s probably sound asleep in a Hong Kong hotel room - or heading out for a night on the town in Quebec.
I stand under the stream of water letting it waterfall over me. I hate short showers. Anything less than 10 minutes is like watching a movie and then leaving the theater a half-hour before it ends. I don’t have a choice though. This twenty-one year old, this Elizabeth Birdstall mystery girl is going to be here in no time. I already feel at a disadvantage somehow. Like letting her drive somehow takes control of the date out my hands. I rinse off, shut the shower off and pull back the curtain. My cat is bummed. He jumps into the tub to inspect what remains of the “portal to the shower world.”
I stand in front of the mirror and start to put my contact lenses in but then I realize they’re already in. This isn’t a morning shower. Damn, maybe it’s a good thing I’m not driving. My judgment is definitely impaired and somehow I suspect that my motor skills aren’t far behind.
The hair gel goes in. The skin moisturizer goes on. I brush my teeth and gargle with Scope and then it’s a run for the closet. I have quite a few clothes. I didn’t realize it until recently but I can go for about a month and a half without doing laundry. It’s kind of girlish to have this many clothes. I know. But you tell me which is better: doing laundry every week or once a month? I stand in my closet trying to figure out what I’m going to wear. Ordinarily I would never give it this much thought. I’d just grab something. But this is a twenty-one year old. I don’t want to look too stodgy, or like an old guy trying to look young.
I grab a pair of khaki’s, a T-shirt and my favorite Guess pullover. I hold them up to me and swing girlishly back and forth like I’m checking out a new flowery dress. “Oh yes,” I say in mock femininity. “This one will do just fine.”
I get dressed with one hand and shoves spoonfuls of microwaved mash potatoes and turkey into my mouth with the other. My cat swats at my shoelaces as I tie them. I’ve chosen the Pumas. Normally I’d wear my favorite pair of loafers. I don’t know why but tonight loafers seem inappropriate.
I spray on some Cologne and you know, I haven’t been able to smell the stuff since a week after I bought it, so I’m not sure what point there is in puttng it on. What’s up with that? I try to alternate colognes and I still can’t smell them. At best, I can smell them for a few minutes when I put them on. I suppose after awhile your nose starts to think the cologne smell is part of your own body odor and just ignores it.
The doorbell rings. Whoah!
I haven’t even had time to clean my apartment. What if she wants to come in or needs to use the phone? I make a mad dash around the apartment. The Ramones crank into another song. “One! Two! Three! Four!” I grab up dirty clothes, beer bottles, food containers. I’m a pretty tidy bachelor. It’s not too much of a mess, but you know, things have a tendency of collecting over a day or so. And on my last pass across the apartment I hear the doorbell again. She’s either really insistent girl or in a hurry. But I can’t resist pulling the curtain back an inch or so and looking out to see who’s there.
Her back is turned. She’s looking around my apartment complex like she thinks she might be at the wrong door. She looks pretty good from the back. Long, full black hair. Very nice ass. Blue jeans and one hell of a slinky tank top. A bra strap hangs astray of her tank top dropping loosely over her left shoulder. Then she starts to turn back around we’re about to find out here. Is she Alice the Goon? Or is she a hottie?
Wow. She’s a hottie. Definitely. She’s a real hottie. Jesus.
She sort of looks like Jennifer Aniston. Wait a minute. Well not really. Her hair is cut that way but she doesn’t really look like her. But she’s as beautiful as Jennifer Aniston - that’s for certain. And man is she stacked. Wearing that skimpy tank top I bet she could stand at a major intersection and stop traffic.
I can hear it on the nightly traffic report ‘Eastbound Highway-40 is backed up from 270 to the Innerbelt. There’s a four car collision on Highway-44 at Laclede Station… and avoid the intersection of Manchester and Brentwood. A hottie with really large breasts wearing a really slinky little tank top has traffic stopped for five miles on the approach ”
She catches me looking out the window. Dammit.
I open the window and yell down.
“Be right down, I’m trying to find my keys.”
She smiles up at me, obviously taking in my face more than she’s listening to what I’m saying.
I trot down the stairs to the first floor and open the door. And there she is.
No chronic acne, humpback, or buck teeth. She’s just as beautiful up close as she was from upstairs.
“Hello.”
“Hi,” she says.
“Elizabeth?”
“Yeah, that’s me.”
“Wow,” I say despite myself. I must be grinning like an idiot.
“What?” she asks, not breaking eye contact.
There’s something about her smile that reminds me of something or someone. Suddenly this childhood memory pops into my head. Out of nowhere I remember this neighborhood picnic my parents took me to when we lived out in the country. I was really young, like four or five years old.
After dinner when it was starting to get dark and the locusts were loud in the trees, this little girl dared me to touch an electrified cattle fence. She promised me “it only tingles” and swore on her dog’s grave and all that kiddy dare stuff. But I think she had her fingers crossed behind her back.
I touched the wire and nearly peed my pants when the electrical current practically knocked me out of my Nikies.
So why am I remembering this all the sudden? This can’t be the same girl.
But it’s the same smile. She has a smile like a dare.
“Uhhh,” I say stammering. “I don’t mean to be rude. But why do you need a dating service?”
She laughs, turning around to look at the other apartment buildings and then up at the sky.
It’s stopped raining. The sky is clear like the storm never happened. Spring storms work that way. The only reminder of it is the rain falling from the trees.
“What do you mean?” she asks brazenly eyeing me from head to toe.
“Well ”
I should be honest here. I really should. What have I got to lose? For that matter - where dating is concerned what have you ever got to lose? Think about it. You’re might suffer some momentary embarrassment but it’s not like it’s going to be printed on the front page of the newspaper the next day.
“I dunno You’re young. You’re beautiful. I suspect you could walk into any bar and instantly have five or six guys falling all over you. So why do you need a dating service?”
She purses her lips like she’s about to speak but then doesn’t. She just smiles. It doesn’t look like she’s paying too much attention to my question because she’s trying to look over my shoulder and into my apartment.
“I guess you tend to meet the same kind of guys in bars,” she says finally. “And no offense to male sex but I’m sick of dating the same fucking guy.”
Wow, she cusses too.
Man, if this date continues I’ve really got to control my eyes. They keep getting drawn to her chest like a magnet.
“So how do you know I’m not another one of the these typical guys?”
“Because Randall said you weren’t.”
“Really ” I’m going to have to get her to elaborate about that one. I wonder what my old buddy Randall said about me.
“Hey, I’d love to stand on your doorstep and talk for an hour more. But can I come up and use your bathroom?”
I knew it. Good thing I made that last minute sprint to clean things up.
“Sure.”
She climbs the stairs with me right behind.
“It’s a pretty small apartment. You could find it on your own, but it’s off my bedroom there on the right,” I say pointing towards the bathroom.
She walks through my apartment stopping to peak into my bedroom as she walks into the bathroom and closes the door. I run my hands through my wet hair. Man I can’t believe this. I don’t know what I ever had to fear from dating services. Why didn’t I call one sooner? I’m going out on a date with a twenty-one year old bombshell and all I had to do was answer the phone and say, ‘Sure, I’ll go.’
I wonder what she thinks of me. If I had a bigger ego, I guess it wouldn’t even cross my mind that I’m dating a twenty-one year old. I’d probably take it for granted.
How do you get a bigger ego anyway? I never have figured that out. You know, they have breakfast cereals with extra fiber and protein. I wonder if they have one with extra ego? Honey Nut Ego Flakes? Someone needs to make these. I’d buy them.
The door opens and she steps out holding my cat.
“There was a cat in your shower,” she says cradling Pork Chop like a baby.
“Yeah, sorry if he scared you. He likes it in there. I guess I should introduce you two. Pork Chop, this is Elizabeth. Elizabeth… Pork Chop.”
She rubs him under the chin, and strokes his back. Pork Chop is a black cat - an all black cat in fact. Most black cats have at least one patch of white, usually on their chest but my cat doesn’t. So why did I name him Pork Chop? I don’t know. You’d have to meet him. I’m sure it would make sense to you then.
“I can’t believe he’s standing for that. He wouldn’t let me carry him around like that.”
“I have a way with animals.” She laughs. “See. He’s purring. He likes it.”
Pork chop lays back in her arms and nestles his head between her breasts. Lucky bastard. Sure he likes it. I would too if I were him.
She walks from room to room cradling my cat and checking out my CDs, my movies, the kitchen. Then she walks into my bedroom. The place I didn’t get a chance to clean.
I run in after her, worried about what she might find and luckily it’s not too bad. But I did leave my boxer shorts hanging from a lamp.
“Nice boxers,” she says touching them.
“They’re not my favorite pair. I’m wearing those.”
“Oh yeah,” she says putting Pork Chop down and turning to me. “Let’s see them.”
“What?!”
“Let’s see them,” she says with that smile.
I decide to be Joe Cool and act like it’s no big deal that she’s standing in my bedroom and commanding me to drop my pants.
I unbuckle my belt and drop my jeans to my knees.
“Hey, those are pretty nice ” she says walking up to touch the fabric of my waistband. “I like the pattern.”
So she wanted to drive me huh? This makes complete sense to me now. Not only is she driving me in her car tonight but it seems apparent that she’ll drive the date too.
I have to make some sort of comeback quick here before I’m drooling and she’s leading me around on a leash.
“Pretty cool,” she says about nothing in particular. Then she walks over to my futon and sits on the edge. At this point I’m wondering whether or not the date is going to leave my bedroom. I’m standing there with my pants down. She’s sitting on my bed.
“There’s a really cool party going on in Chesterfield. Wanna go?”
“Yeah, but I can I pull my pants up.”
“Yes,” she laughs. “But you have to say ‘Mother may I?’”
“Yeah, you wish ” I pull up my pants. “I think this has to be a first. I’ve never had a girl ask me to drop my pants on the first date. Or even the second date now that I think about it.”
“Well you never dated me.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah ” she says in a mocking sexy voice. “You’re pretty damned cute by the way.”
That one came out of nowhere. Jesus, I think I might blush. She certainly doesn’t pull any punches or mince any words.
“Uhh, thanks. You’re quite a bombshell yourself.”
“A bombshell?”
“Yeah, you da bomb.” She smiles and crosses her legs. “In fact, if I’m not mistaken, you’re the motha fuckin’ bomb.”
“That’s me,” she says
I grab a comb from my dresser and try to fix the back of my wet hair.
“So when’s this party?”
She’s looking through the books on the headboard of my bed.
“It’s starting now. But it’s cool. We have plenty of time. We need to hit a liquor store though. You have one of those around here?”
“Not a liquor store -they’re few and far between in this area. But there’s a Schnucks down the street,” I say, naming popular chain of grocery stores in town.
“Have you read all these books?” She thumbs through a hardback book.
“Yeah, most of them. I used to read a lot more when I was younger but I haven’t had the time lately.”
“I didn’t know they had a book for this movie.”
I turn around and she’s holding ‘Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas’ by Hunter S. Thompson.
“Well, actually. It was a book first. Hunter wrote that one in the Sixties. I think they made it into to movie this year. Have you seen it?”
“It’s not out for a few months. But I want to. Johnny Depp’s in it.”
“Johnny Depp. Ugh. I’m not sure if he belongs in a movie based on that book. For that matter, I’m not sure if there needs to be a movie. Why can’t Hollywood come up with their own ideas for movie scripts without robbing all of the great literature.”
“I guess books make great movies,” she says. “That Dracula movie with Gary Oldman was really good.”
I don’t want to risk sounding like an old guy on a rant so I decide to keep my mouth shut. That movie murdered the novel. The only one I can think of that was worse was the recent adaptation of Hawthorne’s ‘Scarlet Letter’ where they changed the entire ending of his book.
“I love your futon,” she says rolling around on my unmade sheets. “My Ex had one of these in College but it hurt my back.”
“Yeah, mine’s an expensive one. It has a fancy mattress. I don’t know the science of it, but it’s a lot more comfortable than your average futon.”
“So you ready to go?”
“Sure, lemme flip some lights off here and turn off the stereo.”
She gets up.
“So what do you drive?” I ask as I’m flipping off lights.
“A Porsche.”
“Oh yeah? Cool. I do too. I drive an all green one but I left it at work earlier tonight.”
We descend the stairs to my apartment. Out in the parking lot there’s a white sport utility truck parked halfway out of one of the spaces that I figure to be hers. She walks towards it but then I realize she’s walking past it…
Hers is the squat little red Porsche 911 parked behind the truck.
“Holy shit. I thought you were kidding.” This is amazing, an absolutely beautiful car.
“Nope.”
“This is your car?” I ask.
“Actually, it’s my Daddy’s car.”
Chirp, the alarm system beeps. She unlocks the doors.
“Your Daddy or your Sugardaddy?” I ask getting in.
“My father’s,” she says giving me a dirty look. “He owns Kiel Auditorium.”
“I thought that place was owned by the city, or by the Blues or the hockey owners or something?”
“That’s what everyone thinks.” She starts the car.
I buckle my seatbelt and lean back in a bucket seat that feels like it was built to fit my body.
“I’ve never ridden in one of these things before.”
“Really?” she asks. “I normally drive a Rav 4 but I steal this thing whenever my Pop’s out of town. There’s nothing quite like it.”
She shifts the car into gear and revs the engine. It hums, just like in the movies.
I think every little boy bought sports car magazines. We all dreamed of Trans Ams with fiery golden decals on the hood. I wasn’t too into it but I always liked those Porsches.
And you know, I’ve always known that one of these things can do like 60 MPR in like five seconds. But in an instant I learn something about the Porsche you don’t tend to read about in magazines.
In less than a second, in less time than it takes to open your mouth they can accelerate up to twenty or thirty MPR from a dead stop.
My mouth never gets the chance to open. It seems like I hear the tires squeal after we’re careening out of the parking lot at 40 miles per hour. This thing is a bottle rocket and I’m riding on the end.
“HOLY SHIT!!!!” I yell and grab for something to hold onto.
Elizabeth laughes at me, cutting the wheel hard to left as we head out of the apartment complex.
“There’s a stop up here!” I yell over the whine of the engine. She breaks hard. The car slides slightly to left and glides to a stop at the stop sign.
“Fuck,” I say, out of breath. “I think that’s the fastest I’ve gotten to this stop sign yet.”
“Which way?”
“Huh?” I say dazed.
“Which way to the Schnucks?”
“Right.”
She tenses, waiting for a car to pass on the main road. I brace myself, expecting her to floor it at any second. And sure enough…
I was leaning forward a moment ago but suddenly I’m slammed back into my seat as the car accelerates. The tires squeal loud enough for the whole neighborhood to hear as we peel out onto Manchester Road - speed limit 30. By the time I get a look at the speedometer we’re doing well over 50.
“You might want to slow it down. I call this road ‘the Gauntlet.’ There are bored cops all over the place around here from three different municipalities.”
“My dad says this car doesn’t get tickets. It has a built in radar system. This one handles laser guns.” She points to a green LED dial. “This one handles some other kind of gun. And this one my dad says handles the rear and side defense.”
“Rear defense? Is he a spy or something? Even James Bond gets speeding tickets.”
“This alarm system cost five grand or so. He says it’s guaranteed. The company that makes it picks up the bill if you get a ticket.”
We pull into Schnucks parking lot. Another world speed record set tonight for getting to the grocery store. I need to get me one of these. I’d get out more often if I could get places this quickly.
The teenage grocery bagger at the checkout is copping glances at her chest as he puts our booze into those flimsy brown plastic bags. He double-bags them and continues to point glances at her.
Elizabeth doesn’t notice. She’s busy signing the credit card receipt.
But I do.
As we strolled around the grocery store tonight gathering party supplies I had a great time watching the other men’s cagey glances. I watched them spot her from across the store and then stop what they were doing to get a better look. I watched their wives notice them looking and then follow their husband’s eyes to my date. It was kind of weird to be detached enough to watch it happen. I guess ordinarily I wouldn’t notice at all because I’d be one of the guys looking.
As we cut one aisle towards the checkout one old man nearly dropped a glass jar of applesauce he was so distracted by her. And it’s funny but that really sums things up. That’s how I would describe this girl, this Elizabeth Birdstall. She’s the sort of girl that would make you fumble jars of applesauce in the grocery store aisle. And that’s the way you’d have to phrase it because she’s the sort of girl who causes ‘a clean-up in aisle four’ might possibly have the wrong implications to it.
I’m carrying four heaping bags of beer and liquor as we exit the store. I would’ve been fine with a six pack of Bass or something but she insisted on the three six packs of Corona, the bag of limes and the huge bottle of Jack Daniel’s. “So you’re a Jack drinker huh?” I say to her as we stroll across the parking lot through the orange glow of the streetlights.
“Yeah, it’s the only hard liquor I can get sick on and still want to drink again. That, and beer.”
“So what’re you saying here? You puke a lot?” I ask.
“Well no. But it happens.” She shrugs.
“Well don’t puke on me alright? My ex-girlfriend always insisted on drinking these really horrible pink and purple shots and creamy liquors and she’d always hurl by the end of the night,” I plead. “I can’t tell you how many times I had to hold her head over the toilet and rub her back while she puked. She liked to get drunk but she didn’t like the taste and I never could get her to drink real liquor or beer. Probably would have saved her a whole lot of retching.”
“Awwwww,” she says in a cute little voice, tilting her head to the side to look at me. “You mean you wouldn’t hold me and rub my back and tell me everything’s going to be alright if I got sick? I think I’d really like that.”
“Noooope.” I say decisively. “I’ve done my penance where babysitting drunk little girls is concerned.” Actually this is a complete lie. I think I’d hold her if she had an alien about to explode out of her stomach just for the chance to get to hold her but I have to be a guy here. I have to increase my score for control of this date and pretend to be somewhat disinterested.
“Well, you won’t have to do that with me.” She grins. “I’ll drink your sorry male ass under the table.”
“Oh yeah? We’ll have to see about that.”
Porsche 911’s have trunks but I don’t hassle with it. The bags go between my legs on the floor. Any guesses why? From the way she drove here I have a feeling I’m going to need to hold on to them. I climb down into my little cocoon of a seat and strap myself in as she starts the car and drops it into reverse. A group of guys stop to check out the car as we pull out of the space and head out of the parking lot. That figures. That must be why people drive these things. It must be like being on stage all the time.
As soon as she gets back onto Manchester we’re back to the three times the speed limit gig but this time I’m flattened into the seat pretty good and have more than enough to hold onto. “How do I get to Highway-40 from here?” she asks.
“Well how’d you get here?” I ask.
“I came down Hanley,”
“Uhh, take Manchester up to Brentwood here and head North,” I say. “It’s about six blocks up.”
She grabs for a remote control slotted into the dash and flips on the stereo. “What do you wanna listen to?” she asks.
“I don’t care. I like just about anything. Anything but the Grateful Dead, James Taylor and everything the Point plays.” The Point is a local “alternative” radio station everyone listens to. They play a good song here and there but mostly they spin the same short playlist of the latest trendy alterna-hits over and over and over. I mean, how many times can you hear Third Eye Blind’s “Semi Charmed Life” in one day before you end up going completely berserk and shooting up a McDonalds or something? I’ve never listened long enough to find out.
“This thing has a twelve disk changer in it,” she says. “Some of my Dad’s crap is still in here.” . I watch the selections change on the CD console as she shuffles through them with the remote: Jim Croce. Harry Nillson. Joni Mitchell. Then I start seeing her titles flash across the LED display: Lords of Acid, Trance Favorites, something about Pleasuredome Vol. 1. I’ve heard of the Lords of Acid but the rest of this stuff? I have no idea. One of them is called “Gabba favorites.” Abba? What the hell is Gabba?
“Oh, I don’t care. Whatever,” I say. She settles on the Trance CD and soon the car is filled with a whirlwind of bass and samples. It’s a pretty good sound system though. I can feel the bass in my stomach as we rocket up Brentwood towards the highway. “So where do you live?” I ask her.
“Creve Couer.. My parents own the apartment building I live in so I’m rent free.”
“Jesus. Must be nice,” I say.
“Yeah, it’s pretty cool but we don’t have a big pool like your apartments do.”
“Oh, you noticed that huh?” I ask. “Yeah, I suppose it’s a litter nicer than your average apartment pool. And the great thing is that all of the apartments are one bedrooms so generally there aren’t any screaming kiddies peeing in the pool.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. I never was much of a pool person until I moved in there but now I’m completely pathetic. The pool has become the opiate of my life. Any spare moment I have I jump in. I just float my whole summer away to the point where my friends tell me I should seek therapy. It’s like that scene in ‘The Graduate.’ You know, where Dustin Hoffman’s character is in the pool on a weekday afternoon when he should be looking for a job and his father is quizzing him about what the hell he’s doing with his life now that’s he’s graduated college. And Hoffman’s got those cool wrap-around shades on he says ‘I’m just floating ‘ and then as if his father doesn’t understand him or his motivation, he clarifies, ‘ here in the pool,’”
“Wasn’t Sean Penn in that one?” she asks.
“No. I think you’re getting it confused with another film. This was in the Sixties, you know ” I don’t know how to explain this to her. In fact, I can’t believe I have to. I start humming Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘Mrs. Robinson.’ Do… Dooo-Dooo Do, Do-Do-Duu-Duu-Do . “‘God bless you please, Mrs. Robinson. Heaven holds a place for those who pray’? Anne Bancroft plays an older woman who seduces this right out of college kid played by Hoffman?”
“Oh, I think my parents like that movie. They like that one and that musical ‘Paint Your Wagon.’”
“Oh c’mon Elizabeth! It’s an older movie and just because Marv and Estelle like it doesn’t mean it sucks. Now ‘Paint Your Wagon,’ I gotta agree. That fucking sucks. But make sure you see ‘The Graduate’. You can’t miss it.”
“So Randall says you work for Blockbuster Entertainment. Is that why you’re sounding like a commercial for the movie all of the sudden?” she asks.
“Hey! It’s a great movie! People always overlook the old ones, like it can’t be good unless the story is hijacked and revamped for the 90’s with Mel Gibson and Brad ‘the box office stallion’ Pitt.”
“But you work for Blockbuster right?” she asks.
“Yeah, I write copy. I write a lot of the in-store propaganda. Like those little flyers they shove in your bag of movies. It’s pretty much drudge work but one of these days I might get to start writing commercials. Hey, by the way,” I say changing the subject. “I meant to ask you earlier, what’d Randall say about me? Why am I not your ‘typical guy?’”
“I don’t know ” She turns up the sound a little. “The way he described you made you sound pretty different from most guys.”
“That’s what I’m getting at here Elizabeth. How did he describe me?” I ask.
“I’m trying to remember. I guess he said you were intelligent and funny.” She pauses to get her bearings on where the highway is and slides the car into the westbound entrance lane. Other cars move out of our way or maintain a comfortable distance. I guess no one wants take of chance of an accident with a car like this. If you hit a Porsche your insurance company would probably be all smiles and pay the bill, but then they’d dump your sorry ass policy a week later with that same smile. “And uh. He said that you didn’t freak out too bad when they accidentally sent you out with a girl who was celibate.”
This upsets me enough that I completely miss the green turn arrow… and my chance to brace myself for acceleration. She floors the weird little hinged gas pedal and we rocket up the onramp onto Highway-40. I wish we could have some sort of short countdown so that wouldn’t happen anymore - her tearing away from traffic signals, accelerating to 40 or 50 mph in moments. And you know, it would have to be NASA-style countdown because that’s how fast this car can take off.
10. 9. 8. 7. 6. 5. 4. 3. 2. 1. 0. Zzzzt. ‘We have A-OK for Ignition, Houston. Zzzt. Launch the Porsche on runway niner!!’ And whooosh! Off we’d go!
“Whaaa .. What??! He told you that?!!” I say after I regain my composure. “I can’t believe he’d tell you about other dates I’ve been on.” In what seems like a few seconds, we’re already doing 70 mph down the fast lane.
“He didn’t tell me much. He just mentioned that as sort of a positive personality trait,” she says.
“Well, he’s wrong, I did freak. By the way, you’re not celibate are you?”
“Far from it,” she says, leaning over to pat me on the upper thigh. I purposely ignore the gesture acting like it didn’t faze me. But it did. I feel things swelling, going into “rearrange-mode” under my pants.
“So what else did he say about me?” I ask.
“Uhh, let’s see. He said you were really interesting. Really knowledgeable about literature, and music and the arts. He said you grew up in the country and ride horses.”
“Well, that’s partly true. Thats rode horses past tense. I grew up in the country and I rode a lot as I was growing up but I’m pretty much a city boy now. I haven’t ridden in years.I’m not even sure I could still saddle one correctly anymore.”
“Sure you could. You never forget how to do that,” she says. “My grandparents have a stable in Chesterfield. I ride quite a bit.”
“Oh yeah? Lemme guess, you like to trot and run them quite a bit don’t you?” I ask.
“Yeah, how’d you guess?” she asks. I look at the speedometer and note that we’re doing 97. She’s whipping in and out of the traffic, passing the slower moving 70 mph cars like they’re standing still. I don’t think I’ve driven this fast in my entire life.
“So what do you do for a living?” I ask.
“I’m a Psych major at Wash U. - a senior.”
“Ahhh the prestigious Washington University. That’s cool. How’d you get into Psychology?”
“Well, it was kind of bizarre. I just kind of fell into it,” she says. “On a whim I took this abnormal psych class and had this really cute professor and I just ended up really liking it. I was already like sixty credit hours into an International Business degree but I decided I wanted to do Psych instead.”
“What language?”
“Spanish.”
“Wow, that’s cool,” I say.
“Yeah, I loved it. Took three years of it in High School. It was really the only class I ever looked forward to going to.”
“I took French for a couple semesters,” I say. “But I slept through most of it. Luckily it wasn’t too hard to pass multiple choice French exams or I would have flunked.”
“I almost took French!” she says giddily. “But the Spanish class got to have ‘Fiestas’. Little parties where we ate food and sat around and watched movies. It was so easy! So when I went off to college I just kept going with it.”
“So you could have college Siestas?” I ask.
She smirks. “No, because it was fun. I guess I just enjoyed it more than any of my other classes. But then we took this trip down to Mexico City with one my classes and it was just really I don’t know. I didn’t like it very much.”
“You didn’t? Why not?” I ask.
“It was really I don’t know. It was just different than I expected. It was dirty.”
“Dirty?”
“Yeah,” she says. “There was trash all over the place and it smelled.”
“So, where is this going?”
“Well, I didn’t want to major in International Business speaking Spanish anymore. I knew I had to change my degree,” she says.
“Wait a minute,” I say, shaking my head quickly as if to clear it of confusion. “You changed majors because you thought Mexico was ‘dirty?’”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“I see.” Oh man, I may laugh out loud. But that would be pretty mean and would also probably end the date. I bite my lip and check out her breasts and suddenly things are back in perspective. “So you switched to a Psych when you got back?”
“Yeah, this professor was just really cute. And he had all these theories about why people kill their mothers and things like that,” she says.
“Oh yeah? Did he have any theories about how to get dogs to salivate?”
“DING!!” she chimes, imitating Pavlov’s bell.
“I wonder how long he had to torment that poor fucking dog with food and bells before it came to associate the two,” I muse. “Now that I think about it, I think if I were that dog I would have been conditioned differently by his treatment. I would have associated the ringing bell with lunging for Pavlov’s throat and killing the bastard. Then I’d eat his food.”
“Me too,” she says laughing. We’re at our turn off, the Chesterfield Parkway. In under five minutes we’ve covered a stretch of highway that would’ve normally taken over ten. I guess that’s what twice the speed limit buys you. We exit next to a couple health clubs and a golf course. Welcome to the land of the well-off and newly rich. We’re in what St. Louisians refer to as West County and let me tell you - it’s a whole different universe.
I’m really at a loss as to why I would compare it to a different universe. I guess where West County and the city of St. Louis are concerned there really isn’t much intergalactic travel. No one from the city really has any reason to travel all the way out here. And the reverse is true of the locals. They have their own bars and restaurants and mostly they stay within County limits. The Porsche looked totally out of place cruising through my neighborhood but as we tool down these tree lined streets it looks right at home cruising past $500,000 homes. On the roads Lexus’s, Land Rovers, Saabs, BMWs and other assorted luxury cars cruise past This is West County traffic.
“I used to date a girl who lived not far from here,” I say, watching the huge homes go by.
“Where’d she live?” Elizabeth says, cutting the wheel hard to the left to accelerate around a hotel shuttle bus.
“Oh, shit. I don’t remember. What was that subdivision called? Sparrowfriendly Farms? Ummm, no. Flowerpraire Farms? Meadowbovine Farms? Nestleberry Farms? Peacefulbrook Farms ”
“Alright smart ass,” she cuts me off. “Enough making fun of Chesterfield.” Everything in Chesterfield has a farm theme. Not everything, I’m exaggerating a bit, but almost everything. The residents of the town are apparently caught up in the strange delusion that they live out in the country.
“You don’t live out here. What do you care if I make fun of it?” I ask.
“Because most of my friends live out here! And the party we’re going to is in Meadowbrook Farms.”
I start laughing. “Oh wow, that’s her subdivision!” I say when she gives me a dirty look. “The girl I dated, she lived in Meadowbrook Farms. I sure hope this isn’t her party.”
“She grabs a piece of paper from between the seats. “This one is at 15776 Barn’s Loft Praire.”
I snicker and she looks over at me agan. “That’s not her house” I say. “I’m sure of it. She lived on Old Beautiful Country Calico Carriage Lane.”
“Enough!” she screams.
“I guess this was all farm land once wasn’t it?” I ask, looking out the window at the strip malls and sprawling subdivisions. “I remember my family looked at some land here back when I was in the second grade. I don’t remember much but I remember playing in a wheat field with my older brother while my parents walked through the display homes.”
“Yeah, It was all farm land,” she says. “My parents used to own a stable not far from here when they were first married. I’ve ridden though here as a little girl.” She makes a hard left onto Barn’s Loft Prairie and the car spins around the corner like it’s tied to the street sign. This subdivision certainly isn’t a farm; It’s not even close. It’s thousands of slightly customized suburban houses with 1.5 acres of land each. In the last block or so I notice that the street is increasingly lined with cars. We must be getting close to the party. She pulls up behind a ridiculously large truck. It’s a custom truck with KC lights and huge chrome wheels.
“Now why would anyone need a huge truck out here in the suburbs?” I wonder aloud.
“To run over all the curbs,” she says, turning off the car.
“I think you just nailed it on the head,” I say. She reaches down to grab her purse about the time I’m trying to get the liquor out from between my feet. The result? I’m not sure exactly how it happened. But by accident I end up nearly cupping one of her breasts in my grab for the booze.
“Uhh. Excuse me,” I laugh and do one of those fake coughs. “I really seriously didn’t do that on purpose.”
She raises up with her purse and smiles. “Oh yeah? We’ll see how things go. But I might let you do it on purpose later,” she says opening her door.
DING!
As we’re walking towards the house, I’m not really thinking about anything. Ok, you guessed it. I’m thinking about how her breast felt. Warm. Soft. Very Large. Some sort of lacy pattern on her bra underneath the shirt
And man this is an ugly house!
Oh my God! This must be what they call ranch-style. The whole damned house is covered in faded rough cedar paneling and the landscaping is completely out of control. Little stone paths curve and wind through mismatched shrubbery. It’s a home project nightmare. It’s almost as if someone watched Bob Villa with a glass of cognac tucked under their chin one too many Sundays. “Jesus ” I say laughing.
“Yeah, I know. You should meet my friend Steve’s father.”
“I bet he’s ” I start to say.
The front door flies open and slams against the front of the house with a loud ‘whack’ and this guy comes running out onto the front porch in a panic. Music blares from the open door behind him. His eyes are bugged out, wide open as he checks out the front yard. He looks left and right and then right at us. What’s up with this guy? I notice he looks white, no wait green. He’s wearing sunglasses and an oversized Blues jersey. Then he’s running for the bushes.
BllllllllaaaaaaaawwwwwaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhharrrggggghhhhhhhHH!!!!!!!!
Bwwwwwwaaaaaahhhhaaarrrrrrrrlllllaahhhhhhhhh!!!!
Jesus. He looked innocent enough standing there turning white in the sports jersey and sunglasses at night, but that was until I realized that this guy is Satan. That was no ordinary puking. It sounded more like he turned himself inside out. And it continues Elizabeth leans over and puts her face on my chest to avoid looking, and I get to be the guy here and tough it out watching the gore show. I touch my nose to her hair and settle on putting my chin on top of her head and somehow smelling her hair and perfume makes it a little easier to tolerate. Then the front porch light comes on and suddenly I have an even better view of the vomiting carnage. Fuck.
“Why don’t we go inside. If this is a big party I’m sure that was just the opening act,” I say. A huge football player looking guy stands in the doorway as we start in.
“Hey Steve!” Elizabeth says.
“Hey! Glad you made it! Come on in!” the guy booms.
“Steve, this is Craig. Craig this is Steve. I had a few classes with him this semester. This is his party tonight.” She introduces us, and Steve and I shake the typical ‘my grip is stronger than your grip’ sort of shake. He reminds me of this guy I went to high school with. I could be wrong about him but he just seems like a great big nice guy. He must be 6′2 and 275 pounds. But he’s grinning from ear to ear as we shake like I’m his new best buddy. His crew cut is growing out and looks fuzzy which makes him look even more harmless. And there’s a wet spot on his white button down shirt where he must have spilled some beer, or had some spilled on him.
“Hey Craig, pleased to meet ya,” Steve says. His shirt isn’t fully tucked in. The tail end hangs out over his shorts.
“Nice to meet you Steve. So what’s the occasion?” I ask.
“I dumped my girlfriend,” he says.
“Cool man,” I chuckle. I don’t have a clue whether he’s serious or not. “Hey, by the way, you have a little camper out in your front yard that upchucked his Wine Coolers onto your landscaping.”
He laughs. “That’s just my homeboy Mark. You’d think he was completely gone but he’s not. It was the bananas.”
“Bananas? Evil man.” I shake my head. “You crazy idiots are starting the night drinking banana daiquiris?” Elizabeth gives me what I take be an approving smile. And yes, this is what I’m like at a party. I don’t care who I know or even if I know anyone at all. I jump right in. That’s one of the things they taught me in college
“No, we won’t get a chance to make those tonight unless I get off my ass and make another run to the store. Mark ate ‘em all,” he says. “Someone bet him two hundred dollars he couldn’t eat every banana in the refrigerator. And Fuckin’-A if he didn’t eat ‘em all!!” Steve says with a roar. “We had like fifteen or twenty of them in there. The bet was that he had to eat the whole thing. He had to eat the peel, the banana and most of the stem. And he did it. He ate ‘em all!”
“So that’s what happened ” I say, starting a deep, good-old boy Southern accent. “So it was one of those ‘My boyyyy can EAT fifty eggs’ sort of bets huh?”
Steve starts laughing, holding his barrel sized stomach. “You got it, yeup, that’s totally it.”
“So did he get the money?” Elizabeth asks.
“Cool Hand Luke? Or Cool Hand Mark?” I interrupt.
Steve grins at me. “Yeup,” he says chucking. “My boy Cool Hand out there is now two hundred dollars richer.” We all stand there looking out into the yard.
“Well hey,” our host says. “C’mon into the party. I’ll show you where you can put your booze.” We make our way down a hallway. Family pictures line the walls. I spot one picture of Steve taken in grade school. His is hair feathered perfectly in the middle and even as a kid there’s the same big grin on his face. Right next to it is a picture of him on a baseball team, the Ellisville Indians, dated 1982. Another one farther down the hall shows an even younger Steve and his brothers in their pajamas holding Christmas gifts in front of the tree. In the picture, Steve proudly displays his new Star Wars figures, action figure collectors’ box and a Cardinals football jersey.
He looks back as we’re walking up the hall and catchs us looking at the pictures. “I was a tiny little guy wasn’t I?” he asks.
“We all were at that age,” I say. “I looked like a blond Opie.”
“Yeah, I would have taken those down and saved myself the embarrassment but a bunch of ‘em are covering up holes me and my brothers knocked in the walls over the years. And I’m house-sitting for my parents and my crazy mother notices when things get moved even an inch.”
“I think they’re cute!” Elizabeth says. After ducking around a few groups of people at the end of the hallway, we finally make it into the kitchen. And it is packed! It’s a good-sized kitchen but there are like fifty people in the room. I’ve seen this sort of behavior at parties before. It can be a huge house or apartment, plenty of room to spread out. But everyone will be in the kitchen. I bet you could move the keg and the refrigerator to the living room and they’d still crowd into the kitchen. This party is different though because through the walkout dining room I can see another twenty or so people out on the back porch smoking and there are even more people in the living room.
Elizabeth ducks under a guy’s arm who’s gesturing wildly, telling some funny story to a small crowd. She’s found the refrigerator. We unpack our booze, shoving some things aside in refrigerator and rearranging to make it fit.
“Hey, I spotted limes already cut up over there on the cutting board. I’ll go add ours to the mix.” I grab two bottles of Corona.
“You want a shot?” she says pulling the Jack Daniel’s back out.
“Already? Uhhh, I mean sure.” I duck away to dump the limes on the cutting board. This has to be the biggest party I’ve been to since college. I make my way past the keg and the crowd around it - I mean keg plural. There are three of them. Jesus. They must be expecting even more people.
I survey the crowd. I’m a poor judge of age but I’d guess most of these people to be in their early twenties. I catch myself trying to stereotype the crowd as a bunch of rich kids but it’s really hard to do because there’s just a lot of different types of people here. There’s a bunch of guys I take to be college football players and some really trendy looking groups of girls who look like they take their cues from MTV’s House of Style. And there’s a few neo-hippy types standing around and like anywhere in the 90’s, a majority of the people at the party are just hard to categorize.
That’s a good thing, I decide as I’m making my way back across the kitchen. Elizabeth is still near the refrigerator talking to Steve. She hands me heaping shot of whisky as I approach. I trade her for a Corona with lime. She pours two more shots and hands Steve one.
“For ME!” Steve shrieks in a little girl voice. “Oh boy! Oh boy!”
“What should we toast to?” she asks.
“To my girlfriend being out of town,” Steve says raising his shot.
“Alright then, to Karen being out of town it is,” she says. We clink the shot glasses and raise them to our mouths. One of my roommates in college was a big Jack drinker so I acquired a taste for it years ago but I always love watching other people’s reactions.
Steve grimaces and lets out what Missourians would call a ‘Holler.’ “Whhhhooooooooooooooooooooooooooohhhhhh!!!!!!!!!” he hollers, shaking his head at the ceiling. People on the perimeter give him a “way to go Steve!’ here and there. The folks on the back porch are crowding into the windows, trying to get a look to see what the hell is going on.
Elizabeth downs it like a pro. She doesn’t even wince. And I down mine with the same finesse and grin back at her. She points her shot glass at me and smiles. I really hope she was kidding about trying to drink me under the table.
“So Craig man. How’d you score this fine woman here?” Steve asks, pointing to Elizabeth. Shit. Do I have to admit this?
“Blind date,” she says before I can say anything. “My friend Randall set us up.” She winks at me. I guess neither one of us wants to admit using a dating service. I think it’s the first vulnerability I’ve seen her reveal tonight. This makes me feel much better. One thing I’ve learned about strong, aggressive women over the years: where there’s a small hole in the defenses, there’s got to be a huge gaping hole somewhere else.
“Dammnnn. You lucked out. My girl here - she’s smokin’!” he says patting her on the shoulder.
“Yeah, I agree. I told her the same thing earlier in so many words. She’s the mother fuckin’ bomb.”
“I don’t mean to interrupt your guy talk,” she says playfully, “But which bathroom in your house hasn’t been discovered by the masses yet?”
“My parent’s bathroom upstairs,” Steve says. “From the top of the stairs, it’s a left, and then another left past my old bedroom.”
“Thanks.”
“Did you get to ride in her Dad’s Porsche?” he asks after she’s walked away.
“Man, yeah. That car is just totally sweet. I’d never ridden in one before tonight.”
“How was her driving?” He gives me a knowing smile.
“Pretty much two to three times the speed limit the whole way here, man. Quite a few jet-assisted takeoffs from stop lights and plenty of sharp turns.”
“Yeah, I remember last month she drove me home from this Rams game and she was doing like 120 or so down 40. And man, I like to drive fast. But only when I’m at the wheel, you know what I mean?” he asks.
“Yeup.”
“I nearly piss my pants when I gotta drive with her.” We laugh.
“So do you have season tickets to the Rams?” I ask.
“No, I play for them,” he says.
“Really! Jesus man, I didn’t know I was standing here talking to a celebrity or I would have been giving you the ‘props.’ I’m sorry Steve. I’m not that much of a sports fan, I didn’t recognize you.”
“Well even if you were a fan you wouldn’t know me. Mostly I just warm the bench,” he says.
“Whadya play?” I ask.
“Punching bag.”
I chuckle. “Oh C’mon man, I’m sure you’re pretty good…”
“A lot of these people around here are from work, I mean the organization ”
Funny he should refer to playing for the St. Louis Rams football team as “work”.
“Well Craig man, shit. I don’t know who the fuck to introduce you to first. It’s a pretty mixed crowd,” he says, looking around the kitchen. “You got a bunch of people from the Rams, various players here and there. And then a bunch of people I went to college with at Mizzou. And then you have all the West County crew I grew up with and went to high school with.”
“Mizzou! Cool, I didn’t graduate from there but I did three years up there. I might know some of these people.”
“Oh yeah? What year?” he asks.
“You caught me. I’m an old man. I was there in ‘88, ‘89 and ‘90.”
“That’s not old! You weren’t too far ahead of us. I was there ‘91 through ‘94. Those guys over there,” he says pointing. “They’re Mizzou guys. The three next to the kitchen table were in my frat. The other guy was Mizzou too, I think his name is Jeremy.”
“Holy shit. I know that guy!” I say, lowering my beer. “Yeah, his name is Jeremy but we called him ‘the Ghost.’ Lived with him for a few years in one of those college crash pad houses packed with guys. He was one of the more notorious members of my crew when I was up there.”
“Great, man, so you know people already. I’ll introduce you to some more people later on but ya gotta excuse me here,” he says. “I need to skate off here and put some more music on, you know, do the host thing and make sure people aren’t wrecking my parent’s house.”
“Alright Steve, thanks.” He heads into the living room. I wonder what old Ghost is doing at this party. He lives in Illinois. I wander across the kitchen but decide not to walk right up to him. Instead, I stand about ten feet away and say the nickname to see if he still remembers
“Ghost ” I whisper.
The Ghost spins around suddenly with a look of shock. Hequickly scans the crowd trying to figure out whoever said it, and hen he spots me leaning up against the counter. “Mitchell!!!” he yells and runs over and gives me a bear hug. He’s a small guy but I still nearly spill my beer when he’s slapping me on the back. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“This girl I know brought me. She knows Steve. How about you?” I ask.
“I’m here with Rodeo’s little brother Darrin. You remember him? He came up for a few of our parties,” he says pointing at one of the guys over by the kitchen table.
“Oh man! It’s so great to see you again! How the hell you been, Ghost?” I ask, clapping him on the shoulder.
“Great, really super,” he says. “I can’t complain. How about you?”
“I’m really pretty happy in life, man.” We both take a swig of beer and look around the room. “So what’s old Rodeo been up to lately?”
“Fuck… He’s working at this factory outside of Columbia. I think they make farm machinery or something.”
“So he didn’t do anything with his Journalism degree?” I ask.
“Yeah, he’s still writing his stories but he hasn’t found a job yet,” he says. “You want the truth, when we were at Mizzou he got this townie pregnant. You were already long gone but he got this girl pregnant and she had the kid and I think they have a house. Hasn’t married her last I heard though.”
“What about the other guys?” I ask. “What’re they up to?” The music starts. Steve put on some Parliament and a small crowd is boogying with him near the stereo. He jumps around the room and then up onto the furniture doing a funky jive. But then the CD player starts skipping because at his size he literally rocks the house.
“Let’s see ” The Ghost says. “Well shit. Farmer Tim just got back from Mexico. And he’s here with us man! I think he’s out on the back porch. They got a joint going on.”
“Wow, I haven’t seen that guy in ages. I think he still owes me money,” I say.
“Who else?” he says. “Well, the General scored a job at the New York Times doing copy editing. He lives in Manhattan and he’s about to get married. Ben’s working for a startup newspaper in Oklahoma, still trying to get that experience. Who else?” The Ghost is a skinny little guy and to make matters worse, he’s only about 5′7 or so. Wearing a baseball hat pulled backwards over his frizzy brown long hair, he almost looks like a little kid. But most little kids don’t have silly looking goatees. “I just talked to Avery,” he says. “He’s back in town for a few weeks before his ship cruises again. He’s working as the director of some cruise ship. Apparently he still has quite the party lifestyle.”
“How about you man? What the hell are you doing these days?” he asks.
“Working for Blockbuster Entertainment, writing copy,” I say.
“Oh yeah? You like it?” he asks.
“Not really. A good friend of mine works there which makes it a little more tolerable. But everyone there is just so uptight. Hey wait, you remember Sarah??”
“Sarah…” he rubs his chin. “Was she that blonde who took her shirt off at Pete’s Halloween party our Junior year claiming it was her costume and that she was ‘the super booby girl’?”
I laugh. “Probably was. I don’t remember that but it had to be her. Anyway, yeah, she works there. What about you Ghost? Where are you at?”
“Well, my parents are still supporting me,” he shrugs. “But I’m gonna be published man!!”
“You’re shitting me!”
“Yeah man!” he says. “I got a piece on the new Russian Mafia accepted by Access magazine! I think I might be on my way.”
“Well congratU-fuckin-Lations Ghost! That’s great news! It’s so cool seeing you and hearing about the other guys. And we’re finally writers man!! Or at least you are.” I raise a toast and clink beer bottles with him, swallowing heavily on the salty lime Corona.
“Yeah, we did something with our degrees,” he says. “Pretty much everyone did. I was always worried all that partying would corrupt our brains and we’d never get moving in life but we graduated and almost everyone from the old ‘rabbit hole’ is on the move.” Suddenly another beer gets thrust in my face. A Corona, lime sticking out of the top. I grab it out of Elizabeth’s hand.
“Elizabeth, let me introduce you to an old college crony. This is The Ghost.”
“Pleased to meet you,” The Ghost says wide-eyed, looking her up and down. It’s funny, she’s tall enough to look down on him. “You can call me Jeremy too.”
Elizabeth extends her hand and shakes. “Nice to meet you. So you guys went to college at ” she starts to ask looking at me for a cue and gracefully swallowing another mouthful of her Corona. I guess I never got around to telling her where I went to school yet. But then again it’s a young date I mean, we’ve only been out for an hour or so.
“Yeah, at Mizzou,” I finish the sentence for her. “We had this big house about two miles from campus. ‘Bout nine or ten guys lived there over the years.”
“So why does he call you ‘The Ghost’?” she says, putting down her beer bottle on the kitchen table.
I put my second beer down on the table next to me and continue to drink the one I had.
“It was his nickname in college. You know how it goes. Just like the Army, after a few years of living with the same guys, sooner or later everyone ends up with a nickname. But the Ghost here,” I say. “There’s a pretty good story behind his. Mind if I tell it?”
The Ghost grins “Sure.”
“Uh, where should I start. Let’s see… Well, we all lived in this big house like I said, and we called it the ‘rabbit hole.’ Don’t ask me why because t wasn’t my idea and besides, it’s another story altogether. But anyway, we had a huge party right before the end of school our Junior year. Finals were still a few weeks off and you know, any party held at that time of year is just marked by complete craziness and insanity because everyone knows they’ll have to hit the books and subdue their partying soon. So anyway, we have this huge party and like a hundred people show up. And the rabbit hole,” I say looking around Steve’s house. “It was a pretty small place, about half the size of this one. And to make matters worse we’d blocked off the second floor where our bedrooms were so nothing would get stolen. So that limited the space even more.
“But the party was a blast and this huge bottle of Tequila was going around that one of the roommates had brought back from Mexico. And the Ghost here drinks a little too much of it early in the evening and just disappears.” The Ghost smiles and takes a drink of his beer. No one knows where he is. We looked everywhere! We checked every room in the house and even upstairs. His room was empty and so were all the other bedrooms. He wasn’t outside. No one saw him leave…. He had disappeared into thin air.”
“Where was he?” she asks. The best part of telling this story is people tend to think they know how it ends. Like that we find him in some crazy place a few days later and that’s why we call him Ghost, because he’s hard to find. But it’s better than that.
“I’m getting to it,” I say. “So old Ghost here, he was MIA for a majority of the party. And near the end of the night, around three in the morning everyone started coupling up and doing their own disappearing acts with whoever they had hooked up with that night. You know, people making out in the coat closet, the basement, the bathrooms. In fact, for some reason I don’t remember, I was in the shed out in the backyard with this freshman. And that’s when I heard the screams.”
“Screams?” she asks, looking concerned.
“Yeah,” I laugh. “And it wasn’t just a girl. This guy was screaming too. It was totally creepy cause they were both screaming in terror. I mean, really loud - like a horror movie or something! It was coming from up in Larry’s room on the second floor. So I go running up there and I’m the first person on the scene, and I can hear a lot of commotion behind Larry’s bedroom door and I open the door, and for what seemed like a full minute I can’t figure out what the fuck is going on. Larry was always broke and he hadn’t bought light bulbs in awhile so his room was completely dark but from the glow of his alarm clock I can make out two naked people running around in there, pawing at the walls trying to get out. And finally this guy and girl spot the light of the open door and come running out with blankets wrapped around themselves and run down the stairs!
“Now Ghost, correct me if I’m wrong about any of this. This story’s been told a million times and it’s probably been exaggerated a bunch, but apparently at some point this couple had ducked underneath the duct tape we had strung across the hallway to keep people from going upstairs and they went into Larry’s room to mess around. Maybe someone told them Larry was out of town that weekend. Or maybe hey just wanted somewhere to go at it and didn’t care. But they’re on Larry’s king-sized bed screwing and really going at it and at some point during the passion ” I smile over at the Ghost.
“In the complete darkness of the room, a ghost rises up from beneath the covers at the top of the bed with a loud moan and falls on top of them! Which of course, scares the living shit out of the couple who are really stoned and undoubtedly drunk too and who thought they were all alone in the room. But that wasn’t the case. They were so fucked up they didn’t even notice they weren’t even alone in the bed! They jump out of the bed and run around the room screaming their fucking heads off. And you know, the funny thing is from down in the shed it sounded like the guy was screaming even more than the girl. So I really didn’t think this was a date rape situation or anything when I went running up there. In fact, I didn’t know what the hell was going on .”
We’re all laughing hysterically before I’ve even finished the story. I can hardly finish it. Elizabeth is doubled over holding her stomach. “But, heh. By the time I got up there they were blind with fear, running around naked, couldn’t find the door. Ghost is in the bed, irrationally drunk and moaning loudly - which I think was scaring them even more. And finally they get out, run past me down the stairs, breaking through all the duct tape we had used. And they sprint out of the house and into the night wearing a bunch of Larry’s blankets!!”
More hysterical laughter. People from around the room glance over at the three of us. “I found a drunk Jeremy slobbering away in Larry’s bed. But from that night on no one called him anything other than The Ghost. I’ve heard another version of the story where The Ghost is actually tangled in a white bed sheet and jumps out of bed slamming into walls in the sheet and terrifying the couple even more. But I don’t know if it’s true.”
“I don’t remember,” The Ghost says laughing. “But you forgot the part about their clothes ”
“Oh yeah!” I start laughing again. “They left everything! We found every single article of clothing they’d been wearing that night scattered around Larry’s room!” I can’t stop laughing. In fact, at this point the two of them are laughing at me laughing. “They left a message on the house machine the next afternoon looking for their stuff. So Saturday night me and the General, he was this Honduran guy, a really cool, mild mannered guy. His real name was Jacob. We dressed up in their clothes! They fit! We skipped the underwear, that would have been too gross. But I got to be the girl and I put on her bra and stuffed it with toilet paper and I put on makeup and shaved my legs and wore her little sun dress. And Rodeo found the girl’s student ID and picture and managed to scavenge up a long brown wig that matched her hair pretty close.
“We had their wallets so we knew where they lived and what Frat the guy was in. So we marched over there to the Frat dressed as the couple with a crowd of people from the party the night before laughing along behind us and we found the two of them at a barbecue in the back yard. I walked right up to them and they didn’t even see us coming! And I’m like, ‘Hi! I’m Kim! And this is my boyfriend Terry,’ I said and pointed to the General dressed up in the guy’s clothing. And the General just stood there with this perfect confused, dumbfounded look on his face. And everyone started laughing. They were really cool about it. The whole Frat came into the backyard to check us out. ”
“I don’t think I’ve heard that many people laughing so hard in years. I think we ended up staying to barbecue with the Frat and another Sorority that was down the street. Then part way through the night the General and I traded their underwear, clothes and wallets for some beers and the blankets they had taken from Larry’s room. And then we went ‘toga’ for the rest of the night. We were the celebrities of the Frat party. I think we must have retold that story a gazillion times that night.”
We’re still chuckling when Steve wanders up with three more shots of whisky.
A couple of hours later and she’s on beer number five. And to be honest, I’m not all that certain how many I’ve had. One thing is for certain though - we’ve both had plenty of whisky.
At some point in the evening we gravitated onto the back porch which has become the jazz bar of the party to the living rooms’ dance club. Out here things are low key. A few groups of people are smoking pot and the conversation is purely symbolic. I can hear the Beegees blaring out of the living room where rumor has it our host and a huge crowd are doing “the Hustle.”
I peer into the kitchen in between swigs of beer and frankly I’m really at a loss for a good analogy to fit that scene. It’s not a jazz bar. It’s not a dance club. It’s
It’s way too many fucking people packed into a cramped area. Why must everyone be in the kitchen? How can they stand it? The kegs are surrounded and failed attempts to get into the refrigerator are common. We moved our booze to the back porch a long time ago.
Elizabeth and I have spun through hours of high-speed drunken conversation this evening. in hallways, in the kitchen and out on the back porch. I try to inventory what we’ve talked about. Hopefully I haven’t spilled out too many sappy little stories of my life. I don’t know what to think of her. She’s beautiful and a lot of fun but I’m not too sure how much I actually have in common with her. She’s never heard of any of the bands I’m into. She loves sports — I’m not all that into them to say the least. She makes fun of my frequent references to movies.
She thought she’d heard of this author I was telling her about named T. Coraghessan Boyle but it turned out she was thinking of the former Vice President Dan Quayle. And two more strikes against her: she doesn’t vote and she’s never seen ‘Star Wars.’
I’ve been talking to my ex-college roomie, Farmer Tim for the past half-hour. I’m not even sure where the bombshell is Wait a minute, there she is. She’s across the porch talking to a couple of MTV House of Style girls. The three of them have been glancing over at me from time to time and smiling I’m not really sure how to read that. I’ve decided it means either, “isn’t he cute” or “the poor fucker ”
“So how’d you hook up with the knockout?” Farmer Tim asks, motioning across the porch. “I mean, you didn’t do too bad up at Mizzou but fuck man she’s incredible!”
“One of my friends set me up with her,” I say.
“You’re shitting me,” he says.
I shake my head. We glance over at her and take another drink of our beers. “So the Ghost was telling me you just got back from Mexico. How was it?” I ask.
“Ohh man, it was soooo much fun. We had a total blast. The women there loved us,” he says.
“What do you mean?”
“They followed us down the street, literally everywhere we went!” he gestures. “I guess they loved our gringo asses or whatever, but we couldn’t get rid of them if we tried. You remember ‘Fish-fry?’ He lived with us right before you moved?”
“Yeah, I ran into him not too long ago. He went down there with you guys?” Farmer Tim is an animated guy. When he gets going it’s almost like he’s on a talk show - the hands are moving, and the head is swinging back and forth like he’s singing or something. And he could be on a talk show because he’s an Anthony Michael Hall look-alike. Not so much anymore, but when he was a freshman he sure did. Which is why we pinned the ‘Sixteen Candles’ nickname on him, changing Farmer Ted to Farmer Tim. Everyone should have a nickname. They make life more colorful.
“No he couldn’t make it,” he continues. “But before we left on the trip he taught us some key Spanish phrases like ‘Can I please have a beer?’ and ‘Please refill my tequila.’ But the most holy one though, he taught us how to say ‘Your beauty sets my eyes on fire.’” I laugh.
“We said that every chance we got and it drove the women crazy. They’d just be all grins,” he says.
“Well I hope he taught you how to say ’safe sex.’ You guys didn’t come back with any weird diseases did you?” I ask.
“No man, we were all careful.”
“Well I’m very proud of you. And I think you’re gonna have to teach me that ‘eyes of fire’ phrase. The bombshell over there apparently knows Spanish,” I nod over my shoulder. “Maybe it’ll work on her.”
“Oh man! Well, yeah, you gotta learn it then. It’s something like, ‘Mi pe a est la pe a del fuego ‘”
I take a stab at saying it but get it wrong.
“No, it’s ‘Mi pe a est la pe a del fuego ‘” he says, enunciating each syllable. I repeat it a few times with his corrections.
“Yeup, you got it,” he says. “If she speaks Spanish you’ll have her swooning.”
“Cool man, thanks. Maybe I’ll get a chance to use that later. Hey ” I start to say, but a couple of arms are encircling me. A drunken Elizabeth is cutely latched onto my midsection. I pat her on top of the head a few times trying to act nonchalant about being hugged by this really attractive girl with glassy, smoldering eyes. “Elizabeth, this is another of my college roommates, Farmer Tim.”
“Nice to meet you Tim. Hey!! Do you know anyone without a nickname?” she asks me.
Tim chuckles. “I doubt it.”
“What’s his?” she says, pointing at me.
“Captain,” he answers before I can stop him. “Or sometimes just the Cap’n for short.”
“Captain?” she asks. “Where did that come from?”
“He was really popular with the women in college so we started calling him the Captain,” he says. “Not too sure how that one started. You remember Craig?”
“No, I don’t have a clue,” I lie.
“So how does this fit in with the Honduran guy you called ‘the General?’” Elizabeth slurs.
“Oh man!” Tim laughs. “I haven’t seen that guy in years. How does she know about the General?” he asks me.
“We ran into the Ghost in the kitchen and I had to spin the ‘Legend of the Ghost’ for her. Remember how the General fit into that one? No pun intended.”
“Ohhh yeahhhh!!” He starts laughing. “‘And this is my boyfriend Terry..’ That was classic! The General. We started calling him that because Craig was the Captain and had all this success with women and old Jacob was so fucking shy and quiet. Really cool guy once you got him started talking but he would never ask women out. He wasn’t gay or anything and he wasn’t homely or anything - just way too shy to get dates. I think we started calling him ‘the General’ to boost his confidence. You just had to know the guy. Calling him the General implied that he was a babe-magnet. Like Craig here was the Cap’n,” he claps me on the back. “But the General was in charge for all matters dealing with women.”
I finish my beer off. “You want another one?” I ask my date.
“I wanna go see my horse,” she asks.
“Your what?”
“My horse,” she says again.
“Oh. Why do you want to see your horse all of the sudden?” I ask.
“I was just talking to those girls over there about him and now I miss him,” she says, putting on a little sad face. Men get all drunk and sappy and start talking about old college roommates named the General. Women get all drunk and sappy and start talking about their horse. Then they want to go see the horse - right now.
“So where’s this horse?” I ask, humoring her.
“My grandparents stable is just up the road, it’s just two blocks north on Baxter.”
“Can we go boogie with Steve for awhile before we leave?” I ask.
Tim makes eye contact and grins at me and suddenly the “guy telepathy” is working. The same power that allows me to send waitresses drink orders with a mere glance also allows me to receive urgent messages from close male friends. Incoming transmission [ Stable. Nighttime. Dark. Hay loft. Large Breasts. Get a clue. Go! Now! Force be with you, Cap’n. ] He winks at me. I nod subtly. Message received.
“On second thought, I don’t feel much like dancing,” I say. “Let’s go see this horse of yours.”
I wasn’t about to let her drive. She wanted to. She gave me the, “It’s only a few blocks, we’ll be fine” bit, but multiple shots of Jack Daniel’s made me a little leery of climbing into that rocket again. So did I have to fight with her about driving? Did it have to turn into an embarrassing situation with me having to insist she was too drunk to drive?
No. I utilized something I learned about women all the way back in grade school, something that works every time. I asked her if she wanted to walk since it wasn’t far and was such a nice night and when she complained that she didn’t want to walk that far, I offered to give her a piggyback ride. It took her all of 1.5 seconds to accept my offer and jump up onto my back. In fact, I think she was already jumping as soon as the word ‘piggyback’ left my lips.
So I looped my arms under her legs and off we went down the sidewalk. And I have to say, there’s nothing cooler than plodding down the street with a cute girl on your back.
“Am I getting to heavy for you yet,” she says, pointing me off of Baxter Road and onto a dirt road.
“Not really, you’re pretty damn light - even with all that beer and whisky in you.” She gives me a swat on the ass. “Hey, this is a piggyback ride, not a horseback ride,” I say
“This is fun!!” She giggles and buries her face into the back of my hair.
“So what’s this horse’s name?” I ask.
“Bogart!”
“Bogart huh? So how’d you and Bogart get together?” I ask.
“Oh, that’s a really neat story. I’d been riding my grandfather’s horse ‘Lucky’ for years. But Lucky just got too old. So anyways, my father bought me a horse for my birthday. Actually he didn’t buy me one. He gave me a blank check and an advertisement for a big horse auction a week later. I remember the card said, ‘When you see the horse of your dreams, bid on it until you get it. Don’t let the price get in-between you and your horse.’”
“Wow, you have a cool dad,” I say.
“Well, wait… The auction day rolled around and we paced into the Mercedes bound for the country. And my dad just couldn’t get the car started! It was a fucking Mercedes,” she slurs. “They always start! And we finally we get to the auction like two hours late, and all the horses have been bid on except one. And everyone is gone and I start bawling my head off. But my father says we should go look at this last horse even though it’s the last of the day. He’s a horrible optimistic old man.”
I duck under a spider web that stretches across the old dirt road. This must be one of the last vestiges of “the country” left in Chesterfield, the last dirt road. Trees line the little road and I can see an old barn up ahead. But I can also see a strip mall, a school and modern houses about a half a mile away on the next rise of hill.
“So anyways,” she continues. “We end up at the horse’s stall and there’s no one there. And I’m still bawling but that stopped pretty quickly when I see the beautiful horse. I tell my daddy right then and there that I want him. It was like, the bidding hasn’t started yet and I don’t know how well he’s trained or even how old he is. But you should’ve seen him. He was a little dirty, but he was so tall, and white and majestic. It was the horse of my dreams. So I bid on him and got him and I named him Bogart because I used to love watching ‘Casablanca’ as a kid. And now I keep him here at my grandparent’s barn,” she says, pointing ahead.
“Well I can’t wait to meet him.”
“The weird thing was,” she says. “If the Mercedes hadn’t stalled and got us there late I might have left with another horse or wouldn’t have stuck around long enough to meet Bogart. It’s like it was meant to happen, the car not starting.”
“A little synchronicity huh?” I ask.
“What’s that?”
“Synchronicity? You don’t know what it is?”
“No, I don’t think so,” she says.
“Oh man, you must have skipped your preliminary Psych classe that day. I really think you’d better go back and read up on it. It’s was one of Jung’s coolest theories. At least I think so.”
“So what does it have to do with my horse?” she asks.
“Hmmm. How to describe this ” I say. “Have you ever heard the phrase ‘everything happens for a reason?’”
“Uh huh.”
“Well most people would apply that comment to Christianity,” I say. “You know, ‘God’s got a plan for all of us’ and all that happy shit? But I think it originated with Jung’s theory of synchronicity. Jung theorized that life is not a great big collection of random events, but instead, it’s a great big collection of related events. He felt that life’s seemingly unrelated events were in fact related, that they could be directly related without any physical causality.”
“Hmmmm..” she says. I think I may have lost her.
“So your horse Bogart being placed as the last horse to be auctioned that day and that car not starting were part of the bigger pattern of the synchronicity of our world,” I say. “The events were related and offset each other perfectly but you couldn’t explain the correlation through any normal measure of cause and effect.”
“I don’t get it,” she says.
“I dunno, never mind. I’ll shut up. I think weird shit when I’m drunk. But it sounds like you and your Bogart were destined to meet each other.”
“We were!” she says, hopping off my back and running for the barn doors. “We were destined to meet.”
“Bogart ” she calls running into the barn. I follow her into the darkness of the barn. You know, It’s amazing how smells bring back memories. The smell of this barn has instantly transported me back to the barn I grew up with. It had birds nesting in the rafters and a rabbit hutch where I raised a couple of French Lop rabbits. This is a different barn but the smell is exactly the same. It’s so many different smells intertwined: dust, hay and barley, saddle soap, aged leather, horsefly spray, sawdust and of course, horse sweat.
She’s standing in front of one of the stalls and puts a finger to her lips as I walk up. I peer down into the stall and there he is just like she described him - a massive white horse. He’s lying on the floor of his stall with his legs tucked under him. I had forgotten that horses do that, lay down that is. I can’t come close to describing it but it’s really awe-inspiring to see an animal that large lying down with its eyes closed. I mean, they’re so tall and so much larger than their riders and to see them down at that level sound asleep Bogart opens his eyes and shakes his head, noticing us for the first time.
“Heya Bogart,” she whispers. The giant horse picks itself up, getting his feet back under himself and rises. He shakes a little dust storm of sawdust off himself and comes over to greet us.
“Wow, you picked a good one,” I say. He’s beautiful. And he’s huge! But how the hell do you get on him?”
“I have to use a fence,” she giggles. “I can’t reach the stirrups when he’s saddled.”
I rub Bogart under the chin and I can feel his breath on my hand, smelling me in big inhales of breath. He shakes his head a little bit and looks at me down his long curving head. Horses are such beautiful animals.
“This is really cool,” I say.
“What do you mean?” she asks.
“I guess I’d forgotten how cool horses are,” I say. “I’d forgotten how wispy and soft the fur feels on the bottom of their chin. I’d forgotten how they rub their heads against the stall door when they have an itch. Just walking into the barn and smelling that old barn smell has brought back a ton of memories.”
“Do you miss it?” she asks.
“Yeah. I guess I do. I remember when I was younger I’d be out on the town and get home at like two in the morning and before I even attempted to sneak into the house, I’d always sneak into the barn as quietly as I could just to get a glimpse of the horses sleeping. They look so peaceful and helpless when they’re laying down,” I say.
“I do the same thing,” she says smiling. She hands Bogart a handful of hay and he chomps it down in no time.
“I’m gonna let him out into the pasture,” she says.
“Aren’t you afraid he’s going to be a little hard to catch when we’re ready to leave?”
“No, he obeys me,” she says. “When I want him back in I just put a little grain in a coffee can and shake it and he comes running in from the pasture like the flash. He loves food.”
She opens the stall door and Bogart comes shuffling out. She attaches a lead to his halter and steers him out the back entrance to the barn. And as soon as he’s loose, the horse streaks off into the darkness. In the moonlight I can see him from time to time galloping around the pasture. One minute he’s at the top of the pasture and the next minute he’s at the bottom. Then he disappears into some trees and then suddenly flies past us at a full run.
“For a horse that big he sure is fast,” I say. “It almost seems like there are two of him out there.”
“Yeah, I almost named him Spooky,” she says, sitting down on well-worn log. I sit down next to her. For a few quiet minutes we watch her horse run back and forth across the pasture, snorting in the night-time air and shaking his head as he runs through the moonlight.
She swats at an unseen bug that’s apparently landed on her neck. “So how’d you like the party?” she asks.
“It was a blast!” I say. ‘It’s weird to go to a party thinking you won’t know anyone and then run into a bunch of old college buddies. Steve is a really cool guy too.”
“Yeah, he really is,” she says. “This is sort of an annual event for him. He has to watch his parent’s house while they’re away on their spring vacation. And that was bullshit by the way, that thing about having a few classes with him this semester. I’ve known him for years. We have this running joke where we pretend not to know each other very well.” I wonder why that’s supposed to be funny but I let it pass. Maybe it’s an inside joke or something.
“He’s pretty cool,” I say. “And you should have introduced him as a Rams player. I had no idea.”
“He doesn’t play that often,” she says. She bends down to scratch her ankle and on her way back up the view is pretty incredible. Her tank top is hanging wide open. There’s the lacy patterned bra, there’s that wonderful hollow that runs between the breasts And there she is catching me looking. Fuck.
“Sorry, I always get caught.” I laugh. “I have a knack for it. I really, really try to be discreet about it but it doesn’t do any good.”
“That’s alright.” She grins. “I caught you looking quite a few times tonight but I pretended not to notice.”
“So does it bother you?” I ask. “Or do you give all guys a break, you know, because they’re guys and ‘they do that.’”
“I don’t know,” she says. “Sometimes when I’m in a bad mood it bothers me Or if some guy downright leers at me or something. But mostly I find it flattering.”
“Well you should because they’re very nice.”
“Really?” she asks, making eye contact.
“Uhhh. Yeah. And don’t take any offense by this but they’re so perfect, I’ve been trying to figure out all evening whether or not they’re real.”
“Oh, they’re real,” she says, and there it is againthat smile like a dare.
“Can you prove it?” I kid her. “Can I see your registration papers?” She stands up and turns to me smiling. And without warning she pulls her tank top off.
Jesus! My eyes must have just bugged out cartoon-style because she can’t help but start laughing at me. She clutches the small clasp between the two cups of her bra and toys with it, smiling at me. She’s probably just teasing me. Ahh the cruel punishments of life, I’m thinking when Snap, and off comes the bra.
Jesus!! Jesus on a mountain wearing a crash helmet!!!
“Oh my god ” I manage to utter in awe. Breasts are my thing. They don’t have to be large or anything for that matter as long as they’re real. I love them. I like eyes too. But of course, they’re number two on my list. And I have to admit, I’ve been wondering what hers looked like all night. Sometimes it was hard to keep my mind on the conversation. Was the bra hiding additional size? How firm would they be? How large would her nipples be and what color? Questions answered: larger than the tank top belied but beautifully round, very firm, nipples about the size half dollars with a rosy pink complexion.
“Go ahead ” she says, glancing down at her breasts. I think she’s giving me the go ahead to touch them It takes me about 1.5 seconds to accept her offer. And wow, they’re real and very soft and very… what’s word I’m looking for here? Pliable? Squishy? Heh - no. You know, that’s how any girl could talk me out of driving drunk. She could say something like, ‘It’s nice night. We could skip driving and walk and I’ll let you feel my breasts on the way home.’
“Am I slobbering by any chance?” I ask. She giggles and backs away after a few moments of my groping. “Hey! Thanks for the proof!” I say standing up. “I’ll stick up for you now anytime someone doesn’t believe you. You just call me up. Of course, I might need an occasional refresher course. You know, to spot check that you haven’t had any recent enhancements.”
“I might take you up on that sometime,” she says.
“Women probably take their breasts for granted but I happen to love them. For me it’s near infatuation,” I say, taking the risk of sounding like a pervert. “I mean, I’ve often thought of turning it into a healthy hobby or career or something - like those character artists on beaches or at theme parks? They draw your face on a tiny little body and then maybe there’s a ‘theme’ like you’re holding a baseball bat because you like baseball or something. Then they write your name at the top in some stylized font? Well, I’d put a new spin on that. I’d think I’d like be a breast character artist. Women would pay me to draw their breasts. No faces, just two breasts in the picture. I could even do the ‘themes’ thing. Like, here’s a drawing of your breasts with the St. Louis Arch in the background. Or, here’s a sketch of your breasts sitting on top of an electric guitar, or a sketch of your breasts and your dog.”
I have her laughing pretty hard. Finally she stops laughing and there she is, standing there smiling and totally topless. What comes next?
“Hey, you wanna streak?!” she asks.
“Whhhhaatttt?!!!” I exclaim. I don’t know what I expected this topless girl to say. Maybe, ‘the hay loft is over here, or ‘I’m a little cold.’ But ‘you wanna streak?’ was the last thing I expected to hear.
“C’mon, let’s take all of our clothes off and streak around,” she says.
“You’re fucking kidding me..” I say.
“No, really. It’ll be fun. It’s a nice night,” she says, mimicking what I said earlier.
“Oh, man, I dunno ” I say apprehensively.
“Hey!” she yells, he voice echoing across the pasture. “I took my shirt off for you. I let you feel me up and now you won’t streak with me?”
I glance down at her breasts and then down her stomach to her belt, and then to the roundness of her thighs “Ok. I’ll do it,” I say. I take off my shoes and socks and undo my belt. The shirt comes off. The pants get peeled down and there are my favorite boxers on display for the second time tonight. But unlike earlier in the evening the boxers will only be on stage for a limited performance. I shrug out of my pants and then the boxers come off too.
She grins. “Pretty nice,” she says, backing up for a better view. “Can I check to see if it’s real?”
I laugh. “You bet.”
How are you supposed to act when someone is stripping for you? It’s a question I considered a moment ago before my brain went back into lust-mode and I became consumed in watching her unbuckle her belt and slide her pants off.
Do you grin like a cat and say things like, “Vaa-vaa Vooom,” and “Ooh Laa Laaa?” Do you pretend to be pensive like you’re an artist studying the beauty of the human body? Do you act like a teen sheepishly trying to hide that raging hard-on? Well, if it’s latter then there’s no hiding anything for me. I guess it really doesn’t matter. I decide not to worry about it. I think I’ll just stand here and smile.
And another silly little mystery, what do you call the female equivalent of underwear? Here’s the dilemma: if you call them underwear it brings to mind the imagery of saggy white men’s briefs with that crappy elastic band at the top. That’s no good, especially where beautiful young women like Elizabeth Birdstall are concerned. But say the word ‘panties’ and you end up sounding like the drooling old man at the bus stop. You know, he’s the smelly old man on the bench that sounds just like the guy from the movie “Sling Blade” and he’s rubbing his crotch and mumbling, “Panties . I need to touch panties, show me your frilly white panties little girl ”
Despite any misconceptions you might have, she’s wearing these tiny silver glossy panties as she kicks her pants off against the fence. Or at least she was a second ago. Now they’re on her finger and she’s as naked as I am.My brain is in a state of confusion. Little did I know when Tim and I left work today for happy hour that by the end of the night I would be standing naked in a horse pasture in Chesterfield with a completely naked beautiful girl that I hardly even know.
She does a little spin and gives me the whole view, and then she just stands there without an ounce of visible embarrassment, smiling at me and obviously enjoying the fact that my tongue is probably lolling out like a dog. I’m moving towards her when she starts running! I guess I’m a little stunned by the nudity of the situation because it takes me a long time to react. I watch her bouncing away into the darkness and she’s nearly out of sight before the thought hits me. Run! She’s streaking! Run you idiot! And then I’m right behind her. We go running across the pasture just like Bogart did earlier.
“WOOOOOOOOOOoooooooooooooooooooooo!!!!!!!!’ I scream. If you’re ever running around naked it’s important for you to scream at the top of your lungs and whoop and holler. You can call it whatever you want, “whoop and holler, “hoot and holler,” “screaming” etc. But it sounds the same in any language. “WhhhhooooooOOOooooooooooooooooooo!!!”
We loop up through the upper pasture at a full gallop. I nearly hit the ground after stumbling over a fallen tree. If my eyes hadn’t been fixated on her cute little ass I might have seen it. Remind me not to fall down, Ok? It’s one thing to be the naked guy and be running around — but I don’t think I want to be a scratched-up, dirty mud covered running naked guy.
We run past Bogart at the top of the pasture. He stops eating to check us out as we come running by. I wonder what’s going through his head? “First they let me out into the pasture in the middle of the night and now they’re running around with no clothes on. What the fuck?” Elizabeth stops to catch her breath near the fence and I finally catch up with her, grabbing her from behind and pulling her in.
For a few minutes we just embrace, mouths struggling to pull in more air and kiss at the same time. Pretty sloppy way to kiss actually - when you’re out of breath. Our hands start wandering. “Aren’t you glad we did this?” she asks.
“Yeah. This is great!” I say. “It’s one thing to be totally naked at home, in bed or the shower or something but I’ve never run around outside without any clothes on. It’s kind of exhilarating actually, to feel the open air on your body. And my head is I dunno, I guess it’s just throbbing with adrenaline.”
“Yeah, and something else too…” she says. She kneels down and for a second I think I’m going to get my favorite thing, but she’s just inspecting the merchandise up close. It’s kind of weird to see her down there, curiously playing around with it. And then she gets up, gives me a quick sloppy kiss and then she’s hopping the fence. I watch transfixed as she vaults over the three wooden planks. Her body goes through some wonderful bouncy movement as she hops over that fence and you know, I have to admit - the pervert in me wouldn’t mind having an instant-replay in slow motion.
“WHhhhhhoooooooOOOOOOOooooooooo!!!!!!” she screams, running off into the darkness. Luckily it’s just open acreage and forest in the immediate vicinity. I scan the area for any houses that might be nearby but I don’t see any. I guess this is cool
“Hey, wait up!” I yell from behind. I try to jump over the fence and nearly rack myself in the process. Remind me not to rack myself when I’m running around naked. That would hurt. I hit the ground running but she’s got a pretty good lead on me. Running along behind her, every once in a while I just start laughing until I’m doubled over and can hardly run anymore. I can’t believe I’m running around naked. And there’s something about being naked that just makes me laugh. Even the word is funny. Naked.
If you don’t know what I’m talking about, the next time someone asks you a question give it a try. Just insert the word into your answer even if it’s inappropriate to the question. You know, someone asks you. ‘Hey, you wanna go to lunch with us?” And you reply: ‘I’m naked!!! Sure! I’ll go!’ They might not understand your answer but I’m pretty certain they’ll think it’s funny. Because naked is a funny word.
“WhhhhooOOOOOOOOOOOOOOooooo!!!! I’m the naked guy!!!” I scream. This run and rest thing goes on for about a half an hour and a pattern is starting emerge. She runs ahead, I catch up. We kiss and fondle and catch our breath and then she’s running again. I figure her strategy here is drive desire up to 150% before we end up at some grassy field she knows about. It’s working.
“I have something for you!” She yells from somewhere up ahead in the darkness. I start running faster and before long I can see her white body in the moonlight up ahead. Finally I catch up to her where she’s standing in a grove of trees. I lean against a tree gasping for breath. I’m not in that bad out of shape but I think we’ve run a couple of miles.
“Go ahead,” she says.
“What??” I ask.
“Put your hands on me,” she says. I’m not going to argue with her. But I think this has to be the first time in my life that someone has said that. I don’t know why but I kind of like it.
“Put one right there,” she says pointing. And as soon as I do she’s on me. As we kiss and she takes an occasional nip at my lips and sometimes it feels like she’s trying to suck my mouth into hers. It’s an interesting way to go about it that’s for sure. I glance around at our surroundings while she’s occupied with other stuff. We’ve stopped in a clearing near a grove of woods. I notice something shiny off to the left but it’s kind of hard to make out what it is through the trees, especially with Ms. Distraction toying around down below. It’s a car!!! No wait! It’s a whole fucking parking lot!! We must have run all the way to that strip mall I saw off in the distance. I hate to stop her from what she’s doing. I really shouldn’t, but I want to make absolutely certain that this is the end of the line.
“Hey,” I say, tapping her on top the head to get her attention. “That’s a parking lot over there.” She looks up at me and grins but doesn’t say anything and goes back to what she was doing. “Where are we going little naked girl? Do you have a destination in mind or something?”
“I dunno,” she says, grinning up from me. I only have half her attention. “I thought we’d go streak through this strip mall, maybe stop in at Taco Bell for a few Chilitos and some soft tacos,” she says. “I’m kind of hungry.”
I start laughing. Then I start laughing harder because I’m trying to imagine us standing at the counter at Taco Bell naked.
‘Good Evening sir can I take your order?’
‘Well sure, for starters - I’m naked!!!” I’d say. “And I’d like two soft tacos, a Meximelt and some pintos and cheese.’
Then Elizabeth would say, ‘Hi! I’m naked too! And I’d like a soft taco, a Mexican pizza, some hot sauce, and would you put your hands on me please.’
She stands up and gives me a peck on the lips.
“I’m serious.” She grins. “Let’s do it. You only live once.”
“What?! Are you fucking crazy? No way.” I laugh. I should have known better. I should have known it wouldn’t just be a naked run through the woods. I’ve been running after her with one thing occupying my mind. When can we lay down somewhere and have sex?
“What do you care? You even said you don’t know anyone who lives out here,” she says. “It’s not like anyone’s going to recognize you.”
“Yeah, but still You have an incredible body but I’m pretty chubby. People are going to run screaming,” I say.
“Butt, Butt!” she says, giving me a slap on the ass. “C’mon you wimp! All you have to do is follow me. In fact, I’ll make you a little deal. You follow me for the next five minutes, just five minutes. That’s it. And then I know this perfect little place where we can go and I’m going to fuck you silly.”
I cough. “You’re gonna fuck me silly?”
“That’s the deal,” she says. She doesn’t hint around at all. No glossy phrases like “make love” or “go to bed with you.” She gets right to the point. I think she’s won me over.
“Sold!! Sold to the naked guy with the painful erection in row four!!” I say in a mock auctioneer sounding voice.
“I knew you were cool,” she says, giving me a hug. “Ok, here are the rules: don’t stop for any reason, run as fast as you can, keep up with me and don’t lose me. Just follow the leader,” she says pointing to her ass.
“You sound like you’ve done this before.”
“Yeah, right,” she says.
“Now wait a minute,” I say as we start into the woods. “Are we really going to do this?” She grabs my hand and pulls me along. Yes, we’re really going to do this. We creep through the trees and sneak up on the parking lot. And there’s the school I saw from a distance when we were walking up the dirt road to the barn. It’s a parochial school with a large playground next door featuring a huge jungle gym, swings and a two-story slide built to look like a big rocketship.
As we reach the edge of the trees, I don’t know why, but for a second I feel like a kid on an imaginary “spy mission,” trying to get pictures of the new Russian M-1 rocketship. “Ok, this is the school. This is home base,” she says. “We’re gonna run through that strip mall over there.” She points to the deserted strip mall down the street. Thank god. It’s one of those old strip malls with a bunch of decrepit shops no one visits - that’ll be an easy one. “Then we run across Clayton Road right there, and over to the Taco Bell on the other side ”
“Clayton Road!” I interupt her. “Are we that far out?”
“Yeah, we’re near the intersection of Baxter and Clayton,” she says. Oh my God. I can’t believe we’re going to do this. This is a huge intersection. Two of the biggest roads in West County converge here.
“We’ll make a few loops through the Taco Bell, and then we’ll run back here.”
“Taco Bell! You were serious?!” I exclaim. “You want to run through there? It’s gonna be packed at this time of night.”
“That’s the whole point,” she says. I give this one some thought. I can’t even fathom what it’s going to be like running into a brightly lit Taco Bell with no clothes on. She presses her warm body up against me.
“And then I get my reward, right?”
“No, then I get my reward,” she says.
“We both do,” I say. She nods.
“Ok, Fuck. We need something here. We need… We can’t just start running,” I say. “I think we need some sort of team pep speech before the big event. So huddle up.” She comes in close and I grab her hands for the huddle. “Ok, this is gonna be the ‘Bare-ass Jack Daniel’s-fueled Switchback’ on five! Let’s make the coach proud! Team Naked is gonna win this one! They have clothes, we don’t and that makes us better than them!” I shout. “Ok, on Five!” I start rocking her hands up and down. She grins back at me. “One, Two, Three, Four, Five!!!!!!!!”
This is the stupidest thing I have ever done.
“WhhhooooooooOOOOOOOOOOOoooooooOoo!!!!!!” We go running across the parking lot and into the middle of West County with no clothes on. My eyes are everywhere at once. I wonder when we’ll be spotted first. “WhhhhooooOOOOooooOO!!!! WhooooOOOooooO!” The school goes by like nothing. It was nice and dark and of course closed. But now we’re in the glare of the streetlights — this is what separates the men from the boys, the clothed from the naked.
“YeahhhhhhhhhhhhhhH!!!!!!!!’ Elizabeth screams as we hit the edge of the strip mall. Now we’re in full view of Clayton Road and all of the cars driving past. I bust out laughing. There’s a old man at the light trying to make a left hand turn towards the school about twenty feet off. Up ahead, Elizabeth will be at his car in about three seconds. He hasn’t seen us yet but I’m pretty sure he’s going to have the honor of being the first person to spot the streakers.
He still hasn’t seen us yet. He’s totally immersed in looking at the light until a completely naked girl runs right past his car! The look on his face can’t quite be captured in words. He took his hands off of the wheel. He squinted as if he wasn’t seeing reality. He looked like he was in shock. And then he just started grinning from ear to ear. Then another naked person comes running by. Me. I wave to him. He gives me the thumbs up.
Traffic is beginning to stop as we’re spotted. “WhooooooOOOOooooOOoooooooooooooooooo!!!!!!!!!!!” we yell. We’re running perpendicular to the road on the sidewalk. Horns start honking. I hear people cheering and clapping out of their windows - a few wolf whistles. I can see some vague faces behind the windows of the car and every set of eyes is on us.
This is stupid. This is stupid. This is stupid!!!
Taco Bell isn’t too far up ahead. I can see their bell-shaped sign approaching. Shit, I can’t believe we’re going to do this. My adrenaline is racing out of control. But I can’t stop laughing or - “WhhhhhHOOOOOOOooOOOoOooooooooooooo!!!” In a little over twenty seconds we’ve brought the intersection of Clayton and Baxter to a standstill. People are pulling over to the shoulder to get a better view. The cheers and honking horns continue.
I see Elizabeth up ahead give some guy a high-five though the window of his car and as I angle around the car the hand is in the air again. It’s an upper class looking guy in his late fifties driving a BMW. He looks like someone’s dad. “You guys are great! You made my night!” he yells as I slap his hand and run past.
“Alright man!!” I say. “WHhoooOOOooooOooOOOOOO!!!!!!!!” I scream. Horns honk and people continue to cheer as we make the turn towards our final destination. I’ve managed to gain on Elizabeth and I’m about ten feet behind her as we race onto the driveway. The drive-through guy at the Taco Bell is going to be the first person to spot us in the restaurant.
He was starting to hand someone in a car their change back but now his mouth is wide open, his half extended hand still holding the change. I read on his face what he’s probably about to say into his drive-through headset microphone: “Incoming!! Incoming naked people, Twelve O’Clock!!!”
I can’t believe we’re doing this. The doors are only twenty feet ahead. At least two people in the restaurant have spotted us now and they’re pointing out the windows. Ohhhhhhh mannnn, here we go!!! This is it! Elizabeth is in! No turning back now. And I’m right behind her.
“WhoooOOOooooooOOOO!!!!!!!!!! WHhhhhhooooohhHHHHH!!!!!!!” we scream, running into the restaurant. People stop what they’re doing, burrito in hand - tacos still sideways in their mouths. There’s about thirty or forty people in the restaurant tonight and they all have the same look of utter amazement and shock on their faces as we come running in. For these folks it was a totally normal Wednesday night at the Taco Bell. They ordered their food. They sat down to put the hot sauce on their tacos. They put a napkin in their lap to catch all that Taco crap that always falls on you and without warning, here comes a naked guy and a naked girl running through the restaurant whooping and screaming their heads off.
Suddenly I think this is going to go badly. People are looking at us like we are completely fucking insane. I would tend to agree with them. But for the Taco Bell folks, the shock wears off pretty quick. Now I get to see what was hidden behind all those cars and windshields. These people are smiling from ear to ear. The whole restaurant erupts into cheers and laughs as we circle back through the tables and through the dining area. The entire Taco Bell crew: manager, cooks, janitor - they’re all crammed up at the front counter in their purple uniforms cheering.
I can’t stop laughing or catch my breath. Who cares I start jumping up and down and Elizabeth follows my lead, hopping around in between the tables. “WHoooooOOOOooooooohhhhhhhH!!!!!!!!! WhooooO!!! WHhhhhoooo!!!”
We’re making these people really happy. I don’t know what I expected but I didn’t expect all the smiles, cheers and laughs. But then again how often do you get to eat at a Taco Bell and have two naked people run through right? People of all ages are entertained. Except for one old woman who throws a Mexican pizza at me as I run past her table. She’s scowling, giving me this really evil look and I start to get upset about it but then I get to laughing even harder because this is a first in my life. No one has ever thrown a Mexican pizza at me when I was naked. An old lady threw a Mexican pizza at me when I was naked!
It only grazes me before hitting the floor. I get some beans on me but no big deal. I’m the naked guy! And the naked guy isn’t fazed by a little beans on his leg.
“Yeah Man, Make a run for the border!!” one guy yells as I run past his table.
“Yeah! Alright man! I will!” I scream. “WhhhhoOOOOoooOOOooo!!!!” Elizabeth is having so much fun she’s on her second pass across the restaurant - the encore performance. I can hear her giggling herself silly up ahead. People are starting to stream into the restaurant from the streets, apparently purely on the rumor of “streakers.” This is a gas.
I glance up at the staff and manager at the front counter and they’re still cheering us on but we should really get the hell out of here. I motion to Elizabeth to head for the door and I’m running past the front counter when the manager puts his hand up to stop me. My heart starts to freak out for a second but then I realize he’s still smiling. He hands me two big bags of food and claps me on the shoulder.
I think we’ve improved his sales for the night. There are twenty or thirty new people that just walked in. Elizabeth and I pause by the door, hold our bags of food in the air like trophies and bow a few times. Yeah, we’re hams. But we’re also naked. The applause are long and loud but there’s no time to stop and enjoy it. It’s time to run!
“WHHHHhhHHHHoooOOOOoooOOO!!!!!!!”
As we exit the restaurant I spot what looks like a cop car in the parking lot but as we run past, I notice it’s empty and the logo is for some home security company, probably one of our cheering fans inside. Then we’re off across the road again which is easy to do because traffic is still stopped. The cars have been watching the show through Taco Bell’s front windows. And a crowd is still standing outside their cars as we run past.
Someone slaps my ass as I run past a row of stopped cars and I glance back in time to see two high school age girls cheering as I’m running away. I throw them a thumbs up as I hit the strip mall parking lot.
Elizabeth is right ahead of me. I can still hear the cheers and horns behind us as we cut across the strip mall and into the welcome darkness of the school’s parking lot. We cut around the building and through the playground. “Up there,” she says, out of breath, pointing up at the rocketship slide.
“What?”
“Climb up there!” she says.
“Let’s get into the woods and get the fuck out of here,” I say panting.
She grabs my hand and drags me up the slide. It takes us awhile to shimmy our way up to the top, especially with the two heaping bags of Taco Bell food. But as you might remember from childhood, bare skin has a way of sticking to slides. We drop into the nose cone of the rocketship and land on top of each other gasping for breath. The floor is steel and very cold but at this point it feels really good. I rise up to look out of one of the rocketship’s portholes but she pulls me back down on top of her.
“If you want, you can ” she says.
“Hey,” I interrupt her, putting a finger to her mouth. “I know what to do from here, thanks.” And then the worst sexual tension I think I’ve felt in my entire life suddenly gets some release, and we’re on each other in an instant like like
Like two lusty streakers in the nose cone of a rocketship.
I have to admit - where sex is concerned I’d have to say that I like it noisy: yelling, screaming, laughing, moaning, singing, whistling, meowing - whatever. But you know, there’s a time and a place for it.
When your parents were in the other room you kept it quiet. When your college roommate was asleep a few feet away in that dorm room you kept it quiet. And when you’re in the nose cone of a rocketship slide on a Catholic school playground fairly close to where you just went streaking around town. You definitely keep it quiet.
She’s anything but; I can’t get her to shut up.
“Shhhhhhh C’mon,” I whisper. I’m loving this too but we gotta be quiet.” No answer. She’s lost in her own little world. Really, I only have one option here, to end it quickly. I pick up the pace and we go absolutely nuts together for about three minutes during which time she manages to be even louder than before. Finally the moment is at hand and I collapse on top of her exhausted.
She nuzzles up to my neck and I can feel her quick gasps of breath on my skin. ” ‘t worth it?” she asks.
“Huh?”
“Was it worth it?” she asks again.
“You mean the wait or the sex?” I feel her nod against my neck. “The sex was fantastic. You’re incredible. The wait? Well, I don’t think I’ve had it that bad since the 8th grade when my English teacher Ms. Toolerone started wearing those nearly see-through blouses.” She giggles quietly.
“You know, there’s something I’ve wanted to say to you all night,” I say.
“What?” she asks, brushing a few curls out of my eyes.
I try to remember the pronunciation. “Mi pe a est la pe a del fuego ” I manage to get out in a pretty close approximation of the Spanish phrase Farmer Tim taught me earlier. I guess I expected her to swoon or give me a cute look or something. But she starts laughing hysterically.
“Shhhhhhhhhhh!!!!!! Quiet, be quiet!” I say.
“Do you have any idea what you just said?” she manages to get out between bursts of laughter.
“Yeah, but shhhhh,” I whisper. “We have to be quiet.”
“You just said ‘My penis is the penis of fire,’” she says. We both roar with laughter.
“Shhhhhhhhh!!!!!!!” I say finally, putting my hand to her lips again. She punches me.
“Ow!!” I exclaim.
“That’s what you said,” she whispers, poking me in the ribs.
“Farmer Tim said it meant something like ‘your eyes set me on fire.’ But I guess it works anyway. I do have a penis of fire,’” I point out.
“No, no, no,” she whispers. “Eyes - that would be ” She stops to listen.
“Did you hear that?” I ask. “I think I just heard a car on the parking lot.” We both hold still and listen, and then I hear another noise - sounds like a radio or something. I start to rise up to look out of the portal when I hear the voice come crackling over a loud speaker.
“Alright you two. Come out of the spaceship!” I peek out the window out just in time to get a face full of cop car spotlight and duck back down quickly. My heart kicks up into 5th gear and suddenly my head is back on the Adrenaline diet again. ‘Come out of the spaceship!’ he said. Ordinarily this would be fucking hysterical except we’re naked, cornered and about to get busted for streaking.
Alright. Think We can get out of this. If there’s one thing I have faith in it’s in my own luck. I have a tremendous amount of it - I really do. Not the kind mind you, that wins you the lottery or helps you gamble or gets you dates. I have the sort of luck that saves my ass when the odds are against me. I like to call it “crucial luck.” Put me in a situation like this and I instantly know what to do. It’s like I was born knowing. Maybe I was a criminal or prison escapee in a past life or something. I don’t know, your guess is as good as mine.
“Bet you never thought we’d be going home in a cop car tonight did you?” she asks, grinning.
“We’re not going home in a cop car,” I say calmly.
“What do you mean?” she asks.
“There’s only one car out there and one patrolman. The woods are about twenty feet to the right of the slide. And he’s twenty feet to the left on the parking lot with his flashlight out.”
“We’re gonna run for it?” she asks.
I nod.
“You’re too fucking cool,” she says. “I had to push you to streak with me and now you’re suggesting we should run from the police.”
“Hey,” I whisper. “Streaking is one thing but I don’t really look forward to my name in lights in the newspaper article tomorrow morning about the streakers being caught having sex on the Catholic school playground. Know what I mean? Now we have to move fast here because this is the suburbs and he’s probably called this in which means that one - if not two bored Chesterfield cops are probably on their way to join in the fun. So get yourself into a crouch and when I give you the signal we’re gonna make a run down that slide.”
“Ok.” She nods.
“Don’t slide, don’t jump,” I say. “Just run right down to the bottom and work up some speed. He’s knows we’re up here but he probably isn’t expecting us to come running down the slide. And chances are he doesn’t know we’re completely naked either. So that should distract him for all the time we need to hit the woods.”
“Come on out!” we hear on the loudspeaker. “I’m not coming up there after you!”
I make eye contact with her again. “He’s gonna chase us.”
“How do you know?” she asks.
“Because you can hear it in his voice. He’s one of those self righteous cops.”
“Is there any other kind?” she asks.
“Yeah, there’s the lazy kind that rely on helicopters with search spotlights but I don’t think he’s the type,” I say. “So here’s what we’re gonna do. When you hit the bottom of the slide run for the woods but cut off to the right, ok? I’m heading the opposite direction - off to the left. He’ll chase one of us but at the very least, the other will get away.”
“We’re going to split up?” she asks.
“Yeup.”
She gives me the thumbs up.
“Ok, Team Naked on three .” I whisper into her ear, and she nods. “One, Two Three!!!”
This is the second stupidest thing I’ve ever done in my life. And the first was earlier this evening.
We bolt down the slide and Team Naked is back in the game again. “WhhhhhhOoooooOOOoooooooooooooO!!!!!!!!!!!!!” I yell, plummeting downwards, my feet hitting the sand at the bottom of the slide. Elizabeth is ahead of me. She’s already darting for the woods off to the right just like we planned. I make a mad dash to the left, nearly running right past the stunned patrolman. I make eye contact as I run past and he has a dumbfounded look on his face. Yeah, I called it pretty well. He didn’t see that one coming. He’s just standing there thinking “naked people?” But unfortunately it’s only going to be a few seconds before he’s thinking, “Chase them! get ‘em for resisting arrest and indecent exposure.”
I hear him yell something from behind as I dive into the woods. In my adrenaline filled mind he says, “Stop or I’ll shoot” but whatever logic I still possess manages to explain that away pretty quickly. Like he’s really going to shoot a naked and obviously unarmed suspect. I dart through the woods, spinning around trees here and there. I think I’m going the right direction but I’m not sure. I run a few hundred feet before I look back. And here he comes! He’s chasing me!
I start laughing. This is absolutely the most ridiculous moment of my life. I’m completely naked and running from a policeman! And he’s chasing a naked man! I wonder if the absurdity of this has crossed his mind yet too? I can see his flashlight bouncing through the woods behind me and hear him on his radio calling in the pursuit. What’s with this guy? He had a chance to chase a naked guy or a naked girl and he chooses the guy. Of course, I’m flattered that he chose me, but you know, you could draw some pretty disturbing conclusions here if you were so inclined. Bring out the gimp Zed.
I’ve been laughing my ass off as I run through the woods but now I shut up. I’m only giving away my position. I loop left, then right and then here’s a big creek coming up ahead. I pick up speed, accelerating for I don’t know what. Am I going to try to jump this thing? Without thinking, I make a heroic jump from the edge of the creek, grabbing hold of a hanging branch in midair to get a little extra distance, and for a few moments I’m airborne, rocketing over the creek with the confidence of a stuntman. I land in a crouch with perfect grace on the opposing bank. Man, normally I’m not a braggart, but that was pro-style! Absolutely pro-style!
But no time to marvel at my Evel Knieval feat. I need more distance between me and that flashlight beam. I need to get deeper into the woods where the street lights don’t make my white running body glow like a beacon. Then I think I can lose him. Finally I get some running room. The trees are starting to thin up ahead so I run my ass off for like five minutes before I even think to glance back. And when I finally do, he’s gone! The creek must have stopped him. Yes! Score one for Team Naked! I’ve escaped!
I slide down a hill and run across an open clearing. This might be one of the clearings we stopped in earlier but I have no idea. There’s no sign of Elizabeth anywhere. But the adrenaline keeps me hearing her. From time to time I feel like I can almost hear her laughing on the wind. Time to slow down, settle down and catch my breath.
The landscape is looking a little different than it did earlier. But then again, I wasn’t really paying too much attention on the way here. I’ve run for about a half an hour making an effort to keep running in one uniform direction so at the very least I might reach some part of civilization. After all, how far can you run in West County before you run right into someone’s condo, a strip mall or a subdvision with “Farms” in the name? And apparently this logic has payed off because I can see street lights up ahead through the trees. It must be a subdivision.
Now I couldn’t have missed this on my way here, could I? The streetlights are totally bright through the trees. I must be lost.
I creep through the trees for a better look. Maybe I can spot a street sign or something. The edge of the woods gives way to a hill that overlooks a huge sprawling subdivision. From here I can see hundreds of homes and scores of two-lane streets that probably have names like “Lil’ Ponyride Lane” and “Wheat Field Way.” But the best part is that from this hilltop vantage point I can see all the way to Baxter Road. Sweet! Now I have my bearings. I’m pretty proud of myself. Tonight I got laid. I streaked. I eluded the police. I made a heroic jump across a creek, I navigated through the pseudo-wilderness of Chesterfield and
Are those clothes hanging out to dry behind that house? Yes! This is way too good to be true.
I step out of the woods and into a backyard but then I hear a screen door open and a porch light flips on. I duck back into the darkness just in time. A little girl comes trotting out onto one of the houses’ back porches to let the dog out. I watch quietly from the trees as she kicks at bugs on the screen door, waiting for her dog to do his business and after what seems like an eternity, she finally lets him back into the house, the door closes and the back porch light goes off.
Time for action. I hum the Mission Impossible theme as I loop in and out of trees, avoiding patches of light, and heading for the clothesline. My heart jumps every couple of seconds, startled by the zap of a bug-zapper or some other suburban sound. But I imagine most people have gone to bed by now. It must be fairly late. Finally I duck behind a shed mere feet from the clothesline and check out the available garments in this late night yard sale.
Someone really has to be looking out for me here. In the age of washers and dryers who leaves their clothes out to dry on the line anymore? No one. But I guess if you live in a subdivision named after a farm you might be more inclined to return to the wonderfully quaint days of Little House on the Prairie and string your bloomers and britches across the backyard to the delight of your neighbors. I start trying things on.
What do we have here? Lots of children’s clothes. Pass. A few dresses. Pass. Some jeans. I try them on but they don’t even come close to fitting. And then I spot some old faded overalls. And they fit! They’re huge and they probably belong to a guy named “Big Larry” but they’ll have to suffice. The legs are too long and drag the ground but I roll them up countryboy-style. And now I look like Huckleberry Finn. But at least I don’t look like a naked guy.
I start to walk up towards the front yard when the guilt hits me. I’m stealing someone’s clothes. It’s only a ratty pair of overalls but “Big Larry” probably loves them. I can’t believe I’m doing this but I walk back to the clothesline, grab a stick off the ground and dig into some bare earth in front of the shed. “SORRY. AM NAKED,” I write in big bold letters in the dirt. “WILL BRING BACK LATER. PEACE AND LOVE!”
The last part I add on a whim. Maybe they’ll think some hippie stole their clothes. And that’s exactly what I look like skipping down the sidewalk in the glow of the street lights - a twenty nine year old barefoot hippie wearing a ratty old pair of baggy overalls and a big old grin. I grab a long piece of grass out of someone’s yard, stick it in the side of my mouth and head off in the direction of Baxter Road. As I walk along, somehow I get started singing Steve Millers’ “The Joker.” I guess for some strange reason it just seems kind of appropriate right now.
“Some people call me the space cowboy, yeah Some call me the gangster of love,” I sing. “Some people call me Maurice. Cause I speak of the pompitous of love.”
I sang it all the way back to the barn, which turned out to be dark and empty and lacking that rendezvous I had expected. I sang it while I waited for Elizabeth. And after waiting like forty-five minutes she didn’t appear. I knew she hadn’t beat me back there because her clothes were still hanging on the fence and Bogart was just standing there with this pissed look on his face like, “You fuckers left me out half the night! What kind of irresponsible idiots are you?”
I got dressed. I put Bogart back into his stall. I hung around forever. But still no Elizabeth. Finally I wrote her a note in the dirt next to her clothes and headed on back to the party.
Steve answered the door in his underwear, not panties but the white saggy kind I described earlier when I had that word choice dilemma. “Ahhh, Steve. I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to wake you up.”
“Wake me up?” he roars. “Shit man, we’re still partying. We’re just playing strip poker and I’m losing.” He lets out a belly-laugh.
“Elizabeth isn’t here is she?” I ask.
“No, you mean she’s not with you?” he asks.
I chuckle. “Steve man, that’s kind of a long story.”
He grabs me by the shoulder and drags me in. “It’s always a long story with her,” he says. “Didn’t your friend warn you about that when he set you two up?”
“Umm, no. Funny you should say that though. Randall isn’t very good with warnings.”
Steve ended up taking me home. I watched their strip poker game for awhile. I watched a few of the MTV House of Style girls start losing really badly and become naked MTV House of Style girls. But to be honest, it was kind of anticlimactic. When you streak through a Taco Bell pretty much anything that can happen after that is only a minor detail of the story.
One of them had really nice small tits though, with these perky little . Alright, I’ll shut up.
But anyway, Elizabeth never reappeared and her Porsche was still parked down the street when Steve offered to give me a ride home.
“So what happened?” Steve says grinning as we climb into his pickup truck.
“Fuck man. You don’t want to know.”
“Did she give you a blowjob in a McDonalds or something?” he asks.
“Heh. No, why?”
“She’s notorious for that. I remember I set her up with my friend Marcus one time and she was giving him one at an all-night Steak and Shake. I mean, right out there where people could see. Marcus told it like, ‘Hey, I wasn’t gonna argue with her if that’s what she wanted to do.’ But the waitress called the cops and they got arrested.”
“Jesus. Well, that goes a little way towards explaining this evening.”
“What’d she do to you?” he says chuckling. He turns KSHE-95, on the local classic rock station and a CCR song comes on.
“Well, I did get a blowjob at one point. But that led up to us streaking through the intersection of Baxter and Clayton and then through a fucking Taco Bell.”
Steve explodes in laughter. I can’t help but laughing along. I guess it is pretty funny.
“No way, you guys ran into a Taco Bell naked?!! No way! That’s classic!” He continues to laugh for about a minute or so. I’m beginning to feel pretty stupid. “So what happened? What did the people do?”
“I never would have guessed but they we’re all smiles. They loved us. The Taco Bell Manager even gave us free food but I had to ditch it when the police showed up.”
“What happened with the police? Did Elizabeth get arrested and you got away or something?”
“We ran to that Catholic school near there, and we hid in the rocketship slide and ended up getting it on in the nose cone of the thing. And then she wouldn’t shut up - she was screaming her head off while we had sex and then a cop showed up and he’s like, ‘Come out of the spaceship.’” I mimic the cops voice on the loudspeaker, trying to emulate just how silly it sounded for him to be ordering us out of “the spaceship.”
Steve laughs.
“I wasn’t about to get caught so I talked her into running and we decided to split up, you know, increase out chances of escaping. So we go running and it’s just one cop and he chased me not her. But I guess she either ran the wrong way or another car showed up or something. I feel bad for her. I got away and she didn’t. I’m kind of worried.”
“You ever been arrested?” he asks.
“Yeah. Once in college I got arrested for disorderly conduct at a street fair,” I say. “But that was painless. It was the college police station and it never even went on my record. I was out in less than a hour.”
“Well I’ve known her for years, my friend,” Steve says. “And she’s been arrested for everything in the book. Her father’s lawyers can’t seem to get her out before she’s back in for something else. So don’t feel too bad about this.”
“No way! Like what?”
Steve laughs. “Like you name it. All misdemeanors. Shoplifting is one of her favorites.”
“Shoplifting! What the fuck? Her father’s loaded! Why would she shoplift?”
“Because she’s nuts man. I love her to death. Don’t hear me wrong, she’s a blast to hang out with and she’s a gorgeous girl. But she’s nuts. Be warned.”
“What else? What else has she been arrested for?” I ask.
“Uhh, let’s see,” he says. “Indecent exposure on multiple occasions. One time she went streaking at a Rams football game with ‘Put Stevie in the game fuckers!’ painted on her back. What else? I forget what you call it but she’s been arrested for peeing in public. She got arrested at the Horde festival last year after she nearly started a riot. She started dumping Kool-Aid on people’s heads when she couldn’t see and they wouldn’t sit down. I could go on and on,” he says. “I think mostly she does it to piss off her mother and father.”
“Must work pretty well,” I say.
“Yeah. From what I understand it does.” He turns onto the highway. His pickup truck struggles to shift gears and gain speed as he creeps onto the onramp.
“So what’s she like in the sack man?” Steve asks suddenly.
“She’s something else man. She really is.” I grin.
“Really?” he asks, raising an eyebrow.
“Yeah.”
“So give me all the details my brother,” he says.
“Geez-whiz, shucks Steve. You know gentlemen never talk.”
“Were not fucking gentlemen,” he roars. I don’t know why I just noticed this but Steve’s not wearing any pants. He put on a shirt before we left but he’s still wearing his saggy white underwear. The weirdo is driving me home without any pants on.
“Well let’s see. For starters, in the blowjob department she’s fantastic,” I say. “It was all I could do to keep control and not end things too quickly. And she has a fantastic body, I couldn’t hardly even look at her while we were having sex because ”
“I know that man, I’ve seen her body,” he says. “Like I said, she’s always running around naked.”
“Oh, hmmm. Well, what else? She makes a ton of fucking noise. More than I’ve ever heard any girl make before.”
“What’d she sound like?”
I start laughing. “I’m not going to imitate her for you Steve if that’s what you’re getting at here.”
He starts laughing, pounding his fist on the steering wheel.
“She sounded like, sort of, well she was out of control. It sounded like she was just lost in herself. She’d be moaning, and laughing and crying and gasping for air - all at the same time. It was really kind of cool to listen to.”
“Awesome man,” he says with reverence. “What else? What else?” he says like a little kid.
“I dunno man, we didn’t go at it that long. I kind of had to end it quickly because she wouldn’t shut up and I thought someone would hear us and bring the cops down on us. And that’s probably exactly what happened.”
“So you both ejected in the rocket?” he says laughing. I’m getting a glimpse of Steve’s football locker room humor here.
“I guess you could say that,” I say. Why do you want to know so much about her anyway? You’ve known her longer than me.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” he says. “I’ve known her for years and man, there have been so many times I could have hooked up with her, believe me. And I’m not smart with women, man. Not at all. But with her, somehow I always knew I’d be opening a whole Pandora’s Box of trouble if I so much as peaked under the lid.”
“From what you’ve told me, it sounds like you’d be opening up a whole case of Pandora’s Boxes,” I say.
“I suppose,” he says. “I guess I just wanted to know what was in the box without opening it.”
“You can’t do that, Steve,” I say. “I’ve tried but unfortunately it doesn’t work that way.”
“Yeah, I guess not,” he says, getting off at the Brentwood exit.
I woke some time around sunrise after having slept only three or four hours. It had been a totally sweaty, delirious sleep filled with chaotic dreams of burglary, Bacon-bits and Larry Hagman from the old television show “Dallas.” Ms. Birdstall was of course involved as well.
I attempt to sit up but my stomach muscles are a whole mess of pain. I actually have to use my arms to push myself up in bed. It was really kind of pathetic. I hop out of bed and make a dash for the bathroom but my legs are apparently kept drinking after I went to bed last night. Instead of carrying me to the bathroom, they careen out of control and send me straight into the bedroom wall. WHAM! I slide cartoon-style to the floor. I think this is their way of saying, “Don’t even think about becoming a runner alright?”
My neighbors probably loved the loud crash into the wall. I nearly put my head through the drywall I hit it so hard. And if that wasn’t enough for them, they must have really enjoyed the loud scraping, shuffling noise that went on for the next ten minutes or so. That was me using the wall as a guide to make it back and forth from the bathroom. I took some Aleve and struggled back to bed for some more delirious sleep. “Sorry about that,” I say to the dream Elizabeth. “I had to use the john. Now what’s this shit about your Dad being Larry Hagman and where’s my TV, stereo and microwave? Someone robbed my apartment!” I’m back in the same damn dream again.
“You want some Bacon-bits?” the dream Elizabeth asks. “They’re better than butter.”
“Sure, why not,” I say, taking the glass jar of reddish-gray crumbs from her and pouring a handful.
The phone wakes me up again a few hours later and my eyes struggle to adjust to the bright sunlight streaming in the windows. I don’t even need to look at the caller ID because I just spotted the time on the alarm clock. 10:00 AM Thursday morning. Work started at 9. Where the hell are you?
“Hello?” I ask, sounding like I’m ninety years old.
“Craig?” Tim says.
“Yeah,” I grumble, clearing my throat.
“Where the hell are you? Aren’t you coming in today?” he asks.
“No, not even close, man. Can you tell them I’m sick?”
“You weren’t stupid enough to go out with Sarah after happy hour last night were you?” he asks.
“No, I was stupid enough to go out on a date with this twenty-one year old and we got plowed and went streaking through West County and I’ve only been asleep for about three or four hours.”
“Streaking?” he asks.
“Yeah.”
“Is she there now?” he asks.
“No, I think she got arrested,” I say.
“What?!”
“Listen man.” I yawn. “Maybe we can go out for drinks after you get off work and I’ll explain then. I suspect I’m going to need the hair of the dog in a big way.”
“No c’mon, tell me now,” he pleads. “What’s this business about streaking and getting arrested? Have you gone completely nutso or what?”
“Tim you’re just gonna have to wait ’till tonight. I couldn’t even do the story any justice right now,” I say. “I need a few more hours sleep to get some perspective on the whole fucking mess.”
“Well we aren’t going out to happy hour tonight because Jonathan Richman is playing in Bloomington, you remember you idiot?” he says.
I start to drift off again “Is Larry Hagman going to be there?” I ask.
“Huh, what the hell are you talking about?” he asks.
“Oh. Uh, never mind. I’m falling asleep again,” I say. “I think that was part of a dream.”
“So you going tonight or not?” he asks.
“Sure, Of course I’ll go. We can’t miss Jonathan.” I reach up and grab the pull string for the window shade and it comes crashing down, filling my bedroom with darkness again.
“Alright, well, go back to sleep you shithead,” he says. “But be ready at four because it takes like three and a half hours to get to Bloomington and the show is characteristically Richman-early. Doors open at seven. Talk to you later ” I hang up the phone and literally drop back into bed. I position my pillows and blankets just right until I’ve made myself a little nest. Sleep is always so much more wonderful when you’re skipping work.
In fact, it’s not just wonderful. It’s a little slice of heaven.
It’s the phone again. The phone is my enemy. It wont allow me to sleep. How long have I been asleep? This time I check out the caller ID before grabbing it.
- BIRDSTALL, EDWARD F. -
Shit. I hope it’s her and not her Dad looking for her. I pick it up.
“Hey, it’s me.” It’s Elizabeth.
“Good, cause I don’t know what I would have said to ‘Edward F,’” I say. “Maybe something like, ‘Hey Ed! I went streaking with your daughter last night but sorry, I don’t really have a clue what happened to her after the police started chasing us.’”
She laughs. “Probably wouldn’t make him any angrier,” she says. “He was up half the night calling the lawyers and important friends around town trying to get the charges dropped.”
“You got arrested?” I ask.
“Yeah,” she giggles.
“Oh Elizabeth, I’m so sorry. I feel really bad about this.. I mean, I got away,” I say.
“Yeah, so I heard,” she says. “According to that patrolman you ran like a man possessed. They kept trying to get me to tell them who you were but you lucked out, I told them you were some guy named Frank that I’d met at the party. I told ‘em you lived in Fenton and for some reason they just gave up at that point. I guess there are a lot of Frank’s in Fenton.”
“Yeah, except when there’s a truck and tractor pull, WWF event or when Meatloaf comes in concert,” I say. “Because then all the Franks are downtown and town is empty. But anyway, what happened to you?”
“Oh,” she say. “I cut to the right and I was nearly over this creek when the cops came running from all directions. I think we missed another car, that or the backup got there really fast.”
“So what’d they do?” I ask.
“I think they were pretty happy to see me even if I was resisting arrest.” She giggles. “They all had big leering smiles on their face and they didn’t seem to be in any hurry to give me anything to cover up with. But all in all, it wasn’t too bad,” she says. “The cops were in a pretty good mood and I’ve never been arrested before.”
“So how long were you in jail?” I ask. “I waited and waited for you and then Steve gave me a ride home.” I roll over and idly play with the books on my headboard as I talk to her.
“My dad had me out by six this morning,” she says. “I was only in jail for about an hour or so and they ended up having to drop all the charges. I’m not too sure how my daddy pulled that one off but he did. Oh yeah, thanks for letting Bogart in from the pasture. I found him in his stall this morning when I went back to get my clothes and stuff.”
“No problem,” I say. “Did you see my note in the dirt?”
“No, was it a love note?” She giggles.
“No, sorry. I just wanted to let you know I’d been there and was heading back to Steve’s in case you were lost,” I say.
“So how do you feel?” she says.
“Like someone spent a few hours beating the shit out of me. I’m all scratched up and bruised.”
“I have a tendency to do that to people,” she says.
“You sure do,” I say.
“Hold on a second I’ll be off in a second!” she yells at someone in the background. “I gotta get off the phone.”
“Ok, Well maybe when I recover we can go out again?” I ask.
“Yeah, I think I’d like that,” she says. “I can probably fit you into my schedule at some point.”
“Hey, while I’m thinking about it, give me your number. I have Edward’s phone number here on the Caller ID but I don’t have your home number.’”
“Sure, it’s 555-5726,” she says. I write her number on a bill that’s laying on my nightstand and repeat it back to her.
“Yeah, that’s it. By the way, Have you called in to talk to Girlfriend-Express yet?” she asks.
“No, I think I’ll call them tomorrow or something,” I say. “I’m really exhausted.”
“I left them a message to let them know everything went great,” she says. “Pretty weird that they weren’t there at twelve in the afternoon.”
“Maybe they were out to lunch or something,” I point out.
“Well listen, give me a call soon,” she says. “I gotta go home and catch some Z’s. I haven’t been to sleep yet.”
“Yeah. Get some sleep,” I say.
“I had a great time Craig,” she says softly.
“Bye bye.”
I hang up the phone and roll onto my back. So the bombshell wants to go out with me again. She’s not really my type. But what is my type anyway? I fall asleep again trying to figure that one out.
“Ok, let me get this straight,” he says. “You stole some clothes and went back to Steve’s, the Rams football player that apparently still lives with his parents.” Tim picked me up at four or so. I jumped in the shower really quick, threw on some clothes and donned some sunglasses before we commenced the road trip to Bloomington, Illinois to catch the great Jonathan Richman in concert. “And they were playing strip poker but you didn’t join in because you’d already done your time that night with no clothes on. And then when Elizabeth didn’t show up you just went home? You didn’t call the police and try to get her out or anything?” He glances over at me. He slots a CD into his car’s player and before long some Modern Lovers fills the car.
“He didn’t live with his parents. He lives in Webster Groves not too far from my pad in fact,” I say. “He was house-sitting for his parents.”
“So why didn’t this Steve guy try to get her out of jail?” he asks.
“Because he’s known her for years and apparently she gets arrested all the time, which according to him, is really no big deal because her father is loaded and he gets her out.”
“Why’s that? Is she a crook or something? You dating Al Capone’s daughter, Craig?” I reiterate the stories Steve told me the night before.
“Jesus man, she sounds like a complete nut,” he says when I’ve finished.
We pass the last Missouri exit on Highway-40 and head out over the bridge that crosses the Mississippi River. The St. Louis Arch looms up out of the skyline, its shadow casting a bizarre shadow over the water. I’ve been up in that thing so many times, on field trips throughout my childhood and when people were in town and wanted to do the sightseeing thing.
I remember seeing the band Camper Van Beethoven in town once, and in-between songs the singer David Lowery was like, “So you guys have this Arch thing right? And I know you’re used to it and all.” Then he left a long dramatic pause, smiled at the audience and said, “But don’t you think it’s kind of creepy??” He was right. They call it the “Gateway to the West.” Its supposed to be the symbol of the United States’ westward expansion - one of the nation’s tallest landmarks. But ito me it looks like a giant tombstone. Draw your own conclusions.
We cross over onto the Illinois side of the river - East St. Louis and continue onto Highway 55. “So what’re you gonna do? You gonna ask her out again?” Tim asks.
“How far of a drive do we have to Bloomington?” I ask, ignoring his question.
“About three hours. So get settled in.”
Tim has the Modern Lovers on again as we pull of the highway into Bloomington, Illinios. I finished my soda a few miles ago and I’m determined not to let him stop me from singing along to Jonathan’s songs in my horrible voice. But by the time “I’m Straight” comes on I’ve managed to get Tim singing along too.
“I called this number three times already today
But I, I got scared, I put It back in place,
I put my phone back in place.
I still don’t know if I should have called up.
Look, just tell me why don’t ya if I’m out of place.
‘Cause here’s your chance to make me feel awkward
And wish that I had never even called up this place.
I saw you though today walk by with hippie Johnny.
I had to call up and say how I want to take his place.”
I’m half tempted to sneak a few stanza’s of Sammy Hagar’s “I Can’t Drive 55″ into the song just to rile Tim but I decide not to. He’s been a real sport about putting up with my manic outbursts over the past three hours. “I wonder if he’s gonna have a band tonight?” I ask.
“I dunno,” Tim says. “I haven’t read any reviews of the tour. But it’ll be Jonathan either way.”
“You know how to get to this place?”
“Yeah, he’s playing at the Hut,” he says.
“Where’s that?”
“It used to be Bernies’ Basement before that shut down a few years ago.”
“Oh, ok. Yeah, I think I remember that place,” I say. “It’s near the campus right?” He nods. We’re turning onto the main drag through the college town passing by Frat Houses and sororities and the same sort of college crash pads I used to live in. The scenery sure brings back a lot of memories of my own college days. Kids lounge on couches in the front yards, drinking beers on a Thursday night. Man, those were the days. I stressed out so bad in college. I really did. I totally freaked out about papers and grades and classes, but watching all of these kids having fun on a Thursday night, I remember how easy I had it then.
College is hard. Real life is so much harder.
Someone should drive that into the head of every college freshman, tell them to drink and fuck and make a ton of friends. And, of course, work hard at getting good grades, but don’t let that consume you. Maybe if I ever become a famous writer or something, someone will give me a shot at giving one of those hokey commencement speechs at graduation.
“Hey, I’ll cover gas tonight. You just cover my drinks, ok?” Tim asks, interupting my reverie.
“Sure, no problem,” I say. This should work out in my favor unless Tim’s going to drink like a college student. Drinks cost next to nothing in a college town; Anyone who’s ever been off to school knows that. “Here we are,” he says pulling into an Italian restaurant’s parking lot and dropping into one of the empty spaces.
“I thought you said we weren’t stopping,” I say.
“We’re not stopping. This is the final destination, the Hut.” He shuts the car off. I glance into the Italian restaurant. Families are dining on pasta and cheese garlic bread. I look around and spot the sign sitting just off the road. Pasta Hut.
“He’s gonna play at an Italian restaurant?!” I ask.
“No, the Hut is in the basement. It’s a basement bar. Remember? It used to be called Bernie’s basement bar?”
“Yeah, but I don’t remember it being an Italian restaurant,” I say.
“No, you’re right. Back then the upstairs bar was called Lillies’. Remember, you had to go past all those bikers that hung out there just to use the bathroom?” he asks.
“Oh yeah!” I notice a line of people forming inside the restaurant. This must be the place. We shamble out of the car and head inside. Only with the extreme tolerance of a college town can a place like this exist. Families are seated at tables, eating their spaghetti and garlic bread and a huge line of concert-goers twists and turns through the whole restaurant and heads down a flight of stairs into the darkness of the downstairs bar. Music ripples up from down below.
We take our places at the back of the line and it isn’t long before a guy in front of us turns around to check us out. Apparently where Jonathan Richman fans are concerned, everyone’s curious to see what other hipsters have made the trip to see the rock genius no one else is supposed to know about. I guess that’s sort of important where being hip is concerned, knowing about artists and movies and books that no one else does. Personally, I could care less. I don’t wear the hipster clothes: the dark, muted colors, the Sebadoh T-shirt, the work boots, or the stylishly geeky glasses.
What’s the point? If I want to listen to Abba and Al Green and Sly and the Family Stone then I’ll do so and just forget about the judgments of the sort of people standing directly in front of us in line. Being cool is too much work and where are the rewards? I never have figured that one out. The guy in front of us with a goatee and a pensive look on his face brushes a stray ash from his carefully dirty gas station jacket and takes a poised drag from his cigarette. He even has the biker chain wallet. Really, I think people give hipsters an undue amount of credit. I you ask me, someone should give them more shit and that’s exactly what I do at every opportunity.
I nudge Tim and nod towards Mr. Goatee and after a few seconds, he catches on. “Hey Tim, I’m kind of looking forward to Jonathan man. I hope he plays all of his hits like ‘Roadrunner’ and ‘Pablo Picasso,’” I say loudly. “I love it when they play those on the Edge 105. Those are some rocking tunes. I like him almost as much as The Mighty Mighty Bosstones.” I notice the hipster in front of us overhearing me as I say this but that’s the whole point. “He kind of reminds me of the Counting Crows, or the Wallflowers or something,” I say, making sure to name the sort of mainstream bands that have a tendency to horrify hipsters.
Tim’s jumps right into the game. “Yeah, that’s all I’ve been listening to lately. The new Jonathan Richman and Madonna’s new one. She just had that baby and took voice lessons and she sounds fabulous.” The hipster in front of us snuffs out his cigarette on the wall, clearly disgusted at our remarks, and Tim and I start snickering. Oh it’s so horrible when the masses find out about your little pet band!
I survey the crowd standing in line as we wind through the tables of dining families: lots of college kids, lots a hipsters in their thrift store clothing and carefully chosen attire. And then there’s a few ordinary guys like Tim and me sprinkled into the line here and there.
“I’m gonna grab us some beers for the wait,” I say, motioning to the carry-out counter. I weave my way through the tables of dining families.
“Sir, can I help you?” the girl at the counter says.
I laugh. “You can help me but you have to drop the ’sir’ part,” I say.
She blushes. “Well I didn’t mean. I guess I was just being polite.”
“It’s no problem.” I chuckle. “So what beers do you have?” I can see them lined up near the ceiling but for some reason I’m feeling flirty. I want to hear her read them off. She stares up at the ceiling trying to remember them all but doesn’t turn around and look at the bottles.
“We have Bud, Bud Light, Miller, Miller Genuine Draft, Molson, Becks, Fosters, Guinness, Samuel Adams, some kind of Double Bock, uh Corona, Rolling Rock, Dos Equis, and uh, Samual Smith’s Taddy Porter.”
I’ve been watching the beers over her head just for the fun of it. She named every one. “Is the Guinness draft or bottles?” I ask.
“Bottles,” she says.
“Is the Fosters in an oil can?”
“An Oil can?” She shrugs.
“You know, it’s an oversized can, like the ones you used to have to punch a funnel into and pour into your car?” I ask.
“Oh yeah, we have those,” she says. “I guess I’ve never heard them called that.”
“Great, give me two of them. One for me, and one for the other sir over there,” I say pointing to Tim. Tim waves from across the room. She grins. I can’t believe I’m standing here flirting with this girl. She can’t be over eighteen or so. She reaches down into an ice cooler and hefts two huge blue cans up onto the counter. I hand her the cash and while she’s getting my change I continue to flirt. What the hell am I doing? “So you gonna be downstairs later for Jonathan?”
Th girl looks at the floor sheepishly as she hands my change back. “I don’t know. Maybe if I get off early enough.”
“Well, I’ll see you later, huh? You really should catch the show. He’s gonna be great.”
“Yeah, I know,” she says. “I met him earlier. He’s a really nice guy in person.” I want to ask her all about him. I want to go back to her dorm room and play Spin the Bottle for a few hours but I glance behind me and the group of guys in line are starting to give me dirty looks.
“Thanks.” I gather up the frosty cans and wander back to the line. It’s moving pretty fast now, Tim is almost to the stairs.
“Man, what tha ” he says, as I hand him a beer. “We’re you over there flirting with that little girl?”
I smirk. “Well, yeah. I guess I was. I don’t know what got into me.”
“What was your goal there? Were you gonna ask for her phone number?” he asks. “She can’t be over seventeen or so. She’s a high school senior if she’s a freshman.”
“No, I don’t think so. But it’s always good to get the practice,” I say.
“Practice?” he asks incredulously.
“You know, practice - in conversation. It’s difficult to get things going with someone you don’t know.”
“What do you mean?” he asks.
“Think about it,” I say. “You have absolutely nothing to talk to them about except your surroundings because you have no idea what kind of person they are, so you make small talk and try to figure out something you have in common with them as quickly as possible.”
Tim gives me a blank stare.
“Like you notice she has a biker wallet and you say, ‘Oh yeah, you like biker wallets too? So do I. I just left mine at home because it’s at the leather shop getting refurbished,” I say. The hipster in front of us glances back to see if I’m talking about him. He probably thought the comment was directed at him. “Sorry man, I didn’t mean your biker wallet.”
He hurriedly jumps back into a conversation with his hipster friends, clearly uncomfortable by my focusing on a single element of his style. Hipster style, after all, isn’t meant to be a collection of elements. It’s meant to be “cool” without being an obvious effort. But it is an effort, that’s the whole scam. As we descend the stairs, I notice that the basement bar has a peculiar smell to it. I guess it smells kind of damp, musty and dusty like anyone’s cement-walled basement but this one is also filled with the heavy odor of cigarette smoke, air freshener and stale beer. As we near the bottom of the stairs the bouncers are putting wristbands on the over-21 crowd, checking Ids and collecting a mere $7 dollars for the show. Jonathan never charges much.
“Hey, check this out!” Tim nudges me. Hundreds of sliced up fake IDs fill a picture frame on the brick wall at our side, and underneath this unusual piece are the words: ‘Don’t even try it. We know you’re not twenty-one.’ I start laughing. Some of them are really hilarious, obviously shot against some college dorm room backdrop that some kid painted up. The kids in the ID pictures look nervous and downright underage. What kind of naive kid would think an ID like this was going to get them past the door?
“Whoah, look at this kid,” I say. The dumb look on the kid’s face is a testament to his young age. He has a raging case of acne, and it’s fairly obvious that he’s standing in from of an enlarged, poster-sized replica of an Illinois drivers license. And the makers of this ID were real pros.
“Look at this one!” Tim points. “You can see the edge of the original picture behind this kid’s head. Look, there’s an earing! I think it’s a woman.”
The door guy asks for my Id and I snicker. This is really kind of a novelty. After all, what are the chances that I’m under twenty-one? We get our wristbands and dig through the smoky crowd trying to get close to the stage. This place is really a trip. Literally, it’s like being in someone’s basement. The rafters are only a few feet above our heads and someone has randomly strung miniature Christmas lights over the pipes and across the walls. All that’s missing are the black lights and the Led Zeppelin black-light posters.
Band flyers and stickers are caked all over the bar, the walls, the ceiling and the tables, layer after layer, one flyer obscuring about twenty others. The bar spans one entire wall of the basement and behind it, dour looking bartenders and waitresses run around frantically trying to serve the crowd on hand. They trip over each other grabbing for bottles and trying to make drinks in the darkness. The stage is only elevated about two feet off the floor, but really, if it was any more elevated they’d have to raise the ceiling or the band would have to hunch over at their instruments, one of the two. I hoist my Fosters Oil can and take a swig.
“Is there an opening band?” I ask.
“Yeah,” Tim says, fiddling with his wrist band.
“Who are they?”
“What??” he yells.
“I don’t know who’s opening!” he shouts back, managing to spit on me at the same same time. “But the ad said there’d be an opening act.”
“What time is it?”
“Huh?” he yells.
I point to my wrist.
He looks at his watch. “It’s 7:30. They should be on any time now!”
A few mangy looking guys are moving about the stage, running cords and checking instruments. Is this the band or their roadies? So much of the time it’s really hard to tell. ‘Rape me, Rape me, Rape me! Rape me! Rape me!!!!!!!!’ Mr. Cobain screams near the end of the song that’s playing over the PA. But then the PA fades out and a group of even mangier looking guys take the stage; They’re unshaven, they have long hair, and they’re wearing plain T-shirts and faded blue jeans.
“Hey, welcome to our beautiful town of Bloomington,” the lead singer says nonchalantly, adjusting his mike stand. He looks out over the crowd, squinting to the back of the room where the line is still filtering down the stairs. “Hey all you guys upstairs,” he booms over the mike. “You guys having a fucking good time?” Whistles and cheers and pounding feet echo down the stairs from above. “Well that’s super!” the guy yells. “Because we’re Great White Lion Snake! And our first number is called ‘A Tribute to Donald Pleasence.’” And then they crank into a loud surf song that gets the whole crowd moving within minutes.
Tim taps me on the shoulder and I look over at him and he’s just smiling from ear to ear. Yeah, I agree. This rocks. We jump around through three or four songs before the guitar player breaks a string. No big deal, the singer starts telling this story about this French girl he used to date that wouldn’t eat anything other than Captain Crunch cereal. It’s an intelligent story, I’m heavily entertained and I can hear Tim laughing beside me. And then I feel someone behind me, nudging in closer to yell something in my ear. I lean back nonchalantly and I can smell her perfume through the cigarette smoke; It must be the cutie from upstairs.
“Hey Mr. Green car!” a female voice yells in my ear. I spin around but it’s not the girl from the carry-out counter. I stand in the face of celibacy.
It’s Dawn.
I used to have this friend who was the portrait of cool in situations like these. Run him into an ex-girlfriend, catch him in a lie, accuse him of eating half your lunch while your back was turned, and he’d just sit there with a vague grin that could be interpreted a couple thousand ways.
There’s a word for that - unflappable.
So how do I look when I spin around and find myself face to face with this girl I thought I’d never see again? Flappable? Flapped? Is that even a word? Well whatever the opposite of unflappable is, I don’t have a grin on my face that could be interpreted a couple thousand ways.
On the contrary, the look of shock on my face could probably be interpreted five different ways and all of them would be absolutely correct: what are you doing here all the way out in Bloomington, Illinois at a Jonathan Richman concert? I never called you shit, come up with some excuses. Wait, don’t come up with some excuses, there’s a very good reason why I never called you back. Am I blushing? Get that screwy look off your face Craig and calm down.
The band winds down the first song and for the moment we can actually have part of a conversation:
“Hey Dawn. What the hell are you doing here? I mean, are you visiting friends here in town or something?”
She smirks.
“Give me some credit Craig. I’m a pretty cool girl remember? We drove up for the show.”
“So who are you here with?”
“My friends Marcy and Hillary,” she says, pointing over to the wall facing the bar. Her friends aren’t too hard to spot. They’re staring right at us and talking back and forth. Look at him, he’s totally squirming
“Oh yeah? I’m here with ”
Too late. The band just started another song and the rest of my sentence gets lost in a wall of sound. I’m saved!
I glance over at Tim and he raises an eyebrow. I don’t think he’s figured out who she is yet.
“Derrick don’t pay his rent!!
Derrick won’t pay his rent!!
Can’t get the bastard to pay his rent
Ask him for his money but he’s already spent it
He went and bought a bag from Ken!
Derrick, won’t you pay your re eh-eh-eh nn-nt??!!
Oh Derrick won’t you pay your fucking rent!?”
I smile at Dawn, throw up my hands and shrug at the noise. But instead of nodding and making a motion to talk later she points upstairs. Go upstairs and talk?
Shit.
I grab Tim by the shoulder and yell into his ear.
“Dawn!”
“What?” he leans closer, trying to hear me.
“Dawn!!! You know, Bethlehem High!? Remember?”
He looks at me blankly but after a few moments he gets it. He glances over at her and then back at me, then at her again and grins. So much for sympathy from friends…
I nod to Dawn. She turns and I follow her through the crowd, winding around tables and through groups of people. I pass a waitress weaving though the crowd heading the other direction. She holds a drink tray full of beers and drinks high over the heads of the audience. And how do they do that anyway? Forget about levitating elephants or sawing people in half. That drink tray thing is the best magic trick I’ve ever seen.
We climb the stairs sliding sideways to get past the line at the door. Dawn glances back and smiles, checking to see if I’m still following. Jesus Christ she’s beautiful To look at her, celibacy is absolutely the last thing on your mind. I know it’s a ridiculous thing to say but she doesn’t look celibate.
She doesn’t look like a nun. She’s wearing a sleeveless black dress with a zipper running down the front from an open neckline. Nope, not even close. She doesn’t shave her hair cut boyishly short or wear baggy, formless clothing that hides any hint of sexuality.
I don’t know why I always catch myself doing this, always trying to throw people into nice neat little categories by their appearance. I’m smart enough to know that it’s not that easy but I can’t seem to get rid of a side of me that wishes it were.
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you could accurately judge people by their appearance? Think about the possibilities: the blonde in the tank top near the door will end up fucking your best friend. The brunette standing next to the bar is a psycho with thirty varieties of mind games she enjoys playing. And the redhead at the end of the bar drinking the martini has emotional problems and will stalk me for three weeks if I break up with her.
The rather non-descript looking girl that I almost overlooked, the one who doesn’t make much eye contact, she’s capable of making you happy for the rest of your life.
“Are we supposed to have a waitress seat us?” Dawn asks at the top of the stairs.
“Dunno, let’s just sit down at that table over there and see if anyone yells at us.”
The place has pretty much cleared out by now. Apparently the crowd of families grabbed their leftover pasta and garlic bread and beat a hasty retreat from the advance of college kids and rock fans. We sit down at a table near the edge of the stairs.
“I’ll be with you guys in a second,” a waitress says, wandering by our table. “I have to clean up a mess.”
She heads over to a table with a toddler highchair sitting next to it. There’s a bunch of pasta, bread and other assorted food scattered on the floor in a perfect circle of culinary destruction around the vacant highchair. I can’t wait to have kids.
“I think we’ll be able to hear when Jonathan goes on,” I say.
“We have some time. Marcy found out there’s at least one more opening band that’s not officially on the bill.”
“Cool.”
She toys with a shaker of Parmesan cheese. I take a swig of my beer.
“So what have you been up to?”
“Not too much, how about you?” she counters.
“Oh not much.”
I’ve come to understand that ‘what have you been up to lately?’ is a fairly repetitive verbal soccer match with most people. You keep punting ‘not much’ up and down the field until someone will actually admit to having been up to something.
I mean, even boring people are usually up to something interesting at least once a week. But it takes about four or five rounds of ‘not much’ to get it out of them. Alright, spit it out. What have you been up to lately? Not much.
“So how are you? How’s Lindy?”
“Oh, I’m not too bad,” she says. “Lindy’s doing great. She’s going to be a spider in her kindergarten play next week. She’s been practicing on the neighborhood kids, chasing them around and trying to bite them.”
“That’s cool. You should really encourage that. I don’t know where I’d be today if I hadn’t bitten a lot of people as a kid.”
She laughs.
I’d forgotten about this. She understands my sense of humor. What a novelty. I mean, if I’d said the same thing to any other woman she would have assumed I was making some sort of attack on her ability to be a mother or raise a kid that doesn’t bite people.
“Yeah, it’s really kind of funny. The other night before dinner she was chasing this kid Eddie all over the subdivision with her arms outstretched screaming ‘I’m gonna bite you!’ And if the kid had been doing anything other than laughing his head off I think some parents in the neighborhood might have had a problem with it.”
“What else?” she says, playing with a strand of hair. “Oh, I went out to a conference in San Diego for a few days.”
“Oh yeah, how was that?”
“Well the conference was pretty dry and boring. But the hotel I stayed in was really nice and the last night I was there I rented a car went out in search of a beach.”
“How warm was it?”
“In the 90’s!” She laughs.
“Man, that’s not fair,” I say, shaking my head. “I don’t think it’s been over sixty-five here for weeks. So did you ever make it to a beach?”
“Yeah, I stumbled onto one about sunset but it was still really warm out. It was beautiful Craig! I guess I always pictured California’s beaches as being really crowded but the one I found was totally deserted. I pulled the rental car right up onto the beach and watched the sun go down.”
“That sounds really cool.” And I’m being honest. I imagine if I was in California all alone, that’s exactly the sort of thing I might do.
“Have you ever swam in the ocean before?”
I have to give that one some thought.
“Not since I was kid. My parents took me down to Disneyworld and we stopped off in Pensacola, Florida. It was kind of disgusting. I remember coming out covered in seaweed.”
“Well I was sitting there in my car watching the sun go down and the waves rolling up to the beach but it was so beautiful I guess I felt like I was watching it on TV. So I climbed out of the car and ran through the waves. And then get this,” she says smiling coyly.
“Nobody was around. I mean nobody! So I took off my dress and went skinny-dipping!!”
“You what?”
“I took all my clothes off and just jumped into the ocean. Isn’t that crazy?”
Heh. I may burst out laughing. Is that crazy? No. Not unless you continued on down the beach and ran through the local Taco Bell.
“Umm.. Not really. That’s not crazy at all.”
“I know it sounds kind of corny but the ocean was so beautiful and so warm and, I don’t know it kind of pulled the blinders off and made me realize how pointless all the day-to-day bullshit is in comparison. Maybe all those people who live out there on the coast take it for granted but not me. I think I’d move out there in a second if I didn’t have Lindy.”
“There’s something to be said for St. Louis life though.”
“Yeah, I know. But I wish we had an ocean.”
She smiles.
“St. Louis isn’t so bad. I moved away for awhile but I ended up drifting back here. I mean, cost of living is low. The people are pretty cool. We get a lot of good bands coming through, and mainly, it’s just pretty darn predictable - which is a good thing in my opinion.”
“And it’s a good place to raise kids.”
“Well, yeah. I guess it would be. But I’m a single guy so that’s like the farthest thing from my mind right?”
The waitress shows up with menus and waters. We probably don’t have time to eat but maybe we can grab a few beers I mean, a beer and an iced tea - because she doesn’t drink.
“What can I get you?” the waitress asks.
“What beers do you have?” Dawn asks.
“They have Bud, Bud Light, Miller, Miller Genuine Draft, Molson, Becks, Fosters, Guinness, Samuel Adams, a Double Bock, Corona, Rolling Rock, Dos Equis, and Samual Smith’s Taddy Porter,” I belt out rather gleefully. She asked about beers! There’s hope!
Dawn and the waitress stare at me. I smile.
“Uh, thanks Rainman. When’s the People’s Court on again?”
The waitress chuckles.
“I guess I’ll have a Dos Equis with lime.”
I pick up my Foster’s Oil Can. It’s nearly empty.
“I’ll have the same.”
“You guys want anything to eat?”
“Are you hungry Dawn?”
“We stopped at a Stuckey’s on the way,” she says. I think I’m riding back with Dawn and her friends, they’re much cooler than Tim.
“Eh, maybe later if we have time,” I say to the waitress, handing her back the menus. The waitress heads off with our drink order.
“Hey, I thought you didn’t drink.”
“I meant I don’t drink very often. I didn’t mean to scare you or anything. I guess it’s such a rare occurrence for me that I just say I don’t drink. Then I don’t have to make excuses when I don’t feel like drinking and someone’s twisting my arm. And then when I do drink it’s a surprise for everyone including me.”
“So have you carried through with this moderated drinking thing your entire adult life, even in college?”
“No, actually I was a complete lush in college.” She smirks.
“So what happened?”
“Well, it had a lot to do with marrying a guy who would have rather downed a six-pack of whatever was on sale at Walgreens than give me a kiss or help out with raising a little girl.”
“Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring that ”
“No really, it’s alright. It really is. As much as I hate having to say I’m divorced, I’m really proud that I made it through it and that I had the strength to walk away. You want to know the truth? I carry a photocopy of the divorce certificate around in my wallet just to remind myself that I’m capable of doing anything I set my mind to.”
“Wow, that’s a really positive way of looking at it.” I hope she took that the right way, because I’m being completely honest. I don’t know how I’d handle a divorce but the best I could hope for would be to handle it with as much strength as she apparently has.
“Well, my friends don’t see it that way.” She laughs. “They see it is a sign of my ongoing demise.”
“Oh, fuck them. Whatever gets you through the night is alright. That’s a big part of my philosophy at least. A lot of people have something like that they carry around with them. I do.”
I reach into the neckline of my shirt and pull out a cheap good luck charm necklace. She reaches across the table and grabs the thin circle of cheap metal out of my hands as I lean forward.
“This is one of those good luck charm necklaces like the ones you get out a machine at the zoo or something, right? And you can have little messages punched onto them?”
She turns the flimsy metal pendant over in her hand revealing the words ‘Good Luck,’ ‘Providence,’ ‘Mercy Rule,’ a lucky horse shoe and a four-leaf clover.
“Yeah, that’s exactly what it is. I don’t know if it necessarily brings me any good luck but it serves the same purpose as that piece of paper in your wallet,” I say, tucking it back into my shirt.
“So how long have you been wearing it?”
“Oh, about four years. It’s the first thing every new girlfriend tries to change about me. ‘Would you please take that stupid thing off?’ ‘No.’ Maybe if I ever get married I’ll bring in a negotiator and broker some sort of deal for its removal.”
“Yeah, but then you’d have a new piece of jewelry to wear in the form of a band of gold.” She pauses to think about what she’s just said. “Hey, you ever notice how marriage comes up a lot in conversation among our age group? I mean, you’re twenty-nine right?”
“Yeah.”
“Me too. Have you noticed how much of a hurry some people our age are to get married?”
I nod.
“Like my friend Hillary downstairs. I think she’d marry the first guy who asked her. Seems like every passing year has her more desperate. I don’t know if it’s the biological clock thing or just a growing sense of desperation.”
“Yeah, I guess I’ve seen that. I have my share of male friends who are dragging relationships on forever with no intentions of ever getting married.” Like Tim, but I don’t mention his name. “But on the other side of the coin, I’ve talked to people who are like, I don’t know. It’s like marriage is the number one priority in their life. Like your late twenties are some weird last chance to get married or something.”
“I think I’ve heard something very similar come out of Hillary’s mouth. That’s weird. And I get the pressure from the parents too. Get out there - get married. That was the whole reason I signed up with Girlfriend-Express in the first place. To shut my parents up.”
Ugh. A sore subject raises its head. You’re off the roster sweetheart. Avoid the topic, avoid, avoid.
“I don’t think I would have ever married my Ex if I hadn’t been really lonely and feeling like I was going to be single forever. Maybe if I hadn’t been in such a hurry I would have had my eyes open a little wider and would have seen the signs. I’ll always wonder But I can’t say I regret it because if I hadn’t I wouldn’t have Lindy and she’s wonderful.”
We’ve been so caught up in conversation I’ve completely forgotten to get pissed about the fact that our drinks still aren’t here. I finish the last of my Fosters and glance around for the waitress. But then she makes a surprise attack from behind and deposits our beers on the table.
We squeeze the limes into the beers.
“You wanna toast?” she asks.
“To what?”
She gives it some thought, spinning her bottle to mix the lime. Idly, I watch a bracelet slide around on her wrist, the rings on her fingers and the shade of her fingernail polish.
“Why don’t we toast to our friend Jonathan and to being in our late twenties and in no hurry to get married.” She raises her beer bottle.
“I can drink to both of those things,” I say smiling.
Clink.
I take a drag of the frothy Dos Equis. I guess some people are wine connoisseurs and can rattle on and on about how 1990 through 1993 are excellent years for California wines and blah blah blah. But who cares?! That’s way too much work in my opinion.
With the possible exception of Anheuser Busch and their ridiculous “Born on” infatuation, beer is far less complicated. Dos Equis is a typical of Mexican beers in that it’s rather heavy-handed in flavor and tastes great with a slice of lime to offset the heavy carbonation. And that’s all there is to it. Period. There aren’t any corks to smell and you don’t need to leave it sitting on the table for ten minutes so it can “breathe.”
“Check out the puppy.”
I follow Dawn’s finger up to a tiny little Golden Retriever puppy someone’s brought up to the carryout counter. It jumps up and down on its leash, licking the face and arms of anyone that will get close enough to pet it. Ironically I have first hand knowledge of what’s like to own a Golden Retriever puppy. One of my roommates used to have one. Which, consequently, is why I lost my entire collection of shoes, my couch, many of my CDs, and a few shirts. They’re cute as hell, but I truly believe they’d chew right through the planet if someone let them.
“Hey, that reminds me. When we left Va’san Culo that night you never got a chance to tell me your dog story. Remember? You said to remind you to tell it?”
She smiles. This is sort of a hidden talent of mine, remembering obscure little conversational details. It’s not something I try to do. I just end up remembering for one reason or another.
I guess the truly weird thing about the talent is that it doesn’t extend to remembering where I parked my car at the shopping mall or that I have to pay the cable bill by the 4th of the month or they’ll shut off my service. But tell me something on a whim and chances are I’ll remember it.
If I were trying to score points with her I think I just scored about 5 or 10 of them. For some reason she’s visibly pleased that I remembered this little detail and thought to bring it up.
“Oh yeah Ok, lemme see here. Where to start Well, my family goes on this camping trip every year in Southern Illinois. And all of my relatives come in from across the country so it’s sort of like a family reunion as well. Anyway, my oldest sister married this guy named Darrell. I used to hate the guy. We seemed to be forever arguing all the time about all of these petty little topics.
He’s one of those guys who can’t be wrong about anything and seems to know something about every subject in the book. I hate people like that! But I guess we’ve developed a sort of grace over the years and we get along for the most part.
Well a few years ago Darrell shows up at the camping outing with this new dog he had bought. It was an eight month old Siberian Husky. And that’s all we heard about for the first day of the camping trip - how well he trained this dog and how smart it was. It was a beautiful dog - gigantic, white fur and blue eyes. I would have taken the beautiful thing away from the idiot in a second. He just wouldn’t shut up about how intelligent this dog was.
You just have to know the guy to truly appreciate this, but he had named it some corny German name that no one could pronounce. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, he had trained it using German words. So all day he’s yelling at the poor dog in German, ‘aufenthalt!’ and ’sitzen!’ It was completely ridiculous. You just had to be there.”
I chuckle.
“Well anyway, later that night we had set up our tents and were all sitting around by the campfire toasting marshmallows and telling stories. Darrell had tied the poor thing to this long lawn lounge chair no one was sitting in. By this point the dog was a complete basket case and was exhausted from having German commands yelled at it all day”
So I’m watching the dog when it happens He moves just a little to lay down on his side and the leash causes the lawn chair he was tied to move a few inches. The dog starts to back away from the lawn chair but it’s moving towards him with every step back. I guess he thought it was alive or something because it was moving and following him. So anyway, after skirting a few feet to the left and right and having the lawn chair ominously coming after him he takes off running…
And the lawn chair is right behind him tied to the leash!
He was running all over the campground with the lawn chair rattling along behind him and the faster he would run, the faster that lawn chair would chase along behind him on the leash. So Darrell jumps up and he’s chasing along behind yelling in German, ‘Halt! hergekommen!’ which of course is freaking the poor dog out even more.”
She has me laughing pretty hard.
“That dog ran around the campground for a full five minutes with the lawn chair and Darrell in hot pursuit. It was hysterical. The lawn chair was smashing into people’s cars and tents and knocking them down and Darrell’s screaming at the top of his lungs in German, ‘Halt! Fucking dog! Hergekommen!! Sitzen! Fuck, sit, stay! Halt!’ And people were coming over from other camp sites to see what the hell was going on.
And my whole family was just in hysterics. I don’t think I’ve seen my dad laugh that hard in years. I could hardly breathe I was laughing so hard. And when Darrell the show-off finally caught his German trained basket case of a dog he was so red in the face I thought he was going to explode. But the best part was that he kept his know-it-all mouth shut for the entire weekend.”
“Jesus, that’s hilarious.”
“He doesn’t bring the dog on the camping trips anymore. But I still give him shit whenever I can. Whenever he gets on one of his ‘I know everything’ rants I just say ’sitzen’ and that shuts him right up. He knows if he keeps ranting I’ll have to tell the dog and the lawn chair story again.”
“Sounds like one of those family stories that will be retold for decades.”
She smiles.
“I’ll be back in a second,” Dawn says, getting up and heading for the restrooms.
I watch her walk away, hips turning in her black dress. God damn, what am I doing sitting here and talking to her? Torturing myself? She’s one of the coolest girls I think I’ve ever met but then there’s the sex thing. I mean, if I met a guy like her I think we’d probably be instant friends and hang out on weekends. But Dawn’s a different story.
Tim’s given me a truckload of shit about seeing this as a challenge and ’storming the barricades.’ But I really don’t think there’s a chance of that. I can’t justify it in words, you’d just have to meet her. You’d have to see the way she carries herself and the little peeks into her emotion that briefly flicker across her face when she laughs. If I had to describe it - it’s almost like she’s decided that nothing and no one is ever going to hurt her again.
I’m not the most perceptive son of a bitch who ever walked down the block but it doesn’t even take five ounces of intuition to figure this out. What’s the phrase? Heart on your sleeve? Dawn wears her heart on her sleeve.
I know I’ve said it - don’t date women with more baggage than you have. So how much baggage do I have? I start taking inventory but she makes it back to the table before I finish.
“Tonight I’d like to ask that everyone in the bar to stop smoking,” Jonathan says when he comes out on stage.
“No, really. Really really,” he says over the jeers of the audience. “I’ve been told you can’t smoke on domestic airline flights when you travel. So don’t smoke during my set, ok? Go outside.”
I grin at Tim who’s smoking. He smiles, drops his cigarette to the floor and squashes it out.
The crowd continues to jeer but Jonathan just shrugs it off. Without any music whatsoever he starts jumping around the stage dancing. He jumps and flips around swinging his guitar back and forth and finally ends up in front of the microphone.
“This one’s a little song called, ‘I Was Dancing In A Lesbian Bar.’ So quit smoking and dance.” And then the little kid who never grew up bounces into his first song.
Dawn and her friends come dancing by on their way up to front of the stage. She grabs me by the shoulder to drag me along but I decline.
“Maybe later,” I yell to her.
For a girl who doesn’t drink, she put down three Dos Equis before we came back downstairs.
Tim of course noticed this and has been giving me shit about it ever since.
“See! She said she doesn’t drink and what are we observing here Craig? She does. She says she’s celibate, but how much you want to bet ”
I don’t hear the rest of what Tim’s saying. I just shut him out. I mean, I think it’s great that he’s so encouraging and all. Everyone needs someone to kick them in the ass every once in awhile. But he couldn’t be more wrong.
Even the end of our conversation tonight had sort of a “we should be friends” ring to it with Dawn saying that “I’m pretty cool for a guy” and that we should “keep in touch.” It was pretty cool though, I felt like we had some sort of closure after that disastrous date.
We went downstairs and found Tim talking to Dawn’s friends which was kind of weird. I think we both assumed they were talking about us while we were upstairs but as it turned out Tim used to date one of Hillary’s older sisters and they were talking about her.
That’s St. Louis for you. It seems like a big city but it might as well be Little House on the Prairie. We may shop at Schnucks and Dierbergs grocery stores instead of the Oleson’s Corner store. But you can talk to pretty much anyone in the city and find that you know some of the same people.
Jonathan put on a great show. He was a little more cranky than usual with the usual admonishments to the bartenders to “stop making so much noise with the clanking bottles” and the pleas to the soundman to “turn it down, it’s too loud.”
But it was a great show. I guess just like Dawn’s ocean, a Jonathan Richman show is always just what I need to stop me in my tracks and make me realize what life is all about. Well yeah, the beer helped me relax a bit too.
And as if that wasn’t enough, Tim and I met these Bloomington college girls near the end of the show and started dancing with them. Kim and Marny. Yeah, I know. Marny is a pretty fucked up name but she was really cute. Tim stopped drinking midway through the set so he could drive but the three of us kept putting them down and dancing for a majority of the night.
Jonathan kept singing for what seemed like two hours. He wrapped it up with one of my favorites, “Abominable Snowman in the Market.”
“Well look, see, there’s an abominable snowman in the supermarket,
And apparently the housewives have never seen anything like that before.
Hear the housewives complaining to the manager,
‘Get that snow thing out of this store.’”
“Alright you drunk idiot,” Tim says, grabbing me by the ear when the last encore was over and it was pretty certain Jonathan had left the building. “Let’s go. I gotta drive all the way back and we’re leaving now.”
I hug Marny and wish her good luck on her Architecture degree. It seems kind of silly to exchange phone numbers since I live over three hours away so we settle on a quick sloppy kiss.
“You dumbshit. You should have gone after Dawn,” Tim says as we’re climbing the stairs, following the crowd out of the bar. The house lights have come on and now all of the drunken people like myself are painfully obvious in the harsh glare.
“Tim man, you just don’t understand,” I drunkenly try to explain.
“Yeah, I understand,” he says, pushing me out the door and into the parking lot.
It’s rained since we’ve been inside. The parking lot is glossy and the cars are wet and glisten in the glare of the white streetlights. A cop car sits in the parking lot watching the crowd disperse.
“Tim, you’re really my best friend man. We’re gonna know each other our entire lives. You ever think about that?”
Tim happens to walk under a gutter at the corner of the building right about the time a bunch of rainwater filters down and he gets soaked. He shakes his long hair left and right, splattering me.
“Man, fuck you! Are you a dog or something? Have some respect.”
We make it to the car and he opens my door and shoves me in.
“Put your seatbelt on.”
He closes the door and I sit there in his humid, cigarette-smelling car waiting for him to get in. But he doesn’t get in. He’s talking to someone in the parking lot. I imagine him talking to the cop. ‘Hey there, your friend is pretty drunk… hope he isn’t driving’ etc.
I spin around trying to get a better look but with the humidity and the rain on the glass I can’t really see anything. Finally he opens my door again. I peer out drunkenly and he reaches in and grabs me by the shoulder.
“Hey Craig man, someone wants to talk to you.”
“Oh yeah?” The cop wants to talk to me?
“Yeah, get out.” He drags me to my feet in the parking lot and then proceeds to go around the car and get in the other side.
The fucker is going to ditch me! I grab for the passenger side door and it’s locked. He jumps in and is starts the car. I start pounding on the glass.
“Hey let me in!” I yell. “You’re not going to pull that one over…”
“Hey ” she says.
I spin around.
It’s Dawn. I have this profound sense of D j vu. Hasn’t this shit happened at least once tonight? Am I caught in a never-ending loop like the guy in the movie ‘Groundhog Day?’
“Hi,” she pauses with an awkward sort of uncertainty. “I thought you might be interested in this.” She’s holding a piece of paper up to me.
I grab it out of her hands. My contact lenses are completely dried out and feel like they’re going to literally fall out of my eyes but somehow I manage to read it. It’s Jonathan’s tour schedule. I scan through all of the dates that have already passed and look up at her, not really sure what to make of it.
“He’s playing in Kirksville in a few days. You wanna go? I’d be glad to drive.”
She stands there in her black dress and smiles and I’m really at a loss. I really am. I can’t even guess all of the expressions that are being broadcast over my drunken face in rapid succession.
Shit. Why does life put you in situations like these? Why can’t you have some sort of warning so you could generate a truthful excuse: I gotta work that day, and I can’t get in too late because I went streaking last week and had to call in sick the next day because I didn’t get home ’till the sun was coming up and
“We should go see him, it was a great time tonight. I had a good time talking to you,” she says.
I look around at the streetlights. I glance at Tim who’s grinning at me from behind the rain-streaked glass of the car window. I look at the cop reading the paper in his car, waiting for the show to empty out. I watch the people filtering out of the Italian restaurant from the show and then back at Dawn again.
“Sure, yeah, I’ll go. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
We stand there smiling stupidly at each other until Dawn’s friends start yelling.
“C’mon Dawn, let’s go!”
“I’ll talk to you soon then,” she says smiling.
“Yeah.”
I try the door handle again and miraculously it’s unlocked now. How amazing.
Dawn turns and heads for her waiting friends and I dive into Tim’s front seat and slam the door. I struggle drunkenly with my seatbelt and finally get settled as he’s pulling onto the main road.
I read an article once that claimed if you added up all the time you’ve spent waiting and bored over the years it would amount to roughly one fourth of your life.
Add up all those wasted hours spent in that noisy government office waiting to get your license plates renewed. Then tack on all that time you’ve spent in the drive-through waiting behind a line of cars for the burger of the month that ends up tasting like shit anyway. Add on all the time you’ve spent waiting for your girlfriend or wife to get ready, to put a few more layers of makeup and make her hair perfect. Calculate how much time you’ve wasted waiting for that friend who’s always late
Or waiting at the repair shop for your car to be ready, or sitting in traffic every morning and every night, or waiting behind some old lady at the grocery store checkout while she spends an eternity digging through her purse for a few pennies.
Add it all up and just like the article claimed, suddenly you realize a fourth of your life is missing. I used to be eighteen and all the sudden I’m twenty-nine. How the hell did that happen?
Ok, so if waiting and boredom account for a fourth of my life where did the rest go? I guess it only stands to reason that if we waste a fourth of our lives waiting then we probably waste another fourth sleeping and taking naps. Sleeping is great, it’s really one of my favorite things. But when you realize that you’ve spent a fourth of your life asleep was it really worth it?
Like have you ever noticed how elderly people begin to sleep less and less as they get older? Some people will tell you that it’s part of the aging process. But if you ask me, I think they’re just wise to the whole scam.
Well, at least I have the other half of my life to do whatever I want with. Except for that part of my life where I’m stuck in meetings for an entire day.
Yes I know, meetings are a big part of the business world and I suppose from time to time they’re actually necessary. But more times than not they turn out to be a complete waste of time. I try to avoid them but I always get pulled in somehow. Someone invite Craig to next weeks’ meeting. We might need a copy writer’s perspective on this. Shit!
The other day I got sucked into a meeting and at the door they hand me my complimentary piece of paper to doodle on (the agenda). I read through it and the whole purpose of the meeting was, and I’m not shitting you here. The purpose of the meeting was to plan other meetings.
I’ve never met the guy but I suspect somewhere in my company there’s a guy named Arnie and that’s his job - to plan meetings. You know, Arnie Filberstein, Director of Meetings, Blockbuster Entertainment. ‘Please attend the meeting next Tuesday at 2 PM. We don’t know what the meeting will be about yet but we’ll figure something out before then,’ Arnie would tell you.
I know I’m not the only one that feels this way because a quick glance at most people’s notes usually reveals just how much anyone really gets out of these things. You know, everyone shows up with their organizers and notepads and their favorite pen to takes notes right? But watch, no one really takes any do they? If you were to look at their notepads you’d find hundreds of mostly empty pages with maybe two or three items written at the top of each page.
It’s really pretty easy to deduce that those hundreds of empty pages represent hundreds of past meetings just like this one where they didn’t take any notes either.
More often than not the two items in my notes have nothing to do with the meeting at all. Instead, they’re things I’ve remembered while I’m sitting there bored as shit.
- call Dawn
- call Randall
- call Elizabeth don’t!
- get cat food on the way home tonight
- clean the fucking apartment
Tim nudges me and pushes his notepad at me. His notes consist of snide comments he’s been sliding my direction throughout the course of the afternoon.
- Check out Sarah. She looks more hungover than we do.
- Did you ever notice how Tarah’s tits are kind of perky? It’s like they’re saying ‘hello’ to the whole table. I think they’re waving at you. “Hi Craig!”
- If he says “directive” one more time I’m going to jump up and beat the shit out of him.
“We’re still not sure what kind of directive we’re going to get from home office. We’ll continue to ship signage as we have the demand. But at this time we’ll try to remain proactive to the needs of the higher volume stores,” the VP of Marketing says.
I glance over at Tim and he smiles but luckily he doesn’t carry through with his threat.
Finally the VP of Marketing notices the clock. 5:30 PM - and it’s Friday. By all rules of the workplace he has to shut up and let us leave. And he does.
“Alright, you all have a great weekend and maybe I’ll see some of you in the meeting next Monday.”
Not if I can help it Pal.
Tim has his cigarettes and lighter in his hand before he’s even out of the room and makes a mad dash out to the parking lot. I tag along.
The glass doors fly open and low and behold it’s beautiful outside. I shield my eyes from the sunlight and drop down heavily onto the curb.
“Jesus I’m hungover.” I sigh.
Tim lights up and takes a long drag.
“I don’t feel too bad anymore. I did for most of the morning but I think it had more to do with not getting any sleep.”
I roll the sleeves of my shirt up, folding the flannel pattern into perfect rectangles over my forearms. Today we’re getting an early taste of summer weather. It’s in the upper 70’s and we’ve missed most of the day sitting in a poorly lit meeting room listening to hours of endless corporate drivel.
“That was a great time last night, thanks for driving man.”
“Hey, no problem.”
“I wish we could have stayed in town and hung out though, with Marny and shit, what was her friends’ name?”
“Kim.”
“Yeah, they were pretty hot.”
Tim laughs. “No they weren’t. They were pretty average. I think you had the goggles on by the time we met them.” He takes another drag and of his cigarette and sits down next to me.
The crowd from the meeting is making a dash for their cars. Through the back windows of the office the rest of the place looks empty. Everyone else must have “disappeared” early for the weekend.
“You’re just saying that because you have a girlfriend and couldn’t have taken things any farther even if you’d wanted to.”
“No, I’m serious. They were really pretty average. I think your eyes are just open a little wider these days with all the action you’re getting. First you meet Dawn, then Elizabeth. Then you’re flirting with the sixteen year old at the carry out counter last night, then Dawn again, then that Marny girl.”
“I’m just girl crazy Tim. What can I say? Maybe it’s the spring weather or something. Who the fuck cares? I mean, I know I’m risking a bad case of cooties and all but that’s a risk I gotta take.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Well then what do you mean?”
“It’s just weird because I’ve known you for years. How long have we known each other? Since 90?”
I nod.
“So that’s what? Eight years? And the whole time, it’s like you only have two gears: ‘Have girlfriend’ and ‘Don’t have girlfriend.’ When you have a girlfriend you’re contented and happy and you stop hanging out with me as much.”
“Well you don’t give blowjobs and I can’t have sex with you.”
He stubs out his cigarette.
“That’s absolutely correct Craig. I’m glad you’re totally clear on that point because it’s important you understand that.” He smirks. “But anyway, when you don’t have a girlfriend the weird part is you’re not much different than when you have one. You’re contented and happy, maybe you hang out with me more often or whatever. But you never… You never actively seek out women. They just sort of find you.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” I smile. I act like I don’t know what he’s talking about but I do.
“Well, I’ve never seen you cross a bar and strike up a conversation with a girl. I’ve never heard you use any obvious pickup lines or anything like that. You go eight months, sometimes a year without any action. And then one day you just show up at work, making out with some girl in the parking lot who just dropped your love-fool ass off from an overnighter. And that’s the way it is with you. You don’t do anything. They just drop out of the sky and land in your lap. I’ve watched it happen before.”
“Oh C’mon,” I object.
“They do! They do man!”
“Like who? Give me an example here.”
“Like, uh, Beth. Yeah! She’s a perfect example. We were at that Cardinals game Jesus, how many years ago was that? Two? Three? And Beth and her friend walk up and ask if anyone’s sitting in the three seats next to us. They sit down. I strike up a conversation - and I emphasize the word ‘I’ here because you wouldn’t have if I didn’t. And then the people show up who had tickets for two of those vacant seats and instead of going back to their seats, her friend sits in the extra seat and Beth talks you into letting her sit on your lap. And it was true love,” he says sarcastically.
“Yeah, but I wouldn’t call that ‘falling out of the sky.’”
“Ok, so she fell out of the shitty upper-balcony seats at Busch Stadium. What’s the difference? She fell into your lap and the rest was history.”
“No, she sat on my lap. We hooked up. We enjoyed about six months of relative stability and then two horns grew out of her head, she went completely psycho on me, we treaded water for close to a year, and we agreed to call it quits. The rest is history.”
We pause as a few people walk by.
“Get the hell out of here, go home! It’s Friday!” Russell says on the way to his car.
“Yeah, fuck you Russell,” I mutter under my breath.
Tim waits for him to get out of earshot before he continues. It’s not like we’re hatching a plot or necessarily talking about anything too personal. But with an asshole like Russell you just know not to give him any ammo in the form of details about your personal life.
“So where was I going with all of this?”
“You were accusing me of meeting women by having them fall out of the sky and into my lap.”
“Oh yeah. Well I guess what I was leading up to is that lately that hasn’t been the case with you. Lately it seems like you’ve been making a do-or-die effort to meet women. You asked Dawn out. You asked Elizabeth out. You were on the prowl in Bloomington last night. It seems like you’re stuck in high gear or something.”
“Yeah, so what?”
“So what’s up with that? There’s nothing wrong with it. I’m just curious about what caused the change in you all the sudden.”
I don’t tell him that some guy named Randall is setting the dates up for me and that women are theoretically still dropping out of the sky and into my lap, albeit for the low, low price of $19.95.
I grind a rock into the blacktop with the toe of my shoe.
“I don’t know man. More than anything I’m beginning to realize that the women worth keeping are the ones you have to work for - the ones you have to pursue. Or at least that’s my most recent theory on why I’ve met so many psychos in my past.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that the ones you let drop into your lap are the ones that always seem to turn out to be complete psychos in the end.”
“Well I’d love to have some drop in my lap. I think pretty much resigned myself to meeting that sort of woman. They’re all nuts.”
“Hey, I know you guys don’t get along very well and granted, I wouldn’t call Laura the most entertaining girl in the world, but I don’t think she falls into the psycho category,” I point out.
“Yeah I know, but I think she’s taking a classes on the side.”
“They have those?”
“Sure. Gun repair, Computer Technician, Psycho. You can take courses from the comfort of your home and get your degree in as little as eight weeks.”
“Heh. So are you serious? Are you finally thinking single again?”
“Yeah, I guess what you said at Winnies that night kind of hit home. And later that night I was sitting around outside the apartment smoking and trying to figure out why I’m still seeing her. And the best answer I could come up with is that I don’t know what the fuck I would do if I had to be single again. I just don’t feel like having to play the singles game. It’s way too much work.
For anyone other than you that is,” he tacks on at the last minute.
He lights another cigarette. This guy has a problem. It’s like he’s making up for the past six hours we’ve been in that meeting when he couldn’t get his fix. Normally he takes a smoke break every one and a half hours. So now he needs to smoke about three or four of them to make up for it?
“What do you mean, the singles game?” I ask.
“Well, you know, you walk across a bar and say, ‘Hey, you come here often?’ and then you strike up a conversation and then at the end of the night you make some attempt to get her phone number. And then you call her after a couple days or a week - whatever the current rule is. You ask her out to dinner and then what? A movie? Goofy golf? Samba Dancing? I don’t know what the hell people do on dates these days. And you go out and you’re both nervous and the conversation shutters back and forth between silence and bursts of activity It’s just a big game.”
“Yeah, so what Tim? Life is one big game if you think about it. It’s not easy but we all play it. So what if being single is a game. Not being single is just as much if not more of a game. So you dating Laura, it’s like you’re playing ‘Candyland.’ And the rest of us single folks out here are playing Monopoly. You win Candyland by luck. You win Monopoly by hard work, careful planning and a whole lot of railroads. You take Orlando Gardens and that whole yellow part of the board and you ”
“Was there an analogy in there somewhere man? Because you lost me at some point.”
“I don’t know where I was going with that. But you can’t fear dating like it’s some big black hole Tim. I mean, what’s the worst that can happen to you? Rejection?”
Streaking. Arrest. Ex-husbands. Children that give you the finger. Celibacy. But I don’t say any these out loud. I don’t want to scare the shit out of him.
“Girlfriend-Express.”
“Hey Randall. This is Craig. I’m calling in to let you know how my date went.”
“Oh yeah. Hold on for a second Craig.” He puts me on hold.
I’m walking around my apartment with the cordless phone. In the two hours I’ve been home I’ve nearly cleaned the entire place. And holy shit, I dusted in every room! I even hit the top of the refrigerator and behind the TV. That’s a once a year event for me, it really is.
Like I said, I’m a pretty tidy guy but dusting is such an unsatisfying task I just don’t get around to it very often. My tendency is to wait until you can actually see the dust because then it feels more like you’re actually getting something done.
Of course there’s a purpose to my manic cleaning spree. Before the last week or so I could get away with the weekly accumulations of mess around my apartment. But when you’re dating you never know when you might have unexpected or last-minute company. So I’ve dusted behind the TV and when I get undressed at night I throw my boxer shorts into the clothes hamper instead of my usual habit of hanging them on the nearest lamp.
“Ok,” Randall says, coming back on the line again. I hear a rustling of paper as he gathers his notes. “Let’s see. You went out with Elizabeth Birdstall on Wednesday. How’d it go?”
“I can’t complain.”
“You can’t?”
“You mean you haven’t talked to her yet?”
“No.”
“Heh. So I have to fill you in. Cool.” I laugh. “I don’t know where to start. I mean, don’t get me wrong. It was a lot of fun. But let me see if I can sum up the whole evening without giving you an hour long blow-by-blow account.
“Let’s see… We went to this party in Chesterfield. We got pretty drunk. Then at her urging we went to go see her horse which was stabled not too far away from the party. His name was Bogart. And then somehow we ended up taking off our clothes and going streaking. We streaked through a Taco Bell and across a major intersection in West County. We had sex in rocket slide on a Catholic school playground. Then the police started chasing us. I got away but she got arrested.”
“Arrested? Streaking?” he asks calmly. I thought he would take this a lot differently but he acts like he hears this kind of stuff all the time. “So how’d all this happen? In talking to you I didn’t get the impression you were the streaking type.”
“What per se is the ’streaking type’ anyway?” I chuckle. “I may not be a very good judge of character but even if I was I can’t imagine ever meeting someone and thinking, ‘You know, I better be careful around this guy. I could be wrong but I think he might be the ’streaking type.’ He could throw all his clothes off and make a run for it at any moment.’”
“So who started it?”
“She did! Are you kidding me Randall? I’ve never done anything like that in my entire life. And I wouldn’t have on that date if she hadn’t used clever persuasion on me.”
“What’d she do?”
“She took off all her clothes, let me feel her tits and then she took off running. What else could I do but run after her?”
He laughs. “Sounds to me like you were a pretty willing participant.”
“Yeah, I was. And you know, I’ve told the story a couple of times now and I always paint her as this wild psycho girl who led me astray. But you know what? The more I think about it, running through West County naked, having sex in a rocket slide — I’ve been walking on the clouds ever since. A good friend of mine noticed and pointed it out to me this afternoon. Wait a… hold on for a second. Pork Chop!!!!”
I pull my cat out of the kitchen trashcan.
“Sorry about that, my cat was head-first into the trashcan. But anyway, I guess it’s like she noticed some forgotten switch behind my ear and said, ‘Hey, what’s this switch? It’s set on medium. Let’s flip it to high and see what happens.’ And I have to say, I’ve been walking around lately set on ‘high’ and it really feels good.”
“So you’re saying you want to go out with her again?”
“Well, I don’t know that we have very much in common. But I do know of at least one thing we have in common. Heh. Yeah, I think I could be persuaded to take her out again. Twist my arm.”
“I had a feeling she’d turn out to be Ms. Right,” he says, knowingly.
“I don’t know whether or not she’ll turn out to be Ms. Right, but you guys have found me a couple of really good candidates.”
“A couple?” he asks.
“I ran into Dawn last night at a concert in Bloomington. We’re supposed to go out in a few days.”
“Now wait a minute. She’s admitted to being celibate. We took her off the roster. You got all pissed that we sent you out with her in the first place and now you’re going out with her again?”
“Yeah, I know, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. But somehow in a moment of drunken weakness last night I agreed to go out with her again.”
“And the fact she’s admitted she doesn’t have sex doesn’t concern you?” he asks
“Of course it does. Shit, I don’t know… I should have turned her down last night but I was just too drunk to be mean. I really was. But my friend Tim is cheering me on. He says I should see her as a challenge, that I should storm the barricades so to speak and try to change her mind.”
“I guess you should know - I had a long talk with her when we were considering removing her from the roster,” he says in an even voice. “And I have to say Craig, I really don’t think she’s wavering back and forth about her ideology.”
“Yeah, I get the same impression but I guess I’ll go out with her one more time for the hell of it. She’s a five-star cool girl. You had to pick that much up in your interview with her or you wouldn’t have sent me out with her in the first place.
“Maybe I’ll just end up being friends with her or something. I mean, there’s that whole ‘When Harry Met Sally’ argument that women and men can never really be friends because the guy will always want sex out of the deal. And I guess that’s pretty much a truth. I just haven’t met that many people in life who have their head soldering on like she does. I guess it would be kind of nice to have someone other than my friend Tim who I can totally and completely relate to.”
“For some reason I missed it in our interview with you Craig. But I’m beginning to see you as a man of risks.”
“I’m not! I’m totally not! I’ve never been a risk-taker Randall. If anything I’ve missed a couple million opportunities in my life by playing it safe. But lately, I don’t know. I guess I’m beginning to realize there’s nothing to be gained from sitting around and passively waiting for things to happen.
“If I hadn’t taken a risk and called your company even though, and I gotta be honest here Randall, even though I thought it was going to turn out to be a scam. If I hadn’t taken the risk then I would have never lived my life the way I have in the past week. It might have been been just another completely ordinary week in March of ‘98.”
“You thought we were a scam? Why’s that?” he asks indignantly. I think I may have offended him.
“Well, uh, I guess for starters there’s the price. As a single guy I get a ton of mail from dating services like ‘Great Expectations’, and ‘Loveline’ - you name it. I don’t know how they figure out that I’m hopelessly single but somehow they do. Anyway, those places charge hundreds of dollars and there’s all kinds of hidden fees. You even have to make some stupid video and there’s apparently just a whole bunch of bullshit you have to go through.
“Your service charges twenty bucks,” I continue. “And you’ve sent me out on multiple dates for that and with the exception of that whole celibacy thing, there hasn’t been any bullshit involved.”
“So why does that make us a scam?”
“Because it’s too good to be true. Things like this just don’t exist unless there’s some sort of scam or catch. And I don’t know, there’s other stuff I’ve noticed too. You have the youthful voice, and you guys don’t seem to keep consistent hours ”
“I have a youthful voice. What difference does that make? Maybe I can’t help it. Are you saying you’ve never met someone who sounded or looked younger than they really were? I think you’re just being a pessimist Craig. Sit back and think about it. So what if the other services empty your wallet and submit you to video interviews and all that. It doesn’t have to be that difficult.”
“It doesn’t have to be that difficult?” I repeat
“No, absolutely not. We’ve done the research. You’ll find that you can analyze dating from virtually any angle. You can flowchart it, take surveys, calculate probabilities. But when it gets right down to it, if you send two single people of roughly the same age out on a date who have a lot of the same qualities in common, there’s a fairly good chance they’re going to hit it off. There’s absolutely nothing scientific about it. That’s how we operate - no frills, keep it simple.”
“What about the price? How are you supposed to make a profit.”
“We’re a new business Craig. We’ll take a loss in our first quarter like any start-up does. But all the people we sign up and all the word of mouth… We’ll be fine by the third or fourth quarter. At the rate we’re moving I don’t have any doubt about that.”
“So I’m one of your first singles? I’m one of your loss-leaders?”
“Yes, I guess you could say that. Word of mouth is the best advertising in the dating game. When we succeed sometimes we average three or four new sign-ups as a result. People talk.”
“Alright, so maybe I’m being a pessimist. I’m sorry for doubting you guys. But you have to admit it’s kind of suspicious that I should be this fortunate all for the low, low price of $19.95.”
“What’s the phrase? Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth?” he says.
“Ok, well can I ask one last question? Something that’s been bugging me for some reason since I first called you guys?”
“Sure.”
“What the hell is up with that Human League song you play all the time — the one you denied was Human League when I called you on it.”
There’s a long pause. Finally I hear him pull in a breath that sounds a lot like exasperation.
“I like them.”
“You what?”
“I like them. I like the Human League. Alright?”
I laugh. “That’s it? You’re embarrassed to admit you like them?”
“Embarrassed to admit I like them? Yes. Is there some other mystery to it? No.”
“Why that song though? That’s the only song I ever heard you playing. What about ‘The Lebanon’ or ‘Mirror Man’ or ‘Don’t You Want Me’?”
“I think you’re making it into a big mystery Craig, and there isn’t one. I just like the song.”
“Maybe I am,” I admit. I’m suddenly at a loss for anything to say but I recover pretty quickly. “So I guess you guys can bill me now?”
“Yes it sounds like we finally can. I’m really happy everything worked out as it did. If anything we’ve found you a couple of good candidates. And now it’s up to you to figure out which one of them is Ms. Right,” he pauses. “Having said that, I guess this is the end Mr I mean, Craig. It’s been a pleasure getting to know you ”
“Hey, it’s been great talking with you too Randall. Thanks for all your help. I don’t want to get too corny or anything but you’ve really changed my life.”
“Hey, no problem. That’s really cool you would say that.” He chuckles. “We might have to beg you some day to let us quote you on that for a commercial or something.”
“I’ll do it, I’d be glad to help out. And hey, can I call on your services in the future if things don’t end up working out? I think I might just have another twenty dollars to my name.”
“Well, I wouldn’t count on the twenty dollars deal again. My associates and I are probably going to raise prices soon. But yes, give us a call anytime. We’ll be here. Oh, and I almost forgot to tell you. There’s something you should know about Dawn. Now that she’s not with us anymore I guess I can level with you.”
This isn’t fair. She has a kid. She’s celibate. And here comes another skeleton about to jump out of the closet and scare the shit out of me. Who’s it gonna be this time? Larry the skeleton who represents that lesbian love affair she had that one summer? Or Pete the crazy skeleton who represents the time she spent in the mental institution.
As it turns out, it’s neither of them.
“She’s a closeted gay dance music lover.”
All things considered I have to say that this little fact is sort of a relief. Because truth be known, if Dawn would get over her little problem with sex I would go out and buy every Erasure, Bronski Beat, M People and Communards album available. I would wake up every morning listening to Ru Paul and go to bed at night listening to Diana Ross.
“I think I can deal with that.”
“Somehow I knew you could,” he says.
I’m cleaning the bathtub about an hour later when all this shit occurs to me that I should have asked Randall.
I grab a can of Lysol about the size of a fire extinguisher and bomb the bathtub with a huge cloud of disinfectant. I spray and spray for about as long as I can stand it before I have to literally run out of the room coughing.
I stand in the living room and watch the white cloud of chemicals drifting slowly out the bathroom door. Alright, I’ve think I’ve repeated a few times already that I’m a tidy guy. So I’m not so tidy when it comes to bathrooms, ok?
Usually I wait until it gets really ugly and then I don the protective clothing and nuke the whole room with every chemical in my under-the-sink arsenal. And it works! The bathroom bacteria and critters die by the millions and even my cat won’t go in there for a day or so.
I take off my rubber gloves, raincoat and hockey mask and wait for the noxious cloud to dissipate.
Randall told me about the gay dance music, but would he have told me more if I asked? Could I have learned even more about Elizabeth or Dawn? I mean, I could be wrong but I kind of felt like Randall was my comrade at the end there. Like he wasn’t just working for me but instead, was on my side.
I look around my apartment and I’ll be damned if it isn’t the cleanest it’s been since I moved in two years ago. I check the green-glowing clock on the VCR. 8:45. I need to get moving and make some calls and get this Friday night train on the tracks.
One last thing, change the sheets on the futon. There’s nothing cooler than being fortunate enough to bring someone back to your apartment and into your bed. But there’s nothing less cool than having to distract her while you cagily hide a stain or two from some previous encounter with a pillow and a discarded blanket. Not that I’m bad in the distraction department but it’s just a little more hassle. And besides, stains or not, I still have flannel sheets on the bed and it’s the middle of spring.
I change the sheets on the futon, throw the flannels into the close hamper and jump into the middle of the newly laundered bed. I lay on my back for awhile staring at the ceiling before I decide I better get moving with plans for Friday night. But first I need to call Dawn and see if she still wants to take that roadtrip to Kirksville.
I call her and after about ten minutes of verbal maneuvering around her daughter I actually get the chance to talk to her. But not before Lindy called me a “turd-face” and warned me that I’d better buy a sports car before I took her “sister” out again.
Finally Dawn gets on the phone.
“I’m really very sorry about Lindy, she’s having a really hard time with the fact I’m dating.”
I hear some rustling around on the other end.
“No I don’t!!! He’s just a ” Lindy starts to say. She must have been listening in from another phone somewhere in the house.
“Lindy! Get off the phone right now. If you’re not ready for bed by the time I’m off the phone you’re really in for some ”
Click.
Dawn sighs.
“Once again, I’m really sorry about that.”
“No problem, really.”
“What was I talking about before the interruption?” she asks.
“You were talking about how Lindy has a problem with you dating recently.”
“Yeah, I need to take her to see someone. I just don’t know how to handle this. When she was born I read every single book possible on babies and how to raise children. But there was never a chapter on how young girls react to their divorced mothers beginning to date again.
I’ll read to you as soon as you brush your teeth now get on upstairs.” She muffles the phone for a second.
I’m feeling old again. I mean, it was all really funny at first. I couldn’t stop laughing for about a minute when Lindy called me a ‘turd-face.’ But sitting her talking about her daughters’ problems and hearing her say the words ‘I’ll read to you as soon as you brush your teeth.’ It’s like an alter-reality. This is where I would be if I’d gotten married right out of high school or college.
“I’m sorry Craig, it’s just really difficult for me to talk when it’s Lindy’s bedtime. She has a real hang-up with going to bed at night. Can I call you after she’s asleep?”
“Well, actually, it’s Friday night so I might go out on the town in a bit here. I just wanted to call and see if you still wanted to go see Jonathan in Kirksville Sunday night.”
“Yeah, of course,” she says. “I was a little tipsy the other night, but I think I invited you. I’m going either way.”
“With or without me huh?”
“Well preferably with you but…”
“Mom!!!!!” I hear Lindy screaming in the background. “Benny-fish isn’t swimming or moving!!! I think he swam up to heaven!!”
“I have to go. I think I may have a goldfish with angels’ wings on my hands here.”
“Really quick, pick you up at 7 o’clock on Sunday night?”
“It’s a deal. Talk to you soon.” I hang up the phone.
I consider calling her back and making some excuse as to why I can’t make it. Children? Bedtime? Dead fish? What the hell am I getting myself into here? Where is this supposed to be going? What happens if Dawn and I actually do hit it off?
I guess if I were being honest with myself I’d realize that a part of me never thought it would get this far. Another part of me wonders whether it’s going to go farther. And then there’s yet another part of me that wants to move to another state, change my name, take up organic farming and get as far away from this whole mess as possible.
I think I liked not dating better. Less decisions and uncertainty and more time to watch cable TV.
“I didn’t get a chance to talk to her that long. She had some kind of minor emergency and had to get off the phone. I think her daughter’s goldfish went belly-up or something.”
“So did you guys make a date or what?” Tim asks.
“Yeah, Sunday night I’m picking her up at 7. Hey, are you even gonna have time to shop? It’s like 9:15 and the Mall closes at 10.”
Tim swings into Crestwood Mall and cuts through Famous Barr’s parking lot towards the spaces near the atrium.
“I only need a few shirts. And besides, I pretty much know what I’m looking for.”
“So what’s with this sudden urge to shop? Usually Laura drags you to the Galleria and forces you to buy new clothes at gunpoint.”
And the gunpoint bit is only a slight exaggeration. Tim has this one ratty long sleeved denim shirt that he wears all the time. Laura’s warred with him for years about it but hasn’t succeeded in making him get rid of it yet.
I mean, I guess I can’t take sides on the issue. The shirt is so well worn-in it fits him like a glove and it’s been washed so many times that you just know it has to be the world’s most comfortable shirt. However, I can agree with Laura on at least one point. A man should own more than one shirt.
“I just need to buy some new clothes. I’ve let Laura buy me clothes for the last couple years and… It’s like when I was getting dressed this morning I kind of felt like I wasn’t me anymore. I looked at myself and I said, ‘This isn’t Tim, this is Laura’s Tim. I’m looking at Laura’s ideally dressed boyfriend.’ And it kind of pissed me off.”
“Man Tim, I don’t want to jump to any conclusions but it really sounds like you’re building up some momentum towards being single again.”
He pulls into a space, shuts off the car and unlatches his faceplate from his car’s stereo.
“Maybe I am. Who knows? I’m not gonna worry about that right now. I’m just buying some new shirts, ok?”
“So did you talk to Sarah?” I ask as we’re walking across the lot. “What’s she up to tonight?”
“I left a message for her. I think she hit Winnies with a few people from Finance. But I have my cell phone with me so I’m sure we’ll end up getting a call from her later on.”
I used to own a cell phone but I learned a hard lesson in the six months I had it. If you have a girlfriend and you’re stupid enough to let her find out the number then the phone is really nothing more than a really long leash.
I used to have this girlfriend who would call me all the time for no other reason than to see where I was. ‘Where are you?’ she’d ask. And I’d say, ‘At the Mall buying a book.’ And she’d say, ‘Oh’ and then she’d just sit there on the phone not saying anything.
Then after awhile she’d ask me why I wasn’t saying anything and I’d have to explain that the reason I wasn’t saying anything was because she wasn’t saying anything. ‘Hey, you called me. I’m just buying this book, alright? Was there something in particular you wanted to talk to me about or ask me?’ and then she’d ask when I was coming home.
If I remember correctly, I think we even broke up over that cell phone. Then I got rid of the damned primate-tracking device and I haven’t had one since.
“Oh my God! Look at all these fucking kids! Are the Spice Girls making a guest appearance tonight or something?” Tim asks, as we stroll through the automatic doors and into the mall.
“It’s a Friday night man, what’d you expect? Didn’t you ever hang out at the mall when you were younger?”
“No.”
“Well then where’d you hang out then?”
“I grew up in Wisconsin and we had this really cool malt shop called the Dairy Mart. The local cops allowed us to hang out in the parking lot.”
“I want to go in here.” He veers into ‘Ambercrummy and Filch’, stepping around a crowd of teenagers near the door.
“Man, Beth used to try to get me to buy clothes from this place. It’s way too expensive. But I guess there’s nothing quite like buying a designer flannel shirt for sixty bucks.”
He picks through a bunch of spring shirts that are already on sale.
“Check this one out. No wonder it’s on sale,” he says.
“Jesus Christ. That’s the ugliest shirt I’ve ever seen. What fashion designer thought navy blue stripes were going to look good right next to a big swath of chocolate brown?”
“Maybe Tommy Hilfiger has a cousin who’s even more retarded than he is that designs shirts for this place.” He flips the tag over. “Yeup, ‘the Ricardo Hilfiger collection.’ Sure enough, here’s his name is right there on the tag.”
We wander out of ‘Ambercrummy’ and through Banana Republic, The Gap, American Eagle and Structure. I stop Tim from buying another denim shirt in The Gap. (Laura owes me one.) Luckily just before 10 o’clock he finds some pretty cool cotton pullovers on sale in Structure.
“You think these look pretty cool?”
“Yeah, they’re pretty snappy. They sort of have that Tim-style to them.”
“And just what the hell is ‘Tim-style?’”
I laugh. “Just the way you dress, it’s kind of distinctive I guess - you know what you like.”
He takes them up to the register with two salespeople in hot pursuit. I wouldn’t be surprised if we had fistfight over the commission here.
“‘Boom-boom-boom ’shhhhhha… ‘boom-boom-boom ’shhhhhha… It’s the time ’shhhha… of the season. darr-darrrrr-darr - when love runs high-yee. And this time, ’shhhhha give it to me easy. And let me try with pleasured hands!!” Tim sings.
He makes an attempt to go for the high note on the last word but his voice breaks in a really pubescent way. “To take you in the sun - to promised lands. To show you every one! It’s the time of the season for lov-ING!” He’s belting out the song by this point, slapping his hands on the steering wheel to the beat.
“Man Tim, will you shut the hell up? You’re ruining the song.”
He shrugs and goes back to eating his pizza burger. He’s also chewing on a long strand of his hair that blew into his mouth while he was singing but I think I’ll let him figure that out for himself.
The Zombies “Time of the Season” blares out over horn shaped-speakers onto the parking of Chuckaburger, the last 1950’s style drive-in restaurant left in St. Louis. It’s an amazing little place - kind of like driving right back into the 1950’s or 60’s or onto the set of Happy Days. The illusion is nearly complete. Cars line the curb with trays of burgers and chili-fries attached to their driver’s side windows and waitresses fly around wearing poodle-skirts, saddle shoes and pink oxfords.
I guess the illusion would be a little more complete if the mini-van parked in the space next to us hadn’t just started the engine and assaulted us with the sound of screaming kids and the soundtrack to “Pocahontas” blaring out of the windows. Finally they pull out of the space and take a right. Thank god.
I take a swig of my Cherry-Coke and grab another bite of my Chuckaburger.
“So what’s Laura up to tonight?”
He shrugs again, pausing to finish chewing. “She was going to a baby shower or some shit. We got in a big fight about it.”
“Over a baby shower?”
“I was supposed to go but man, after sitting in that meeting all day today, by the time the day was over I was kind of dead-set against wasting anymore of my time. You know what I mean? For once I wanted to do something that I wanted to do.”
“Well I can sort of understand why that would cause a fight if you told her you were going and then backed out at the last minute. Is that why you went out and bought the shirts tonight?”
“No, that had nothing to do with it.” He dabs up some chili with a fry and sticks in his mouth. “I had a lot of time for daydreaming and thinking in that meeting today ”
“You mean when you weren’t staring at Tarah’s tits or elbowing me under the table to point out how the air-conditioning vent was making her nipples hard?”
He ignores my comment. “I realized today that it’s been like a year since Laura did something I wanted to do. You know, she doesn’t come out drinking with us anymore. She doesn’t go to my family gatherings, and when she does she complains the whole time and wants to leave every hour or so. But if there’s a baby shower Oh! Well holy shit! God forbid old Tim shouldn’t go. It’s a really a one-sided relationship. I guess it always has been.”
“You want the honest truth Tim and I’m not just trying to be a dick here or anything. But she was really kind of a drag even when she did go out with us. It always seemed like she didn’t relate to any of our friends, like she always wanted to be somewhere else.” I say, wiping up a small spot of ketchup that dropped onto his floor mat.
“Yeah, she wanted to be at home having sex. It’s one of the few things we really agreed about back then. But anyway, I told her I wasn’t going tonight and it caused an instant fight. If it had been the other way around and she’d backed out on my plans - well never mind that. It’s perfectly acceptable for her. And never mind that it was a fucking baby shower and I would’ve been the only guy there.”
“That wouldn’t have been so bad,” I point out, trying to look at it from a positive angle.
“You ever been to one?”
I chuckle. “No.”
“A bunch of women sit around cooing and making giggly noises about the cute little gifts and children’s clothing. They bring in a truckload of cookies, fudge and chocolate cake batter and when they’ve exhausted the supply they resort to playing sappy baby-themed games. Then by the end of the evening they all sit around and drink foo-foo drinks and talk about their anatomy and their experiences with childbirth. And I gotta say Craig, it’s a complete blast. It really is.”
“That doesn’t sound too bad.”
“You wanna go fucker?!” He ditches the remains of his burger onto the window tray and reaches for his back pocket. “I have the invitation right here. You wanna go? C’mon, we’ll go. Both of us will!” He makes a mock turn of his keys in the ignition. “I hope you’re ready for hours of fascinating conversation about cervixes ”
“Alright, alright! I agree with you!” I motion him away from his keys. “It does sound pretty shitty. Now just calm down and eat your burger.”
He grabs his burger off the tray and takes another monster-sized bite. “I gavvve upp my band forrrr her maan. I gave up a wotttt of things ” He chews some more. “She doesn’t give an inch, non na ‘innncheech”
“Your band sucked Tim.”
“Whhah? Why did my band suck?” he asks indignantly.
“Two words, ’singing drummer.’ It just doesn’t work.”
“What about Ringo ”
“Ringo didn’t sing every song and if he had then I think history might have played out a bit differently.”
I watch the fry cooks inside the restaurant constructing double cheeseburgers and waitresses dash between tables in the dining room lugging trays of chocolate malts and vanilla sodas. I imagine this place must of looked pretty similar long before I was born, long before the Beatles played their last sad concert on the roof of Abbey Road studios in London and even before the astronauts landed on the moon.
This isn’t some crappy novelty restaurant approximation of the fabulous 50’s, it’s the real thing. Chuckaburger was slinging burgers long before my parents even met.
The wind picks up and blows a few stray napkins across the parking lot.
Tim grabs a hold of our tray and the window as our condiments and napkins start to take flight. The light in the Chuckaburger sign near the street starts to flicker and blink as the wind sways it.
“I can’t believe Sarah hasn’t called yet. It’s dark and we haven’t made plans with her. That’s a crisis situation for her,” I say. Sarah is really big about plans. Everything has to be set in stone no matter how casual the event. “Lemme borrow your cell phone there, Tex. I’ll call home and check my messages.”
He goes horizontal in the seat to reach into the front pocket of his jeans.
“Oh, thanks,” I say, taking the phone from him. “You warmed it up for me. How kind of you.” There’s nothing like trying to make a call on a phone that’s been riding next to some guy’s crotch all day. We’ve seen technology enjoy some astounding advances in the past couple of years. So why can’t they come up with a crotch-proof cell phone or something?
I call my machine and listen to my voice on the message. ‘Hi this is Craig, I’m not around to take your call at the moment. And if you’re the bastard who keeps calling and not leaving messages - I’m after you man, I’m gonna get ‘cha! Leave one now.’ BEEP. I key in my security code and after a pause
“You have THREE new messages,” my answering machine responds in its annoying pseudo-robotic voice.
BEEP. I can hear someone breathing on the phone but they hang up after a few seconds. I hit the ‘1′ key and replay it but there aren’t any clues. I wonder whether that was Elizabeth or Dawn.
BEEP. I can hear car noise and techno music throbbing in the background before she says anything.
“Hi Craig, this is Elizabeth. You’ve probably been trying to call me for days now. I haven’t gotten any messages from you but I’m sure you’ve been trying to reach me,” she says in a slightly sarcastic tone. “I was just cruising around tonight trying to scare up some trouble and I guess you seemed like a likely candidate.”
I can hear that Porsche rocket whining and humming along in the background. Then she accelerates and for a few seconds I can’t even make out what she’s saying there’s so much engine noise. I wonder how fast she’s going. ” a call later on when you get the message. Zzzzt we could have .. zzzZzzzSsccchzzzzrrrrrrttttt!! number is 555-3473. Call me and Zzztt.” Click.
[Zzzzztttt. Houston, we’ve lost communication with the Porsche rocket. We’ll try to re-establish communication in point five seconds Zzshhhrrt.]
BEEP. Click.
“You have no more new messages,” my machine says. I hit ‘end’ on the phone and set it on the dash.
” she call?” Tim asks, finishing off his burger and licking his fingers.
“Who? Sarah?”
“Yeah, remember? That’s why you were checking your messages genius.”
“Oh. No. She didn’t.”
Tim laughs and wipes his face crosswise with a napkin. “Well then who did?”
“Huh?” I say innocently.
“Don’t try to pull one over on me. You’re sitting there with that ‘Class-A dumbass Craig sort of look’ on your face. Which one of them called?”
I wonder what a ‘Class-A dumbass Craig sort of look’ looks like. It must be one of those “thinking” expressions. You know, when you’re thinking really hard about something, you’re deep in thought and without warning your facial expression goes all goofy and decides to start practicing for a part on an upcoming episode of “You’re on Comatose Camera”?
“C’mon dumbass, snap out of it!” He claps me on the shoulder.
“Dawn called. I mean Elizabeth.”
“I guess I don’t really need to tell you that’s not the sort of mistake you want to make when you’re out with one of them. What’d she say?”
“She was looking for something to do tonight and said to give her a call.”
“Well call her. Invite her ‘upstairs,’” he says, naming our favorite Friday night bar. “Here.” He grabs the phone off of the dash and shoves it in my face. “You gotta call her, I have to meet this little sizzler.”
I try to remember the number. 555-347 The phone beeps back at me as I dial ‘3.’
It rings a few times and then
“Zzzt! hold on for a second,” I hear Elizabeth say. “Gotta swing past this guy!” I can hear the Porsche in high gear in the background. “Ok, Craig?” she says finally.
“Yeah, what’s up?”
“Where are you?” she asks.
At the mall buying a book.
“Me and my friend Tim are tossing down some dinner at Chuckaburger up in North County. How ’bout you?”
“I’m heading over to my friend Jennifer’s in U City. What’re you guys up to later?”
“Well, we were thinking of heading ‘upstairs’ in a bit.”
“zzzt upstairs?” she asks.
“Yeah, have you ever heard of ‘Upstairs at Eric’s?’ It’s over in the theater district downtown, on Cherokee.”
“Is that that place above that really sleazy bowling alley off of 5th?”
“Yeup. You wanna meet us there later?”
“Yeah Hold on!!” I hear tires squeal loudly.
“Jesus! What happened?!”
“Nothing . Just an off-ramp. What time are you guys going to be there?”
I look over at Tim. “When are we heading upstairs Tim?”
He shrugs. “Whenever you want.”
“We’ll be there ” I look at my watch. 10:30 PM. “Well be there about eleven or so.”
“Alright, well maybe we’ll see you later then.”
“Ok.”
“Talk to you later sweetie,” she hangs up.
Tim raises an eyebrow and ties his long nappy hair back with a rubberband. And we start gathering the empty fast food containers onto the tray.
Sweetie. I’m not sure I like being called sweetie. It sort of implies she thinks I’m a nice guy. And when it gets right down to it, no woman is ever truly satisfied very long with a nice guy. I’m going to have to correct that perception - pronto.
We cross Cherokee Street from Tim’s parked car, heading towards the nondescript doorway next to bowling alley with the glowing ‘lounge’ sign flickering above it.
A bum shambles towards us out of a doorway to the right.
“Heyyyyy man, can you cats spare thirty-seven cents?”
Bum logic as I figure it, must draw heavily from some Eastern philosophy no one has ever heard of. Like there must be some parable that says, A wise man that only asks for thirty-seven cents is likely to get a dollar. How else can you explain the thirty-seven cents thing? Maybe he has $1.12 and a forty-ounce of Colt 45 costs $1.49 at the gas station down the street. I don’t know, your guess is as good as mine.
“I don’t smoke.” I brush him off. The bum looks puzzled.
When you’re getting hassled by beggars or bums on the street, always respond with something that’s the complete opposite of what they were asking for. In other words, if they ask for a cigarette then you respond, ‘My watch is broken, I don’t know what time it is’ or ‘I’m straight man, I only dig women.’ This tends to throw them completely off balance and by the time they recover you’re already in the door or halfway up the street.
I follow Tim through the door. The sound of an Al Green song and frenzied conversation grows louder as we climb the stairs. I turn the corner at the top of the stairs not knowing what to expect. It’s never the same. There’s no regular crowd that hangs out here. You never see any of the same faces and you can’t even count on them still having your favorite beer on tap. But there’s no other place like it.
It’s a bar but at the same time it’s sort of like going over to someone’s apartment. There’s a long bar at one end that would look completely out of place in anyone’s living room. But the couches, the TV with a couple of guys playing Sega Hockey, the guys getting stoned in the corner? The dog you see wandering around from time to time?
I think they have a liquor license, they’re in the phonebook under ‘nightclubs and bars’ and they advertise in the Gutterfrump Times. But any resemblance to a real bar ends there.
Sarah finally called. She was of course, already well on her way to the wonderful world of intoxication for the night. But luckily her roommate Cindy was driving. They threatened to stop by in a little while.
It’s really going to be interesting if both Elizabeth and Sarah show up. Sarah may drink like crazy and act like a nut a majority of the time but if you want the truth, it’s all a big snow job. Anyone who really knows her has figured out that she’s as sharp as a tack.
Elizabeth won’t even need to hang on me at all and Sarah will home in on what’s going on. Her radar will pick up on it and then the judgment will begin. I’ve had a lot of trouble with her in the past when it comes to girlfriends. I don’t know why but she gets really possessive.
Of course, she’s right a lot of the time. She hated Beth with a passion and I never could get her to admit why. Pressed to say what she didn’t like about her, she’d just insist she was a bitch. And as it turns out, she was absolutely correct, but I didn’t figure that on my own until much later.
I wonder what she’ll think of Elizabeth.
Tim grabs a table in the corner. It’s covered in beer bottles and ashtrays people have ditched off onto it from other tables, but hey, it’s open and tables are kind of hard to come across at this place on weekend nights.
I grab a couple of pints of Guinness from the bar and weave my way through the crowd. I peer around the darkness of the place trying to make out faces in the crowd. Sarah or Elizabeth could be here already for all I know.
Tim’s watching the guys playing Sega when I walk up to the table.
“Man, why didn’t you flag someone to clear all this shit off?” I say to him.
“I was watching Hockey, this guy that’s playing the Blackhawks is really good.”
I have to put my hand in the air to flag someone. Kind of embarrassing really, I haven’t developed any waitress/waiter telepathy at this joint yet. I’m working on it though. I tip them like crazy. Finally a busboy comes over and clears the giant trash dump off of our table.
“Quit watching the TV Tim.”
“What?”
“We’re at a bar, quit watching the TV.” Finally he pries his eyes of the hockey video game and makes eye contact.
“Sorry about that. I just got sucked in. Get me near a TV and I can’t help but watch.”
“Funny how that happens isn’t it? I guess it’s a symptom of just how brainwashed our culture is becoming.” I say. “Put a TV anywhere near us and we drop into zombie-mode. It’s really pathetic. Why do they put them in bars anyway? What’s the point? Places like this are supposed to be about interaction and meeting people, not about staring stupidly at the tube. It’s like, have you ever gone to the zoo and watched the Prairie dogs?”
“Yeah, I guess I have. And hey, now that you mention it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen ‘em watching any TV,” he says.
“Most of them will be chowing down on the grass and rooting around for bugs and stuff, but you know, one or two of them won’t have any part of the feast. They’ll be reared up on their hind legs keeping watch for the rest of the pack. Even though they’re all nice and safe and bored in the public Zoo, there’s always at least one of them on guard watching out for the predators.”
“So? Is this gonna be another long drawn out analogy that goes nowhere like that stupid Monopoly one earlier?”
“Give me a second man, I’m getting to my point,” I down a wonderful mouthful of blackish Guinness and wipe the froth off my lip. “There’s no required guard duty where Prairie dogs are concerned. They do it completely out of instinct. It’s burned into their genetics to watch out for the rest of the group.”
“So what are you saying here? That watching TV is becoming instinctual for us?” he asks.
“Exactly. You called it just a minute ago. You said, ‘Get me near a TV and I can’t help but watch.’ And that’s exactly it. I really think that’s a big part of our quickly weakening genetic heritage. We don’t look out for ourselves much less the pack. We watch the closest TV instead. I don’t know why none of our country’s enemies have figured that one out yet.
“If they wanted to invade it would be as simple as kidnapping the cast of Seinfeld, taping a special episode, and then parachuting TVs down to every army base and street corner right before they aired it. We’d all sit around passively watching the tube as their troops invaded completely unopposed.”
“Yeah, but ” Tim eyes suddenly go to the door and he stops talking. I start to spin around to see what he’s looking at but he motions subtly for me to stay put.
“Shit. Don’t turn around. Your past just walked in the door.”
“Who?”
My First grade teacher? The little girl who made me touch the electrified cattle fence at that picnic when I was five? Ben Kedrick, the guy who stole my Space Invaders game in 3rd grade?
“Beth.”
“Motherfuck-bucket!” Whoops, sorry about that. At times like these when I’m under extreme duress or pain, weird nonsensical curses have a tendency to fly out of my mouth. I should really start keeping a list because sometimes they’re kind of humorous. One time I stubbed my toe really good on the coffee table and “Pimp-fucking-whore-son-of-a-bitch-salami-sandwich!’ was the first explanative out of my mouth. I don’t have any idea what that means. But at the time it meant, ‘God dammit that hurts!’
So what does ‘Motherfuck-bucket’ mean? I think it means, ‘Ex-Girlfriends have an annoying tendency to show up at the absolute worst times.’ You’ve put them in your past. You’ve filed them under ‘Complete Psychos - Do not Revisit’ in your filing cabinet. And yet here they are standing in the doorway of one of your favorite bars where you’re meeting a date.
I don’t turn around. Instead, I start doing the math in my head.
Beth + Elizabeth + Sarah = yeup, I’m fucked.
“She’s with some guy,” Tim says.
Cool. This is a relief.
“See if they’re wearing the rings. I heard a little rumor she got married.”
“Married? Are you kidding me Craig? What kind of idiot would marry her?” he asks. “Hey, you’re right! They have the rings.” He smiles.
This solves everything. I’m saved. I spin around on my seat, give her a nonchalant wave and make a little show of my best sardonic grin. She waves back, squinting through the darkness of the bar to see who I’m with. We haven’t talked in a year or so, ever since the long, drawn-out possession exchange finally drew to a close.
The guy hasn’t figured out who I am yet. He bends down to hear what she’s saying over the music and when he comes back up he’s staring at me in an almost curious sort of way.
Yes, that’s right Mr. Beth Husband. I’m that Craig guy you’ve heard all about. I’m just another guy like you and not the complete asshole she’s probably made me out to be.
He gives me a slow nod and you know, I kind of feel sorry for him and a strange sort of kinship all at the same time. I know what she’s like. I’ve walked point through her PMS Vietnam and survived the SCUD moodswings of her Gulf War and I have the medals to prove it. Good luck to you my friend, Semper Fi or whatever…
I nod back to him and spin back around in my seat.
“Poor guy.” I smile.
Tim grins conspiratorially.
Suddenly neither one of us knows what to talk about. Ex-Girlfriends have an interesting way of stopping conversation in its tracks.
“What were we talking about?” I ask.
“Prairie dogs I think.”
“Oh fuck the Prairie dogs. Prairie dogs suck. I don’t want to talk about them anymore. Let’s talk about ”
“How about the World Cup? That’s coming up this summer.” He smirks. He knows I’m not into sports.
“Fuck the World Cup.”
“How ’bout the Clinton scandal?” he asks grinning. He’s intentionally bringing up topics he knows are going to piss me off. It’s working. You know, if I fell off my bar chair and broke a leg I’d get plenty of sympathy from him. But where women are concerned I get none.
“Let’s talk about that really awkward write-up Russell did for Fox video. Did you read it?” I ask.
“That’s against the rules, man. We can’t talk about work when we’re at the bar.”
“Ok, then let’s not talk about Russell specifically. Let’s talk about writers like Russell who use ten-cent words like ‘prescient.’”
“Heh, did he use that one?” he chuckles.
“Yeup. I quote, ‘In the film Bladerunner, a prescient Scott demonstrated his ability to retrofit traditional society with ‘ blah blah blah.”
“I have a pretty good command of the language but I’m not exactly sure I know what that means,” Tim says. “What was it again?” He lights a cigarette.
“Prescient,” I enunciate.
“Yeah, but what’s that?”
“It’s graduate-student-speak for knowing things are going to happen before they do, for being able to anticipate where human events will lead.”
“Like premonition?”
“No, not really. It’s less psychic ability and more, I dunno. I guess the definition leans more in the direction of intelligence or brilliance.”
“Why didn’t he just say Ridley Scott was ahead of his time?” he says.
“Exactly. That’s what pisses me off, like our average reader is going to know what it means. I can see some guy walking up to the counter at one of stores saying, ‘Hey, where’s that movie Bladerunner? I heard it was pre-censored.’”
“Well, the copy editors are just as much to blame. They shouldn’t have let it get by.”
“Half of those sentence-cutting bastards are graduate students anyway Tim. They’re used to that sort of nonsense. You just know that every tenth word in their thesis is some cheap-shot word like ‘predilection’ or ‘indeterminism’ or ‘pontification.’
“It’s bothered me for years and I never could put my finger on the reason why. I mean, I have the vocabulary to match them, I can keep up. I guess what it really boils down to - it’s just two different types of artists. One that gets up on stage in their spandex pants with their axe-shaped guitar and perform endless guitar hero feats. And then the other that performs the sort of stuff that anyone can ” I just lost my train of thought.
Beth and her husband walk past, heading in the direction of the dartboards in the corner. She gives me the eye contact thing, that look of aloofness she was always so good at.
The Al Green CD ends and the sound of conversation around the bar fills in the gap. I glance up at the bar. The bartender is arguing with a few guys about what to listen to next.
I’m taking downing another mouthful of Guinness when:
“Alright you bastards! Who wants to get their ass kicked first?!!” a familiar drunken female voice screams from the direction of the door.
Tim smiles and I spin around again. It’s Sarah. Her roommate Cindy peers sheepishly around the corner behind her. They have the attention of just about everyone in the bar. All conversation has stopped, which of course, was probably Sarah’s goal in the first place
She acknowledges me with some brief eye contact and then I can tell she’s staring over my head. She must have spotted Beth.
“I can’t hide this anymore lover,” she says, shouting to me across the bar from the door.
Now I’m on stage and everyone in the bar is staring at me as well. Oh, this is going to be priceless. I react slowly, slowly pointing to myself, “Me?”
She nods. “I think about you all the time. I know it’s wrong. Rick would absolutely kill me if he found out.” She flips her hair back defiantly. “But I can’t help it Craig. I really can’t!” She walks slowly towards me, not breaking eye contact. The crowd parts as she walks across the room.
And then she’s standing right in front of my chair. She looks a little sad for a moment. She hesitates… and then she jumps up on my lap, straddling my legs and pulling me into a kiss by the back of the head! And here I am, kissing Sarah again - not an altogether unenjoyable experience mind you.
“You’re mine,” she says finally.
Suddenly Tim is on his feet with a look of horror painted across his face.
“She’s your stepmother for Christ’s sake!! Your father’s wife! That’s deplorable Craig! How the hell could you go through with something like this?! This is the filthiest thing I’ve ever seen!!” He shakes his head in disgust.
By this point the audience’s heads are moving left and right, raptly following every line of the dialogue.
I was taking another drink of beer but it gets interrupted when Sarah lays another one on me. I open my eyes a crack as we’re going at it and the crowd is watching transfixed.
“Will you be my little sugar-shorts?” I say, breaking the kiss and putting my hands on her ass. “Will you give me backrubs and help me with my homework?”
“I’ll be your sugar-shorts forever,” she says lovingly. We go to kiss again but it never happens because all three of us bust into laughter.
Silence.
A few clapping hands echo through the bar as people realize it was all an act. After awhile the rest of the crowd gets it and the place erupts into applause. Sarah curtsies. And then Tim an I rise to our feet and give a quick bow before sitting down again.
Over the years, we’ve not only come to expect these impromptu Jerry Springer episodes out of Sarah, but we’ve become willing participants and skilled actors. Sarah has tears streaming down the sides of her face she’s been laughing so hard. She gives me another kiss and a hug before sitting down next to me.
Cindy edges up to the table with a of couple beers. She hands one to Sarah and pulls up a chair. It looks like it’s a Sapporo night tonight for the two of them.
I don’t know how I’d describe Cindy. She’s younger and pretty attractive in her own way. I guess the operative word would be ‘innocent.’ She’s constantly blushing or looking nervous at some of the topics we get to talking about. And with that in mind, I really don’t have a clue how she can be roommates with someone like Sarah. As the story goes, she’s a sister of a sorority sister or some weird affiliation like that, and because of some weird duty or sense of obligation, Sarah has taken her under her wing.
Tim and I are long past calling her ‘Sarah’s roommate.’ Instead, we alternate calling her ‘Sarah’s little sidekick,’ ‘Sarah’s henchman,’ and sometimes ‘the Sarah fan club president’ - which is not to be mean or anything. In fact, it’s really a pretty valid description. Cindy follows Sarah everywhere she goes but she’s never at the forefront. Tonight is typical of her, peering sheepishly around a doorframe while her roommate turns the whole bar upside down.
“‘The bitch’ is here,” Sarah alerts me.
“Yeah, we noticed. That’s her husband with her by the way,” I say.
She snorts. “You should have seen her face when I had my tongue down your throat. I thought she was going to storm out of the bar.”
“Beth jealous? I doubt it Sarah.”
“Oh yeah, she was jealous. Didn’t you ever notice how she would always try to keep us separated when you two were going out?”
“Yeah, how could I miss that? If I talked on the phone with you for longer than ten minutes I had to take a lie detector test when I got off.”
“That’s because back when you guys first started dating I took her aside and told her that if she took even one step away from you that I was going to steal you away and move to another country with you,” she says with an evil grin.
“Heh. You did not.”
“Yes I did. And you should have seen her tonight. The look on her face tonight was… what’s a good word? Not hysterical… I think it was historical.” She smirks.
“You’re really something else, Sarah.” I laugh. “I always thought she was so paranoid around you because of that time you got really drunk on tequila and kept trying to box with her. I guess now I know the truth.”
“Yeup,” she says, looking proud of herself. “So am I really your little sugar-shorts?” We all start laughing again. “Where the hell did that come from anyway? Sugar-shorts?”
I shrug. “Dunno, the heat of the moment I guess.”
“Oh, by the way, we have some big news tonight,” Sarah says. Immediately Cindy starts to look embarrassed so it’s safe to assume the news is about her. “Cindy’s got a boyfriend, Cindy’s got a boyfriend, Cindy’s got a boyfriend!” she sings in a schoolyard chant.
“Oh yeah? Well good for you Cindy,” Tim says. “Let’s raise a toast to.. What’s his name?”
“Randall,” Cindy says.
I nearly drop my pint glass.
“To Randall then,” he says. We all raise our glasses in the air and drink.
“Cindy and Randall sittin’ in a tree, K - I - S - S - I - N - G !” Sarah sings.
“So what’s this guy do for a living?” I ask.
“I think he’s in telemarketing or something like that. I’m not sure,” Cindy says.
Shit, it’s got to be him. How many guys are there in this town named Randall? Can’t be too many.
“So when do we get to meet your new home squeeze?” I ask.
“Oh, he’s supposed to meet us here when he gets of work at eleven-thirty.” Cindy looks at her watch. “He should be here any minute.”
Well, if Cindy’s Randall turns out to be Mr. Human League then it’s going to be a very interesting evening. Not as if it hasn’t been already. But now the cast is all set for a really swank soap opera. We have Elizabeth the hottie who’s going to show up later, Randall the date broker, Beth the ex-girlfriend, and Sarah the… I dunno Sarah the girl who’s just a friend but kisses me all the time.
Maybe some unshaven, really intense looking guy with long hair and a patch over one eye will show up and hang out with us. Soap operas always seem to have one of those characters on staff.
“Who wants to boogie with me on that old whisky train?” Sarah says, snapping her fingers from side to side. I’m not sure but I suspect ‘the whisky train’ must be some new Sarah-ism for doing shots.
“I’m game,” I say. Tim and Cindy nod.
“What’s our brand tonight?” I say, following her up to the bar to help her carry them.
“I’m a recent convert to the wonders of Maker’s Mark,” Sarah says. “Jack’s always great, but this stuff has it’s own little ‘thang going on.” She orders the shots from the dreadlocked guy at the bar, who noticing me and apparently remembering my practice of over-tipping, pours us four heaping shots.
We tiptoe back to the table doing our best not to spill them, and digging through the crowd, I notice that we have some company. There’s a guy standing at our table. It must be Randall
The guy must be seven feet tall! Standing next to a tiny Cindy who’s no more than 5′5, he looks like he could put her on his lap and read her a bedtime story. Even at my six feet, I bet he could pick me up and crack me over his knee like an egg. I think he’s even bigger than that Steve guy I met last week!
If I ever win the lottery I want to hire a guy like this to follow me around everywhere I go, you know, to serve as my personal bodyguard. Not that I’m ever in too much danger or anything but I’m certain it would come in handy from time to time. Like you’re at McDonalds and the kid wearing the stupid looking visor at the register is telling you they stopped serving breakfast ten minutes ago.
And then the seven-foot giant steps up to the counter next to you and you say, “Roll him, Eddie.” You can just bet you’d be eating an Egg Mc’Muffin and drinking orange juice faster than you could say the words ‘unthrottled violence.’
“Craig, this is Randall. Randall, this is Craig,” Tim says. We shake. This can’t be him. A guy this big with a voice like a teenager? I doubt it.
“We just bought a round of Maker’s Mark man, you want one?” I ask him.
“Uh, no thanks,” the guy says in deep, husky voice. “I’ll run up and grab a beer in a little while here.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah,” he booms.
It’s not him.
“Ok then, alright you guys. What’re we drinking to now?”
Sarah raises her shot glass. “Let’s toast to summer right around the corner, to sun-darkened skin and swimming pools and the sting of whisky on our throats!”
We trade glass-clinks and down our shots.
Man, I’m beginning to get a paranoid in my old age, I’m thinking as the sweet and tangy, roasted liquor swishes around my mouth and down my throat. The guy just happens to be named Randall and immediately I jump to the conclusion that it’s Mr. Girlfriend-Express. What’s up with that? Maybe there have just been too many coincidences in my life lately. I guess when that happens you get to assuming everything has some sort of connection.
Turning the glass up in the air to down the last bit of whisky, I almost feel like if I just closed my eyes and concentrated for a few minutes, the synchronicity, the pattern of connections and coincidences in my life… It would all emerge from the static like one of those magic-3D stereogram pictures.
But with my luck though, I’d stare intently at the picture and it would end up looking like a rare butterfly or Santa Claus or some weird shit like that. And then I’d go absolutely crazy trying to figure out what significance a blurry picture of Santa Claus might have to my life.
Isn’t that the way things always work in life?
“Man, you and Sarah really had some dirty dancing going there at the end there,” Tim says. We’re on Highway-40. He’s taking my drunk ass home.
“Jesus man, I didn’t need that last beer. I’m totally drunk.” The headlights of the oncoming cars on the other side of the highway turn into stars and comets across the rain-soaked windshield. The traffic ahead of us kicks up a tall wake of water that’s almost worse than the rain itself.
“I think people were getting a little weirded out when she started rubbing her tits in my face,” I slur.
“Nah, they were fine with it. I think a few of them still thought she was your stepmother.” He laughs. “That whole Springer skit tonight was hilarious. I’m kind of bummed though that this mysterious Elizabeth character never showed up. Didn’t she say she was coming?”
“I guess she never said she was coming for sure,” I say.
“You’re sure you’re not making this girl up? After all, you were whining about how you’d love to go out with a twenty-one year old at happy hour that one night. And then less than a week later, boom, you have one. What’s next Craig? Are you gonna have an imaginary wedding in this fantasy too? Maybe exchange some soda pull-tabs instead of wedding rings?”
“She’s real,” I slur. “You should see her. I should just marry her before someone else does.”
He laughs. “Eliza-Beth I hear you calling!” He starts singing the Kiss song ‘Beth,’ imitating Peter Chriss’s gravely voice. “But I can’t come home right now. Me and the boys are playing and we just can’t find the sou-ounnd! Just a few more hours and I’ll be right home to you. I think I hear them calling. Oh Eliza-Beth what can I do?! Eliza-beth what can ”
“Will you shut the fuck up!” I snap. “I won that bet last year and you said you wouldn’t sing it anymore. I heard enough of it when I was dating Beth. Every time she’d call me you’d start singing that fucking song.”
He laughs and slides the car into the exit lane for Brentwood Blvd.
“You swear she’s real?”
“Hey, screw you Tim. I may be a little insane but I’m not to the point yet where I’ve spawned multiple personalities or imaginary girlfriends. I think that’s still a few years off yet.”
As we’re heading down Brentwood, for some reason my drunken focus shifts to the street signs on the side of the road. Suddenly a sign flies by on the right, ‘Sounds Right: Custom Car Audio Store.’ I’ll be damned! That’s the place that advertises in the back of the Gutterfrump Times! Their ad was pretty close on the page to Girlfriend-Express.
Coincidences aside, wouldn’t it be ironic if I was staring out the car window and saw a big lit-up sign for Girlfriend-Express? They have the same phone prefix as my number so it only stands to reason they’re somewhere in this neighborhood.
Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Randall said to me. So is there any harm in looking for the whole gift horse, mouth and all? Sitting in Tim’s car, drunkenly staring out the rain-soaked windows, I realize I have this strong urge to try to track down this Randall guy in the flesh. I don’t know why. Maybe I just want to thank my mysterious benefactor in person.
Randall’s probably right about one thing, I’m making things way more mysterious than they probably really are - but I want to meet the guy. What’s wrong with that?
I’m on the Internet and I have some friends at the phone company. I could do some poking around. How much you want to bet I could track him down? I’m caught up thinking about the possibilities as Tim pulls into the parking lot of my apartment complex.
“Check that out!” he says suddenly, pulling to a stop.
I look up and there in the headlights, parked right next to my garishly green car is a red Porsche 911.
Neither one of us says anything for a few moments.
I cough. “You believe me now?”
“Guess so, and even if I didn’t, there she is in the flesh,” he says.
I follow his glance. Elizabeth comes walking out of my building’s courtyard. White t-shirt, black pants. No umbrella. And the rain is coming down in buckets.
“Thanks for the ride Tim, I gotta run!” I start to open the door but he stops me.
“Here, impress her. Take this.”
I jump out of the car and open the umbrella, and she runs to get underneath it.
“I went to that bar but I guess you guys had just left,” she says, throwing her arms around me underneath the large multicolored circle.
“Sorry about that. We got pretty drunk and it was getting kind of near closing time. I didn’t think you were gonna show.”
My eyes focus on the clouds of her breath visible in the headlights. Kind of weird thing to see that sort of thing in the middle of the Spring.
She twists her T-shirt and squeezes a stream of water out of it. She loosens it up a little around the chest and smirks when she realizes where my attention has fallen.
“You want to come up for some drinks?”
“What do you think idiot?” she says.
As we walk into my building’s courtyard, Tim pulls out of lot and gives a brief beep on his horn. I wonder what that meant?
Elizabeth and I climbed the stairs to my apartment but upon reaching the top, it was pretty evident that our hormones had beaten us there. If you can believe it, they were sitting around playing a few hands of cards and downing Gin and tonics, waiting around my living room for us to show up.
‘Where the hell have you guys been?” our hormones asked indignantly. “We’ve been waiting around all night for the two of you! It’s about time!’ they said glancing back and forth between themselves and looking impatiently at their tiny hormonal watches.
And since we’d kept the company waiting, we did the only polite thing we could have done and skipped the drinks and conversation altogether. We didn’t even make it more than a few steps into the living room before the rain-drenched clothing started to fly. A pair of pants landed on the TV, a shirt skidded against the living room wall with a wet ‘thud,’ and my cat attacked and pounced on shoes, socks and balled-up clothing as they rolled back down the stairs or flew into the kitchen.
We started in the living room, and then after a few hurried suggestions, things moved to the shower. Awhile later the shower gave way to towels and the bedroom floor, and then finally the futon.
Things couldn’t have been any more perfect. None of the skeletons dropped in for a nightcap. I guess they were busy elsewhere terrorizing other poor guys for the night. And regardless of my initial worries, all of the whisky and beer I’d drank earlier in the night gave me a break and hung out in my head and stomach instead of messing things up elsewhere.
You know, some people are good at tennis, or golf or volleyball or gambling and I suppose that’s cool and all. But isn’t it wonderful when you run across that occasional person who’s really, really good at sex? It spoils you. Sometimes it even has the tendency to ruin your memories of past encounters. Because whatever expectations you’ve been carrying around about what defines good sex, it all gets thrown out the window like some sort of lightening rod religious conversion. That one night back in October you thought was so incredible and earth shattering? Well maybe not. It was ‘ok’ I guess.
You have to wonder where this person has been all your life. You have to wonder where they were that one time you stayed home on a Friday night and watched the movie ‘The English Patient’ on cable and then you felt like you wanted to re-enact a few of the scenes afterwards. Wouldn’t it have been great if you could have rang them up? ‘Yeah, I don’t really know you or anything. But do you have the Encore channel on cable? Oh yeah? You didn’t happen to just watch The English You did? So did What was that? You’ll be over in five minutes? Directions to my house? Great! see in you in a bit.’ I come back from the bathroom with a warm washcloth and she’s still there on her stomach, lying perfectly still on top of the covers.
“Ohhhh, that feels really good,” she says as rub a washcloth down a thigh. “And you used warm water, you don’t miss a trick.”
“You shouldn’t flatter me too much. I miss plenty of tricks but with stuff like this I think the whole ‘do unto others’ thing comes into play. Because you know, I’d seriously have to throw someone out of the bed if they hit me with some cold dishcloth when I was laying here all warm and fuzzy.”
“C’mere,” she says, pulling me down onto the futon beside her and positioning my arms around her.
“You comfortable?” she asks.
“Absolutely.”
“You’d be proud of me,” she says, rubbing her hand back and forth across the stubble on my face. “I was bored the other night and I was gonna go up to Blockbuster and rent something but I ended up raiding my parents movie collection instead.”
“Oh yeah? So’d you watch ‘The Graduate’?”
“No, Breakfast at Tiffany’s.”
“Hey, good for you. That’s another one of my favorites. I was on this big Truman Capote kick last summer and I think I must have watched that damn thing like three times in one month.” I start to pull a few covers over the top of us. “Have you cooled downed yet? You ready for some covers?”
She nods. “Wasn’t he a serial killer or something?” she asks.
“Who? Capote?”
“Yeah.”
I have to laugh. “No, he was a writer. Now I don’t think anyone would disagree that he was one hell of a weird guy but I don’t think he murdered anyone. He wrote ‘Tiffany’s’ and he also wrote a book called, “In Cold Blood” that was based on the true story of some pretty gruesome murders. That’s probably what you’re thinking of.”
“Oh,” she says, rolling over to put her face against my neck.
“So what’d you think of the movie?” I ask.
“I liked it. I’m always hearing that song on the radio about it so I figured I should see what all the noise was all about. It was pretty good for an old ‘fogey-stogie’ movie. I didn’t understand the girl though. I thought she was married to the mob guy she was visiting in prison and then that farmer guy shows up. What was her name again?”
“Holly Golightly.”
“That’s kind of an corny, movie star sounding name don’t you think?” she says, twirling her toes around beneath the covers. She runs a foot down the length of my calf.
“That was the whole point. She was a high society imposter. It’s kind of spelled out that she made the name up herself,” I point out.
“An imposter? I didn’t think so. She knew mobsters and rich guys and all those people she invited to her party.”
“Yeah, she knew all of them because she was a prostitute.”
“What?!” She raises up on an elbow. “How can you say that?”
She watched the whole movie and managed to skirt the main theme. How do I break this to her? “Uhhhh, well, for starters. The opening scene? The one where she’s having breakfast in front of Tiffany’s in her evening gown? She’d just gotten off work. She doesn’t have a real job. She sleeps all day and she’s out on dates every night. Uh guys give her fifties for the powder room. And then there’s that scene where she sneaks out of the window of her apartment, climbs the fire escape and into bed with George Peppard because one of her dates got unruly?”
“Who’s George Peppard?”
“The actor who played Paul Varjak, the writer who lived upstairs,” I say.
“Oh yeah! Didn’t he have it good with his mom stopping by all the time to buy him suits and give him money. I have a brother like that. He doesn’t even have a job. He just lives off my parents.”
I have to get her off this subject before I end up having to point out just how much of this movie she’s misunderstood. It’s not that big of a deal, she made the effort and I guess there’s something to be said for that.
“So what’d you end up doing tonight?”
“I went over to my friend Jennifer’s and we made some Bloody Mary’s and watched a few episodes of Melrose Place she had taped. And then her roommate came home and she’s kind of a bitch, so we fled the apartment and went down to the Red Sea in the Loop and had a few drinks.”
“So do you hang out at the Red Sea a lot? Is that the kind of bar I’d be likely to find a girl like you in?”
She thinks about it for a second. “Yeah, we hang out at the Red Sea sometimes because it’s so close to Jennifer’s. But I guess most of the time we hang out at Shooter’s Sports Palace. And sometimes we hit Harry’s up near Westport.”
I’m not picky about bars. I’m really not. Nor am I the sort of person who would necessarily judge a person by the bar they hang out at. You have a bar you really like? Sure, I’ll show up and have a few beers with you. I’m pretty easy going about locale as long as they’re serving some decent brands of beer. But my girl here? She just named two places I wouldn’t be caught dead.
And not only would I not go to either of these places, but I also fancy myself the sort of person who doesn’t know anyone who would either. I’ve been to both of those bars at one point or another, you know, because someone at work was quitting and they had a happy hour for them there or whatever. And they suck. They flat out suck. I’m not kidding you.
They’re sports bars and consequently they have TV’s all over the place; even in the bathrooms so you don’t miss out on that crucial play while you’re taking a piss. And another weird thing: sexual harassment is not only acceptable - it’s openly encouraged. The waitresses have to dress in tiny micro-shorts and skimpy tops and wear bandoleers of pink and purple party shots. And the intelligence factor of the regular crowd lends itself pretty well to homophobia, dick jokes, and fights about every half an hour.
“You ever go there?” she asks. I think I may have drifted off for a second there.
“No, not really.”
“So where do you hang out?” she asks.
“Well, I guess you could call me a regular at ‘Winnies’ in Maplewood. That’s where most of my friends and people I work with hang out. We end up at ‘Upstairs at Eric’s’ quite a bit on weekends. Hmmm, where else? I guess we favor ‘Weber’s Front Row’ on weeknights sometimes for a few pitchers.”
“I’ve never heard of those places. But I went to that ‘Upstairs’ place looking for you tonight.”
“Oh yeah? What’d you think?”
“It was kind of a weird place. It was really dark and kind of shady. And there was this stray dog running around. I wouldn’t say it was my sort of place.”
But dick jokes, ass-pinching, party shots and televisions in the bathrooms make her feel right at home? I don’t get it.
I had a really delirious sleep and woke up with the distinct impression that every single person I have ever known or met in my life made a cameo appearance in my dreams last night. You know, where you wake up and catch yourself thinking about some kid you knew one summer at camp when you were ten, or an old neighbor you haven’t talked to or thought about in over twelve years?
That’s because he was in your dream last night. He played the train conductor on the Orient Express. Huh? What? Orient Express?! What was a train conductor doing in my dream? Why was I on a train in the first place?
And what the hell am I doing shoved all the way over on the left side of my futon? Usually I sleep in the middle. I squint through hungover eyelids at the bright light streaming in through the slits of the venetian blinds. And then finally I remember. Elizabeth… I roll over but find myself alone in bed. I glance up at the alarm clock. 11:55. A church bell is chiming noon somewhere nearby and I can hear a train rustling through the west part of town.
“Elizabeth?” I call into my apartment. “Hello?”
No answer. Just the silence of my apartment and the sounds of a day that has started without me.
Finally Pork Chop comes wandering into the room and jumps up onto the bed. Yes, this is the bachelor life. The woman is gone in the morning, almost like it didn’t happen at all, and the cat comes clawing towards you over the covers because he’s been awake since dawn and he’s hungry and pissed off that you slept so late. And other than the cat, you don’t have to get up for anything - absolutely nothing at all. It’s Saturday.
I grab a hardback off of my headboard and make it through three or four chapters before the phone rings for the first time. I check out the Caller ID.
– STRIEBEL, TIMOTHY –
“Hullo?”
“Hey man, I hope I’m not interrupting any of the next morning monkey-business or anything,” Tim says.
“No, I’m just laying in bed reading. She pulled a disappearing act on me at some point last night or this morning while I was asleep.”
“Oh yeah? So are you feeling cheap? Used? Like she only wanted one thing out of you?” he asks sarcastically.
“Totally man,” I chuckle. Actually I am slightly disappointed. I happen to like the tousled hair, conversation and shared giddy high of the next morning when a woman will stick around for it.
“So is she really as good looking as my first impression last night? Even drenched and looking like a wet dog she was as cute as hell.”
“Yeah, your first impression was correct.”
“You lucky son of a bitch! So’d you guys do it?” he asks childishly.
“Yeah, we did it.”
“Did you do it on the stairs? Did you do it on the ”
“Look you silly bastard, you’re not getting any details out of me, alright? Go out and buy an issue of Penthouse or something.”
“Did you get to ”
“Tim.”
He laughs. “So what’re you up to today?”
“I need to run some errands. Get some laundry done, pay some bills, and make some calls. You know, that sort of boring shit. I’m not sure what’s going on tonight.”
“We’ll scare up something,” he says.
“What, you aren’t doing something with Laura tonight?”
“Nope, the fight continues,” he whispers. “She still hasn’t let me off for not going to baby shower.”
“Ahhh. Is she in the room?”
“Yeah. I’ll let you go. Give me a call later on if you get a chance.”
“Sure. Talk to you later.”
I set the phone down on the nightstand and roll onto my back again. I guess I should get up and join the world of the living. I contemplate it for a full ten minutes before I finally roll out of bed. And in an instant, my cat is at my feet.
I could swear his meow has a belligerent tone to it, ‘Alright you cheap slut, get in the kitchen and pour some food in my bowl, now!’
Where woman are concerned, I don’t get any sympathy from my cat either.
“City please?” the operator asks.
“Uh, Brentwood I think. The number is 555-1326 and the name of the business is Girlfriend-Express. I’ve misplaced their address. Can you give it to me please?” I ask.
“Just a moment,” she says. “Was that Girlfriend-Express with a hyphen between the two words?”
“Yeah. Are there two listings or something?”
“No sir, just a moment please,” she says.
I wait, listening to her type away on her keyboard. “Your business doesn’t seem to have an registered street address. However, we are showing a post office box listed in the registry,” she says with exaggerated politeness.
“Ok, I’ll take that I guess.”
“The address is post office box 12890A, Brentwood Missouri.” I jot the information down on a napkin laying next to the phone.
“12890A? ‘A’ as in apple?”
“That’s correct sir. Is there anything else I can help you with today?”
“No, I think that’ll do it. Thanks for your help.”
“Thank you for using Southwestern Bell,” she says.
I’m not beaten yet. I think I’ve already said that I have this friend who works for the Phone Company, right? Stewart. He’s the ace up my sleeve.
I guess I should tell you that just about every guy I’ve ever known in my life named Stewart has been a complete freak in one way or another. Your mileage may have varied, but for me it’s been an absolute truth.
There was Stewart the rich-kid drug dealer that lived downstairs from me when I was living in my first apartment. Then there was Stewart the heavy metal wannabe-Satanist that rode my bus in high school. I seem to remember a kid named Stewart in my homeroom in the third grade that was famous for eating dirt clods, bugs and an occasional frog. And then there’s my friend Stewart the hermit who works for the Phone Company.
(As a side note: if your name happens to be Stewart and you’re absolutely certain that you’re not a complete freak. Then I guess you’re an exception to the rule. My apologies to you pal. Please introduce yourself to me at some point so I can say I’ve met at least one Stewart in my life who is relatively normal.)
Stewart never answers the phone right away. You have to yell at him repeatedly in your message on his answering machine until he’s accepted the fact that you’re not a threat to his reclusive lifestyle.
“Stewart! Pick up. It’s just your friendly neighborhood Craig here.” Pause. “Stewart, god dammit! Pick it up you idiot. Get off the couch, turn off the cable TV and answer the phone. I need to ask an important ”
“Hello?” a groggy voice says through a fit of coughing.
“Stewart?”
“Yeah, I was taking a nap,” he says.
“Taking a nap? Look, it’s like two in the afternoon! You’re missing out on an awesome day here buddy. It’s in the upper seventies.”
“Yeah, who cares? I’m sure there’ll be plenty more.”
“Hey, I need to ask you for a favor.”
“Man, you still owe me one and now you’re asking for another?” he mutters.
“What do I still owe you for?”
“Oh C’mon, you couldn’t have forgotten… You had that crazy ex-girlfriend who was bugging the shit out of you a few years back. And I rigged your phone line so that if she called you, her call was automatically rerouted to that other guy’s number. What was his name? Jeremy?”
“Yeah. The ex-girlfriend was Beth, and Jeremy was the guy she dated before me. She hated him like nothing else. Believe me, you did me a great favor. After we broke up she was calling me for every single little reason she could think of. I told you about that. It was nearly to the point of harassment. Something had to be done and your little act of phone trickery Stewart, having her calls to me end up ringing her ex-boyfriend Jeremy’s number instead? Yeup. That did the trick. She stopped harassing me. And it’s ironic you should bring her up. I ran into her at a bar last night.”
“Well I hope you guys didn’t make amends or anything man,” Stewart says. “Because let’s just say that little trick I pulled off is now a permanent undocumented feature of your phone line. I got fired at Southwestern Bell a few weeks ago.”
“What? What the hell happened? You’ve been working there for years.”
“They fired me for distributing an unauthorized memorandum to most of the West County office.”
This gets me laughing pretty hard. As soon as he said he’d been fired I just knew there wasn’t going to be a simple story behind it - like he’d failed a drug test or had an unacceptable number of absences. People like Stewart get fired for far more colorful reasons.
“I’m sure you’re pretty sick of telling the story, but what happened?” I chuckle.
“I don’t know why I did it man. I guess I was getting sick of the whole corporate atmosphere. There was this one memo that hadn’t been routed yet. They were planning to have the whole office take ‘Diversity Training’ classes in April. ‘Everyone’s different, we come from a multitude of backgrounds and races and yet it’s possible for us to all work together ‘ and all that bullshit. Do they have those kind of classes at your work?”
“Yeup.”
“So anyway, I rewrote the memo and changed the wording to the effect that we all work in the same office. We all sit in cubical offices that look exactly the same. We all wear shirts, ties and business attire that don’t give off the slightest whiff of diversity.
“So during the course of the three-day ‘Diversity’ classes I urged everyone to make their cubes as different as possible. I told them they were allowed to turn their cubes into bungalows with Tiki lamps, couches and wet bars. And I told them they could dress casual - that Daisy Dukes shorts and tank tops were completely acceptable, and that overall they should all strive to be as different as possible during the classes. I stressed that their interpretation of the word ‘different’ was the whole purpose of the classes. And then I put the memo into mainstream distribution.”
“Heh, Stewart man, what the hell were you thinking?”
“I was thinking I wouldn’t get caught, that’s what I was thinking. But one of my coworkers informed on me and I got called on the rug. And I have to tell you man, they were really pissed! It was all just a harmless joke but they didn’t think so.”
“Well I’m sorry to hear the news. What’re you gonna do now?”
“Shit, I don’t have any worries. I’m a senior level Network Engineer. I have a ton of experience with telephony, Internet technology and Cisco routers. As soon as feel like going back to work, I’ll start accepting salary bids for my next job. With any luck I’ll double my salary again.”
“Sounds like you’ll do fine man. Really. And I guess I can’t ask you my favor now since you’ve moved on. I was going to have you look up the billing address of this one place I’ve been dealing with.”
“Oh yeah? Which place is that?”
I don’t think I have anything to worry about in telling Stewart that I’ve been using a dating service. He’s such a hermit I don’t think he would have anyone to tell even if he wanted to.
“I’ve been using this dating service and they’ve been setting me up with dates and stuff over the phone. But they don’t seem to have an office and I don’t know, the whole thing seems kind of fishy to me.”
“Are they ripping you off or something?” he asks.
“Well, no,” I have to concede. “But I guess it seems way too good to be true. They hooked me up with two gorgeous women for only twenty bucks. And then they charged it to my Best Buy credit card. I dunno man - it’s a long story. They’re probably totally legit. Maybe I just want to track them down and thank them.”
“Why don’t you just call them and ask them for directions?”
“Call them for directions?”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe I want to surprise them or something. I’ve been talking to them for weeks now and wouldn’t they be surprised if I dropped in and brought them a gift or something to thank them for helping me out.”
“Why don’t you call information? They’ll have the address.”
“I did. The operator said the registry on the phone number was linked to a post office box.”
“That’s pretty suspicious right there,” he says.
“Why’s that?”
He starts coughing. “Because you’re not allowed to do that. Places that do business over the phone have to have a verified address on record with Southie Bell. It’s Missouri law. The only exceptions are collection agencies and a few of the government offices.
“I can’t help you in tracking them down, man. But I can tell you that one of two things is true. Either they’re a dating service and a collection agency too, or they’ve pulled some favors with someone like me to rig their phone records.”
The phone is ringing as I’m finishing my laundry and hanging the last of my shirts up in the closet.
– DE CHRISTINA, D.–
(Repeat Call)
My first reaction is ‘who the hell is that?’ But then I recognize the number. Apparently Dawn is also known as Ms. De Christina. Randall never told me her last name and I guess I never thought to ask.
“Hello?”
“Craig?
“Yeah, hey Dawn.”
“Oh, sorry about that,” she laughs. “I guess you live alone so it would pretty much have to be you answering the phone, right? It just didn’t sound like you.”
I clear my throat. “Excuse me. That’s probably because it’s nearly three in the afternoon and I still haven’t managed to wake up yet. This is what I sound like when I first get up in the morning.”
“You have a late one last night?” she asks.
“Yeah, I guess you could say that. My friends and I were down at ‘Upstairs at Eric’s’ ’till near closing time. So what’s up with you?”
“Oh, not a whole lot.”
“We still on for tomorrow night to go see Jonathan?” I ask.
“Well, that’s why I was calling. I’ve had a change of plans.”
“Oh yeah?” I’m getting ditched by my celibate date. Does life get any worse?
“My Ex was supposed to have Lindy this weekend but he ran headlong into a little legal complication this afternoon that’s going to keep him from seeing her for a long time.”
“Legal complication?” I pry.
“He got taken in on a DWI. And that’s not all. He’d just picked up Lindy from me. So now he’s facing additional charges for child endangerment.”
“Wait a minute. He was drunk when he picked her up?”
“Yeah. He got pretty good at hiding that kind of thing when we were married.”
“Jesus,” I say. “What an incredibly responsible guy.”
“Yeah, the police wouldn’t even tell me what his blood-alcohol level was. I think they knew I’d go completely nuts if I found out.”
“At least your daughter’s ok,” I point out, trying to put some sort of positive spin on things.
I have problems. Sometimes I can’t take vacation at work when I want to. My car’s brakes have been making a funny sound recently. And I have this neighbor who steals my newspaper every once in awhile. But these are all minor annoyances compared to Dawn’s very real, adult-style problems. I can only guess how I’d deal with them if they were in my lap.
“At least we got to see Jonathan in Bloomington,” I say. “I read somewhere recently that he’s going to be in some movie this summer. So the next chance we get to see him he might be playing the big amphitheaters instead of the small bar scene. Oh well, we can always go out some other time.”
“How about tonight?” she asks abruptly.
“Uh tonight, uh. I don’t think I have any solid plans,” I find myself saying. “You have a sitter for tonight and everything?”
“Yeah. My sister offered to kill her plans for the night and watch Lindy so we could still go out.”
“Darla offered to ditch her plans so you could go out with me? She’s never even met me. I could be a complete asshole for all she knows.”
“She knows I steer clear of assholes these days,” she says. “But I’ll have to introduce you to her before the date. You’ll have to get her final approval and everything.”
“Alright then, I’m up for the challenge. I think Darla’s gonna get a chance to see my best Prince Charming routine. I just have to come up with something for us to do at the last minute. I already checked the Gutterfrump Times and no one good is playing in town tonight. How about dinner for starters? I’ll come up with some reservations for somewhere nifty. And hmm. What else could we do at a moment’s notice?”
A movie is out of the question. That’s always a bad date idea. You sit side by side in the darkness of the theater. Making out or trying to get up her shirt is out of the question because you’re not sixteen years old anymore. Maybe you get to do the handholding thing or you put your arm around her. But the real problem is that it’s two hours of black nothingness without any chance for conversation.
“Well I’ll come up with something before we go out,” I say. “What time should I pick you up?”
“Seven? Is that good for you?” she asks.
“Yeah, I think I can have my hair done by then,” I say.
“Should I dress casual, or get dressed up?”
You have to be careful when a woman asks you this question. Sometimes they sincerely want to know how they should dress. But other times they’re actually implying they want to get dressed up if you’ll only give them the excuse.
“Well, I mean. If you want to we could…”
“I bought this dress a few months ago that I’ve been dying to wear out. And I’d love to have an excuse to wear it out,” she says.
“Then formal attire it is,” I say. Mentally, I pat myself on the back. I called that one pretty well. Men have intuition, they really do. It’s just that the hormones get in the way of it so often.
“Ok then,” she pauses. “And Craig, thank you for being so flexible with me,” she says rather earnestly.
“Hey, don’t mention it. I’ll see you at seven.”
I race up to the stoplight and start checking out my tie again in the rearview mirror. I had a hell of a time deciding whether or not there was enough brown woven into the pattern that it would match my pants. The sports coat is black and that goes with anything. But the tie has to match the pants. That’s the rule.
Dammit! Why I am I worrying about it so much in the first place? I told Randall I was going out with her again because of my supposed impaired judgment that night at the concert. Then tonight she gives me the perfect opportunity to back out, and once again I make plans to go out with her.
What’s up with that? Is it because I feel sorry for her? Do I really believe that maybe we’ll turn out to be really good friends? Or is there a side of me that refuses to believe she’s really celibate? Am I subconsciously following Tim’s advice and trying to ’storm the barricades?’ And if that’s the case, then why?
I know this hottie named Elizabeth. I have her number tucked away in my wallet right next to my driver’s license. I could call her right now and she’d probably let me come over and But no, I’m wearing a tie and I’m taking Ms. Celibacy out for a night on the town. Is this charity? No?
Memo to myself: Figure out what the hell you’re doing. This was all really exhilarating at first, to be dating one - and now two women. But you’re spinning around in circles and smashing into the walls and it’s ceasing to be very much fun anymore. Figure things out soon, Ok?
I pull into Dawn’s driveway, turn down the stereo and shut off the engine. The tie looks fine, I decide, looking at it again in the rearview mirror. I’m sure of it now. I run a hand through my mess of hair but there’s really not much that can be done about it. When you have hair as curly as mine, it’s best to just let it do whatever the hell it wants. You can make suggestions like ‘lay flat’ or ’sway to the left.’ You can soup it up with mousse or hair gel or whatever, but it really has a life of it’s own and you have to accept the fact that you’re merely a transport for it - or rather, it’s your head it’s riding on top of.
It’s been a beautiful day today and tonight promises to be exactly the same. The sun is starting to set on the horizon and a cool spring breeze sways the trees.
I ring the doorbell and a few moments later I can hear a small set of running feet come to halt behind the door. After a second, the door rocks backwards and opens.
“Hi Lindy,” I say, adjusting the front of my sports coat.
She just stands there staring at me, chewing on the shoulder of a long-sleeved T-shirt.
I smile. “Is Dawn around?”
She shakes her head with a double dose of overemphasis.
“How about Darla then?” I ask. She takes a step backwards. She didn’t see that one coming. She looks confused, like she’s met her match. How did I know Darla’s name? Because I’m an adult and I know things, see? You don’t want to mess with me Lindy. I have twenty-five years more experience in playing mind games than you do. You called me a ‘turd-face’ on the phone. And you caught me off guard the first time I was standing on this porch but it won’t happen again.
She points to the chest of her light-blue overalls. “Your tie doesn’t match,” she says finally.
“But I ” I start to say, but then a woman appears behind her in the doorway.
“Craig?” she asks, extending a hand over Lindy’s head.
“Yes,” I say, returning her grasp.
“I’m Darla, It’s nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you from Dawn.”
“You have huh?”
“My sister is running a little late. She had to pick this little troublemaker up from swimming lessons,” she says, giving Lindy a pat on the head. “You wanna come in for awhile?”
“Sure.”
I follow Darla through the doorway. It’s a huge, imposing house from the outside, but walking through the rooms, it’s kind of empty. I wonder whether Dawn has minimalist tastes in decorating or whether the drunk of an ex-husband took a lot of the furniture when they split.
By the time we get to the living room though, my question is answered. This room looks ‘lived in.’ Lindy’s toys and books are scattered around the floor in front of the TV and the area is overflowing with couches and armchairs. I try not to be too obvious about looking over all the pictures on the wall but I’m kind of curious to see what this Ex of hers of looks like.
I guess it’s not too much of a surprise that there don’t seem to be any pictures of him. They’re all pictures of Dawn, Lindy and other assorted family members. There’s a picture of Lindy dressed up as a cowgirl, with Dawn standing in the background proudly displaying a huge bag of Halloween treats. In another one, Dawn is pulling Lindy on a sled. It looks like it might have been taken on Art Hill, near the Art Museum downtown because you can see hundreds of other sledders in the background. Lindy has a huge snowball tucked in her gloved hand and a wicked grin on her face. Yeah, that makes sense. I bet the kid is a real terror with snow on the ground.
“Can I get you something to drink, a beer or something? ” Darla asks.
I just realized that I’m standing in the middle of the living room, looking kind of lost. I sit down on a recliner near the hallway.
“No, I think I’m fine. Thanks.”
Though obviously much older, Darla shares a lot of features with her younger sister. She has the finely chiseled, almost Slavic face and the long, straight brown hair. But I can see where Dawn would come up with the term “homebody” to describe her. She’s one of those people who obviously don’t spend too much time on their appearance or clothing. A plain purple housedress and sandals make up her attire for the evening.
“So Dawn tells me you’re a writer,” Darla says, sitting down on a loveseat across from me.
“Well, yeah. I guess you could say that. I write copy for Blockbuster Entertainment. Mostly I write a lot of their promotional flyers and employee literature. I majored in Journalism, so I guess it’s sort of in my field. But needless to say, I’m kind of looking for an avenue to break out of it at some point. How about you? What do you do for a living?” I ask.
“I’m a librarian.”
“Oh yeah? Where at? Do you like it?”
“Yeah, I really do. I work out at Daniel Boone Library on Clarkson in West County. It’s not a bad job. It keeps me busy and I enjoy what I do. The people I work with are a lot of fun too.”
“Good old Daniel Boone. Wow, I almost feel like I grew up running back and forth from that old place! What’s it like these days?”
“Well, it’s still there. It’s been renovated in the last couple of years. But I’m sure you’d still recognize it,” she says.
“My family lived out in the country and that was the closest library to us. My mother would shuttle me in there once a week. I have a lot of fond memories of combing that place for new books to consume,” I laugh. “And get this. When I was in the sixth grade, I was really into UFOs, Bigfoot and the Lochness monster and that sort of stuff. I joined this small UFO hobbyist group that met in the basement every Sunday afternoon. You know, they met in those meeting rooms down the east stairs. Are those still there?”
She chuckles. “Yes, the meeting rooms are still there. And ironically enough, so are the UFO hobbyists,” she says with a gleam in her eye. “I actually attend that group every week. You’d be amazed, Craig. It’s really grown since the X-Files became popular.”
“Oh my God! You’re kidding me. That’s so cool! I’d completely forgotten about the whole thing until you mentioned the library. Oh man, lemme see if I can remember any of the names of the people in the group back then. Well, there was this old guy. He must have been in his fifties or so. And he’d always walk in with this scowl on his face, but as soon as the talk of UFO’s started, he’d lighten up and have a great time. I think his name was Mr. Jeffries or something like that.
“And then there was this one kid who was just fixated on UFO’s. I mean, I was totally into it all too. If you go back and check out the records, you’ll find that a twelve year-old Craig Mitchell checked out every single book in the whole library on the subject of UFO’s between 1981 and 1982. But this other kid, man, what was his name? Oh yeah, Jason McGregory! He was the complete UFO nut if there ever was a kid who was.”
Darla smiles. “Well, it probably wouldn’t surprise you to find out that Jason McGregory is still part of the group. In fact, as of last month, he’s the Chairman. He’s married now and his wife Karen is the treasurer.”
“No way! You’re kidding me right?”
“No, I’m not,” she grins.
“Well next time you see him, ask him if he remembers me. Tell him I was the kid who wouldn’t shut up about Star Wars and didn’t believe his story about that cousin of his from Hillsboro who supposedly saw a cigar-shaped UFO. I didn’t believe him then, and if he hasn’t fessed up to the lie yet, I don’t believe him now.”
Darla laughs and so does Dawn, who’s been standing behind me in the hallway for how long?
I spin around in the recliner and this is not to be believed.
She’s beautiful.
Will someone please explain to me how women pull this off? I mean, they can be really attractive in pair of jeans and T-shirt out at a bar for the night. They can look really cute when you take them out for a night at the movies, or a Sunday date to the zoo.
But when they want to, when the lure of a fancy evening or an expensive restaurant is at hand, they have the ability to pull the ‘Cinderella on her way to the ball’ thing on you. They completely transform. I don’t know if I can speak for the entire male sex on this point, but speaking for myself - when I’m not expecting it, the ‘Cinderella’ thing has the tendency to strike me utterly stupid. Call my parents and have them pick my ass up, I’m finished for the evening. Take me home. Thank you.
Her long hair is pulled back behind the crown of her head and she’s wearing a dark blue, shoulderless evening gown. The diamond earrings and matching pendant have come out of the safe deposit box for the night. She’s wearing a little makeup and her eyes And the long legs? And the hint of perfume I just noticed. And the smile on her face because she can tell, as I suppose all women can, when a guy is totally struck dumb by the overall effect.
You know, I’ve said the mushy phrase a million times, most of the time because despite being a knuckleheaded guy, I know it’s often expected. But this time I mean it.
“You look beautiful Dawn.”
“Thank you,” she says smiling.
“No, I mean it. You really do.”
“God, this weather is something else,” I say, swimming my hand through the air outside the car window. It was Dawn’s idea to have the windows down and I have to admit that scored a few points with me. Mostly because I’ve dated my share of women who guarded their hair like a house of cards.
‘No, stop it! It’ll mess up my hair! Roll up the windows! It’ll mess up my hair! Turn down the stereo! It’ll mess up my hair! Get your cat off the couch! He’ll mess up my hair!’
But if anything, the spring wind cutting in through the open windows has made her even more attractive. Little wisps of hair have gotten loose from her French braid and dance around her ears in the wind.
“I hope you’re not one of those people who talk about the weather constantly,” she says, leaning across the seat to turn up the stereo a little bit.
“No, I was just stating a fact… It’s beautiful out tonight. Heh. Why? Were you stalked by a deranged weatherman at some point in your life?”
She smirks. “No. It’s just a pet peeve of mine. I hate talking about the weather. And you see, I’m really cursed because coincidentally it’s the world’s most popular topic for small talk.”
“Everyone talks about the weather,” I say. “Most of the time it’s because you’re talking to a complete stranger or a coworker you don’t know very well. If you have one single thing in common - it’s the weather. I mean, what else are you gonna talk about?”
“I think people bash the subject into the ground because they’re too lazy to come up with anything more interesting,” she says. “Because there’s always something better to talk about than the crummy old weather.”
“Like what?” I ask.
“I don’t know. That all depends on whether it’s a kid, or a man or woman.”
“A guy in his twenties.”
“Ok, If it were a guy maybe I’d start up a conversation about how the Blues are doing this year, and if he thinks they’ll beat the Redwings this season,” she says.
“What if he’s a guy after my own heart and he’s really not into sports.” I’m purposely not letting her off the hook on this one. I’m really enjoying this.
“Uhh, then I’d make some comment about his appearance. I could ask him where he bought the cool shirt he was wearing,” she says. “That would start up a conversation wouldn’t it? Everyone likes to talk about themselves, and with guys, they like to talk about themselves all the time. It’s really annoying.”
“But then he’d probably think you were flirting with him and he’d be after your phone number.” I chuckle.
She shakes her head in exasperation. “Ok, so are you going to let back down, or do I have to admit the weather might have a tiny window of merit as a topic for small talk?”
“Yeah, I’ll let you off the hook,” I say. “But I think it’s supposed to rain tomorrow. Boy, we sure have had a lot of rain this spring. It’s been coming down in buckets.” I laugh.
“If you weren’t driving I’d You would’ve been punched by now maybe even more than once.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah.” She grins.
“So were are we heading? You’ve had me so wrapped up in talking about talking about the weather, I forget to ask you,” she says, spinning around to see where we are on the highway.
“I have reservations for two at Dominitri’s on the Park…”
She whistles. “Whew. You didn’t have to take me someplace that fancy.”
“Hey, I wanted to. And besides, they have valet parking right? It’s always a blast to watch the valet reaction to the toxic greenness of my car.”
“I have these friends, Sally and her husband, what’s-his-name,” Dawn says, playing with her hair again. “Anyway, they want to be upper-class in the worst way. It’s really funny. They’re always out at fancy restaurants. But this Dominitri’s place, I remember her telling me they had to make an excuse and leave after the appetizers.”
“It’s not ungodly expensive But I guess it’s up there. Who cares? I think sometimes you have to treat yourself to places like this. Besides, we’re dressed to the nines.” I glance over at her again. “And you look beautiful.”
“Thank you,” she says, looking somewhat self-conscious.
“So we’re going to Dominitri’s, ok? Did your friend tell you about the inside of this place?” I ask.
“Yeah, she said they had a faux church theme or something like that?”
“Well, it’s not really a ‘theme.’ Part of it really is an old decommissioned church that’s been standing since the turn of the century. They left all the stained glass up and you can see where the old altar used to be. It’s really beautiful. I’m surprised I got reservations this late. Ordinarily it’s booked.”
“What’s the menu like?” she asks.
“Oh, I guess it leans in the direction of French but like most places these days it’s pretty eclectic.”
“I haven’t been to a restaurant this nice since prom my senior year in high school,” she says.
“What? Why not?”
“I told you about the guy I married right? Richard’s idea of going out for a nice dinner was the Pasta House or the Olive Garden. Occasionally we went out to Outback Steakhouse if he was feeling real fancy.”
No wonder she wanted to get dressed up tonight.
“Well then dammit Dawn, I’m taking you to Dominitri’s. You deserve it. We’re gonna drink fine wine and eat things that have pine nuts and goat cheese in them, things we’ve never even heard of before. We’re gonna have a waiter named Jean-Claude and he’ll be charming and he’ll recommend a bottle of wine that costs more than I paid for a brand new mountain bike last week. It’s going to be grand.”
I turn off the highway and coast down the exit ramp.
“Can I pull this down? Is there a mirror on the back of this?” she asks, pointing at the sun visor.
“Uhhh, yeah. Hold on.” I reach across the seat and grab a bunch of papers, a few hundred ATM receipts, some napkins and few packets of hot sauce from behind the visor and give them a new a new home underneath the front seat. “There ya go.”
She flips it down, opens the lighted mirror and starts to check her hair and makeup. I’m content to just sit there and watch her. But since I’ve been getting caught doing the sort of thing so often lately, I camouflage my glances. You know, I pretend to admire the architecture of some really ramshackle warehouse outside her window.
“Hey, the light is green,” she says after awhile, pointing at the stoplight with her makeup brush.
“Yeah I know. No one was behind me so I was going to wait.” Whoops, there I go again with the nice guy thing. I need to get that under control really quick before she takes to calling me ’sweetie.’ “So I guess you’re certified in off-road makeup application then? I should point out that the potholes have potholes on this road.”
“Yeah I know. But I’m good.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah. Go ahead,” she says. “I didn’t even need the mirror but I didn’t want to look a total showoff.”
I used to have a fairly high anxiety level when I took women to fancy restaurants. I mean, if my parents did one thing right, they drilled me heavily on manners and dinner etiquette as I was growing up, and that helps. But you know, you sit down in a really fancy place where the entrees alone cost almost as much as your entire weekly food budget and you realize there are a million things you can do wrong.
There are all those little formalities you have to perform often without a cue from the waiter. Like there are twelve forks sitting in front of me and each one of them is for a different course of the meal. I’m supposed to know the use of each one of them based on their size and length. This small one over here, it’s the coffee fork. Wait a minute, why do I need a fork for my coffee?
Then there are all the things you’re not supposed to do. Don’t try to reuse anything. It will be replaced by a new one in a moment. Listen politely when the waiter reads the wine selections and pretend to be interested even if you don’t want any. And yes, you want pepper on your salad because the waiter showed up at the table with this really elaborate ivory grinder and you don’t want to disappoint him do you?
But anymore, I just relax and don’t spend too much time worrying about breaking protocol. Why bother? It’s the Nineties. We do things differently now. We break the rules. And besides, chances are if you offend someone it won’t be the maitre’ d or the waiter, it’ll be the scowling gray-haired couple sitting at the next table. And hey, Marv and Estelle? They think the world is going to hell in a handbasket anyway. So what difference does it make if you overlook some small nuance of etiquette and piss them off?
So yes, I imagine the gray-haired couple sitting a few tables over started warming up their scowls as soon as we were seated. But we sure lucked out on our reservations. The best I could get when I called earlier in the evening was a patio table but apparently a few people canceled and we were able to get a table in the dining room. And let me tell you, if you want the full treatment at Dominitri’s the dining room is where you need to be.
“I see what you mean about the dining room ” she says. “Who cares about the food, look at this atmosphere.” She cranes her neck to see all of the porcelain angels spinning slowly on the ceiling with their halos and heavenly attitude. “It’s beautiful. It sort of feels ”
“I know what it is!” she says. “It feels like a Dashiell Hammett novel! Maybe it’s the lighting but I could totally see Peter Lorre creeping around that stone column over there.” She giggles. “Then a spot of blood would mysteriously appear on that man’s tuxedo over there, like right before he went face first into the liver pate. And then we’d have a murder to solve.”
I laugh. “So does that mean you like the d cor of the restaurant? Or you don’t? Or that you’ll be bummed out if someone doesn’t get murdered by the time the waiter brings our salads? I’m confused here.”
“I will be disappointed if no one gets murdered. But I do really like this restaurant. I’m glad you were willing to splurge on me because just looking at this place, I can tell it’s going to be really expensive and you know you’re not going to get any ‘thank you sex’ out of it later,” she says, the last part in a whisper.
Did I just hear that right?! Did she just openly make a joke about being celibate? Yes, I heard her right but no, it wasn’t a joke about her being celibate. It was a joke about me just having to deal with it. I can’t believe this. Wait a minute, is this flurry of thought being broadcast across my face like the billboard at the stadium?
Luckily she’s looking at her menu.
“So what are you getting?” she asks, looking up.
“Uh, what? Oh. I think I’m going to order the ‘Herb Roasted Atlantic Monkfish Tail’ just because it sounds cool. And the waiter is going to say ‘Excellent choice, sir’ when I order it.”
“Yeah, I was thinking of getting the Pan Roasted Hoffman Farms Squab for the same reason,” she says. “But what is it?”
“Squab?”
She nods.
“How is it spelled?”
Dawn spins the menu around for me to see.
“I don’t have a clue. Sounds like some kind of fish but the ‘farms’ thing makes it sound like something that trots around a field. You better not order it until we find out. Wait a minute, excuse me ” I motion to a waiter passing our table. “Can you tell us what ‘Squab’ is?”
“Certainly sir, a squab is an unfledged, or rather it’s a baby pigeon,” the waiter says. I watch his face for a smirk but then I remember we’re at a fancy restaurant and they generally don’t joke around about their food.
He’s serious.
“A baby pigeon?” I repeat. Dawn and I exchange glances.
“Yes sir, it’s very good. One of Chef De’Tormiso’s specialties in fact,” the waiter says proudly.
“Ok, thank you. We’ll keep that in mind.”
“On second thought I don’t think I’ll order the ‘Squab,’” Dawn whispers to me as the waiter walks away. “I could shoot me one of those out by the shed behind my house.”
Dawn has been making me laugh all evening with comments like that. I’m really beginning to appreciate her dry sense of humor. She’ll say something utterly ridiculous like that with a completely straight face. She’ll watch for the question mark to appear over my head, or for me to say ‘huh?!’ And then she’ll crack a wry smile.
Now the ‘expensive dinner with no sex’ joke. That wasn’t very humorous at all. But that aside, it’s really kind of cool because I don’t think she’s ever revealed this part of her personality before. I guess as a writer I’ve noticed she has a way with words. Like when her daughter’s goldfish died that one night while I was on the phone with her and her first reaction was, ‘I think I might have a goldfish with angel’s wings on my hands here.’
“So what’s your family like Craig?”
“My family? They’re all complete nuts.”
“Yeah?” She raises an eyebrow. “So’s everyone’s family. Give me some specifics here,” she prods.
“Okay, I have this grandpa whose main conversation topic with me is my car.”
She laughs. “What do you mean?”
“Well I show up at some relative’s house for Thanksgiving or Christmas and Grandpa Flerlage says, ‘Hello Craig. It’s good to see you again. How’s your car running?!’” I try to imitate my Grandfather’s barely audible voice. “Every single time I see him he asks me the same question. Like it’s some metaphysical question that’s gonna have a different answer every time he asks it.
“So I always respond with something like, ‘Hey Grandpa. My car’s running just fine. I just put some new tires on it last month because they said I had to so I could pass the state inspection.’ Then of course, he wants to know what kind of tires I bought. And I’m like, ‘I don’t know Grandpa… The round black kind without whitewalls. They’re just tires… I don’t know what brand they are.’”
“All grandpa’s are like that,” she says. “My grandpa gives me an update on his health whenever I see him. I get to hear about everything right down to the new corn on his foot.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right.”
“What about your immediate family?” she asks.
“Hmm? Yeah, I have one of those. But I don’t know where I’d start ”
“How about starting with your brothers and sisters. Do you have any?”
“I have one older brother. I told you about him right?” I ask.
“No, you haven’t.”
“His name’s Paul and he’s six years older than me. And at the moment, he’s studying to become a minister. So needless to say he’s very, very uh ”
“Religious?” she asks, trying to help me finish my sentence.
“Yeah, I guess that’s the word I was looking for. The word ‘conservative’ would apply pretty well there too. Most people don’t even believe we’re brothers because personality-wise, we couldn’t be any more different. And he has red hair, which by the way, doesn’t run in the family. So that sets us apart even further.”
“A minister? What denomination?” she asks.
“We were raised Presbyterian.”
She nods. “So how’d he get started in the ministry?”
“That’s a good question. I’ve been trying to figure that one out my whole life. How did my brother end up so damned religious when his younger brother is such a sinner ” Whoops, I almost forgot Dawn is a churchgoer. I’m going to have to be careful about comments like that. She smiled though, so I guess she wasn’t offended.
“I think it had a lot to do with him being the first child,” I say. “My parents over-sheltered him and he grew up pretty introspective and shy. And you know, then I pop out as kid number two and I’m like, ‘Hey, where’s the party? Let’s rock!’ I was a complete maniac as a kid and I think my parents just gave in and threw up their hands and let me run amok.”
“Run amok?” She giggles.
“Yeah, I was always running amok. I was running amok in our yard, in the neighbor’s yard - pretty much all over the subdivision. Our neighbors would be like, ‘Hey, look out! Here comes that Mitchell kid - he’s running amok again!’ Heh.
“But anyway, we were complete opposites even as kids, and then Paul got in a really bad car wreck when he was sixteen and I think that had a lot do with it. They didn’t know if he’d make it. I was only ten and I have these vague recollections of hanging out at the hospital for weeks at a time. But he recovered and when he was on his feet again I think he was full of God superpower from that point on.”
“I can relate to that,” she says. “I’ve seen a lot of my patients do that. They survive something like that and then they give up the rest of their lives to religion. It kind of frightens me in a way.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I guess it’s positive in a way. When someone gets hurt that badly. I have to admit, religion gets them on their feet faster than anything I’ve seen,” she says. “But some of them get a little scary with it. They immerse themselves in it to the point where they’re no longer living life anymore. It’s almost like they live only for religion, like they’re wearing blinders to shut out the rest of life.”
“Yeah, it sounds like you know my brother. Religion is his one and only focus in life. You can’t talk to him about anything without him relating it back to God again within a few sentences. It’s really a pain in the ass sometimes. But I’ve learned to live with it. I have this little game I play with him. I bring up some really obscure subject like organic farming and then I make little mental bets on how long it’ll take for him to veer the subject back onto religion again.”
I shrug. “I mean I don’t have any problem with religion. Don’t get me wrong ”
“You don’t have to worry about me where talking about religion is concerned,” Dawn says suddenly, apparently picking up on my nervousness about the subject. “I go to church but I’m not super-religious. I guess you could say I’m a believer in God but I’m not a big believer in churches or collection plates. I wouldn’t go at all but I think it’s my responsibility as a parent to at least introduce Lindy to religion so she can make up her mind on her own about it at some point.”
Our waiter shows up with a bottle of Cabernet - Mondavi Reserve.
I enjoy drinking wine every so often. I’m not completely stuck on beer - just mostly. I’ve sampled quite a few different varieties of alcohol in my lifetime, and if there’s anything that can be said about wine, it’s that it has its own unique effect on the senses. For me it’s a warm and giddy sort of glow that sneaks up on me and before long I’m hopelessly maudlin, and pathetically reminiscing about some dirt bike I had as a kid.
I let Dawn order the bottle because other than possessing the knowledge that most White Zinfandels taste like diluted sugar water, I really didn’t have a clue what to order. (I knew I was in trouble when she said, “How much do you want to spend?”) She doesn’t smell the cork, but the waiter pours her a small glass and she takes a sip, and after a moment, she nods her approval.
“So what about the parents are they still together?” she asks, taking another sip.
“My parents? No, they’re divorced. My mother lives out in the country, right outside of Pacific and she owns a small arts and crafts business. And my father? I guess you could say he’s a globetrotter. He’s an executive for some Fortune 500 company. I don’t even know what they do exactly. He’s tried to explain it to me over the years but I still don’t understand it completely. It’s something like his company insures other insurance companies.
“Apparently they make money hand over fist because he’s usually out of the country pulling in new business. I get to see him every once in a while, usually around the holidays or whatever.” I spin my wineglass, letting the dark red liquid coat the inside of the glass. “What about you? I’ve met Darla and your daughter. But what about the rest of your family?”
“I don’t have any other brothers and sisters. Just my ’sis.” She toys idly with a loose strand of hair and tucks it back into her braid. “My father he’s retired. I guess you could say he tinkers around on old cars in the garage part time, and he bugs the hell out of my mother full time.”
“Heh. What do you mean?”
“He’s your stereotypical crotchety old man. I mean it,” she says chuckling. “Luckily there aren’t many kids in their neighborhood because if there were, you can be certain Dad would be chasing them out of his yard with a rake screaming ‘Get off my property!’ He’s just a big crank. He complains constantly about my mother’s cooking, the hole in his shoe, the school district my daughter will be attending in the fall, basically whatever he can think of.”
“Does he chase Lindy off his property with a rake, you know, for practice or whatever?” I ask.
“No, actually they get along pretty well. I haven’t quite figured that one out yet. She’s figured out a way to disarm him somehow. I’ve been hoping when she gets a little older she’ll teach my mother and I how she does it.”
“What about your mother? What’s she do?”
“Mostly she immerses herself in volunteer work for the church and I think she spends the rest of her time organizing anti-abortion protests with her fanatical, half crazy pro-lifer friends. I couldn’t have a more different opinion on the issue, but I guess it keeps her occupied and distracts her from the cranky old man’s complaining.”
“So what’re you having?” I ask, putting down the gold-embossed menu.
“I’ll think I’ll go with the New England Cod,” she says.
“Excellent choice,” I say with a French accent.
“What’s with this ‘excellent choice’ business?”
“Oh, I don’t know how it started but it seems like in the last year or so, when you order at a fancy restaurant, the waiter always pretends to find your choice of entrees ‘excellent.’ I think it’s supposed to make you feel like a culinary professional or something. How much you want to bet wait, here he comes,” I whisper.
“Are you ready to order?” the waiter asks, checking out our wine bottle and shoving it a little deeper into the cooler.
“Yes, she’ll have the New England Cod,” I say, not breaking fancy restaurant protocol by ordering for the lady. “And myself I think I’ll have the Monkfish Tail.”
“Excellent choice Madame,” the waiter says, nodding to Dawn. He takes our menus and heads off into the kitchen.
“He didn’t say ‘Excellent choice’ to you on your Monkfish tail,” she points out.
“Yeah, you’re right! I’m feeling pretty ‘dissed here. Maybe he’s mad I didn’t order the baby pigeon.”
“Or maybe you should consider the possibility that the Monkfish tail sucks…” she says. Then she smiles at me over the top of her wineglass. And for a girl who originally told me she didn’t drink, she’s almost through with her first glass while mine’s still half full. (Notice how optimistic I sound? I could have said ‘half empty.’)
“So tell me something weird about yourself.” she says.
“Something weird?”
“Yeah. Tell me something unique or interesting about yourself, something I wouldn’t find out until I’ve known you for a year or so.”
“Hmmm. That’s an interesting request. What kind of weird are you looking for here?”
“Anything ” she says, running a hand through the air.
“What if I said I liked to wear women’s lingerie and that I do a nightclub act on the East side and bill myself as the ‘The Great Boogy-Ass Craiger?’”
“I’d have you take me home after dinner - not before I should I stress, but after because this place is pretty extravagant and I’m hungry. But then I’d never go out with you again, and I’d be really glad I found out about it early on,” she says.
“Well then none of that’s true,” I say. “Let me try to come up with something that is.” I give it some thought. I have to give her credit, it’s a really good question. Think about it. What makes you unique or interesting? What separates you from the rest of the crowd? That’s a tough one to answer. But the sooner I answer her, the sooner I can turn it back around on her. “Well I don’t really know if I can come up with something stellar about myself on the spur of the moment. How ’bout I give you a little collage instead?”
She nods and rests her head on her hands, apparently signaling I have her complete attention.
“Ok. Uh when I first get up in the morning, usually for the first half hour I don’t really say a whole lot. I don’t think many people would say they fall into the absolute morning person category. But me, I take it to extremes. It takes about a half-hour of sunshine to clear all of the dreams out of my head. And I’m not really totally awake until right before lunch.
“And I guess while I’m talking about sunshine, I should mention it’s as important to me as food or shelter. I get really bummed out when I get up in the morning and it’s cloudy or storming. It takes me a lot longer to wake up and it’s a lot harder for me to get into a good mood. And when we have one of those months when it’s cloudy for weeks, like remember last April?”
“Yeah, how can I forget? That was horrible,” she says.
“Uh huh. When it’s cloudy that many days in a row like that I get really depressed. You know, I dig out my Goth music collection, light a few candles and bide my time listening to Joy Division or Bauhaus. I watch sad movies like ‘The Razor’s Edge’ and ‘The Deadzone.’ I turn it into a regular depression party. Is that good enough?”
“Tell me one more thing,” she says, holding up a finger.
I sigh in mock exasperation and roll my eyes at the ceiling. “Alright, fall is my favorite season - especially the month of October. I love it when the leaves change colors and the smell of burning wood fills the air at night. I love Halloween and ghosts and goblins and hayrides and apple cider, and carving pumpkins and watching scary movies. I love it when a great big full, orange harvest moon rises into the sky.”
“And now it’s your turn. Tell me something weird about yourself,” I say, raising my glass to her.
She thinks about it for a few seconds. “I’m celibate. I haven’t had sex in years.” She grins.
“Yeah, that’s weird. I agree with you. But that’s something weird I already know about,” I say.
“I’m just giving you trouble,” she says. “But it’s funny you should bring up the moon because I’m really into it, but for a different reason. You’re gonna think I’m a complete weirdo but I have this silly little superstition regarding the Chinese Lunar calendar,” she says.
“The what?”
“The Chinese Lunar calendar. You’ve heard of the Year of the Dragon, or the Year of the Tiger haven’t you?”
“Yeah, it’s sort of like their version of traditional astrology right?” I ask
“Kind of. I like to think it’s a little deeper than the astrological signs,” she says. “You mind if I explain it to you? I happen to think it’s pretty cool.”
“Sure, go ahead.”
“Ok. The start of the lunar year is based on the cycles of the moon. And because of that, the beginning of the year can fall anywhere between late January and the middle of February. A complete cycle takes sixty years and is made up of five cycles of twelve years each. Are you following me?” she asks.
I nod.
“Their calendar names each of the twelve years after an animal. And as the legend goes, Buddha summoned all of the animals to come to him before he departed from earth. But only twelve came to send him off. So as a reward he named a year after each one - apparently in the order they visited him.
“And here’s where it gets neat,” she says. “The Chinese believe the animal ruling the year in which a person is born has a profound influence on their personality. They have a saying that translates to ‘This is the animal that hides in your heart.’ And having said that what’s your birthday?”
“Why?”
“Because I have a superstition that my perfect mate has to be born on a certain year in the cycle.”
“Don’t you think that’s being a little picky?”
“Yeah. So what? Everyone’s superstitious in one way or another. I married Richard and he was the wrong year and look what happened,” she says.
“And you honestly believe that’s the whole reason things didn’t work out?”
“Absolutely.” She smirks.
“Ok, Miss Picky. I was born February 18th, 1969, on the last day of Aquarius. And I’m a pretty unforgiving landlord where animals living in my heart are concerned. With a little help from my lawyer, we could get that deadbeat animal evicted and get a new one in there in no time - if he’s the wrong one that is.”
She smiles. “No, settle down You’re the Year of the Rooster just like me. And coincidentally, that makes you my perfect match.”
“Oh yeah? So what’s so unique about our shared Year of the Rooster?” I ask.
“It indicates you’re hard-working and that you’re not wishy-washy. You’re definite about the decisions you make and most importantly - you aren’t afraid to speak your mind. The rooster is a strong animal, often boastful, but dependable and stable. Roosters can be counted on to communicate their thoughts and feelings.”
She twists one of her rings in a circle on her finger. “It’s silly, but I was determined to find out your birthday on the first date but I never got the chance.”
“Yeah, I’ve had that happen on a few dates before. Sometimes that’s the first thing they want to know. And my reaction is always, ‘Hey look, you just met me and you’re already wanting to buy me a gift?’ Heh. But I know what’s up with the birthday question. They want to know if you’re a Cancer or an Aquarius so they determine whether you’re the mysterious Capricorn person who figures into their horoscope.”
“I know it’s crazy,” she says. “And now you probably think I’m a total flake for believing all that mumbo jumbo ”
“No, I don’t. Honestly. The Lunar Calendar thing is pretty cool. And it’s a hell of lot more intriguing than getting all caught up in horoscopes written by some goof named Sydney Omar. Besides, the whole point of the question was to come up with something really interesting and you have me beat there. I mean, I’m superstitious too but it’s in all the totally ordinary ways. I can’t claim to have any historical influences on my neurosis.”
“How are you superstitious?” she asks.
“You know, like knocking on wood and I have a million little ceremonies regarding good and bad luck.”
“Let’s hear some of them.”
“Oh, I don’t want to say. Most of them are pretty cornball,” I say.
“Hey, I told you about my thing about my Year of the Rooster thing. I felt pretty stupid telling you about that because it definitely strays into ‘cornball’ category. So tell me about yours.”
“Alright,” I shrug. “I’m just gonna say in advance I know this is completely ridiculous, but with superstition I dunno. You just get started doing something and then you’re afraid to stop.” I take a sip of my wine. “Ok. When I was a little kid I used to have horrible nightmares. And to make a long story short, my parents took me to see a counselor who specialized in child nightmares.
“They probably spent a small fortune for me to go see this guy. He was this bald guy with a big shiny egghead and he spent weeks asking me the same questions in different ways. I remember even as a kid, I knew what he was up to. He was trying to get to the bottom of what was causing me to have all the nightmares. But in the end it was kind of silly. He had a really simple solution.”
“What was it?” she asks.
“He told me the moments right before you go to sleep are important. He implied they were magical. ‘If you think about things you want, your dreams or wishes,’ he told me. ‘If you think really hard about those things right before you go to sleep at night, sometimes you’ll get them - and your dreams will come true.’ Looking back, I think I misunderstood what he was saying. He probably meant your hopes and wishes could come true in your dreams at night. But like any kid, I took what he said at face value.”
“You thought your dreams would come true in real life?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I grin. “I remember the first thing I wished for was this really cool Huffy dirt bike a bunch of the kids in the neighborhood had. I wanted Santa Claus to bring me one for Christmas. I wished every night for half of a year. Heh. And when one was sitting underneath the tree that Christmas morning man, let me tell you - I was a believer.”
“What about the nightmares. Did they stop?”
“Yeah, almost immediately in fact.”
“So where’s the superstition in all of this?” she asks.
“I never quit wishing.” I smirk. “After the bike, the sky was the limit. More than twenty years later, I’m still doing it. I mean, not every night. I’m not compulsive about it or anything. Sometimes I pass out on the couch in front of the TV, or forget to or whatever. But I wish for a lot these days. I’ll spend about five minutes before I go to sleep at night whenever I remember to.”
“And do your dreams come true pretty often?”
“Well after the bike, I wished that I could fly and that one never came true. I was pretty bummed because I really wanted that one to happen. I would’ve been the only flying kid in school and I think I would have made me a pretty big hit with the other kids in the third grade. But I wasn’t discouraged. But to answer your question, over the years about a fourth of the things I’ve wished for have come true. And if you think about it, that’s a pretty good success rate.”
“What are some of the things you’ve been wishing for lately?” she asks.
“Sometimes they’re broad wishes - like how I want my life to be, and then sometimes they’re specific things I’m after.”
“Tell me some of them.”
“I can’t do that,” I insist.
“Why not?”
“Because that’s another one of my superstitions. Actually, I’d say it’s a pretty common one. You know the rule about when you throw a coin into the fountain or you blow the candles out on the birthday cake. It’s the same thing If you tell someone what you wish for, then it won’t come true.”
Luckily the subject gets dropped when the waiter shows up with our salads. Because I don’t think I’ve spilled out something that sappy about myself in years - not even when I’m drunk. So how did it spill out? Maybe expensive wine packs a bigger punch and makes you even sappier.
“Thanks for dinner. This place is really incredible,” Dawn says while we’re waiting for the valet to bring my car.
“I’m glad you enjoyed it. I’ll admit, it’s a little foo-foo. But it’s foo-foo in a good way, you know?”
“I’m trying to take what you’re saying in context here, but I’m not sure I know what fufu means,” she says.
“It’s foo-foo, and yeah, I’m sorry. I’m kind of a verbal packrat. I have a ton of little phrases I’ve picked up over the years from friends or crowds of people I’ve hung out with. Sometimes I take it for granted that people are going to understand what the hell I’m talking about.
“Foo-foo is kind of a general phrase to describe anything that’s just a little too cute for its own good. And it can also apply to things that are somewhat contrived or pretentious. You might describe this restaurant as foo-foo or you could use it to describe pink girlie drinks. So a Strawberry Daiquiri would be considered ”
“A foo-foo drink,” she says. “Ok, I knew I’d heard it somewhere before.”
Finally the valet shows up with my all-green auto. I tip him and he opens the door for Dawn and then runs around to open mine.
“Well, once again I didn’t set anything in stone for the rest of the evening because I wasn’t sure how long dinner would take,” I say, bucking my seatbelt. “But I have a few ideas if you want to hear them.”
“Shoot,” she says
“Ok, I don’t know if you’re into musicals, but West Side Story is playing at the Muny. It’s already started but we could grab some of the free seats in the back. That clock on my dash is wrong, but I think it’s probably about 8:45 so we could catch part of it,” I say. “And then the other option is there’s a gallery opening down in the West End I have an invite to. That might be fairly entertaining. Whatd’ya think?”
“I think tonight would be a beautiful night to sit out under the stars and see the end of West Side Story,” she says. “It’s really ironic you would choose that as an option for tonight because I keep seeing the commercials for it on TV and I’ve been wanting to come down and see it before they move on to the next production.”
Wow. Even though I know in advance I’m going home sexually empty-handed, this date is going really well. You know, some women are really good about giving you signals they’re enjoying themselves and Dawn is one of them. Her smiles have gotten bigger and warmer. Her laughs have gotten I dunno - for lack of a better word, her laughs have gotten “crazier.” Because I’ve told you about her laugh already, right? It’s too unique to try to describe.
And another thing, if I’m not mistaken, I think her cheeks have actually gotten rosier. Or maybe she put more blush on when she was in the bathrooom, I dunno. Now I don’t know if the fact that she’s openly joking about her celibacy is a good thing… I can’t decide if I think it’s funny, or if it just pisses me off. Maybe it would be funnier if my sex life weren’t part of the punch line.
“I didn’t know the Muny advertised a whole lot but then again, I don’t watch a whole lot of TV,” I say as we’re pulling back onto the Interstate.
“Well then you’re not going to get along with me very well,” she says. “Lindy and I are TV addicts. We watch Friends, The Simpsons, Seinfeld, ER - and that’s the short list.”
“I’ve watched some of those before. They’re pretty entertaining. I guess my big thing is it never occurs to me to be in front of the television at a certain time on a particular night. And also, I’m not a big fan of commercials. I’ll sit down and start watching TV and then they’ll go into ten minutes of commercials and I get up to go do something and forget to come back.”
“Yeah, they’re getting out of hand these days,” she says. “And it’s at its worst when they repeat the same annoying commercial every single break.”
“Exactly,” I say. “Like during the nightly news tonight they kept showing the same commercial for some new sandwich called “The American Chicken Sandwich.’ I saw it so many times they almost had me brainwashed into booking us some reservations for us at Burger King tonight. But luckily I managed to turn off the TV before they had complete control of me.”
She laughs. “So what’s American about it?”
“I don’t know. That’s what’s so stupid about it. I saw it about five times tonight and I don’t have a clue. Maybe they serve it on fried toast and slap a couple pieces of American cheese on it, and then top it off with a huge greasy slab of bacon. That’s pretty American.”
“You have to pity the marketing people though,” she points out. “It seems like they’re running out of ideas. What if you had to write copy for chicken sandwiches or come up with zingy ideas for new sandwiches?”
“I could do it, that’s my job. Here, lemme see,” I say, toying with my chin. “Ok, how about this, ‘Come into Burger King today and experience our world of surprises. Debuting this month, The French Chicken sandwich. It’s an entirely unique experience in chicken. We serve it on a croissant and jam a French flag into the top of it. Your mouth will experience the wonders of Paris and the Louvre when you chomp down on this bad boy.’”
“Hey, that’s pretty good.”
“Than ”
“Hey look!” she cuts me off. “Over there!” I don’t have to follow her finger. The western sky is ablaze with bright red and white circles of fireworks.
And then I almost plow into the back of an Eclipse that’s riding his brakes watching the show. I slam on the breaks and throw an arm up to pull Dawn back from the windshield.
“Whoah! Sorry about that!” I say, but I don’t even think she noticed how close we came to crashing.
“Oh! Can we pull over and watch?” she asks.
The shoulder is already starting to line with cars watching the impromptu show. A few families have gotten out of their cars and are sitting on the hoods of their cars. What are these people thinking? Here kids, come sit on the hood of the family truckster while cars whiz by a few feet away doing 70 miles an hour.
“Sure, why not.” I weave in between a few cars and pull to a stop.
Now they’ve started the “boomers.” The trick is always the same. They paint the sky with orange, and green and white, and another one bursts and some of those willowy gold things slide down the sky. You know, the kind that make everyone go ‘Awwwww ‘ And then you see a few brilliant white pinpoints that sneak up in the background of it all and a split second later BOOM! BOOM-BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!!!!!!
“What do you think the occasion is?” she asks, resting on her arms and head on the dash to look out the window.
“I dunno, maybe one of the bigger neighborhoods on the Southside is having picnic or something. Or it could be Maplewood Days, they have those outdoor fairs about this time of year.”
“This is so beautiful.” She sighs. “My parents never would let us have fireworks when we were kids because they were ‘dangerous.’ They wouldn’t even take us downtown to the VP Fair to see the big display because they were worried one would get aimed into the crowd by some freak accident .” She pauses to watch a particular brilliant cascade.
“Oh look at that!” She giggles.
They’ve painted the whole western sky red. At least five or six bursts fill the sky in a few moments time. Maybe they really like the color, or red fireworks were a real bargain this year. Or wait, maybe it’s a celebration for some championship high school basketball team named the ‘Red Devils.’ Well, whatever the reason, it’s really kind of surreal and beautiful all at the same time to be sitting on the shoulder of the Interstate, ewwwing and awwwing with a crowd of strangers watching a fireworks display.
“I remember once when Darla and I were pretty young, we were staying with some relatives while my family was moving,” Dawn says, still watching the display. “And there was some sort of Labor Day picnic going on and my sister and I snuck away with some of the neighborhood kids into the woods because they had some contraband sparklers left over from the 4th of July.
“For my sister and I, it was like stealing fire Or maybe that’s mixing metaphors. It was like forbidden fruit to us. We spun those sparklers through the night and painted pictures and patterns in the air. We danced around with them through the woods. And what made it even more delicious is we knew full well that our parents would kill us if they found out.
“I may have forgotten everything else that happened that year, but I’ll never forget that night.” She laughs. “I even remember the rest of the kids called me and my sister ‘retarded’ because we were so fascinated by a ‘dumb sparkler.’”
“I think they’re getting close to the finale,” I point out.
The amount of fireworks in the sky has doubled. White circles of stars, then red! Blue! Light blue then the boomers sneak into the background again.
BOOM!!!! BOOM BOOM BOOM!!
“No, it can’t be ending!” she yells over the explosions. “It just started!”
Then it starts slowing down again. It’s the fireworks equivalent of a band saying goodnight and walking off stage, only to return a few moments later to the thunderous applause and chanting of the audience. More! Encore. Yeah right guys. We knew you were coming back on stage anyway. Boy are we surprised…
But this band comes back on stage with a barrage of bursts of orange, and then the gold willowy things again over the top of it. And there’s music - those whistling things What the hell do you call those? Streamers? Screamers? If you were sitting right here now, I’d be making sound effects like a five year old. I’d have spittle flying out of my mouth in an attempt to imitate them for you. Pppphhhhhheeeewwwwwwww!!!!
“You’re kind of quiet Craig. What do you think of this?”
“This is incredible. It really is. We probably have a better view from this hill on the Interstate than the people watching the it from the ground.”
“But what do you think of fireworks?” she asks.
I’m never sure how to answer a question like that. It’s sort of a rhetorical question. I mean, how would you respond if someone asked you, ‘Hey, what do you think of fruits and vegetables?’ Or ‘What do you think of weekends?’ Would your reply really be much more than, ‘I like apples, oranges, and salad. And I like weekends’?
“I like them.” I say.
“Yeah, and what else?” she says without looking at me.
“More than I like them?”
She nods.
“Fireworks Ok, most of the time I’m running through life thinking about a few dozen things at once. When I’m writing a campaign at work another side of my brain is hard at work thinking about how I’m going to pay the bills next month. And when I’m out at the bar on a Saturday night talking to my friends, in the back of my head I’m thinking about what I’m going to do with my Sunday.
“But when I’m watching fireworks,” I say. “I’m not thinking about anything else. I stop worrying about whatever’s been on my mind. It wipes my brain slate clean - it strikes me silent. The colors and the overlapping bursts of color and the sound, and the smell of gunpowder on the air How can you possibly focus on anything else?”
“Okay,” she chuckles. “You win the writer’s award for the most profound way to describe a fireworks display.”
“Hey, I tried to get away with ‘I like them’ but that wasn’t good enough for you, right?”
She grins.
“I wish we could go out and buy some fireworks tonight,” she says, making eye contact again. “But they don’t sell them in Missouri anymore do they?”
“I think it’s legal to sell them in St. Louis or its counties. But I know you can still drive out to the country and buy them.”
“Oh, ok. So how far is the country then?” she asks, with a sly grin.
“It’s about half-hour drive west of here.”
“They’d be closed by now wouldn’t they?” she says.
“No, I think Molly Brown’s stays open all night. You know, as if someone might have a need for a gross of bottle rockets at two o’clock in the morning.”
She nods, but she’s distracted. So am I.
The sky is white now, with sporadic bursts of yellow and red. They’re picking up the pace again. And here come the boomers. I just spotted a couple bright white spots hiding behind a circle of blue.
BOOM! BOOM-BOOM-BOOM!!!!! BOOM!!
This time I think the fireworks display is finally reaching it’s finale. The band is working up to a crescendo. Every single firework we’ve seen throughout the entire display is in the sky now. Orange, red, blue, white, light-blue, and a gold willowy rain in the middle of it all. And then the boomers sneak in behind it all.
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM-BOOM!!!!! BOOM!! BOOM!! BOOOMMM!!!!
People are clapping from the cars around us. And then the last of the boomers go off and it’s apparently over.
“Let’s take a roadtrip and go buy some fireworks,” she says, turning to me.
“Huh?”
“You want to?” she asks. “C’mon, it would be fun. We could get some Roman candles and sparklers and those Black Cat whatcha’ma-call-its.”
“You really want to?” I ask. “I mean, we’re not really dressed for it,” I say, tugging on my tie.
“Who cares? We’ll be careful,” she almost whines. Then she starts to settle down. “But you wanted to go to the Muny. I guess I’m fine with that too.”
I make eye contact with her. I don’t pick up on the subtleties very well. Ordinarily, you have to hammer me over the head before I’ll take a hint. The thing is, I could be wrong, but I think Dawn is hammering me over the head with a baseball bat on this one. She wants to go buy fireworks.
“Ok. Let’s go buy some fireworks,” I grin.
“Really?!” she asks. I think she’s suspicious I’m being sarcastic.
“Yeah, really,” I say, pulling back on the highway again. “But one thing. Have you ever used a punk before?”
“Is that a kind of firework?” she asks.
“Nope.”
“Darla’s great but she hasn’t always been a quiet mild-mannered librarian,” Dawn says as we tool down the highway towards the country on our quest for fireworks.
The windows are open and the stereo is blaring and we’ve been carrying on a great rollicking, often yelled conversation the whole ride out.
So far I’ve kept my road kill count at zero and I intend to keep it that way. Because hey, there’s at least one thing you can be sure of with women. Hitting any animal with the car, whether it’s a cute fuzzy bunny rabbit or an evil hissing possum - it’s going to cast a dark, dark cloud over the rest of the evening. I’ve seen it happen before.
‘Oh my god, we killed it!” my date shrieked. ‘That beautiful raccoon She was probably on her way home to her raccoon family and now she can never go home again. We should at least get off at the next exit and go back and bury the poor thing.” Now there’s an idea for a memorable date: spending an hour and a half burying a large animal carcass in a shallow grave alongside the Interstate using only an ice scraper and a tire iron as crude shovels.
“Oh yeah?” I say, my mind steering back onto the date at hand. “Do tell. Give me the dirt on your sister.”
“She used to torture me when we were little.”
“Torture you?” I ask. “Wait, you’re the youngest right? Doesn’t that go with the territory?”
“Yeah I suppose so,” she admits. “But Darla was unrelenting about it. She didn’t like toys and luckily my parents figured that out and kept her stocked with books a majority of the time but whenever she didn’t have one - watch out. I was her favorite toy.”
“Like what? What kind of stuff would she do to you?”
“God, I’m sure I’ve repressed a lot of it. The worst thing she used to do was she’d sit on my stomach and sing to me.”
“Wow, now that’s what I call torture ”
“No really, it was,” she frowns. “You know that one ELO song ‘Don’t Bring Me Down’?”
“Uh huh.”
“When we were growing up there was this radio station we both listened to and they were playing that song like once an hour, and one afternoon I made the fatal mistake of letting Darla know I hated it. So from then on she’d sit on my stomach and sing the chorus over and over until I went absolutely crazy. ‘Don’t bring me down, Brruuce! Don’t bring me down, Brruuce! Don’t bring me dowwwn!!” she sings in a shrill voice.
“Bruce?”
“It was horrible! She’d sing it for hours on end and I couldn’t escape because she was bigger than me. She kept it up for years! I was totally traumatized,” she says. “And it wasn’t until I was in college, I had a roommate who actually owned the CD and of course, I totally forbid her to play it in my presence but one night I was bored and out of morbid curiosity I ended up reading the liner notes. I couldn’t believe it! The chorus actually goes, ‘Don’t bring me down, Grouse!’”
“Yeah, I wasn’t gonna say anything but heh… So did you ever ask her why she did that to you?”
“You’re damn right I did. Just last year at Christmas dinner,” she says.
“And what’d she say?”
“She wasn’t sure why she’d done it, but she remembered it had been a lot of fun and thanked me for reminding her. And you know what? Then she started singing it again! ‘Don’t bring me down, Brruuce! Don’t bring me down, Brruuce!’ Despicable.” She shakes her head. “What about your older brother, did he torture you too?”
I pause to think about it. “Yeah he did, but I took it as it came. Every other kid I knew had an older brother who tortured them so I suppose I just assumed it was a normal part of growing up.”
“What’d he do to you?” she asks.
“He’d grab a long blanket from his bed and roll me up from my neck to my toes as tightly as he could and he’d call me ‘the human burrito.’ Then he’d roll me around his room and into the walls and he’d steamroll me over lines of his army men. And since I couldn’t move my arms to defend myself, sometimes when he was feeling particularly cruel he’d pour Dixie cups of water on my face. And oh man, this one time he used me in what he called ‘an experiment’ and he just rolled me down the basement stairs - in his own words ‘to see how fast I would go.’”
“Oh my God! Did you get hurt?”
“No, but I cried anyway and he got in big trouble. I guess I was lucky I didn’t break anything but then again kids are pretty indestructible at that age. Unless you wanna believe in angels looking out for all children,” I chuckle. “Because there’s definitely something up with that. I took some hard knocks as a kid and I survived just fine.”
“So your brother tied you up in blankets and rolled you down flights of stairs and then he grew up and wanted to become a priest?”
“Yeah, maybe he felt bad about it or something. Hey, I never thought about it that way Maybe I should tell him I forgive him or something, you know, to make him feel better.”
“No, no,” she says. “Let him feel guilty about it. He deserves it.”
“Yeah, you’re right, maybe he does.”
“Wow. I think we’ve been talking about our childhood for the last twenty minutes,” she says.
“Yeah, so What’s wrong with that? Maybe we’re trying to avoid talking about our mostly boring adult lives.” I grin.
“You think adulthood is boring?” she asks.
“Sure. Pretty much. I mean, not now. You’re not boring - this isn’t boring,” I try to recover.
“Oh good. Thanks,” she mutters.
“Heh. That came out all wrong. Gee whiz, I must be nervous or sump’thin. But yeah, I think adulthood is fairly repetitious, even tedious sometimes.”
“That’s because we’re not kids anymore,” she says. “No one is in charge of our entertainment anymore. It’s up to us.”
“Yeah, I suppose that’s a big part of it,” I admit. “But the problem is, God I don’t know. It’s like this one author wrote once. I forget the guy’s name but he said, ‘It seems like we’re all sitting on the edge of an increasingly expensive theater seat waiting for something, anything to happen that would make life interesting for once - for a UFO to land on the White House lawn, or for dinosaurs to be discovered on an uncharted island.’”
“Real live dinosaurs or aliens yeah, that would shake people up alright,” Dawn says. “Maybe then people would have something other than the presidential scandal to talk about.”
“Hallelujah sister . Hey, we’re getting close!” I point out a billboard for a fireworks store on the right.
Fireworks World. Open 24 hours. The lowest prices in town! Large Assortment of name brand fireworks. Beer, Liquor, Food, Snacks. 2 Miles, Exit 33. They Blocked Us!
“‘They blocked us?’” Dawn asks.
“Yeah. There’s an interesting story behind that place. That place has attained something close to martyrdom out here because a larger chain came in and built a bigger shop right in front of them and completely blocked their building from view. They’re still in business but you have to search for them now because they literally live in the shadow of the bigger chain.”
“The big chain did it on purpose?”
“Uh huh. They even made sure their building was taller so the other building was completely obscured.”
“That’s terrible.”
“Yeah, but it’s the way of the business world.”
“We should stop in there and give ‘em a piece of our minds,” she says.
“You want to?”
“Don’t you think we should stick up for little guy?” she asks.
“Sure, but what are we gonna say to them?”
“Let’s just go in there and tell them they’re mean for blocking the other place. Then we’ll leave and go shop at Fireworks World.”
I laugh. “Alright, you’re on.”
I pull off the highway and hang a right at the top of the ramp. Looming up ahead is a gigantic brightly-lit building. Molly Brown’s Fireworks. Once upon a time Wal-Marts were this size. But now they’re as big as football stadiums and the fireworks stands have taken on their former proportions.
“Oh my god, this is ridiculous ” she says.
“Yeup.”
Enormous neon signs advertise fireworks specials (Black Cat bottle rockets!) and the availability of beer, wine, ice, bait, and hunting supplies. I navigate the car into a space out front, shut off the engine and we get out.
One of those grocery store-style pressure pads opens two glass doors as we stroll into the fluorescent glow of the fireworks Death Star in our dinner attire. The place is nearly empty. A truck driver is restocking cases of beer in a glass case in the back and a few kids are milling around an endcap of Clustering Bee Rockets. And we’re in luck, an enormous, brutish looking woman is behind the register. If her name isn’t Molly Brown, then I’d be willing to bet it’s “Large Marge.”
“Can I help you find anything this evening?” the woman asks in her twenty-packs-of-cigarettes-a-day smoker’s voice.
Dawn snaps right into action. “As a matter of fact, no you can’t,” she says. “We wanted to have a word with you.”
The woman grabs her reading glasses from a string around her neck and slides them back through her greasy gray-black hair. I can read at least one of her thoughts right off of her face. She’s trying to remember if she sold beer to anyone tonight that might have been underage. She glances out into the parking lot.
“We just wanted to come in here and tell you you’re mean for blocking Fireworks World,” Dawn says, glancing over at me for support.
“Yeah uh, totally mean!” I scold. “You shouldn’t have done that. It was totally uncalled for.”
The woman stares at us. She’s confused. Her mouth starts to open. “Ok ” she manages to say finally.
“That’s it!” Dawn says cheerily. She grabs my hand and we head out the exit.
Outside in the parking lot, Dawn throws her arms around me. “I think we managed to puzzle her,” she says. “But I get the feeling the full extent of our message was lost on her.”
“You think?”
“Yeah.”
Then she glances down. I glance down… as if up to that moment both of us had completely missed the fact that we’re standing here with our arms locked around each other. And really, it’s one of those moments you can’t put into words without the risk of things deteriorating into a Danielle Steele novel.
A strong breeze picks up a plastic ice bag and carries it across the parking lot and it comes to rest against the front tire of my car. The smell of wood-burning stoves permeates the air. The group of kids come out of the store in a flurry of conversation and pick their bikes up off of the blacktop where they discarded them. The streetlights hum and reflect off of the shiny blue material of her dress. A trucker flashes his lights on the highway to let another truck know it’s safe to get over. And we stand there.
“Do you think we could qualify as Patron Saints of Fireworks Equity?” I ask.
“Saint Craig?”
“Yeah, you’re probably right. Hey, I guess we don’t really need to drive over to Firework’s World. We’ll just use old Molly’s parking lot while we shop at her competitor. C’mon ” Her arm stays around me as we turn to head down the sidewalk and I keep one around her as well. I have this strange suspicion that the date just turned the corner somehow, but how or why? Call me the clueless guy please. Thanks.
In stark contrast to the fireworks Death Star, Fireworks World reminds me of the larger stands my parents used to take me to when I was a kid. I grab a handle basket and before long we’ve filled it with Ground Bloom Flowers, Jumping Jacks, 2-Color Space Ships, Happy Birds, roman candles, LadyFingers, bottle rockets and Thunder Bombs.
“Can we get a Flying Dragon? No wait! We need some of these Whistling Moon Travelers.”
“Sure, why not,” I say, holding the basket open for her.
“What about some punks?! You said we needed punks.”
“Now settle down,” I kid her. “They’ll have those up at the front counter.”
On our way up to the front of the store, other fireworks find their way into our basket - two Parachute Rockets, a 62-shot Beehive, and a Wild Geese Rocket.
“Wild Geese Rocket? What’s it supposed to do?” I ask her.
“I don’t know,” she says, rolling the rocket in her hand to read the directions. “Maybe it’s a firework that’s appealing to geese.”
“Maybe you’re supposed to fire them at geese.”
“Somehow I don’t think so,” she says. “Hey, speaking of firing these off. Where are we gonna go?”
“I know of a few places… In fact, I know the perfect place! We’re not far from Gray Summit and the Seven Hills area. Some friends of my parents have some land out there on the lake. I mean, these things are pretty safe.” I motion to our basket. “But it never hurts to have a lot of water around.”
The Taurus is no longer green. It’s dust-covered and mostly brown after driving down miles and miles of dark, almost identical-looking dirt roads. I didn’t want to say anything to Dawn, but for awhile I was pretty certain we were lost. That’s a pretty easy thing to do, to get lost in Seven Hills. Heck, it’s pretty easy to get lost just trying to describe the place.
Seven Hills is the middle of nowhere. It’s desolation with a name. It’s a bunch of dirt roads and wooden signs that read “LOT 4A EAST,” “LOT 37B WEST” and “No Trespassing.” People own land out here.
“You said your family used to come out here when you were a kid. How long ago was that?” Dawn asks.
“Oh, I guess it was about twenty years ago. Jesus Christ! Twenty years.”
Twenty years ago my family followed the Kreb’s out here, pulling our small camper behind our Volkswagen bus. Twenty years ago, we drove down these same dirt roads while my older brother bugged the hell out of me in the back seat. Twenty years ago. My life is so much different now but this place looks exactly the same.
“You mean this subdivision has been under development for that long?” she asks.
“I wouldn’t call it a subdivision. I wouldn’t even say it’s under development. People own land out here. Now what they do with that land, I have no idea. My parents friend’s use theirs as a summer getaway - to fish and camp.”
“This is beautiful,” she says, looking out her window at the forest. “I can’t believe no one’s moved out here yet. Can you imagine how quiet it would be living out here?”
“I think the pilgrim factor has kept most people away. No one wants to be the first. And I can sort of understand that,” I say. “I guess one of the big dangers of being the only person on your block is there’s no one to borrow a cup of sugar or flour from.”
“I think I could deal with that,” she says.
“It’s not just that though. After awhile, they say the isolation gives way to weird compulsions and before long you’re writing “manifestos” and building tricky little bombs and mailing them to complete strangers.”
“So it’s beautiful but don’t be deceived. Is that it?” She snickers. “Because it’s nothing more than a large crib for baby Unabombers?”
“Exactly. ‘Dear stranger, you don’t know me but please find deadly bomb attached. Boom!’ That kind of thing.”
“Oh, that’s really a shame. If I owned land out here it wouldn’t be vacant very long,” she says. “I’d have to take the risk of isolation.”
“You would, but I think for a lot of these people it’s just an investment or even a status symbol to throw around at parties.” We pulled down a long driveway skirting the edge of medium-sized lake.
“Shit, I just thought of something,” I say, pulling the car to a stop on a bluff. “Do you have a lighter or some matches?”
“No, didn’t the guy put some in our bag?”
“Well no, that’s kind of dangerous. Remember, I was telling you about punks ”
“You light the punks and then you light the fireworks with the punks,” she repeats back in schoolbook monotone. “They’re like incense sticks for lighting fireworks. I remember. Weren’t you a Boy Scout? You’re a guy. Can’t you rub two sticks together and produce flame?”
“No, for some reason I never got into the Boy Scouts. I was an Indian Guide instead. That was the YMCA’s answer to Boy Scouts.”
“And Indian Guides couldn’t make fire?” she asks. “C’mon ”
“No, we used Bic lighters the white man had given us. We didn’t bother with that rubbing sticks together business. That was way too much work.”
“Sheeesh that’s pathetic,” she says shaking her head.
“Wait, I know what we can use.” I pull the ashtray out on the dash and push the round cigarette lighter in so it can heat up.
“Will that work?” she asks.
“I hope so, or it’s going to be sticks.”
I fish a flashlight and an empty soda can out from underneath my seat, and we set up the arsenal of fireworks on a picnic table near the shore of the lake. And as it turns out, the car cigarette lighter works just fine. I hold a punk against the glowing red coil of the lighter and it flares.
“What was it like growing up out here in the country?” Dawn asks, shining the flashlight out on the center of the water.
“What was it like? I don’t know Dawn I never grew up anywhere else so I don’t know how it might have differed from growing up in the suburbs. It was great being able to ride horses and to have all these woods to run through and build treehouses and stuff. Most of our parties in high school were in deserted places like this, dead end roads and river banks. We drank Busch beer and guys spit tobacco juice into spit cups and played LL Cool J really loud from mounted speakers in the back of their pickup trucks.”
“Did you have a girlfriend who wore red cowboy boots and played chicken with freight trains. And like, dancing was outlawed in your county so you had to fight the evil Southern Baptist minister?”
I laugh. “I think I’m going to have to take offense to that one. No, it wasn’t anything like Footloose if that’s what you’re implying. I didn’t have a girlfriend named Arial and I didn’t wear skinny leather ties or try to teach the country kids to dance eighties-style,” I say browsing through our arsenal of fireworks on the picnic table. “Which one should we start our display off with?”
“This one!” she says, shining the flashlight on one of the rockets.
“The Wild Geese Rocket? Oh man, I dunno Dawn. That one should almost be the finale, but alright. Stay here though, I’m gonna put some distance in between it and us since we don’t know what it’s going to do.” I grab the soda can and the rocket and head down to the shore.
“Alright you geese, look out!” I yell, my voice echoing across the lake. I lean down and touch the punk to the wick. It sparks and I run back up the hill to the picnic table. But after thirty seconds or so nothing happens.
“It must be ” Dawn is starting to say when the thing takes off. It startles us both, a golden arrow of a whistling rocket that hits the sky and then soars off horizontally until it disappears.
“That was cool,” I say. “I’m not sure what it had to do with wild geese, but it was pretty cool nonetheless.”
“I was beginning to think it was a dud. It took forever for it to go up,” she says.
“Your fireworks education continues.” I grin. “Rule number one, it’s almost never a dud and if it is, kick it in the lake first just to make sure.”
“Can I light the next one?” she asks, trading me the flashlight for my punk. She blows on the end and the tip glows briefly in the darkness.
“Sure, give it a try. What’s next?”
“I was thinking a Roman Candle. Should I go down by the lake like you did?” she asks, motioning to the shore.
“Uh, no. These things are pretty safe. Dig it down in the sand over there by that tree, or over there,” I point.
She’s full of energy - like a cartoon character, completely animated in the way she marches over and kneels down, lifting her dress slightly to keep it out of the dirt. She digs a few inches of the red, white and blue cylinder into the sand and points it at the sky. Then she lights it and runs back to the table.
The wick burns its way up to the cylinder and then the first ball of red fire rockets up into the sky with a ‘foop!’ Followed by a white ball, and blue ball, and then another red
“I love these things. They always remind me of Jack Kerouac,” I say, brushing off the bench and sitting down. “He had this incredible line in ‘On the Road’ I can never remember how it goes enough to do it any justice but it’s just unbelievable.”
Red - foop!
“You mean ‘the only people for me are the mad ones?’” she asks.
“Holy shit! Yeah! You actually know the line I’m talking about?!”
Red - foop! White - foop!
“In addition to sitting on my stomach and singing the same ELO song over and over a million times, my sister’s always been great at turning me on to important literature,” she says. “She made me read ‘On the Road’ when I was in college and it’s become one of my all-time favorites. I’ve read it so many times… Like that line you’re talking about -
“‘The only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, delirious of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn like fabulous yellow roman candles exploding like spiders across the stars and in the middle you see the blue centerlight pop and everybody goes “Awwww!’”
Red - foop! Blue - foop!
And I find myself clapping. “That’s the one. It always manages to send a shiver down my spine. If I could have met Kerouac and asked him a single question. Where’d he pull that one from? It’s the most beautiful stream-of-consciousness, run on sentence I’ve ever heard. I mean, was he on a coffee buzz? Was he on drugs? Did he wake up one morning with that in his head and he had to run for pen and paper to get it all down?”
White - foop! Yellow - foop! Red - foop! And then our Roman candle fizzles out.
“What should I send up now?” I ask.
“Let’s take turns!” she says, running around the table to pick her next one.
We pass the punk back and forth for nearly an hour. I light a Whistling Moon Traveler. And Dawn sends a 2-Color Space Ship up into the night sky. I give life to a couple Happy Birds, and she lights a whole brick of LadyFingers.
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
“Oh my God! Those were loud! What were they?” she asks.
“Thunder Bombs. Heh. They’re supposed to be loud.”
“What do we have left?” I ask.
“How about some gold sparklers?” she says, handing me a box off of the table.
I pull two wire sparklers out of the box and use the punk to light a piece of red fireworks wrapper, and I light the sparklers with it when it flames.
“Here, take one,” I say, carefully handing her one of the gold spark-drenched sticks backwards.
“These are magical,” she says, swiping her sparkler in circles through the air. “Utterly and totally magical.”
For awhile we’re silent, caught up in drawing strokes of gold through the nighttime air. We spin circles, squares, triangles and occasional lightning-bolt zigzags. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a sparkler in my hand, and it’s amazing the things you forget - the smell of the gunpowder, and how hot the wire gets in your hand as it burns downward toward the end. Then after awhile it sputters, and throws a few more sparks and you wave it furiously trying to keep it going. And it’s done.
“Mine’s gone!” I say in a kidding whiney voice. Her sparkler, however, is one of those ones that just keeps going and going. I sit down on the bench to watch her.
She’s great. She really is. Watching her stroll across the bluff in her blue gown with the sparkler high over her head
I play with the end of my tie, turning it inside out, and then back again. She’s beautiful. She’s literate. I love Kerouac. But she knows his prose by heart. I’m 29. She’s 29. I’ve never given marriage any serious consideration. She’s divorced, has an alcoholic ex-husband and a 4-year-old little girl. I write silly marketing slogans for a movie rental company. She rehabilitates people from horrible accidents and helps them climb back into their lives again.
“What’s up?” she asks, stepping forward out of the darkness.
“Hey, nothing. Just watching you and your striking newfound fireworks prowess.”
“Am I good?” she asks.
“Yeah, you’re good.”
“Can I ask you a question?” she asks, sitting down next me on the bench.
“Shoot.”
“Why did you go out with me again tonight after you found out I was celibate?”
“Whoah!” I say, shifting back to look in her in the eye. “You really have a way of getting to the point don’t you?”
“I’m sorry.”
“That’s alright,” I brush it off.
“I’m guessing you went out with me again because you’re holding out for the chance I’m playing hard to get,” she says.
I shrug. “Fair guess.”
“Is that why?”
“No.” I say. “Why? Are you playing hard to get?”
“Kind of.”
“Kind of?!” I ask incredulously.
She picks one of the spent Roman candles from the sand at her feet and lifts it to her nose, taking in the smell of the spent gunpowder.
“You never answered my question,” she says.
Suddenly there are two sportscasters in my head sitting in front of a plush studio backdrop looking smug and sipping occasionally from ESPN Super Bowl coffee mugs. “Craig Mitchell, who intercepted seventeen passes the past two seasons, including a league-leading nine in 1996, leads the team with three after his first-half pickoff,” one of the sportscasters says. “But frankly, Jerry, I doubt he can keep up that kind intensity for the rest of the game. He’s fucked now. Realistically, I think we’re going to see him back on the couch, muttering occasional curses and watching A&E and VH1’s ‘Pop-up Video’ by the end of the third quarter.”
“My 1987 season was wrought with the same problems, Dick,” the other sportscaster says. “I can remember feeling How did you phrase it? Yes, I can definitely remember feeling fucked a few times.”
“Hey,” Dawn claps me on the shoulder. “Where’d you go?”
“What?”
“You were sitting there scowling,” she says.
“I was?”
“Yeah, you were.”
“Are you sure I wasn’t grinning?” I smile. “I have this other grin. It looks kind of like a scowl.”
“Yeah, whatever.” She smiles.
“So you want to know why I went out with you again?” I ask.
She nods, rocking back on her elbows to lean on the table.
“Well first of all, I think you’re making the mistake of assuming that everything I do has an intelligent, well thought out motive behind it because that’s rarely the case. But anyway, I went out with you again because you’re really cool wait, I’m probably too old be uttering phrases like ‘you’re really cool.’ So scratch that. I went out with you again because you’re really intriguing - fascinating even, and despite the celibacy thing, I wanted to find out more, ok? I mean, I felt like our first date ended in shambles when I ”
“When you tried to put the moves on me,” she offers.
“Hey! I didn’t try to put the moves on you.”
“Yes you did. You had your hands up my shirt.”
“Well yeah. But I wasn’t trying to put the moves on you. It just happened It’s not like I had everything mapped out in advance - anymore than I suspected we’d end up making out in the parking lot of a closed coffee shop.”
“Alright, alright, it’s not a big deal.” She laughs.
“Where the hell is this going anyway?” I ask. “I feel like I’m having a conversation with my seventh grade girlfriend. ‘Craig, I don’t like it when you try to put your hands there’ and that sort of thing. Look Dawn, if you’re celibate, well then, you’re celibate. Yes, I’m curious to know why you chose that, uh lifestyle. And yes, if you want the truth, more than once tonight I’ve wondered at my own stupidity and why I’m taking out this really beautiful girl that I might have a zero chance of ever having sex with. But that’s me. I’m a nut, and I guess more than anything, in my life lately I’ve been operating under the delusion that I have everything to gain and nothing to lose.”
“I was hoping you were out with me again tonight because I’m stunningly beautiful and you couldn’t resist my charms,” she says.
“Well that too,” I grin. “But as a practice I don’t speak from the heart on the first date.” She starts to correct me but I’m well ahead of her. “Or the second one either.”
“Damn,” she brushes her hair back and looks up at the stars. I follow her eyes upwards.
“Pretty incredible, huh?”
“What? The stars?” she asks.
“Yeah, it’s amazing how bright they are when there aren’t any streetlights to screw things up. It almost looks like a planetarium show. Except, well, minus the ‘Pink Floyd laser-light Rock Extravaganza’.”
“Whenever I think of the planetarium, I think of that freeze-dried ‘Astronaut Ice Cream’ they used to sell in the gift shop,” she says. “I was there with my family once when I was about five or so, and I remember crying my eyes out until my mom finally gave in and bought me some.”
“Oh yeah! I remember that stuff. It came in a silver vacuum pack with a space ship on it and it looked really cool. But then you opened it up and the stuff was revolting.”
“Uh huh. My sister and I ate some of it on the ride home and puked all over the back seat. My parents were less than thrilled.” She laughs. “Jeez, there I go driveling on about my childhood again. Let’s talk about something else.”
“Well I was gonna ask you something before we somehow veered onto talking about Astronaut Ice Cream,” I venture.
“Okay.”
“How did you end up I mean, how did you choose to be celibate?”
“It’s probably less complicated than you’d think,” she says, brushing her hair back again. “After my divorce I was pretty exhausted for about a year. Lindy needed a lot of attention and I was an emotional wreck, but eventually I started dating again. Friends of mine fixed me up with guys. I did the bar thing on Saturday nights and signed up with a couple of dating services, and before long I was power dating. I had more dates than I had time for.
“But a million dates later, and a couple of dozen roses wilted and in the trashcan,” she says. “It turned out to be the same story every single time. I could go out and have a great time with these guys but as soon as it started getting serious - as soon as it started to become more than sex they were gone. For awhile I was absolutely certain there was some guy myth about single mothers, that they all held the same misinformed belief that they were somehow doing me a big favor by sleeping with me and then ditching me a few weeks later. But then I figured it out. The dating was fine. The casual sex was fine. But getting serious with a single mother? No way. That represents marriage, possibly even fatherhood and they ran like hell. So somewhere in-between that realization and my frustration, I just decided to start telling them I was celibate.”
“You still haven’t said one way or the other. Are you?”
“No,” she says.
I laugh, perhaps inappropriately, because she fires a weird look at me. “No offense Dawn, but what do you think you’re accomplishing by telling all of your dates you’re celibate? I mean, what’s the point of even going out on dates if you’re only gonna try to drive them away?”
“Well it started off as ‘I’m angry, I’m gonna get back at all of these assholes’ but that wore off before long,” she says. “Because deep down, I don’t think I’m the men hating type. And after that? I guess I was holding out for some magical guy to show up on the scene who wouldn’t be scared off the celibacy thing, a guy who was interested in more than just casual sex, you know, someone who was interested in me. But that turned out to be a big fairytale. So honestly? As selfish as it might sound, lately I’ve really come to appreciate the simple beauty of the first date.”
“What do you mean?” I ask.
“That’s really the best part,” she says. “Even the most boring people can manage to be incredibly interesting on the first date. You get to see people’s best act - their best conversation, their best jokes, and manners. Chances are they’ll take you to their favorite restaurant and treat you like royalty. The first date is usually a real treat. It’s the second one where you start wondering what you’re doing with the turd. That’s when you start noticing all of the things you should have noticed on the first date.”
“So you go on first dates and then you scare them off with the celibacy thing. And excuse me, but how long have you been doing this?”
“About six months,” she says.
“Wow, Dawn,” I shake my head in disbelief. “I still can’t say I understand any of this but I guess I can’t really judge you on it.”
“Why not?”
“I’m not a woman and I’m not a single divorced mother. And back in the YMCA Indian Guides, the elders - actually they were a bunch of the kid’s fathers wearing chicken feather headdresses and lipstick-drawn war paint. Anyway, the elders had a saying that went, ‘Never judge someone until you’ve walked a mile in their moccasins.”
“I don’t own any moccasins.”
“Well I’m not gonna walk a mile in those heels you’re wearing that’s for sure. All night I’ve been waiting for you to topple and start to fall. I don’t know how you do it.”
“You learn,” she says.
“Look, before we stray completely off the topic again, answer me this. With this seemingly unproductive, nutty strategy of yours - of all the guys you told you were celibate how many actually stuck around?”
She holds a single finger up. Then she points it at me and smiles.
“Oh Jesus Christ. I guess that makes me a total freak.” I laugh. “Am I on ‘Candid Camera?’ Do I win a prize or something?”
I’m so busy laughing and admittedly, being a complete jerk, I nearly miss her answer. If kisses had warning signs, sustained eye contact and a blush of the cheeks would probably be at the top of the list. And that’s what is sitting across the bench from me..
We slide across the bench toward one another, colliding in the center in a fairly awkward position. But that happens sometimes, right? Your hands come to rest where they will, you shift your body into whatever position is necessary to get your mouth to hers and after that it really doesn’t matter that it looks like you’re playing a game of Twister without the plastic mat or the spinner.
Through the kiss, I can smell her skin. I can smell her perfume and on top of it all, she smells like gunpowder. But that’s no big deal. In some strange way I actually find it appealing.
It’s what is it? It’s endearing.
I dropped Dawn off at her place, kissed her goodnight, and as luck would have it, on my way home I ended up getting a speeding ticket.
Ordinarily there’s an added value in driving a family car like a Taurus. Cops tend to overlook them in favor of more appealing targets and if you stick a child seat in the backseat, well, you might as well be invisible. But at 3:30 AM in the morning, when a cop is hiding alongside a road with a 30 MPH speed limit and the roads are mostly empty, I suppose that even all-green family cars are fair game.
“Did you know you were going forty-two in a thirty?” the cop asked me.
“No, does that make me eligible for the grand prize or enter me into some sort of sweepstakes?” I grinned. “I don’t mean any disrespect, Patrolman, but I didn’t get laid tonight and I’m really, really tired. Can I please just have my ticket so I can home and get some sleep?”
“You didn’t, huh?” the cop said dryly, bending down to shine his flashlight into my car. “Well, If you took her out in this thing I can understand why that might happen.”
By the time I got home, it was all I could do to get my contacts out and clothes off before I collapsed into bed. But as cruelty would have it, it seemed like I was asleep for all of five minutes before the phone rang.
Ring. Ring
I’m not awake yet. Pure instinct is operating my limbs. Slowly, my hands slide up to my head and an index finger inserts into each ear. But despite this clever tactic, the offending sound continues. Mr. Instinct is baffled. The fingers in the ears thing usually works - at least that’s what they taught him in ‘Instinct school.’ And after a few more rings, Mr. Instinct is really getting annoyed with his apparent inability to make the earsplitting sound stop.
It’s a good thing he’s been taking boxing lessons in his spare time.
One of my arms suddenly lashes out at the phone on my headboard, landing a devastating blow that might have sent George Foreman to the mat and before I’m even awake enough to speak, Mr. Instinct has brought the whole phone down on top of me. The cradle, receiver and miscellaneous cords land in a heap on my stomach.
“Hul.. Hohlo?! Hello?!!” I say, finally finding the receiver.
“Hi! Good morning sugar boy!”
“Bahhh?! Uhhh. Who is this?” I mumble, rolling onto my stomach.
“It’s Sarah. Are you alone?”
“Alone? Uh, yeah. Sarah?” I have to ask again because apparently I forgot to hit ’save’ the first time.
“Yeah, it’s me,” she says.
“Why are you calling me so early? God, is the sun even up?” I mutter. I rise up in bed for a moment to look at the window. “Sarah, it’s not even dawn yet!”
“I want French toast,” she says.
“French toast?”
“I want French toast with syrup and bacon, and some orange juice, and a waitress named ‘Flo’ or ‘Betty.’”
I cough a few times. “No waitresses or French toast here. Just a dreaming guy in his boxer shorts with a face full of slobber,” I mutter, drifting off again.
“Get up! Get up!” she shouts. “Let’s go out to breakfast!”
“Ahhh!” I wince. “Christ! What time is it?”
“It’s why it’s 7:11 exactly. It’s time for your Big Gulp!” she says.
“Seven? Oh man. Why are you calling me so god damned early? I had a late one last night.”
“So did I but you wanna know what?” she asks. “I got up to take some aspirin this morning and it’s such a beautiful spring morning out there! We can’t just sleep in and miss it.”
“I can miss it.” I yawn violently. “You know I turn to dust if I leave the house before eight in the morning.”
“You’ll be fine.”
“No I won’t.”
“Yes you will. Now c’mon, get up,” she says. “Sing my theme song.”
“No.”
“Sing it you bastard.”
“No, Sarah, let me go back to sleep,” I plead.
“C’mon Craig, sing my song. Please ”
“Say yyooou’ll always be my baby, we can make it shine More than a wo-man You’re more than a woman to meeee More than a woman,” I manage in my best sleepy rendition of the high-pitched Beegees style.
“That’s right. I’m more than a woman!” She claps. ” Now get up for me and let’s go out to breakfast.”
“No. Why don’t you call Tim instead?”
“I did and him and Laura are already up and fighting this morning. So get up! Snap-snap!” she yells.
“Shit…”
“Should I pick you up in a half an hour?” she asks.
“Make it forty-five. Pick me up after eight.”
“Whoo-yeah!” she screams into my ear. I hang up on her.
7 AM, Sunday morning. Man, this is really unfair. I untangle myself from the phone and roll onto my back and here comes Pork Chop. He jumps from the floor to a chair, to the seat of my mountain bike, and then to the windowsill before finally dropping down onto my futon as if that were somehow a more logical route than just jumping directly up onto the futon in the first place.
“Meow!” he demands. Food. Feed me. Like right now.
“Man, you’re really pushing your luck. I’m not getting bullied twice this morning,” I inform him.
“Meow!”
“The Cat-a-pult’s gonna fire in about five seconds if you aren’t…” Suddenly my cat ricochets off of my bed, flips in mid-air and then he’s running for the kitchen.
My bed is my castle. It’s my throne and court combined and although my cat forgets from time to time, he has come to understand that making demands of the king before he’s awake grants you a first class catapulting over the castle walls. And you see, bed sheets make the perfect catapult when they’re suddenly pulled taught and then violently yanked out from underneath an unsuspecting pain-in-the-ass cat.
I yawn. Now I have forty-five minutes of time to budget. Sleep for another half-hour and get ready in fifteen? Sleep for thirty-five minutes and get ready in ten? Sleep for forty minutes and get ready in five? No wait, I can sleep for forty-five minutes and when the doorbell rings I’ll just jump up and scramble and make an excuse that Ah, screw it! I’m awake. My dreams are already dancing across the stage of my brain, high-kicking their way out my head like a line of Rockettes.
I brush an arm across my face and suddenly I find myself revisiting the lingering smell of Dawn’s perfume. I wonder what this fragrance is called? Maybe I won’t shower this morning and I’ll head into Famous Barr after breakfast and ask one of the girls in cosmetics if they can ID it for me. Heh. On second thought, that probably wouldn’t be a very good idea. Because there’s this annoying little question I’m sure I would end up having to answer.
‘So is this a perfume you wear quite often, sir?’
I really would like to know what it’s called though. It’s funny how you begin to associate specific perfumes, colognes or odors with various people. You can be walking down a crowded sidewalk and catch a whiff of someone’s perfume and instantly you’re scanning the crowd for an ex-girlfriend you haven’t seen in five years. Or maybe things ended badly between the two of you and you don’t look around, opting instead to dart into the next available doorway and hide for a few minutes.
“We’ll get some caffeine in you and you’ll be just fine,” Sarah says, pouring me a steaming cup of coffee. The bright and cheery atmosphere of the International House of Pancakes this early on a Sunday morning is way too much for me; I’m starting to regret not having brought my sunglasses. Harsh sunlight streams in through the windows making the bright orange and blue color scheme of the place even more of an affront to my sleepy eyes, and screaming kids in high-chairs throw sausage links at their siblings and slash and stab at the faces of their whipped cream and chocolate chip smiley-faced pancakes.
“What I really need is a good kick to the head,” I say. “I must have walked past my kitchen clock like ten times this morning before it finally registered that the stupid thing wasn’t working. I’m feeding my cat and I glanced up at it. 7:38. I took a shower, got dressed, and passed the clock again while I was looking for my shoes. It was 7:38. I found my jacket and my keys and opened all of the curtains around the apartment. 7:38. I watered the plants and took out the garbage. 7:38. Dammit, it’s still 7:38!! Now what in the hell is going on here?! What kind of cruel joke is this?! Then I finally realized that the second hand wasn’t moving.”
“Maybe some scientists from the fourth dimension were using you as a lab experiment, like to test the human interpretation of time,” she says. “How long will it take for this primitive human being to figure out that we’ve stopped his clock?”
“Heh. Yeah, that’s actually a fairly believable theory.” I chuckle. “I could even see them making a few bets on my progress. ‘He’s gonna walk past it again and still not figure it out. Just watch. Twenty bucks? Alright Thompson, you’re on! Here he comes again! He’s looking in that direction He’s looking right at the clock! Hahahaa! He still didn’t figure it out. Pay up sucker!’”
Sarah giggles. Her large hazel eyes are already wide open this morning, taking in everything around us like a pair of wide-angle panorama cameras. In a world devoid of Superman, Batman and Wonder Woman, I’ve come to the conclusion that Sarah is a real-life superhero. She doesn’t need coffee or even a cape to transform into “Super Wide-Awake-At-Eight-AM Woman.” Ok, perhaps describing her as a superhero is a stretch but I know no one else over the age ten years old that is capable of this feat.
On the contrary, I’m pathetic at this hour. I make a coffee addict’s feeble attempt to drink my scalding hot coffee but it’s still way too hot. I should have taken up fire eating in college instead of coed volleyball. I haven’t had many opportunities to put my volleyball skills to much use but the fire eating thing? I’m sure that getting this coffee down would be no problem at all. “So what was up with Tim and Laura?” I ask, digging in my water for a few ice cubes to throw into my mug.
“He wouldn’t say. He mumbled something about this being ‘D-day’ and then he said he had to go.”
“Man, you think this is the big one? You think they’ll actually break up?” I ask.
“No, I’m betting on the usual few days or a week of separation but they’ll end up patching things up like they always do.” She pulls a piece of blue fabric out of her purse and uses it to tie her hair back in a quick ponytail.
“Sunday mornings and arguments over plans for the weekend,” I sigh. “I wanted to go out to lunch and a movie. She wanted to refinish the bathroom and do work in the yard. I don’t miss that a bit.”
“Oh yeah, you’re as slippery as a can of Crisco. You’re going to avoid a relationship for as long as you can, aren’t you?” she asks, accusingly.
“Yeah, that’s my plan. At least for the moment,” I say.
“You son of a bitch! Are you still gonna try to hide all of this from me?” She reaches across the table and pokes me in the ribs. “Tim says you’re doing two different women right now.”
“As opposed to two of the same woman?” I ask, taking a cheap shot at her word choice.
I get a well defined ‘I’m not through with you look” from her as the waitress shows up to take our order. We haven’t even looked at the menus yet, but that’s no big deal because Sarah knew what she wanted before the sun was up. And me? I’m easy. Two eggs over-easy, bacon, and short stack of pancakes.
“Did you catch her nametag?” I ask, as the waitress walks away.
“So I hear you’ve captured a Lolita and a single divorced mother. Is that correct?” she asks, ignoring my attempt to change the subject.
“Uh huh.”
“You know, Craig, I have a giant steam press back at the apartment I inherited from my grandfathers’ Laundromat when it closed down. You could invite them both over for drinks some night and we could smoosh them both together to form the Uber-girlfriend.”
Is she actually pissed at me? I don’t reply and instead, lean back in my seat to appraise my situation. She doesn’t seem pissed, I decide. She is pissed. She hasn’t even met either of women in question and yet the animosity is already there.
“I wasn’t trying to hide it from you or anything. I’ve only been seeing them for the past week or so.”
“Tim has a theory that you’ve dropped into overdrive, that ‘Mr. Emotionally Flippant’ finally got hit with the big fat loneliness stick like the rest of us and your apathy has finally given way to a need…”
“My apathy? What?!” I interrupt her. “Jesus, Tim’s so full of shit! He has to have an opinion about everything under the sun. And what’s up with all this heavy-duty speculation about my love life and mental state anyway? It’s not that big of a deal. I’m dating. So what?”
I wonder if she brought me out to breakfast solely to sneak attack me about all of this. I doubt it. Sarah doesn’t seem to have a plan for anything in her life but it sure doesn’t seem like coincidence that we’re having this discussion now.
“We’re your friends and naturally we’re… well, we’re curious.” She smiles, apparently lightening up for the time being.
“Well, you’re an amusing team. On one hand I have Tim trying to pry as many details as he can about my sexual encounters and then I have you and your inquisition into my love life,” I say. “And I always tell him to go out and buy an issue of ‘Penthouse’ whenever he pries too much. But what about you? Can I tell you to go out and buy a Judith Krantz novel?”
“No, you can’t,” she says, throwing a packet of ‘Sweet & Low’ at me. “Tim’s excuse is that he hasn’t had sex in over a year and…”
“Yeah, and what’s yours?” I ask.
She looks down at the table and plays with her silverware.
“Wow Sarah, did I actually embarrass you or something? In the ten years I’ve known you I don’t think I’ve ever seen you embarrassed.”
“So tell me about these two women,” she says, looking up again. “Our mutual friend seems to possess all of the details like how large the Lolita’s boobs are and how many times you’ve slept with her, and how this Dawn apparently has a really nice ass but he’s strangely at a loss to tell me anything else.”
I laugh. “Then I guess you don’t know about the streaking thing ”
“What?!” she screams.
“Shhhh! Other people in here aren’t as awake as you are,” I remind her. I take a drink of my coffee and cagily glance around the restaurant and sure enough, at least two tables are watching us. ‘Oh look honey, isn’t that cute? Look at that darling young couple arguing. Remember when we used to do that?’
I stare down them down, giving them a dirty look that’s undoubtedly enhanced by my current state of caffeine deficiency. ‘Yeah, we’re a cute young couple with foul mouths and a penchant for spontaneous violence. Haven’t you ever seen “Natural Born Killers?” It would be in your best interest to go back to eating your Pigs n’Blankets and International Omelets before the cute young couple has a sudden mood swing and decides to draw their automatic weapons and open up on you.’
“You’re not allowed to call me ‘God’s Little Exhibitionist’ ever again,” Sarah says. “Not anymore, mister, because now you’re in the club.”
“Oh yeah, like I’m really an exhibitionist, Sarah. That was a one-night performance. I’m not going to make it a regular gig or anything.”
“Yes you will. Now that I know it’s in the realm of possibility with you I’ll twist your arm one way or another.” Suddenly she scowls. “Hey, why did you tell Tim about all of this and then not me? Why didn’t I get a call from you the very next morning?”
“It’s just been a real whirlwind week for me,” I say. “The streaking thing only happened Wednesday night.”
“Last Wednesday night? After Happy Hour?” she exclaims. “You had a date planned later that night?!”
“No, I didn’t. It kind of snuck up on me. Look, there’s a lot more to the story than even Tim knows,” I say. “Like it’s not any coincidence that I’m dating two women at once.”
“Then tell me everything,” she says, sliding her elbows onto the table. “I deserve to know more than Tim for once.”
“Alright.” I hook the plastic blue decanter of coffee with my index finger and drag it to my end of the table. “But any more loud Sarah-style outbursts and I’m stopping.”
Sarah sits on her hands.
“I’m serious. No outbursts out of you, you promise?”
“Alright, alright!” she says. “On with the story.”
“I called a dating service last week - totally on a whim I should add. I wasn’t hard up. In fact, I wasn’t even planning on signing up or anything. I just found this ad in the back The Gutterfrump Times and curiosity got the best of me.”
“What’s to be curious about?” she asks. “A dating service is a dating service. They’re all the same.”
“No, this one was different. They only wanted $19.95 to find you a girlfriend and I wanted to find out what the catch was,” I say, stirring another ice cube into my coffee.
“So what was the catch?”
“That’s just it. There wasn’t one.”
“We kissed on the picnic table. But I guess a more appropriate phrase would be that ‘we made out.’” I chuckle, feeling vaguely embarrassed.
“Oh yeah?” Sarah asks. “And how long did that go on?”
“About an hour? I dunno, something ridiculous like that.”
“Then what happened?” she asks, spiking another rectangle of French toast with her fork.
“Well, things started to escalate and I finally got around to asking her if I could bring her back to my place.”
“And what’d she say?”
“She said no. She politely declined and said that she had to have plans for that sort of thing because of her daughter and all.” I pause. “So we’re getting together tonight at eight.”
Sarah smiles. “Plans to have sex. Ohhh, Craig! Usually you do that sort of shit when you get married or at the end of the relationship. Not at the beginning!”
“Yeah I know. It’s frustrating but for the some reason it’s kind of exciting too. I mean, it takes all of initial brush fire and passion out of it but I’m really looking forward to it. Most Sunday nights I look forward to ‘The Simpson’s’ but tonight I get to look forward to sex. You know what I mean?”
“So which one of the two beauties are you going to pick?” she asks.
“Who said I had to pick?” I run a square of pancake through a pool of syrup. “This has only been going on for a week and to the best of my knowledge I’m not backed up against any walls yet.”
“Yeah, to the best of your knowledge. But you’re a dumbass guy, aren’t you?”
“Neither of them is making any demands of me, Sarah. Not even subtle ones. Elizabeth is usually gone by morning and doesn’t seem dependent at all, and like I said, Dawn tried her best to shove me away anyway”
“Yeah, and why do you think she did that?” she asks.
“Because she was angry at men. She was sick of guys dumping her after two weeks or so.”
“And?” she asks.
“And what?” I ask. “That’s it.”
“No it isn’t,” she says.
“Well then what?” I ask.
“Never mind.”
“What?”
“Never mind,” she repeats. “You’ll figure it out sooner or later and when you do I’ll give you a shiny gold star and a smiley face on your homework assignment. But you have to humor me here. If you had to pick one of these woman, if, Craig. Which one of them would it be?”
“Probably Elizabeth.”
“Are you serious?!” She scowls.
“I think so.” I glance down at the remains of my pancakes.
“Why?”
“I dunno. My life has become such a routine these days,” I say, taking another bite of pancake. “I go to work everyday. I come home. I fix dinner. I watch some TV. I go to sleep. Sometimes we go out to Happy Hour and we go out on the weekends and get drunk. And then Monday morning the whole thing starts all over again. But with Elizabeth… I guess she seems really dangerous. I get the distinct impression that she’ll turn my life completely upside down if I let her. And that’s exactly what I need right now, Sarah. I need someone to pick me up by the ankles, hang me upside down and shake me.”
Sarah starts laughing and before long I’m laughing too although I’m not really sure what I said that was so funny. But soon we’re gaining the attention of unwanted fans again. I can’t blame them for staring at us. Late at night after the bars have closed, you can expect to hear people laughing their asses off over a plate of pancakes but at eight in the morning?
She laughs and laughs and then suddenly she’s crying. Tears stream down the sides of her face. “It wasn’t that funny, Sarah,” I say, reaching to hand her a napkin. But she pushes my hand away, grabs her coat and purse, slides out of the booth, and runs out of the restaurant.
I sit there dumbfounded for ten seconds or so, waiting for my brain to make some sense of what just happened. What in the hell? She was she was really crying. What did I say? What did I do? Did I miss something? It’s times like these that I wish women came with a handbook. Chapter 4, Page 22: “When She Starts Crying For No Apparent Reason at the International House of Pancakes.” We don’t really have an explanation you for on this. It’s one of the many apparently random things that seem to occur with women. Taking her to Ms. Field’s cookies and letting her buy whatever she wants may be one solution to this crisis, and if it’s too early in the morning for a cookie shop to be open, wait around at the table for a bit. Maybe she’ll return.
I wait around for a few minutes and when she doesn’t come back, I swallow a few hasty gulps of coffee, round up my coat and drop a twenty on the table. If you end up having to chase her out into the parking lot, take as many napkins as possible from the table. You may also find it handy to consult Chapter 6, Page 18: “When She Starts Crying For No Apparent Reason Near a Grade School or Playground” and “Chapter 12: Page 5: “How to Find Out the Real Reason She’s Crying.” Good Luck, sir.
A few people are watching me as I rush for the front door. “They totally burned her breakfast,” I say to one of the tables as I pass. “She’s really serious about her French Toast.”
Sarah isn’t at her car when I get out into the parking lot and I’m about to go back inside looking for her when I spot her off in the distance, speed walking down the sidewalk. “Sarah, what the hell?” I yell after her, but she doesn’t stop and I end up trying to run after her with a whole plateful of pancakes and coffee sloshing around in my stomach.
“What’s wrong?” I ask, finally catching up with her. “Hey, you wanna fill me in here?”
“Never mind,” she sniffles. “I’m fine now. I just needed some air.”
“No offense, Sarah, but you just started crying in the middle of the restaurant for no reason I can figure out. I wouldn’t say that’s anywhere near fine.”
“My emotions have been swirling around in a blender lately,” she says. “It’s just a bunch of girly shit you wouldn’t understand.”
“Hey, I’ve been honest with you this morning. Why can’t you be honest with me?” I ask.
“It’s no big deal, Craig. I tried to fend off a little breakdown with a plate of French toast and it didn’t work, alright?
I put an arm around her and slow her down to walking pace. “Hey, you know breakdowns come and breakdowns go. So what are you gonna do about it? That’s what I’d like to know.”
“Thank you, Mr. Paul Simon,” she says.
“No, I’m serious. This isn’t like you. And I suspect that you’re too young to be going through menopause, am I right?” She laughs and I suppose that’s a positive sign.
“No, not menopause,” she says. “I’ve just been freaking out a lot lately.”
“Like how?”
“I’ve been crying at the drop of a hat.” She laughs. “I started bawling watching ‘Friends’ the other night.”
“Well, I guess I can see where that could happen. It’s a pretty, uh, sad show. So what do you think is behind all of this freaking out?” I ask.
“It’s a lot of things,” she says. “I turn thirty next fall and all of my friends have been having babies this spring and that’s been totally fucking me up. I’m twenty-nine and I’m still not married and my biological clock is ticking away like a time bomb. And my parents probably think I’m a rug muncher because all of my younger sisters are married and I’m ”
“What was that?” I interrupt her. “Rug muncher?” I bust out laughing. “Where in the world did you get that phrase from?”
“Peggy and her girlfriend. I went out to lunch with them the other day.”
“That’s pretty good.” I chuckle. We walk for awhile without saying anything until I notice her blowing her nose on the sleeve of her coat. “Hey, I gave you napkins for that.”
“My sleeve is softer,” she says.
“Yeah, well that’s gross. It reminds me of this old handkerchief I used to carry. Pretty early in high school I went through this really hardcore identity crisis and I think I was actually trying to emulate my father for a semester or two. I started wearing his V-neck T-shirts and carrying a handkerchief, and you know, there’s this thing I discovered about handkerchiefs. Once you blow a whole bunch of snot into them you still have to carry that around in your pocket until you get home. It can get pretty ugly.”
“That’s why no one uses them anymore except for old men,” she says. She takes my arm from around her, grabs my hand and laces her fingers with mine.
“So what are you saying?” I ask. “Old men have less of a problem with carrying a wad of snot around in their pocket?”
“Something like that.”
“Are you alright now? Is there anything I can do?” I ask. “Like is there anything else you want to talk about? I mean, other than snot that is?”
Two kids sprint across the street in front of us packing carrying bright-orange plastic assault rifles, and homemade sound effects to fire them. “Buttta-da-Buttta-da-butttaa,” one them yells. And the kid running after him replies with his own version of gunfire, “Nir! Nir! Nir! Nirrr!!! Nirrr! Nir! Nir!”
“I want kids someday,” she says, idly.
“I could impregnate you,” I offer.
She laughs and gives my hand a squeeze. “Only if we can have ‘The Big Chill’ soundtrack playing really loud to get me in the mood. Besides, it sounds like I’m bound to lose out to a twenty-one-year-old bimbo.” She sighs. “What do you think that’s going to do to my self esteem, huh? Why couldn’t you have picked the twenty-nine-year-old?”
“Hey, I keep trying to tell you. No one said that I had to pick.”
“So you think you can just lollygag down the road dating both of these women?” she asks. “That they’re not going to fall for you at some point and put the thumbscrews into you? I’d say that’s going to happen sooner rather than later and when it does, my prediction is you’ll go the safe route like you always do.”
“What in the hell do you mean by that?” I ask.
“You said you’d probably pick this Elizabeth girl if you were forced to choose, right?” she asks.
“I don’t know, Sarah! But I have to say I’m more than a little pissed off about your ’safe route’ comment.”
“Well, she sure doesn’t sound any different from any of your other past girlfriends, Craig. Sure, she’s younger and probably better looking than most of them but something tells me that Beth and Eliza-beth would get along famously. You should have a ‘progressive dinner’ or some foo-foo bullshit like that and invite both of them and see what happens,” she says.
“Why do you think I’d be crazy enough to date another Beth?” I ask.
“Because you’ve been dating women like her for as long as I’ve known you,” she says, her voice rising. “The typical Craig girlfriend has about as much complexity as a can of rocks. Who knows? Maybe you don’t like too much guesswork or uncertainty in your relationships. Maybe you prefer the safety of always knowing what’s going on inside her head.”
“I’m not sure if I’m digging this whole French toast-induced honesty this morning.”
“Hey, that’s the breaks, Craig.” She laughs. “I’m in rare form this morning. I’ve had a good cry, my batteries are recharged and look out! I’m live and ‘Unplugged on MTV.’”
“Are you gonna do an acoustic version of ‘The Man Who Sold the World’ for me before you continue the roast?”
“Shut up, fucker,” she growls.
“So you think I’d be backtracking by sticking around with Elizabeth. Is that it?”
“I’m going to answer that question with another question,” Sarah says. “If Dawn wasn’t divorced and she didn’t have a little girl would it be a harder choice for you?” She’s monitoring my face as soon as she asks the question. If I put any thought into a half-truth of some sort she’s going to spot it in a second. I smile.
“See! See!” she shrieks, pointing and dancing around me on the sidewalk. “You may be good at lying to yourself but you can’t slide that crap past me!”
“Ok fine, so it bothers me. What does that prove?”
“Elizabeth isn’t dangerous, Craig. I have no doubt that she’d be a great temporary high for you. She’ll scare the hell out of you and get you into trouble and probably even a car wreck at some point. She might even, as you said, ‘raise your standards about what good sex is’ but she’s not going to turn your life upside down. Not even close… But this Dawn on the other hand, hmm, yeah. She could wreak some real havoc. If you fall in with her you might end up having to play father to her little girl, what was her name again?” she asks.
“Lindy.”
“Yeah, so are you ready to be a father figure to Lindy? Or worse yet, you might fall in love with mommy and then there’s only one thing to do. Are you ready to get married?” she asks. “That would truly turn your life upside down, now wouldn’t it?”
“Tim says that if you carry around a small bag of boiled black-eyed peas in the right front pocket of your pants it wards off marriage,” I point out.
“What?”
“That’s what he told me,” I say.
“Yeah, well I would think that’d ward off any woman. If I found out that my boyfriend was carrying around a plastic baggie of mushy peas in his pocket, I’d ditch the freak in a second,” she says. “But back to the topic at hand ”
“Oh yes, by all means. Please steer it back,” I say, sarcastically.
“I was watching you while you were talking about this Dawn woman because honestly I was trying to figure out whether or not you had gone completely insane,” she says. “A single divorced mother? That’s quite a divergence for you, Craig. And then you got to talking about your romantic escapade last night your eyes started to sparkle and I knew what was up.”
“Oh for Christ’s sake, Sarah. They didn’t sparkle. It was probably the sun coming in through the windows.”
“Yes they did! They sparkled!” she insists. “Women don’t miss things like that.”
“And women read too many crappy Danielle Steele novels,” I counter.
“Look you sexist pig, I’ve never even read a romance novel so you can just screw yourself,” she says. “I know what I saw.”
We cross a small two-lane bridge over a creek and pause to look over the side. “You got any mints on you?” I ask.
“I’m not gonna give you one if you’re gonna to throw it into the water for good luck,” she says. “Why don’t you throw some of those black-eyed peas in your pocket instead?”
“I have coffee breath. I really could use a mint if you could see it in your heart ” She digs around in her purse and produces a tin of Altoids.
“So that’s it?” I ask, opening the tin. “I have to go on the Oprah Winfrey show, the one about men who fear marriage and fatherhood and have a bunch of nasty old hags yell things at me from the audience?”
“No, they’d never have a show on that topic because it’s an absolute truth. Every guy is afraid of marriage and fatherhood. They’d have such a huge crowd of guests they’d never be able to fit them all on stage.”
“Ok, so what am I gonna do?” I ask. “I’m not ready to get married and I know I’m not ready to be father.”
“You could do it if you practiced.” She smiles. “I could totally see you being a father figure. Hey, look,” she says, pointing to two small children playing in the street up ahead. “Why don’t you get some practice right now?”
“Huh?”
“Tell them it’s dangerous. Tell them to get out of the road. Go on,” she says pushing me.
“No way,” I chuckle.
“C’mon, do it!”
I clear my throat and straighten my jacket. “Hey you kids,” I yell. “Get out of the street before you get run over by a car!” The kids spin around, clearly startled. And then they take off running.
“See, you’re pretty good,” she says.
“Yeah, I scared the piss out of them.”
“You did just fine.”
“Here’s the one thing I don’t understand,” I say, putting my arm around her again. “You’re giving me all this advice this morning, petitioning me to ditch the hottie and go out with the single mother. And how do you even know you’re going to like her anway? I mean, you’ve hated every single girl I’ve ever gone out with and who says Dawn is going to be any different?”
“No, no, I like her already,” she says. “She totally lied her ass off to you and you bought it hook, line and sinker! She told you her daughter was her sister. She told you she didn’t drink. She even had you believing that she was celibate for awhile there. And through all of that if she still managed to keep you coming back for more, Craig. Then I gotta say I really like her style.”
“There’s an Oprah topic for you right there,” I say.
“What’s that?” she asks.
“On next week’s show, ‘Women: the Conspiracy.’”
I wake from a long nap late in the afternoon and wander around my apartment in a determined stupor.
A gentle breeze blows in through the living room windows causing the blinds to tap lightly against the wall. And it carries with it the sounds of someone washing their car out in the parking lot - water propelled from a garden hose and the tinny reverberation of Corey Hart’s “Never Surrender” streaming from a cheap boombox.
I shuffle into the kitchen in my boxer shorts and retrieve a can of ginger ale and a bagel from the refrigerator - both of which I consume standing up, leaning against the kitchen counter for support. Even though it’s well past three in the afternoon, the clock on the wall continues to announce the moment it stopped working this morning: 7:38 AM. And you know, it may no longer be an accurate judge of time but it sure is doing a fantastic job of reminding me how tired I am.
I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck two or three times. I really need to make an effort to restrain Sarah from getting me to do ridiculous things like get up before dawn to eat French toast. Now granted, that’s exactly how we got to be friends in college. I loved it that I never knew what was coming next with her, that one minute she was infatuated with bikers and wanted to buy a motorcycle and join the Hell’s Angels, and then the next her number one goal in life was to meet and kiss Nicholas Cage for whatever reason. But running around without any sleep just doesn’t have the same attraction it used to. Really, I’m not sure what attraction it had in the first place. Feeling miserable was never any fun.
As I wake up I start to become aware that my toaster is making a strange sound. It’s emitting a high-pitched whining loud enough to hurt the ears. What the hell? I grab wooden spoon out of a drawer and poke at it a few times experimentally My first hypothesis is that there’s an uprising of sorts taking place in my kitchen today. You know, the clock was the ringleader. It was first to cry ‘mutiny’ and now my toaster has joined in the revolution. I suspect by nightfall other appliances around my kitchen will join the ranks and I’ll have real trouble on my hands.
Now of course, a more awake person would have noticed the phone cord trailing off behind the toaster and the empty cradle down the counter and put two and two together. But a complete dumbshit stands there poking the toaster with a wooden spoon for a full minute until it finally dawns on him that he took the phone off the hook earlier this morning so he could get some sleep.
I reel the phone receiver in by its tangled spiral cord and slam it down in the general direction of the cradle and almost the moment it makes contact the damned thing starts ringing! That startles me awake by a few more degrees, and to add to an already surreal situation, a quick glance at my Caller ID has a couple of dozen question marks circling my head in rapid succession.
It reads: –GOD IN HEAVEN-
I’m serious. That’s what it says. And you know, I realize it’s Sunday and all but this has to be the very first time God has ever called me. Who knows? Maybe it’s the twentieth anniversary of the last time I went to church and I’m finally in trouble for my poor attendance. Or maybe he wants to congratulate me on the rain of women he’s sent in my direction, but like Sarah and apparently everyone else, he wants to find out which one of them I plan to stick around with. I pick up the receiver and slowly bring it to my ear.
“Hello?”
“Hey, it’s me,” a nearly inaudible voice says.
“Who’s this?”
“It’s Stew,” a male voice says.
“Stew? As in Stewart Wermer, former Southwestern Bell employee and creator of new standards in office diversity?”
“Yeah.” He coughs.
“Christ, man, you really had me going there. I thought I was getting an official call from the Almighty himself,” I say.
“Whadya mean?”
“My Caller ID. It said it was ‘God in Heaven’ calling.”
“Oh yeah,” he coughs again. “I forgot about that. I changed the outgoing SID on my line a few months ago. ‘Wermer, Stewart D.’ just wasn’t spunky enough. Funny thing though. Now that they fired me I can’t change it back.” He laughs shrilly and is soon coughing again.
“Hey, that’s pretty good. People tend to answer the phone when God calls,” I point out. “And now you have a special bonus feature to your phone service just like mine.”
“Oh, trust me. There are others ” he says, but doesn’t elaborate.
“So what’s up, man? It’s weird to get a call from you this early in the day. I suppose you’re wanting to go jogging with me, you know, jog a few miles and then play some flag football or something, and then go eat some fruit and vitamins and stuff that’s good for you, right?” I kid him.
“Fuck no. I’m in for the day,” he coughs again. “There’s a lot of good stuff on this afternoon and I picked up a new bag this afternoon and it smells really sweet. It has these really huge twisty red hairs that ”
“In for the day?!” I cut him off. “Stewart, it’s only three or so at the latest. That’s pathetic.”
“Yeah so ” he clears his throat. “Look, the reason I’m calling is I got some information for you.”
“Some information?”
“Yeah.”
“What’s that?” I ask.
“That dating service you were bugging me about,” he says, sounding annoyed.
“Ohhh! Yeah, you found out something?”
“Well my friend Tony snuck me back into Bell early this morning so I could retrieve a bunch of files I’d left on the server and while I was in there I had him run a few queries on that Girlfriend-Express place you were telling me about. You’re not gonna believe this ”
“What?” I ask.
“Are you ready?”
“Yeah, yeah. C’mon!”
“Girlfriend-Express is apparently owned or affiliated somehow with Crowne, Thurston, & Stuppen,” he says.
“Who?”
“Man, Craig. How could you miss all the commercials? They air like every commercial break on Channel 11.”
“I guess I haven’t seen them,” I insist.
“They’re a law firm that specializes in personal injury cases. You know the one I’m talking about. Their jingle goes, ‘Dong-da-da-ding! You trip in a department store and then it’s our thang. Doh-doh-di-aye-aye-aye!! We get those companies to pay-ye-yay!’”
“Stewart, stop singing, man. I get the idea.”
“Well here’s the deal. The PBX for Crowne and Thirsty Schmuck,” he starts to say. But he then backtracks, anticipating my question in advance. “A PBX is basically just an acronym for their phone system. Anyway, it’s on the same Bell ARN with Girlfriend Express - the same Account Reference Number!”
“Stewart, is it just me or are you actually getting kind of excited about all of this?”
“Well, sort of,” he admits. “This is some pretty weird shit to dig up. I feel like I’m a junior detective or something. I wonder who helped them pull this off?”
“Why? Did you think you had a monopoly on phone trickery?” I ask.
“Not really,” he says. “But I guess what I’m trying to tell you here is that the same corporation or individual owns both the law firm and the dating service. It’s even possible that the law firm owns the dating service. Don’t you have a little glowing light bulb hovering over your head yet?” he asks snidely.
“Yeah, I think so ”
“You were right about their billing address,” he says. “I checked that out too. It’s a post office box at ‘Mailboxes Etc.’ on South Brentwood, which like I told you, is against Southie Bell’s policy. Remember I said there were a few exceptions, like only collection agencies and government offices are allowed to do that?”
“So what does all this mean?” I ask.
“You tell me. I don’t know what the fuck it means. But the first question that would come into my head is why would these people, you know, a law firm that has enough money to saturate Channel 11 with their shitty commercials day and night. Why would they be running a dating service?”
“That’s a good question.” Suddenly my other line clicks into the call with annoying beep. “Hold on for a second, Stewart. I have another call.”
“I’ll let you go, man,” he says. “I wanna toke some of this shit up. I just wanted to let you know what I found out. And whatever you find out from now on, I want to know about it too, alright? You better let me know cause you got me caught up in your little drama now.”
“It’s a deal, man. I’ll give you a call.”
“Alright, later.” He falls into a fit of coughing as I click over to the other line.
“Hey,” Tim mumbles. “You been on the phone all morning or did you take the phone off the hook?”
“I took the phone off the hook.”
“Why?”
“Because Sarah woke me up before dawn and forced me to go out to breakfast and when I got home I took the phone off the hook and crashed for a few hours.”
“Oh.”
“What’re you up to?” I ask. “Sarah said you were up early fighting with Laura.”
“We’re not fighting anymore.”
“Well that’s good.”
“We broke up,” he says.
“No way.”
“Yeah,” he says. “She’s packing her stuff into her car right now.”
“But you guys have broken up about twenty times in the last year. What makes this different?”
“I think it’s for real this time. She’s never packed her things.”
“Shit, man, I’m really sorry to hear that. I really am. I don’t know what to say. You guys have been going out forever. I know I was saying all that shit last week at Winnies about not staying with someone you don’t plan on ”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“Well, what happened?”
“Can’t talk. She keeps walking through the room, making trips out to her car,” he whispers.
“You aren’t helping her?”
“She doesn’t want my help. Said some weird thing about not using child psychology on her.”
“Oh, yeah. She meant the helping the kid run away trick.”
“Whatever,” he grumbles. “I need to get out of here.”
“You aren’t worried about her doing something rash or taking your stuff while you’re gone?” I ask.
“She already cut up all my really nice lingerie,” he remarks dryly. “She could steal the whole apartment at this point and I really don’t care. I just need to get out of here.”
“Alright, I’ll be over to get you in a half hour or so. But watch for me. I’d rather not have to come in if you know what I mean.”
“I know what you mean,” he says. “See you in awhile.”
I hang up feeling like an unwilling witness to an execution. You almost wish that friends wouldn’t call you at times like these, that they’d come to you in the aftermath of the breakup when you might be able to do them some good, but sometimes they call while it’s happening and don’t really say a whole lot and it takes you awhile to realize that what they’re really after is just someone else on the other end of the phone. I suppose sometimes the loneliness starts before their girlfriend or boyfriend has even loaded their possessions into the car.
I get stuck behind a garbage truck on Southwest Avenue, a narrow two-lane road near Tim’s condo. Earlier I considered taking a different series of roads that would have taken me five minutes out of my way just to avoid this sort of thing happening. There’s always a damned garbage truck, dump truck, school bus or some other slow moving vehicle to wait behind on this road and it’s doubly irritating because there really isn’t much to look at in the way of scenery. As you cruise along at 10 MPH, you get a wonderful tour of a bunch of decrepit strip malls and liquor stores. Up ahead, an old Walgreen’s that went out of business in the 80’s sits next to a mostly deserted Church’s Fried Chicken. And about a mile down the road there’s even a shanty of a township police station in case you even think of passing one of the slow moving, smelly racecars in the never-ending no-passing zone.
A flimsy piece of cellophane or plastic wrap blows loose from the back of the garbage truck and sticks to my windshield. It’s a greasy plastic wrapper from an individually wrapped piece of American cheese, a small orange sliver of which is still stuck to one corner. I turn on my windshield wipers and the thing flies back into the air, undoubtedly bound for someone else’s windshield in the long line of cars behind me.
I fish around on the floor of my car looking for a CD and come up with the lipstick case Dawn found underneath her seat that night in front of the Grinning Cat. I hold the small blue cylinder up to the sunlight and twist it open revealing a deep shade of red with little shiny bits in it. I hold it to my nose but that doesn’t provide any clues either. I wonder where the hell this came from and how long it’s been in here. Maybe it’s Julie Caldwell’s but I don’t think so. She made it into my bed and my bathtub, but I don’t think we ever got as far as my car.
And I know it’s not Sarah’s. She doesn’t wear lipstick very often. Shit, I don’t know whose it is. I’ve dated two or three women since I broke up with Beth a few years back, and you know, if this mystery lipstick is any indication, none of them made a deep enough impression on me to even remember what shade of lipstick they wore. Like Pam Davis. I ran into her in ‘The Gap’ one afternoon. We had graduated from high school together and had more to catch up on than we could possibly talk about in the middle of an isle of a clothing store. She gave me her number and we dated for a few months and we messed around and had a lot of fun I guess, and then, well, I don’t know. One day we were dating and the next we weren’t and to be honest, I don’t even remember what the hell happened. We just stopped calling each other one day for some reason. Dating is funny like that. You spend all that time with a person and then sometimes they just disappear back into the crowd and you never see them again.
I wonder if Dawn or Elizabeth will disappear back into the crowd - or if both of them will if I’m not careful. And I wonder if I could possibly be stupid enough to let that happen. I mean, I could see myself falling for Dawn in a big way. In fact, it’s entirely possible that I already have and I’m just not conscious of it yet, but regardless, I just can’t fathom getting serious with her. The alarms have been going off since she told me she had a daughter and if I had to be honest with myself, I’d have to admit that I’ve been waiting patiently for the one thing that was going to scare me away, the thing that would illustrate why getting serious with a single mother is not going to work. And really, that should be my deciding factor right there because in that regard I’m no better than the rest of these guys she’s been dating. The only real difference is that we haven’t had sex yet.
Finally the garbage truck turns off into a subdivision and I make a left into “Friendship Cove,” the condominiums where Tim lives. I always joke with him about how much the place sounds like a nursing home, and without fail, he always replies ‘Hey, I didn’t want to live here because of the name. But it wasn’t my choice if you know what I mean.’ In other words, it was Laura’s choice. And speaking of Laura, she’s backing out of the driveway in her Escort as I pull in. Her backseat and much of the front is loaded down with boxes, plants and clothing. She’s wearing a baseball cap over her dark hair and doesn’t have any makeup on and in the bright sunlight her features look much harsher and older than I remember. She passes me slowly but doesn’t stop or wave. Instead, she gives me a weak smile that seems to express that I’m on the other team now.
I watch her Escort disappear around the corner in my reariew mirror and moments later I hear a door slam and my friend comes shuffling down the sidewalk looking more disheveled than usual in that denim shirt he wears all of the time.
“The whole heartbreak thing,” I’m telling Tim as we pull into the parking lot of Winnie’s. “It’s like when you were a little kid and you’d ride the older neighbor kid’s ten-speed and it was so tall your feet couldn’t touch the ground. Remember what you did?”
“You peddled your little god damned feet off. That’s what you did,” he says. “Because if you slowed down too much, the bike tipped over and you fell right on your ass.”
“Uh huh. And if you sit around and give yourself time to think about this shit with Laura you’re going to fall over on your ass the same way. You have to keep moving and get out and do stuff and avoid sulking around the house and thinking about things.”
“You’re forgetting something, pal,” Tim says, pausing as we both climb out of the Taurus. “That ride on the oversized ten-speed was usually a one way trip right smack into someone’s mailbox. Kablaam!”
“So stay away from mailboxes for a few weeks and don’t read your mail either, alright?” I joke, putting my hand on his shoulder. We stroll into the bar, our eyes adjusting gradually from the bright sunshine outside. The place smells and sounds like a crowd of people drinking beer and smoking cigarettes even though it’s mostly empty. Oh well, I didn’t expect much on Sunday afternoon. Tim wanted to get away from the situation at his apartment, and almost by magnetic pull we ended up at Winnie’s. What a surprise, huh?
Purely for the novelty of being able to do so, we grab a few pints of Guinness and head for one of the tables at the back near the usually crowded dartboards.
“So what happened? Why this morning?” I ask as we sit down.
“As soon as we woke up, even before we were out of bed she hits me with the ‘I had this weird dream about you last night’ thing,” he says, spinning his pint glass slowly on the table.
“Oh, man. I think they taught us pretty early on to ‘duck and cover’ when a girl says something like that to you. Or was it ‘drop and roll?’ I can’t remember exactly.”
“One of those,” he says.
“Was it the ‘you’re cheating on me dream’ or the ‘you don’t love me anymore’ dream?”
“The ‘Cheating on me dream,’” he replies, taking a big slug of his beer.
“Who was it you were supposed to be cheating on her with?” I ask.
“She didn’t remember.” He sighs. “It doesn’t really make a difference. She probably didn’t even have the dream, alright? I should have seen it coming from a mile away, Craig. I should have just gotten out of bed right then and put my clothes on and gone into work or whatever. But no, I lay there like an idiot and let myself get suckered into another big fight. We started arguing about whether or not I was cheating on her - and of course I’m not. But that led to her questioning why we don’t have sex anymore, and why I’m not attracted to her anymore, and when was the last time I told her I loved her, and why don’t I buy her flowers anymore, and I why don’t look at her the same way I used to. We argued for four fucking hours without even getting out of bed.”
I shake my head.
“I was totally honest with her. I told her that at least from my perspective, our relationship had been on a downward spiral for a long time,” he says. “I told her that all of the fighting and bickering had sucked the passion right out of me and that I couldn’t take it anymore. I mean, we fight about everything, Craig. Everything! It’s not just fights about baby showers and shit like that. We fight about how I spend my time and how I dress. We fight about the chores. We fight about things that haven’t even fucking happened yet like whether Blockbuster will eventually require me to move to another city. It just sucks the energy right out of you, man. It’s like trying to climb up a downward bound escalator. You spend most of your time and energy just trying not to lose any more ground. And that’s exactly what I told the girl. I said, ‘I don’t buy you flowers anymore and don’t look at you the same way anymore because I spend all of my time and energy just trying to stay out of fights with you. I feel like you’re my opponent instead of my girlfriend. It seems like we can’t go a week without some major blow up that threatens the whole relationship and I just can’t deal with that anymore.’”
“And what’d she say?” I ask.
“Well, if you can believe it, then we started fighting about fighting. She told me, ‘That’s just the way I am. When I’m unhappy about something I tell you about it.’ And I said, ‘You know, Laura, it’s great that you’re so communicative but that’s exactly the kind of shit that’s tearing us apart.’ I told her that I was unhappy about a lot of stuff too but that mostly I’d kept my mouth shut about it because her gripes always got so much airtime and I didn’t want to rock the boat any more than it was already rocking. It’s like I said, ‘You know, you never come out with my friends anymore. You whine and complain when you have to go to my family gatherings. You think everything I like to do is petty and stupid and yet, all of your hobbies and interests are supposedly lofty enough for both of us to enjoy. And that’s just not fair, Laura.’”
“So all of the stuff you’ve been complaining to me about forever, you finally got all of that out on the table?”
“Yeah, but that’s all that happened. It got on the table and it stayed right there - on the table. It didn’t move from where I placed it because there isn’t a solution to any of it, you see? You start to realize after awhile that all the stuff you’re fighting about, it all fundamentally boils down to you both being two completely different people that probably shouldn’t have fallen in love in the first place.” He looks down at his drink, apparently embarrassed to be using the “L word” in the presence of a male friend. “Oh, and I forgot to mention, the cheating thing came up in a big way later on in the argument.”
“How’s that?” I ask.
“Remember that joke Sarah made about leaving a bra underneath my bed when she crashed at my place after James’ party when Laura was out of town?”
“You’re kidding me! No she didn’t ”
“Yes she did. I don’t know where she left it but it turned up at some point when Laura was doing the laundry. And needless to say, Laura didn’t mistake it for one of her own.”
“Oh my God! I can’t believe Sarah would do something like that!”
“I can and I can’t,” Tim says. “I can see her doing something like that, but I can’t believe she joked around with me about it. It’s almost like she was warning me or giving me the chance to head it off at the pass.”
“How can you see her doing something like that? I mean, that’s evil, Tim. She wouldn’t do that to you!”
“Yes she would,” he smiles sadly, brushing a bunch of hair out of his face. “You should talk to her more often. There’s a whole lot going on in that girl’s head that she doesn’t let on about. Like she’s really protective of me - and not just me, but you too.”
“Yeah, I’m beginning to see that. But that’s not protective, Tim. That’s just plain destructive.”
“Depends on how you look at it,” he says. “With any other girl, with anyone other than Sarah I would suspect that some territory marking had taken place.”
“Territory marking?”
“Fingernail scratches across your back. You know what those are for don’t you?” He takes a pack of cigarettes out of the front pocket of his shirt and lights one. “But you know Sarah’s not that kind of a girl,” he says lighting up and exhaling a big cloud of bluish smoke. “She’s known for a long time how I felt about my relationship with Laura and she noticed just like you did that I was too much of a wuss to break if off. I think she was trying to help in her own bizarre way.”
“So you’re saying you think she was giving you the proverbial push out of the airplane door with the parachute strapped to your back?” I ask.
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Man, I don’t care. That’s still really weird.”
He shrugs. “Like I said. Get to know her better. You think you know her, Craig. She can be a big goofus a lot of the time but she’s got a serious streak about a mile wide underneath all of that joking around.”
“Yeah, I know. We had a long talk after breakfast this morning about where my life is going and Elizabeth and Dawn and all that stuff.”
“What’d she say?” he asks.
“I dunno. I don’t really feel like talking about my dating situation right now,” I say, drawing a series of lines in the perspiration on the side of the pint glass.
“What if I don’t want to talk about Laura right now?” he counters.
I take another drink of my beer and smile. “That’s up to you, man. I totally understand if you don’t want to. But we did get sidetracked before you had a chance to tell me what her reaction was to the bra in the laundry.”
“Oh yeah. Evidently she decided not to confront me with it when she found it. I think she was trying to catch me in the act or come up with some better evidence of my supposed infidelity, and when she wasn’t successful in that, she decided she’d have a ‘dream’ and confront me with that. So we’d been fighting for a few hours before she finally dropped that on me, that she’d found the bra. I think she expected it to level me, but it didn’t.” He shakes his head and smiles. “My first reaction was to start laughing.”
“I bet that went over real well,” I say.
“No, not really. I explained that it was Sarah’s. I told her about James’ party and how she was too drunk to drive and how she crashed at our place and I slept on the couch and I dunno.”
“You don’t know what?”
“I thought she bought it. I thought she believed me. And besides, there was no reason she had to buy anything because it was the honest-to-God truth. She settled down and we didn’t say much for awhile, and I thought that was the end of it.”
“It wasn’t?”
“No. She apologized for suspecting me of cheating, she looked me in the eye for awhile and then she said she wanted to break up.”
“What?! Why?”
“She wouldn’t say,” he says, taking a drink of his beer. “She absolutely wouldn’t say no matter how much I badgered her. She said she wanted to break up. She kissed me on the cheek. She got up and took a shower, got dressed, and then she started packing her things.”
“What the hell?”
“Yeah, that’s right,” he says.
“But both of your names are on the lease, right?” I ask.
He nods.
“So where is she going? How did she make the decision so quickly and then just carry it out like that?”
“I don’t have a clue. Maybe she was cheating on me.” He turns his hands palms up. “Maybe she’s going to her mother’s. I don’t know. I kept thinking she was waiting for me to try to stop her because as she made trips back and forth from her car she would occasionally throw me this really weird look I’d never seen before.”
“You didn’t try to stop her?”
He looks down at his beer again and spins it a few times, volleying it from one hand to the other. “No, for some reason I didn’t. I finally came to the conclusion that this was bound to happen sooner or later, regardless of Sarah’s huge bras or anything else. So why not now?”
We both stop to drink. “That’s an optimistic way of looking at it, Tim,” I say, stifling a burp. “But you sound so level-headed about all of this. It almost worries me.”
“Well, certainly there’ll be an aftershock at some point. It might start later tonight when I go home and find all of her stuff missing.” He looks down at his beer again. “Or when I wake up alone in bed tomorrow morning. But this I’m sure of: I’m not going to wake up a month from now and come to the conclusion that I made some terrible mistake in letting her go. That’s just not gonna happen,” he says.
“You want another one?” I ask, motioning to our nearly empty glasses.
“Of course I do.”
I start to motion to the waitress but as usual she’s way ahead of me. She points to two Guinness’s settling near the tapper and holds a spoon in the air.
“Heh. We may fall in and out of grace with women,” I say, raising a toast. “But the waitresses at Winnie’s will always love us.”
“That’s because we tip them too much,” he says dryly, knocking his glass into mine. Before long a waitress strolls up and waits patiently while we down the last few gulps from our pints. “Can we get two shots of ” Tim looks at me for help. “What was that stuff Sarah got us at Upstairs the other night?”
“Maker’s Mark.”
“Yeah, that’s it. Two shots of that stuff please.”
“You got it,” the waitress says, depositing two new pints of Guinness on the table.
“I’ll be right back,” I say, excusing myself and scooting my barstool away from the table. “I need to use the john and I really should to make a call before I’ve had too many beers.”
I wander back past the jukebox and the free throw basketball arcade games and push open the dingy, scratched-up door of the men’s room. I can already feel that first pint of beer numbing my head as I unzip my pants and crowd up to the urinal. Something about drinking during the day makes it an entirely different experience than drinking at night, as if your body is saying, ‘Whoah, kid. What the hell is going on here? I’ve been awake for less than an hour and you’re pouring down Guinness like it’s a Super Bowl party.’
There isn’t much graffiti to read on the wall. Someone has written the words ‘If you’re reading this now you’re probably peeing on yourself! Watch what you’re doing!’ in black marker at eye level and someone else replied in red pen right beneath it, ‘Your mama.’
With little else to read, I read the chrome pipe connecting the urinal to the wall. It reads ‘American Standard’ and there are a few numbers and letters, which must signify the model of toilet.
I really should call Dawn and cancel tonight. For one thing I don’t want to abandon Tim in a few hours. Now where sex is concerned, I think I’m just selfish enough that I could rationalize doing something like that. But the real reason I should cancel drifted into my head while I was stuck behind the garbage truck earlier this afternoon. As much as I want to have sex with her and finish what we started last night, I can’t help but get the feeling that somehow sex will saddle me with more obligation than I’m ready for at this point. Obligation to do what? I don’t know.
But one thing’s for sure, I feel strangely obligated to her enough already, so much that more than once today I found myself starting to buy into Sarah’s spiel about love, marriage and fatherhood. And frankly? I’m sorry but that scares the fuck out of me. The only conclusion I can come to is that I’m not fit to make decisions right now. Things are moving too quickly to see them with any clarity or with the proper perspective.
Having taken care of business, I flush, zip up my jeans and walk over to the sink where I pump a couple of squirts of horribly gritty soap out of a dispenser on the wall. And by the time I’ve gone through the tedious task of yanking a few shards of paper towel out of the machine near the door, I’ve made up my mind.
I’m going to call her and cancel. Yes, that’s what I’m going to do.
I don’t even have to make an excuse. I can just say that a good friend of mine went though a messy breakup of a three-year relationship this morning and I think he needs someone to look after him. I’m not sure if that makes me souns like a typical guy with a stubborn allegiance to his buddies but hey, it’s roughly the truth.
I dig around in my pocket for some change and on the way to the phones, I manage to find the scrap of a pizza delivery flyer that I originally wrote her phone number and address on before our first date.
555-4426
The phone rings a few times and then someone answers over a loud blast of music in the background. I cover my other ear, at first assuming the music is coming from here in the bar. But no, it’s on the other end of the phone.
“Uh is Dawn there?”
“This is she,” she says. “Craig?”
“Yeah,” I yell over the music.
“Lindy! Lindy!! Turn it down for awhile! I’m on the phone Just for a little while, Okay? Thanks.” Suddenly the music drops a low rumble in the background. “Hi, sorry about that.”
“You guys having your regular Sunday afternoon jam session?”
“No, we’re repainting her bathroom this afternoon,” she says. “That’s her work music you’re hearing there in the background.”
“Sounds like that Gary Glitter song they always play at hockey and football games.”
“Uh huh, that’s the one.” She sighs. “She’s making me listen to ‘Jock Rock Volume One’ while we work.”
“Oh yeah? So are you feeling, uh, rocked and jocked out yet?”
“You could say that.” She giggles. “But at least we’re getting a lot of painting done. And I guess I’m lucky her grandfather didn’t let her buy ‘Volume Two’ and ‘Volume Three.’ So what’s up with you, mister? Where are you? Are you on a payphone?”
“My friend Tim and I are down at Winnie’s in Maplewood,” I say. “His girlfriend of three years dumped him this morning and I suppose I’m kind of looking after him to make sure he doesn’t get into any trouble.”
“Well that’s pretty noble of you,” she says. “You sound like you just got up.”
“Well, sort of. I got about four hours of sleep last night before my friend Sarah woke me up and made me go out to International House of Pancakes this morning. She dropped me back at my place around eleven and I took a big old nap this afternoon.”
“Who’s Sarah?” she asks.
Suddenly I’m having a flashback to something Sarah said earlier this morning on our walk. ‘If you don’t believe me that one of them is eventually going to try to pin you down, casually mention my name and see what kind of reaction you get.’
“Sarah? She’s a really good friend, you know, she hangs out with me and Tim a lot. We work with her at Blockbuster. She’s really cool.”
“What does she do?” Dawn asks.
“Actually she’s Assistant Art Director. She makes more money than Tim and I combined so we never turn her down when she wants to put the bar tab on her credit card.”
“Oh. So how long have you known her?” she asks.
“Since college. We went to Mizzou together,” I say. “Almost ten years now.”
“Well I hope you don’t think I’m prying,” she says. “You’d never mentioned her before. I was just curious.”
“Hey, no big deal ”
“You can’t blame me can you?” she asks. “I need to figure out who my competition is fairly quickly so I know how many women I’m going to have to run down with my car.”
“Oh, yeah. Good idea.” I laugh nervously. “So how much sleep did you get before the jock rocker had you up?”
“I had to take her to church at eight. So I got about four hours worth. I think I’m going to set her up with a snack and some cartoons later this afternoon and take in a nap.”
“Yeah, I’m still a little tired too,” I admit. “Hey listen, about tonight ”
“I have some bad news for you about that,” she cuts me off. “I’m not coming over tonight.”
“No? Why not?”
“I can’t believe you don’t remember,” she says. “I can’t believe I didn’t remember. Remember our original plans for tonight? We were going up to Kirksville to see Jonathan? And Richard was supposed to have Lindy this weekend but he had that wee little problem with drinking and driving. Remember now?”
“Yeah, I remember.” I sigh. “That’s really disappointing. Can’t your sister or your parents watch her again?”
“Darla has a library club she’s in and my parents play Pinochle with the neighbors on Sunday nights,” she says.
For some reason, suddenly I’m backpedaling away from my original plans. I was going to call her up and cancel. That’s the decision I made just moments ago but she just canceled on me! “What if I sprung for a baby sitter? Like the best one in the city, one that knows Tae Kwon Do, CPR, and she’s a chef at the finest restaurant in town and we could ”
“I don’t trust sitters, Craig,” she says. “Lindy eats babysitters for breakfast. Either my sister watches her or my parents. I really don’t have a choice in the matter.”
“What if I came over and helped you watch her?” I ask.
“I think you’d be pretty bored and besides, what you’re hoping for wouldn’t happen because I don’t do that when she’s around. She’s liable to walk in and I just don’t want to have to explain that to her yet,” she says in a whisper. “It’s hard enough for her to understand that her daddy Look, never mind. I’m sorry I told you I could come over last night. I guess last night for a few hours I actually managed to forget about my problems. I don’t usually do that.”
“I’d come bearing Girl Scout cookies,” I offer.
“No deal.” She sighs, sounding exasperated.
“What do I have to do to compete here?” I laugh. “If I transformed into a five year old would I have a better chance of getting together with you tonight?”
“Lindy is four. And no, you were never competing with my daughter,” she snaps suddenly with a shocking amount of irritation in her voice. “I’m not sure if you’re aware of this but you’re starting to act like a total ass, Craig.”
“Whoah, whoah! I’m backing off. I’m slinking away into the corner now. I was just joking around with you,” I assure her.
“We might be able to get together sometime later in the week if Darla ends up having a little free time,” she says as if nothing happened. “If not, how about next weekend?”
“That might work. I don’t think I have any plans.”
“Alright, well I have to get going now. I’m kind of in the middle of this,” she says. “The paint’s drying on the rollers. I can call you later on if you want; After she’s gone to bed.”
“Yeah, I’m not sure when we’re leaving here but I should be home later,” I say.
“Okay, talk to you later,” she says.
“Bye.”
I hang up the phone and my change chinks down into the return, almost as if the damned thing is giving me a refund for a phone call that went all wrong. And it did go all wrong too. What the hell was up her ass? One minute I’m joking around with her and the next minute she’s totally snapping at me. I scoop a finger into the change return and grab for my nickel and quarter.
When I wander back to the table Tim’s watching some ‘extreme’ sports event on a TV across the bar. Huge muscle men are picking up small economy-sized cars Fred Flinstone-style and shuffling a short distance down a runway with them before dropping them and pounding their chest in victory.
“Who’d you call?” he asks, pushing the shot of whisky at me as I sit back down.
“Dawn.”
“Why? Do you have plans with her tonight or something?”
“Uh, no. Well I did. She was supposed to come over tonight but I was calling to cancel.”
“I hope you weren’t canceling on my behalf. Sarah called while you were in the john,” he says, tapping his finger on his cell phone that’s sitting on the table. “Her and Cindy are cruising up here in a little bit and I’m sure they can keep me sufficiently distracted from my woes if you want to call her back.” He starts to pick up his shot, and then puts it down again. “Wait a minute. Dawn’s the one who’s supposedly celibate right?”
I crack a smile. “That’s the recent news. She’s not.”
“Ahhh-ha! Ha!” He laughs. “What’d I tell you, man!? What I tell you?”
“Yeah, smart guy, you were right. It was all a game.” Tim loves to be right, and I can’t think of any better distraction from his problems than to let him have that satisfaction, so I let it slide without argument.
“Did you do it yet?” he pokes me.
“No.”
“But you were going to tonight, right?”
“Probably.”
“And you called up and canceled? Are you nuts?”
“I called up to cancel but then she canceled on me before I got the chance,” I admit.
Tim busts into laughter again, bowing his head forward to catch his breath. “Lemme get this straight. You called her to cancel and she turns around and beats you to it. Oh, man, now that’s hilarious!”
“You know, Tim, I’m having a hard time being the caring friend and helping you through your misery while you’re sitting there making fun of mine.” I grin.
“My problems are probably on the decline in the next year. But yours, Mr. Mitchell? Yours are only beginning.” He nudges the shot glass at me again and then with little warning, underneath all of that long hair hanging in front of his face, his left eyebrow starts to climbs slowly up his forehead until he has a uniquely screwy look plastered on his face. “To woe is me,” he says finally. “To woe is us!”
“Woe is us,” I repeat, giving him a suspicious look before knocking back the shot of whisky.
Some mornings you get what you deserve. You drank a lot last night and hey, you’re going to pay for it. You know that. A + B = C. ‘A’ represents Guinness. ‘B’ represents Maker’s Mark. And ‘C’ equals the hangover that’s going to kick your ass.
Certainly there are precautions you can take. You might get off a sneaky preemptive strike, drink a ton of water before you go to bed, take a few aspirin or whatever, and make sure to get a solid eight or ten hours of sleep. But you know as well as I do that that rarely works and the chances are still very good that you’re not going to walk away from this feeling like anything less than a very large puddle of raw hell.
But then there are those mornings when you get far less than you deserve, that rare occasion when you rise from your hangover like Lazarus. You were a cold dead guy the night before but you skipped out of your tomb this morning, went out and bought a bagel and grande Latte with an extra shot, and everything worked out just fine.
However it happens, divine intervention or otherwise, you emerge on the other side of night completely unscathed. You wake feeling amazingly rested, normal, confident, and with a spring in your step you head into work, ready to put your nose to the grindstone and write some really remarkable copy about a wholly unremarkable movie like “Tin Cup.”
“You hungover?” Tim asks, drifting through the room on a waft of cigarette smoke and cologne that’s perhaps been applied a little too liberally.
I shake my head. “Nope. Superman,” I say, pointing both arms at the ceiling.
“Me neither.” He takes off his coat off and throws it over the back of his chair. “I don’t know how we pulled that one off but I suspect we’re due for some Karma reversal at some point.”
“Hear from Laura?”
“No, but it was a tough night,” he says, looking down at the front of his denim shirt suddenly as if he noticed a thread that needed to be pulled.
“Shit, man, I thought you’d just go home and pass out,” I say.
“How’s that Police song go? ‘The bed’s too big without you?’ Without her I mean,” he says, correctly guessing that I was about to make some joke about coming over to his apartment and cuddling with him in the morning.
“At least you didn’t have to have a fight this morning before work. I dunno what to tell you Tim, you’ve heard all that shit. There are other fish in the sea but their teeth aren’t as sharp, it’ll get easier as time passes, and that kind of thing.”
“I know, I know. I mean, I really know, Craig. It’s like sometimes you break up with someone and you have all of those second thoughts. A few days pass and you’re ready to throw in the towel, call her and patch things up. But I have to say this is the first time I’ve ever known so absolutely that I did the right thing. There’s no question about it. I know we needed to break up. It’s like I was telling you the other night, I’ve known for a long time now.”
“Exactly. You’re being positive about this. That’s the way it should be, man.”
“Yeah. I guess so. But you know how it goes, it’s hard to get used to being your own captain again. The bed’s empty. The apartment’s empty. I’m gonna come tonight and there won’t be any cooking smells, or the sound of ‘Friends’ on the TV in the other room. It just sucks.”
“Why don’t you just get a pet or something? Everyone says a pet helps ease the pain of loneliness, and keep you company. Frankly, most of the time they’re just plain annoying but I guess it’s a good replacement for how annoying she was.”
“I don’t have time to take care of one,” Tim says, shrugging slightly.
“What what are you talking about? Don’t take this wrong way or start getting even more bummed out on me, my friend. But now that she’s gone you’ve got nothing but time. Sometimes I wonder why we even bother with these girlfriends at all. They steal all of your time night and day. They decorate your bathroom with all kinds of flowery shit and decorative soap. And then without warning, they’re gone and you’re left wondering ‘How in the world did I ever get started storing my mouthwash in an Estee Lauder makeup bag under the sink? and ‘Where did these scented trash bags come from? I didn’t buy these!’”
“Scented trash bags,” he chuckles. “No really. I don’t want a pet and besides, you know what the sign says. ‘NO DOGS ALOOOUD!’” he sings in a deep voice, mimicking some old cartoon I vaguely remember.
“Who said it had to be a dog? What about a nice cat? I’ll give you mine. He’ll live in your shower and you’ll hardly notice he’s there,” I say.
“Your chubby cat wouldn’t fit through my front door, man and something tells me you’d be opposed to me using a crowbar. And besides, I don’t think I could handle all the random cat barf.”
I laugh. “Random cat barf?”
“Yeah, you know what I’m talking about. You come home from work and take your shoes off and you’re ready to relax on the couch in front of the TV when you notice the small pool of cat barf near the lamp or the hairball sandwich on the floor at your feet. Maybe you step in it by accident. It’s totally disgusting, man. I hate cats for that. They’re always barfing all over the place. I mean, what’s up with that? You know, you have your cute little girlfriend over to your place for the first time and you’re getting heavy with her on the couch and all of the sudden, from somewhere in your apartment you hear the opening notes of the Cat Barf Sonata in C Minor. ‘ACCCCK! ACK! ARCA! ARKA! ACCCK!’” Tim arcs his head up in the air mimicking a gruesome event I am quite familiar with.
“It ruins the moment, you know what I mean?” he insists, looking back at me again. “You’re no longer thinking of taking her bra off, and she’s no longer thinking about what a totally sexy guy you are and your tongue on her earlobe. You’re both thinking of that pool of cat barf that, with any luck, is right smack dab in the middle of your bed. And then when you finally get into the bedroom, you’re totally paranoid that you’re going to step in it, or lay down in it, or ski across the room on it when you happen to miss it while you’re running for the bathroom. But of course, you can’t find it - not anywhere! And then you have the creeping suspicion, you know, you have to learn to live with the horror that the only reason you can’t find the evidence is the disgusting little bastard probably ate it!”
I double over in laughter. “Yeah, I know. But I’m thinking they’ll have a product on the market soon that will solve the cat barf problem. Like ‘Try the new and improved Tender Vittles today! With patented RCB protection you won’t be cleaning up those frequent little messes.’
“RCB protection? Well you’ll write the copy for it. I’m sure of that,” he says.
“Hey, speaking of copy what do you think of this for ‘Tin Cup’?” I clear my throat and hold up the sheet of copy like I’m about to do a book reading. ‘Tin Cup totally sucks ass.’ How about that?” I throw the paper and watch it drift to the floor near his feet. “It’s short. It’s sweet. And best of all, it’s right on the mark as far as being truthful. Whatdya think?”
Tim cups his chin and rubs his face a little. “I like it. Yeah. It works.”
I decided to give Dawn a call around lunchtime, partly because it occurred to me that I had her work number in my wallet and also because I don’t know. I suppose I found myself thinking about her quite a bit as I spun off mindless copy about lame golf movies.
Now I don’t usually call women at work. I really don’t. For one thing, there’s almost always a nosy receptionist that wants to know exactly who you are. And she never lets you get off the hook by you just saying your name because it’s my guess that simple names, in and of themselves, don’t have enough bang to fuel the office gossip mill.
“Pennyman and Associates. Can I help you?”
“Yes, Can I speak to Ms. De Christina please?”
“Sure, can I tell her who’s calling?”
“Craig Mitchell,” I say.
“And you are ” she says, leaving a nice long pause. But I don’t bite. “This is pertaining to ” This is what I’m talking about.
“Ok, I’m a salesman. You caught me. This is a sales call, alright? I want to sell Ms. De Christina a gross of tube socks, a ten-dollar lube job for her car and a subscription to ‘Better Homes and Gardens.’ Can you please put me through anyway?”
“Uh, sir it’s against office policy to put sales calls through to our ”
“I’m kidding. I’m kidding you! I’m a friend.” I laugh. “Can you please put me through?”
Something tells me she doesn’t believe me and I’m certain she’s going to hang up on me but then “Just a minute sir, I’ll see if she’s available. Your name is really Mr. Mitchell?”
“Yeup. I wasn’t lying about that and I really am her friend. I only sell tube socks in my spare time, ok?”
She exhales loudly. And then I have to listen to a few minutes of ‘Four Seasons’ before Dawn suddenly comes on the phone with an abrupt clicking noise that puts Vivaldi out of his misery.
“Hey,” she says.
“Hey,” I reply. “What’s going on?”
“Oh, not a lot,” she sighs. “Trying to get in a working mood today but after a few cups of coffee I don’t think I’ve succeeded yet.”
“Yeah, I know how that goes ”
“Wow, something just occurred to me,” she says. “You actually called me at work.”
“Uh huh.”
“Our relationship’s moved up to a whole new level.”
“Well that’s good,” I say. “Because we sure missed out on the chance to move it up two or three levels last night.”
“Jeez I left myself wide-open on that one,” she says dryly.
“Sorry about that. I couldn’t resist getting a jab in there.” I laugh. “So do you have any more of a sense of humor this morning than you did last night?” This comment surprises me as soon as it’s left my lips. I didn’t call her up to take pot shots at her but that seems to be what’s happening anyway.
“I think I’m going to have to apologize to you for last night,” she says. “I wasn’t in a very good mood.”
“You seemed pretty chipper to me,” I lie.
“No, I wasn’t. Lindy was getting paint all over the bathroom. I masked everything off but I totally underestimated her destructiveness when I overlooked a few things like the light on the ceiling and the carpet outside the bathroom door. And I couldn’t very well mask off her ears, or her hair, or her nose and she got paint in all of those places too.”
“You’re kidding me ”
“No I’m not,” she says. “But I was kind of a bitch to you and I’ll be the first person to raise my hand and say you didn’t deserve it.”
Suddenly I start seeing spots in front of my eyes and I feel my body falling backwards in my chair before I realize I’m about to faint and pull out of it. “You’re apologizing?” I ask, rocking forward in my chair and putting my elbows on my desk.
“Yes, I’m sorry. I’ll have to make it up to you.”
“You know Dawn, I hope you won’t take any offense by my saying this but I nearly fainted a moment ago.”
“What? Why?” she asks.
“I don’t think I’ve ever no scratch that, I’m absolutely certain that I’ve never dated a woman who was willing to admit to her bad moods, much less apologize for them. I mean, I don’t want to make you feel all self-conscious about it or think that you made a mistake in distinguishing yourself like that. And I don’t want you to think that I’m poking fun at you. I’m not. If you’ll allow me, I’d just like to say that I think it’s pretty extraordinary.”
She laughs nervously. “C’mon. You’ve never had someone apologize for being in a bad mood? I find that hard to believe.”
“Yeah, people have apologized before. My boss apologized once. A few friends here and there but you don’t get it very often from women you’re playin’ all smoochy with. ”
“Excuse me, but did you just say ’smoochy’?”
“Uh huh. As in ‘playin’ smoochy.’”
“Oh, I see,” she says.
“Have you ever noticed how the English language has a fair number of words to describe just about anything you can imagine but when it comes to describing anything about relationships or attraction you’re left with this handful of words that don’t really do the job?”
“You mean like ‘boyfriend’ and ‘girlfriend’?”
“And ‘dating’ and ‘mistress’ and ‘lover’ and ‘courtship.’ It’s difficult to say any of them without implying a whole bunch of other stuff. So I make up my own terms. I hope you don’t mind.”
“So we’re ‘playing smoochy’ is that it? We’ll I suppose that’s fairly positive. Should I start introducing you as my smoochy partner? Or would it be ‘my friend that I’m playing smoochy with?’”
“Mister Smoochy, please. No wait, Doctor Smoochy would be ok too.”
“Ok, you got it,” she says, followed by a fairly long, nervous pause. “What were we talking about before we got smoochy? Oh, we were talking about my apology.”
“Where was I going with that?”
“I don’t know,” she says. “You lost me with all the smoochy talk. Oh yeah, I think you were saying you thought it was amazing that I would apologize to you for last night. And really Craig, I’m flattered and all but it’s not that big of a deal.”
“Well, it is to me. So thanks. And I was probably a little pushy too so I should be making my own apology.”
“It wasn’t that big of deal,” she says. “Really. But what was the deal with tube socks and magazine subscriptions you were telling the receptionist about?”
I laugh. “Oh, she was being a nosy little bitch and I was giving her shit. Wait, can I say bitch?”
“Yes you can.”
“I normally don’t use the B-word around women. Because it’s sort of like the N-word when it comes to racism. There are only certain people who are allowed to say it and most of them are rap stars, and maybe Vanilla Ice if he’s lucky and no one beats his ass down.”
“You can say it because she is a bitch. Emily Watson, receptionist and super-bitch. Put it this way, if you’re Doctor Smoochy then she’s The Dean of Bitch.”
“I got that impression. I mean, is it just guys that get this kind of treatment or has it happened to you too? You try to call a woman and you can’t get past the receptionist without twenty or thirty questions. They want to know what it’s pertaining to,” I say, imitating the snotty receptionist. “And somehow they know it’s not a business call - maybe because of the tone of your voice or whatever. So they start getting all nosy.”
“I’m guessing it happens to men more than women because of the perception that women are stalked more than men, or at least, it’s a little more common than the reverse. But yes, I’ve gotten the same thing before. I think it all boils down to the fact that being a receptionist is a horrible and boring job that turns decent people into totally nosy, bitter jerks. I feel sorry for them. I almost think that their jobs should be like social work where they rotate you in and out, supposedly before you get too jaded or burned out.”
“I guess so,” I say. The receptionist discussion is followed by another one of those nervous pauses I hate so much. Why do phone conversations so often make me feel like a trained seal at Sea World, trying desperately to keep the multi-colored beach ball in the air?
“So what are you doing for lunch?” she asks finally.
I look at my watch. 12:48 PM. And then I glance over at my friend’s desk but his chair is empty. “I don’t know. I hadn’t given it much thought. You want to meet up somewhere? Maybe a good halfway point somewhere in the Des Peres or Warson Woods area of town?”
“Sure, did you have a place in mind?”
“Lemme see ” I say, weighing the options. “How long of a lunch can you take?”
“Usually about an hour but I put in some overtime last week and I don’t have any appointments this afternoon. I could take the rest of the afternoon off if I felt like it,” she says. “Why, were you wanting to go downtown?”
“No, I was thinking more along the lines of meeting up at my apartment ” I laugh subtly, try to play it off like I might be joking. But in fact, I’m one hundred and fifty percent serious.
“Hmmmm,” she says, toying with the idea. “As irresponsible as it would be for me to do something like that I have a feeling if I don’t, I won’t be able to get it out of my head for the rest of the day wondering what would have happened.”
“That’s a good way to look at it,” I add.
“But how is this going to work? Because to tell you the truth, that’s something I was wondering if I had come over last night. How can we have plans to have sex?” she says, her voice dropping into a whisper. “How does that work?”
“What do you mean, how does it work?”
“Well, you’re a guy so maybe it doesn’t seem out of the ordinary to go from talking with someone on the phone to a knock at the door of your apartment and then ravaging each other on the threshold. But for me that’s kind of like going to a theme park but there’s no line for the biggest roller coaster in the park, and then you’re shocked to find out that you’re not going to be towed up the first big hill. Instead, they strap you into a seat and you go plummeting down the biggest hill right from the start.”
“And why’s that a problem?” I ask, sarcastically. “It sounds like a hell of a lot of fun to me.”
“There’s no time for anticipation You know what I’m saying? Suddenly your arms are up in the air and you’re screaming down the first hill before you know what hit you, and there’s no time to you know there’s no time to drive yourself crazy - to get worked up about it. And it’s not just anticipation either I guess. Women need to be wooed. Our rockets are slower to fire.” She sighs. “I don’t think I’m doing a very good job of making my point.”
“No, you are,” I say. “And I knew what you were talking about anyway because I thought it was a little weird at first too. I mean, having plans? But to be completely honest with you Dawn, I had that kind of anticipation all day yesterday, and beyond that, I’ve had it since Saturday night.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry that things had to ”
“Hey. I’m not trying to guilt you into doing this and you’ve already apologized so don’t worry about it. Just come over, alright? I’m not going to promise you that I won’t ‘ravage you on the threshold,’” I chuckle. “So that’s something to think about. You can stand in line for your roller coaster on the way over by imagining me ravaging you. And when you get there we’ll see what we can do about some additional anticipation and wooing.”
She doesn’t say anything.
“What do you think?” I ask.
“Ok, I think you talked me into it.”
“Alright! But hey, are you sure you’re ok with this?”
“Yeah, I am. Never mind. I’m just nervous like a schoolgirl,” she says. “Now look, my boss leaves for lunch in about twenty minutes. I know that’s short notice but it’d really be the best time for me to leave if we’re going to do this ”
“I can pull it off.”
“Are you sure?”
“Don’t worry about it ” I say. “So I guess I need to give you directions.”
“Just give me your address and I’ll get directions off the Internet and I’ll call if I run into any problems.”
“Ok. 1522 Timberlake. Brentwood.”
“1522?” she confirms.
“Yeah. So I’ll see you at about a quarter after or so then?”
It isn’t until we’ve gotten off the phone that I’m suddenly conscious of how loud I might have been talking, or if anyone around me has been listening in. That’s a risk you take in most offices. Even if your work area has walls, and mine certainly doesn’t, you run the risk of your coworkers turning your life into their own personal soap opera. Before I get a chance to survey my situation though, Tim plops down in his chair and spins around to face me.
“They fired Tarah White this morning and we made it all the way to lunchtime without hearing about it,” he says.
“What?” I shake my head.
“They fired Tarah White,” he says again. I’m hearing what Tim’s telling me but after the conversation with Dawn I’m sort of on autopilot already. Mr. Instinct has put the punching bag down and is straightening my desk for me, and I’m turning on my monitor to type off some complete lie of an email to my boss about why I’m going to be gone for the rest of the day.”
“Can you believe that?”
“That they fired her, or that we didn’t hear about it?” I ask.
“Both.”
“I guess I’m not so surprised she got herself canned. I don’t think she’s turned in anything in or made a goal in about four months. And the thing about slacking is that you at least have to maintain the guise of getting work done. But it is kind of shocking that Sarah didn’t bring us our copy of the Gossip Digest this morning.”
“I think she’s been in meetings with Universal all morning,” he says.
“Well, that’s a total drag. I always thought Tarah was pretty cool really. And regardless of the possible sexual harassment aspect of it, I know you were pretty jazzed about staring at her tits during meetings,” I whisper.
“I’ll have to stare at Sarah’s now,” he says matter-of-factly. “I’m more bummed because now I have to find another canary.”
“Who? Sarah?”
“No, why would Sarah be a canary?”
“How am I supposed to know, Tim? I don’t even know what the hell all this is all about. I thought you meant ’singing like a canary’ or something. Kind of like a gangster ratting on his friends or something.”
“No, I meant that now we have to find a new canary. Aren’t you familiar with the canary in a coalmine thing?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“I don’t know if this still goes on. I suspect they’ve gotten a little more sophisticated by now, but miners used to keep a caged canary nearby where they we’re working to detect leaks of poisonous gas. Because of it’s size, the bird would always die first so they knew were usually safe as long as it was alive,” he says. “So Tarah, she was our canary. As long as she hadn’t been canned and you were doing more work than her, you knew you were safe, right?” He laughs at his own joke.
“That’s just plain cold! Stone cold,” I say, putting my jacket on.
“Where are we going to lunch?” he asks, shutting his monitor off.
“Mmmm,” I mumble. “I can’t go out today. I have plans.”
“Plans?” he asks, smoothing out his denim shirt across his stomach.
“Yeah, I’m meeting up with Dawn and you can’t come because we’re meeting up at at my apartment in fact.”
“Can I watch?” He grins.
“No, I’m sorry. You can’t,” I reply. “Now leave me alone for a second, pal. I have to come up with a good spur-of-the-minute excuse for being gone for the rest of the day.” I type out the first couple of sentences of an email to my supervisor: ‘Hey, I don’t know if I told you but I haven’t been feeling that well lately. I’ve been having these weird stomach pains and I’ve had a hard time getting an appointment with my doctor. Well one opened up this afternoon and I’m going to be out for the rest of the day ‘”
I glance over at Tim and he’s still facing me, slouched down in his chair and grinning like an idiot.
“What?!”
He shrugs and I think he’s going to turn back around to his monitor but then he starts doing the beat-box rap thing and making mock record-scratch noises and rapping. “I’m a freak in heat, a dog without warning. My appetite’s for sex cause - Me So Horny! AhhH! Me So Horny! Aohhh! Me So Horny! Me love you long time!”
“Man, that’s that’s… Listen, will you please shut the hell up? Please? Tim! Hey! Shut the 2 Live Crew off and listen to me.”
“I’m like a freak in heat, a dog without warnin’ ”
“Tim!!! If anyone asks I have a doctor’s appointment,” I say in a whisper. “My stomach is bothering me again and I got a last minute appointment. Alright? And after I leave, do me a favor and wait about five or ten minutes before you pull Sarah out of her meeting to fill her in, alright?”
“Have fun,” he says from behind as I run for the door.
1:07 PM. Twice now I’ve thought I’ve heard someone knocking at the door but I’ve climbed down the stairs to find no one there. I am seriously hearing things and I’m beginning to think that my hormones are the culprit. However, as I’m climbing the stairs back up to my apartment for the second time I hear the doorknocker Now my hormones never use the doorknocker and neither does anyone else I know so I’m guessing it has to be her this time. I open the door.
“Hi.” Dawn smiles. She’s standing on my doorstep clutching her purse and a bag of sub sandwiches from Ammagheti’s.
“How can you expect me not to want to ravish you on the threshold when you ” I decide not to finish the sentence and smile instead.
“Dressed so business conservative?” she offers.
She’s wearing a white skirt and stylish matching jacket and beneath that, some sort of silky light-blue blouse and small gold chain with a pendant. Her long brown hair is even styled differently, parted and pulled back from her face and showing more of her forehead. She’s wearing heels. Frankly, I was about to ask her ‘How can you expect me not to want to ravage you when you look like a different beautiful girl every single time I see you?’ but I wisely decided at the last moment that she would probably interpret that to mean I’m fantasizing about different women instead of what I really meant to say - that she absolutely blows me away every single time I see her.
“No, you look knock-down beautiful. We’re casual at Blockbuster and I guess this sort of distraction is what I’m missing out on. C’mon in.”
“You’re not missing out on much except for high dry cleaning bills,” she says. I follow her up the stairs, once again experiencing the smell of her perfume that I noticed the other night.
“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you I’m not the sort of guy that’s normally smitten with perfumes but the one you’re wearing, what’s it called?” I ask.
She turns to face me at the top of the stairs. “I’m not wearing any,” she says, smirking. “Maybe you need to face the facts that what you’re really smitten with is me.”
“C’mon. What is it?”
“I don’t know. Do you know German? Whatever it’s called, it’s a mess of German words. My parents brought it back from their vacation in Europe last summer. I’m going to have a devil of a time tracking this stuff down when I exhaust the bottle they brought me.”
“I’ll have to track it down if you don’t.” I look down at the bag of subs. “Hey, thanks for bringing the food. It’s silly, but it didn’t even cross my mind to pick up some actual food on the way and there isn’t much around here ”
“Somehow I figured you wouldn’t,” she says.
“So do you want to eat now? Are you hungry?”
“No. I’ve been snacking all morning and I ate a bag of pretzels from the deli on the way over. How about you?”
“I’m not that hungry,” I say.
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah.”
“Are you really sure? I don’t want you to go hungry because of me,” she insists.
As a side note, can I point out that one of the more annoying aspects of a new relationship is all the jockeying you do to second guess each other, to make sure that neither of you is making unnecessary concessions for each other. ‘Are you sure you want to go there? We can go someplace else if you want ‘ and that kind of thing. I almost wish there could be a buzzer like in the game shows. ‘Zzzzzt! Your time is up Contestant #1. You’re going to Spizzolio’s for dinner tonight whether you want to or not.’
“No really, I’m not hungry.”
“I’ll just put it in your refrigerator then,” she says, walking into my kitchen. And it’s then that it suddenly occurs to me that I’m not even sure what’s in there at the moment. So I’m running after, offering to do it for her and I’m envisioning her opening the door to find a year old pizza or a McDonald’s bag that used to be white but now it’s a pale moldy green.
“I got it,” she says, correctly guessing my apprehension and quickening her pace. I catch up and come up behind her in front of the open refrigerator.
“Let’s see here, Craig,” she says, peering inside. “We have some ketchup, some mustard some Taco Bell Fire Sauce. And here’s two seemingly homeless bottles of Bass Ale. Is there anything else in here?” She bends down to look over the lower shelves. “Oh, and here’s the remainder of a twelve pack of Mountain Dew. We can have those later with our lunch.”
“Witness my bachelor-tude ” I say.
“Oh it’s not so bad. At least you don’t keep moldy food around.” She shoves the bag of sandwiches onto a shelf. “You don’t cook though?”
“Sometimes,” I say. “But mostly I don’t think it’s really worth the time or mess to cook for one person. I eat out a lot.”
“You should come over for dinner some time. Lindy and I love to cook.” She turns around to face me and then we’re nearly nose-to-nose and it’s a full five minutes later before either one of us stops to realize we’ve been kissing in front of an open refrigerator door.
“My father would seriously turn back flips and spin around like a top if he saw this,” she says. “Not us kissing like this of course, but the open refrigerator door. You know how that goes.”
“Ah, who cares? Times are a changin’. It’s like, look out world! We’re the Open-Refrigerator-Door Generation!” I say, kicking it closed. “Wait, that was rude. Can I get you something to drink? Bass, Mountain Dew? A glass of water maybe?”
“A glass of water would be nice.” She rubs my arm briefly and then steps out of the way.
I turn to the dishwasher, which naturally, is the place where all of my clean dishes are stored. And I pull out a pint glass and start examining it for any trace of cruddy dishwasher stalactites. Not that this is a common ailment for my clean glasses but it would be just my luck to have it happen now.
“Ice?” I ask. I turn around but she’s gone.
“Yeah, a few cubes would be nice,” she answers from the other room.
I round the corner into the living room to find her picking through my CD’s. “You weren’t kidding about your thousands,” she says. “This is either completely crazy or amazing. I’m not sure which.” I hand her the glass of water and she takes a sip.
“Do you want me to hang up your jacket for you? I have a black cat lurking around here somewhere and if you sit down wearing all of that white well, you’re in for some trouble.”
“Where is he?” she asks, twisting to take the tailored jacket off. I brush a few black hairs off of her that have already found their home on the stark white and help her out of it. “Is it a he?”
“Yeah. His name is Pork Chop,” I reply. “And don’t expect to see him until the heat of the moment if you know what I mean. He’s kind of annoying like that.” I grab a hanger from the closet and file her jacket away.
“So what now?” she asks, arranging her blouse which in addition to being silky is also pretty much sheer. Ouch. She must not take the jacket off very often during the day.
I glance down and make it a point to let her catch me looking and she smiles. “You wanna talk or watch part of a movie or something? We could smoke some cigarettes for the fun of it. A friend of mine left a pack of them over here a few weeks ago,” I say.
“You know what I’d really like right now?” she asks, putting her hands on my chest.
“No. I don’t.”
“I think I’d like to dance with you.”
“You want to dance?” I ask.
She nods.
“Slow or fast?”
“Fast I mean slow!” she corrects herself.
“Right here in the middle of my living room?”
“Uh huh. Let’s give this scene a little bit of the old Prom anticipation. And after Prom is over we’ll go in there,” she says, motioning to my bedroom.
“Ok, you wanna pick out a CD?”
She laughs. “You have to be kidding me. I don’t know where to start. Do you have the Dewy Decimal System going here or anything?”
“No, they’re kind of in alphabetic order by genre.”
“I’m sorry Craig, this is just too overwhelming. Why don’t we turn on the radio and see what we can find?”
“Yeah, right. This is St. Louis,” I remind her. “So what we’re going to find is a bunch of bad classic rock and that Third Eye Blind song.” She takes off her heels and stretches her toes.
“C’mon,” she says grabbing my remote control off the top of one of my CD racks. “Give it a chance. We’ll go with the first song we can both agree on.”
“Alright, it’s a deal,” I say.
She hits the power and my stereo comes to life. “Which one starts the ” I nudge in alongside her, change the source to FM, and almost on cue, some Bachman Turner Overdrive comes on.
“See…”
“Shhhh. Be patient.” She flips through the stations Queen, Boston, Ozzy Osbourne .38 Special “How about this one? This is nice and slow and I think it just started.”
“First of all, that’s Easy 95.4 and secondly, that’s Stevie Nicks, sweetheart.”
“I know it is. But I like her.”
“I like her too. But this is different. This is bad Eighties-style Stevie Nicks and worse, it’s that ‘Leather and Lace’ sappy duet with Don Henley.”
“Sappy is good,” she says, grabbing me around the waist. And then we’re dancing, or rather, standing close and slowly rocking from one leg to other. But does it matter if it’s really dancing? The main thing is you’re up close to her, and you’re not too busy doing other things to notice the way her hair smells, that slim fading tan line across the small of her back, the light brown freckle near her nose, and the exact shade of her eyes.
Dawn has her head nestled up against mine, a hand on my shoulder and one around my waist and we’re actually a pretty nice fit. I don’t have to hunch down and she doesn’t have to stand on her toes.
As we pass in front of the windows, I reach out and pull the cord to bring the curtains down and she looks up briefly from my shoulder. “More intimate that way,” I say, giving her side a squeeze. “Too bad the light burnt out on my strobe light.”
I don’t get a reply out of her except for a smile so I decide to shut up. But I suppose my need to make silly comments has more to do with fighting down my own desire at this point than trying to make her laugh. Sure, being this close to her makes you notice all kinds of things you might otherwise miss and you can do your best to be a gentleman and be noble. But try as you might, you begin to notice other things as well - how close her pelvis is riding yours, her tongue pausing briefly on her lips, the heave of her chest against yours, and that tiny little zipper coming down from the neckline on the back of her blouse
We luck out and get a second slow song and a reasonable one by my tastes as well - Madonna’s “Crazy for You.” But after a few minutes that song ends and as you might expect with even the easiest of slow and easy rock stations, something much faster comes on. “Wait, this is ” I say, but I can’t call it.
“George Michael.” She smiles up at me. “‘Faster Love.’ I actually own this one.” The song starts off like one of the latest R&B songs complete with the cheesy synthesizer hooks but before long it’s pumping along at a pace that’s a little too fast to slow dance to.
So it’s to the lyrics of Mr. George Michael that desire gets its chance to run around the track.
“So why don’t we make a little room in my BMW, babe
Searching for some peace of mind
Hey, I’ll help you find it
I do believe that we are practicing the same religion”
And as weird as it might read, a comparison to running around a track is quite appropriate because in short time, perhaps ten or twenty seconds into the kiss, slow dancing has given way to a race of sorts. I can feel her hands undoing my belt and the top button of my jeans while I’m struggling with whatever strange puzzle of a lock is preventing me access beneath her bra. Who the hell designs bras anyway? I realize it’s important to have them be tightly clasped so there aren’t any boobs unexpectedly exploding out their bras at inopportune moments. But I’m not so sure they have to be so complex as to prevent burglary as well if you know what I mean.
I’m still struggling with the damned clasp when the phone rings.
“You’re not answering that,” she gasps, breaking the kiss.
She’s right. I’m not. Because I’ve finally gotten the clasp undone and the blouse is coming off too.
“No, no, I’m not taking your kindness for granted, I really enjoyed it,” she says, shrugging away from my post-coital efforts to lick her in one swipe from her chin to the bottom of her shoulder. “Stop that!” she shrieks, pushing me off of her. “I can’t remember if anyone has ever serenaded me naked, much less singing Stevie Wonder.” She giggles. “But you got the words all wrong! And it wasn’t really that you got the words wrong as much as it was the uniquely Freudian way in which you did it!”
“What?” I ask. “What’d I get wrong?”
“You did just fine with the ‘la-la-lah’s’ and you had most of the words right up until the chorus. But it’s ‘My Cherie Amour, pretty little one that I adore. You’re the only girl my heart beats for.’ And NOT ‘My Cherie Amour, pretty little one night stand, I adore.’”
I laugh. “I did that on purpose. I was just being silly.”
“Oh yeah, sure you were. How can someone that works with words every day of his life get such a classic song so blatantly wrong?” she asks. “I think you should start considering the possibility of a Freudian slip.”
“Hey, give me a break here. I’m just a normal, average guy. At least I didn’t start screaming ‘Oh Veronica!’ or ‘Oh Peggy!’ awhile ago.”
“Is either one of those your mother’s name?”
“That is not funny.” I grin.
“I’m glad you brought that up though,” she says, playing with the hair behind my ear. “How many Peggy’s and Veronica’s do you have out there right now?”
Stunning computer graphics suddenly fly across the screen of my mind. Glistening golden football posts rotate in the sun, and goliaths of wide receivers dive gracefully into the air to catch computer animated passes before hitting the ground and running for the end zone. It’s the pre-game show. Former quarterback Terry Bradshaw is on the screen, sipping his coffee and looking as bald as ever. “Craig Mitchell, injured in last weeks game against the Titans, is expected to make a recovery of epic proportions in today’s game ” he says. But that’s as far as he gets before Mr. Instinct take him out with a swift left hook.
“You mean am I dating anyone else?” I ask. Of course, I know damned well what she means but I’m trying to buy myself time because of Bradshaw’s annoying interruption.
“Yes.”
“Ok, I guess I can level with you. I’m sorta dating this one other girl.” I manage to get out before I mentally duck and cover. But after a few moments I raise up to find my apartment still intact, and Dawn still lying naked beside me. I had always heard that if you mixed male honesty with female jealously there would be some sort of nuclear explosion to rival Hiroshima but apparently there wasn’t enough of one of the elements to set that kind of thing off.”
“You’re sorta dating her?’”
“Ok, here’s the scoop,” I say. And then I fill her in on Elizabeth, telling her about how she was my second date from Girlfriend Express after the apparent celibacy of the first, but stopping short of telling her that I streaked through a Taco Bell and had sex with her in the very same bed where we lay right now. “So that’s what happened,” I say. “And it’s totally not my fault because if you’d just been honest with me to begin with we might have been ” I stop short, not sure what to say next.
“Oh, sure. It’s all my fault, Craig. Wait a minute, what did you just say? We might have been what?”
“I don’t know. We might have been ‘happily ever after’ or something equivalent - which isn’t necessarily saying we aren’t right now,” I say, verbally stumbling, and quickly veering away from a theme that might further get me in trouble. “But at the very least, I wouldn’t be stuck dating two women right now.”
“Poor you,” she says, nuzzling up against me again. “How about being stuck dating just one of them?”
“I could deal with that I think.”
We don’t say anything for thirty seconds or so and I’m certain the subject is going to be dropped when she asks, “So are you going to continue dating her?”
“Uhh. Do we have to talk about this now?”
“Of course we do. I’m no dummy,” she says. “I’m taking advantage of man’s greatest moment of weakness - the afterglow of some really great sex. You made your bed,” she says, slowly pulling down the covers down to expose her breasts. “Now you have to sleep in it.”
“Look, I respect your attempt to hit me in my moment of weakness and I think you’re really clever and all. And I can take my best stab at telling you what’s going through my head right now but I can’t honestly say that it won’t be what’s the word I’m looking for here?” I pause. “I can’t honestly say it won’t be colored, yeah, tainted even by wanting to stop talking about all of this and roll over and kiss you right there,” I say, tapping a spot in the middle of her thigh.
She looks down momentarily and then makes eye contact again. “I can give you a break now but you know I’m going to lean on you at some point. And probably real soon too.”
I nod my understanding of this.
“Ok, as long as you know ” she says. “I don’t know why it has to be such a big ordeal for someone to say how they feel anyway. You do know somewhere in that knucklehead of yours don’t you?”
“Yeah, I do. But I’m not a woman, Dawn. I have one of these between my legs,” I say, motioning under the covers. “And for some reason having one of these is sometimes a like a mini-restraining device on emotional expression.” I stop myself and backup, “No, not mini - really huge, magnificent restraining device. Sorry, I had my adjectives confused there.”
She laughs. “Restraining device or not, what’s so hard about saying what’s on your mind? I don’t get it. How can you be a writer and not have original words to describe what you’re feeling? I’m so disappointed. I thought I was in for a real treat. A really good looking and wonderful guy that could actually express the way he feels.”
“Hey, give me a break, ok?” I grimace. “I’m really not so bad in the ‘expressing’ department but I’m not a walking romance novel either. In fact, that’s just it. That’s what’s so tough about expressing yourself these days. It’s nearly impossible anymore to be original. Someone should write a book called ‘How to Express Yourself Without Sounding Like a Hallmark Greeting Card or the Latest Chick Flick.’”
“But then you’d end up sounding like the author of the book wouldn’t you?” she points out.
“Uh huh. That’s the problem. I think rock music and movies have been suffering from the same thing for the past decade or so. How do you express something that’s been expressed hundreds of thousands of times before without sounding clich and trite? It’s hard to do.”
“I sort of harbor the notion that everyone’s just gone lazy. No one ever said it had to be eloquent - just heartfelt, you know?”
“Yeah, well a lot of writing can be like that sometimes. It’s well written, all of the words are there and in the right place, but there’s absolutely no heart in it,” I say.
“I know I could get you to express other things for me,” she says. “Just not the love or attraction. Like what if I asked you to express why you like writing for instance. What would you say?”
“Why I like writing?”
“Yes, what really turned you on about writing? I asked you once what you thought of fireworks and you had a pretty good answer for me. So why did you go to school and decide you wanted to get into journalism? And don’t say you just fell into it or some cop-out like that.”
“I guess I really like words.”
She punches me. “Not good enough, sir. Please elaborate.”
“Oww. Jesus, Dawn, I was being serious!” I insist. “I like words. I like the sound of them. I like stringing them together for one effect or another. I like that they can mean so many different things and that you can look them up in the dictionary and still miss the point because they’re so subjective. You know what I mean? It’s really kind of cool when you stop to think about it.”
“Give me an example.”
I think about it for ten seconds or so. “Archetype.”
“Smart ass,” she says.
“What?”
“I ask you for an example and you give me a word that means ‘the perfect example.’”
“No, that’s what it means to you,” I say. “And that’s why it’s the perfect example.”
“What does it mean to you?” she asks.
“Archetype?” I ask. “It’s not so much what it means to me Wait, maybe I can kill two birds with one stone here. What if I said you were an archetype?”
“Me?”
“Yeah, I could mean that you’re the perfect example of something or more likely, the example of a specific type of person, right?”
She nods.
“But there’s another definition to the word. And I’m going phrase it in my own words here but the definition I was thinking of means ‘the original pattern for which everything thereafter is patterned.’”
“Ok,” she says.
“So by saying you’re an archetype You see?” Now I was honestly hoping to leave the sentence hanging right there, that she’d get the gist. But when she doesn’t say anything for a long time I find myself being forced to continue.
“What I’m saying with the word ‘archetype’ is that every single girl I’ve ever dated doesn’t hold a candle to you… that they’ve all been cheap copies or knockoffs of everything you simply are. Do you see what I’m saying? I’m saying a lot more than you’re unique, I’m saying that you’re the original - that there wasn’t a mold for you.” (I may be wrong but I think I’m beginning to blush.) “And if I said that we’re an archetype? Well, then I end up sounding like a Hallmark greeting card just like I promised.”
“No, then you end up making me swoon,” she says, rolling back on top of me under the covers.
After awhile she breaks the kiss. “When do you have to be back?”
“I don’t. I took the rest of the day off too.”
“Very smart man,” she says, and leaves it at that.
If there’s a down point to the whole afternoon it’s that Dawn has to pick her daughter up from school at 3:30. I could have stayed in bed with her all afternoon and been in total bliss but now she’s in the shower and I’m laying in bed hoping to catch at least one more glimpse of her before she puts her “business conservative” outfit back on again.
I can hear Pork Chop in the closet, busily ripping up something - probably a pair of my shoes and one that I really like because that’s how he seems to work when he’s angry. Oh well, it was worth it. It got rid of him for awhile and stopped him from jumping up on the futon every five minutes and interrupting things. Poor dude. More than anything, I think he’s just curious about all of the sounds. When else but occasionally during sex do human beings sound so much like cats?
I glance over at the answering machine and there’s the message light blinking away. I’d almost forgot about the call earlier. So leaning across the futon and getting in a great big stretch in the process, I peg the ‘Play’ button.
The ‘beep’ is followed by the sound of someone chewing something, and not just chewing, but chewing obnoxiously. They chew for about ten seconds or so and I’m about ready for Tim’s voice to come on and for him to start singing the 2 Live Crew song again. But the chewing is followed by a sudden coughing fit and I don’t why, but I’m I’m beginning to recognize the timbre of Stewart’s hacking and wheezing.
“You there, Mitchell?” More chewing. “Pick up I called your work and they said you had a Doctor’s appointment.. which I really doubt, and the guy that answered the phone at your work sounded like he doubted it too by the way. Just so you know.” More chewing. “Alright, well I wanted to break this news to you in person but since you’re too much of a wuss to answer the phone apparently I tracked down that Girlfriend Express place for you and you’re gonna shit when you hear
“What would you say if I told you that you could walk to their offices?” He leaves a nice long pause for effect. “Believe it or not, they’re in that industrial court behind Rally’s off of Manchester in Maplewood - right down the street from your fucking apartment. I took a drive by there this afternoon but there wasn’t much to look at. It’s a just a plain nondescript warehouse converted into smaller office spaces. Anyway, the address is 1577 Cullenmiere Industrial Drive. Suite #23. Give me a call when you get a chance.” Click.
“You have no more new messages.” My answering machine says.
“You found them, huh?” Dawn asks, startling me. She’s standing in the doorway with my small blue, shredded bath towel wrapped loosely around her.
“Yeah, apparently so.” I jump out of bed, fully intent on grabbing her up and taking her back to bed.
“No don’t, I just took a shower!” She shrieks. “Daughters notice little things like men’s cologne ”
“Please tell me you have time for another one…” I plead.
The Girlfriend Express mystery has Stewart transfixed. He is so fired up about it he literally can’t wait any longer. I talk him out of meeting me at work but he is actually waiting, loitering around in front of my apartment when I get home from work. I’m surprised one of my neighbors hasn’t called the police.
Forget the telephone company job, Investigative Journalism is where Stewart is heading in his life now. Girlfriend Express? It’s my mystery and I have to admit to an intense curiosity as well. On one hand I’m not sure I want to know who accepted my Best Buy card, then in short order turned my life upside down, and introduced me to two beautiful but drastically different girls. On the other, who the hell is this Randall guy? I have to know, seriously, if only to thank him.
Here comes Stewart down the sidewalk. There are a number of things one has to know about Stewart to truly bask in his true “Stewartness”. First off, he dresses like Beavis from “Beavis and Butthead.” He’s wearing a Megadeth T-shirt with a mushroom cloud logo. Underneath the cloud are the words “Kick Ass…. (something)…” the last word is actually tucked into his shorts underneath a fair amount of paunch. The rest hangs loose.
He has the Beavis shorts, the short white socks, and the black tennis shoes. But unlike Beavis, Stewart’s black tennis shoes? He’s one of those people where the toes curl up like elf shoes. I mean, all that’s missing are the little bells on the toes. I used to call him Beavis but each time I did, increasingly he started punched me harder and harder in the stomach until I finally came to the conclusion that it was funny, but not worth getting the wind knocked out of me or a broken rib.
Stew’s face is very wide. You know those Late Night shows where they take an actor and an actress and morph their faces together to show what their kid would look like if they were so inclined to jump in the sack and umm, conceive? Well, Stewart is a cross between Jack Black and Dora the Explorer. However, unlike the actor, Stew doesn’t smile very often. He’s very dry. The best you’re gonna get is a smirk or a quick upturn of one side of his lip. I’ve heard “very absurd” and “very serious” used in the same sentence describing him.
And the last thing that makes Stewart a phenomenon? His car.
We head out into my parking lot to witness the true unfettered glory of “The Stewart 1978 Cutlass.” It is magnificent. It is indescribable. It is Stewart. Were a car to embody everything that I am, I don’t know what model it would be. Without a doubt, though, Stewart is a 1978 Cutlass.
You can tell that this car was once a darker red with a maroon leather roof backing – what did they call that vinyl section? The package compartment? Most cars don’t have those anymore so the term is getting lost. Anyway, some past owner must have been a fan of Smokey and the Bandit but without the money to buy a black and gold Trans-Am. At some point they made an earnest attempt to make this Cutlass look like “The Bandit’s” ride. It has a gloss black paint job with gold pinstriping and an authentic gold Firebird decal covering the hood. The problem is, as I said, you can tell the car was originally red with maroon trimmings, because the sun over the years has faded enough of the black paint that the earlier red is beginning to show through.
The sound this beast makes as Stewart accelerates out of my apartment complex? ‘Vrooom!’ Truly remarkable. Like NASCAR in a blender with Led Zeppelin’s “Kashmir”. I don’t think ‘Vroooom’ really covers it.
“Remember that 80’s Bowie song, what was it called?” Stewart pauses. “Modern Love! Yeah, yeah, that’s it! Modern Love!” He presently has Hendrix’s “Little Wing” on shuffle, meaning he keeps playing the same song over and over and over, the sick bastard that he is. But either way I see little resemblance between the two songs and I have to point that out to him.
“Stew… Little Wing doesn’t sound anything like Modern Love. Or am I missing something here?”
“Are you missing something? Why yes you are.” He smirks. “Just before I picked you up I let this really energetic almost dancy fart and it sounded just like the beginning of ‘Modern Love’. Seriously dude. It’s probably still in here somewhere…”
I grab for the manual window roller downer thingy and start cranking as fast as I can. It’s not an easy process. It takes me easily five seconds too long.
He mimics the riff at the beginning of the song. “No, no! Don’t. Keep the windows up.” He starts singing the Bowie song. ‘It don’t want to go out. It wants to stay in. Get things done.’ Hey, now that I think ‘bout it, it did sound a little like the start of ‘Little Wing’ too.”
“Man… You just made me sit here and marinate in your fart.”
“It didn’t smell.”
“That’s not the point, you son of a bitch! It was in this car when I climbed in and you didn’t have the common courtesy to air it out.”
He doesn’t argue. I am constantly reminded that Stewart’s sense of humor hasn’t progressed much in the past 10 years. This is exactly the kind of stunt he finds hilarious.
“See Rally’s? It’s the next left here.” We pull into the industrial park. “And right there is a sign that reads “GF Express, LLC.” It’s a simple sign; in fact it almost looks hand-lettered. It’s a simple building too. With a little less paint it would pretty much look like a storage unit. There’s another business crammed into the back section of the building: ABC VOIP Systems.
There’s a single glass door and a slotted mailbox inset next to it. For Girlfriend Express, that’s about the extent of it. Or maybe not… there are two bikes chained up to a rack about ten feet from the front door.
Stewart turns to look at me. “See the bikes.” He rubs his chin and gives me a very studious look.
“Yeah, a couple of bikes.”
“Those aren’t adult bikes. They aren’t even the kind of dirt bikes we had growing up. Those are tricked out. See the bars off of the wheels. Those are freestyle bikes. For doing stunts.” He scratches his head. “Maybe Girlfriend Express is involved in the XGames.”
“Ok. We have several clues already.” I wish I had a notepad I could flip out to scrawl notes, make Stewart feel even more foolish. “Clue number one: two bikes, not just any two bikes but freestyle bikes. Clue number two: Girlfriend Express may be involved in the XGames. So what now?”
Stewart shrugs. “Now we wait. Open the glove compartment. Let’s get busy.” Oh great, I think. He has drugs in the car. Just what I need, a cop is gonna roll up and… But no, in the glove compartment I find two huge bulk bin bags of pistachio nuts. I absolutely roar with laughter and it’s at least a minute before I manage to stop… well, mostly stop.
“A stakeout!” This gets me started again. “A stakeout! We’re going to stake out the place. Case it!!! And while we wait we’re going to eat pistachio nuts!” I have tears streaming down my face by now.
Then he says, “Shut up and hand me the binoculars.” This sends me into hysterics all over again.
In between laughing and gasps for air I say, “Binoculars? Stewart! You brought binoculars? We’re right next to the place. What are you going to see that you can’t see with your own eyes? You looking for four leaf clovers or scoping for chicks? Chicks love industrial parks.”
“Yeah, you’re right. We should back up a little. They might see us if we’re this close. It’s kind of suspicious, two guys sitting in a car in an industrial park.”
“No it isn’t,” I say. “Now if we were making out that would be kind of suspicious – horrific actually. You have nose hair and I’m not into guys that wear Megadeth T-Shirts.”
To this Stewart frowns. I hope to God he isn’t disappointed.
Here’s the thing, though. Our stakeout lasts all of about a minute or two. Two kids come out of GF Express, joking, clowning around and punching each other several times. They’re not just doing the punch to the shoulder thing. These are full-on punches to the jaw, but as much as it must hurt, they’re still laughing.
After a time, a guy in a suit comes out – complete with the red power tie. They talk to him for a few minutes. Stew raises an eyebrow.
Then the kids are on their bikes and apparently departing. The guy walks back into the building and as he does, the blond haired kid does a fancy trick spin and does his best to run the suit over. The suit face plants into the glass door as the two kids jet off, both roaring with laughter.
“How old?” Stewart asks.
“The suit or the kids?”
“Both.”
“Well, I used to be Merlin at Six Flags. Guess your height, weight or age.”
“Right,” Stewart says, not catching any hint of my sarcasm.
“The blond kid, I’d say 160 pounds, five foot… nine? And around sixteen or seventeen years old. The other kid, the brown haired one. I’d say pretty much the same but he’s a little chunky. Maybe 190 pounds. And the suit? The red-haired ‘Opie’? I’d say he’s somewhere between 25 and 29. Around 175 pounds and 6 feet tall.”
“Damn man, you’re good,” Stewart says admiringly.
“I know I am,” I say. And I do know I am. I was damned good at being Merlin way back when. It’s a skill you never lose.
“So what did we observe? What are we supposed to get from what we’ve seen?” Stew asks dramatically.
“Well,” I pause. “We saw two kids punch each other in the face repeatedly and they apparently thought it was all in good fun. We saw a suit. And then we saw one of the kids try to run over the suit. Run him over successfully, actually. “
“Curious. Very curious…” he says. “Let’s go talk to the suit.”
“What?! You kidding me? What are we gonna talk to him about? His hair style?”
“Well…” he gives it some thought. “We could say we were looking for Randall and is he in?”
“Are you kidding me?”
“Why not?”
Suddenly the suit comes back outside and lights a cigarette. I look at Stewart, he gives me a very serious look and nods in the suits direction. We get out of the car and cross the grass to where the guy is standing smoking. I can’t believe I’m about to meet Randall.
“Randall, I presume,” I say to the suit.
“No, he’s off tonight. Is there something I could help you gentlemen with? Do you know Randall?”
“Well, I’m a customer. I wanted to come thank him. I think he’s finally set me up with Ms. Right.”
He smiles broadly, “Well that’s great!” He shakes my hand. “How about this guy,” he says, motioning to Stewart. “He a customer too?”
I laugh. “No, but he should be.” We introduce ourselves. The suit’s name is Rick.
“Ok then! Let me get you a packet of information,” our new friend Rick says, “I’ll be right back.” Strangely he doesn’t invite us in.
We roll into Tim’s apartment complex, and after pulling into a space, Stewart’s car backfires in a truly fantastic manner. People often report car backfires as gunshots and honestly? If anyone does this time I can’t say I really blame them. The blast sounded like any number of scenes from recent action movies – loud and with a vengeance. If Tim is home, I’m fairly certain he, like many of his neighbors, will soon be peering out his front windows watching for a crazed looking man that looks like he’s beginning a shotgun rampage.
“He’s here,” Stewart says, pointing to Tim’s car. “Or his car is, at least.” There aren’t any lights on in the front of Tim’s apartment, but it looks like there are a few on in the back of towards the kitchen and his bedroom. As we’re passing Tim’s car, Stewart stops me short as he puts his palm down on the hood of the car. “It’s still warm,” he says dramatically, nodding at me.
I should never have let Stewart take me on a stakeout, not tonight and not ever. He’s clearly been possessed by a 1960’s television detective now, and it wouldn’t surprise me in the very least if he were to get down on his hands and knees to check the tires for a certain color of clay, soil or moss that might later identify where Tim’s car has been tonight.
“Thanks Stewart. That might be a useful clue later but let’s knock on the front door first, shall we?” He nods.
I knock twice and follow it with a yelled, “Hey man, it’s me.” Then we both watch for signs of movement through the gauzy white curtains. Listening closely, I can hear music playing somewhere in the apartment, and then I spot movement.
We hear locks being turned, and then the door cracks open – first an inch and then enough for Tim’s face to appear. Apparently he’s not opening it any further.
“What’s up, man?” I ask. “You’re not answering your phone and shit? I was worried.”
“We both were,” Stewart says, extending his hand. When Tim doesn’t open the door any wider or extend his own hand Stewart starts looking uncomfortable.
“Hey guys. Hey Stew!” he says grinning widely to acknowledge Stewart. “Man, I haven’t seen you in a long time! I just got out of the shower, and I think I’m sick or something. I’d have you guys in, but you don’t want to risk catching it. Stomach Flu, I think. Bad stuff.”
“Alright buddy, we were just worried about you,” I say. “You weren’t answering your calls and umm, we just staked-out Girlfriend-Express. I thought you might want to hear the details and hang with Stew-Man too.”
Somewhere behind Tim, someone coughs. He flinches.
“We interrupting something?” I raise an eyebrow.
He starts letting loose with “No’s” like they’re bullets from a semi-automatic rifle. “No, no, no, no, it’s cool. I’m alone. Hey guys, I gotta get into a bathrobe or pajamas or something. You just caught me out of the shower. It’s a bad time with me sick and all.”
“Who’s in there?” I whisper, pointing through the door. “Oh wait! Oh no man…. you’re not back together with Laura are you?”
“No. Absolutely not,” he emphasizes with every possible muscle and expression he can muster on short notice. “I’d sooner cut off my own torso.”
“Then who is it? Gina from work?” I wink at him. “Stewart, cover your ears! Cover them! I don’t think he wants this public.” Detective Stewart makes no move to cover anything.
‘The someone’ coughs again, and this time–Holy Mother of God– it sounds like a guy.
“Tim man, I don’t care. But do you have another guy in there? A dude?” He stares at me blankly. “Jesus … NO! You know me better than…”
“’All the young dudes…’” I whisper. “’Now I’ve drunk a lot of wine and I’m feeling fine. Got to race some cat to bed?’ I don’t care if you’re after penis now, Tim. Just tell us.”
“NO!! Tim says raising his voice. I’m not dating anyone and I’m not dating a penis either.” This makes me laugh, perhaps because of the way he phrased it. I don’t think people date penis’s but who knows? Maybe some do.
“Who do you have in there?” Stewart asks, playfully kicking at the door. His big mistake, however, is that the toe of his pointy elf shoe lands near the open edge of the door and it lands hard. The door flies out of Tim’s grasp.
There’s Tim totally naked in the doorway. In my head, I saw that coming. However, what I don’t expect is the person standing to his left, just behind the door.
There stands Sarah in all of her glory. Neither of them is wearing a stitch of clothing – the proverbial Adam and Eve. No one says anything for at least five seconds.
Then, without any control of my actions, I start jumping up and down on Tim’s porch, spinning in circles with my hands clenched. “Eww! Ewww! Ewww!!!!! Friend Incest! Friend Incest!!!” But I’m grinning like a maniac as I yell it. “Friend incest” isn’t exactly correct, because Sara is a girl I should have fallen for so many years ago – I should have, Tim should have, so many other friends — but for a number of insignificant reasons I guess it never happened. I really have no reason to be jealous of who she’s attracted to, and even if I did, this is Tim we’re talking about.
Finally I stop my rampage, and grin widely. Still, no one has said a word. Tim exits stage left and returns a moment later with his denim shirt tied around his waist backwards. You gonna put some clothes on, Sarah?” I ask.
“No, because Tim and I have business to attend to. Besides, you don’t seem to mind.” She points at my crotch. “Wood.” Stewart guffaws. “And you, Stewart?” She points down. “Pup tent.” He pulls his T-shirt out of his jeans.
“Seeya guys. Toodle-oo.” She slams the door.
By 1:30, I can’t be any more of a schoolgirl. Well, not really. No skirt. No cute figure. But I want to gossip. I have to get the scoop from Tim on what happened, the who’s, the why’s, the where, the how, for how long, and what was it like? I want all of the lurid details
I’m crafty. I talk him into going shopping at Chesterfield Mall. “C’mon Tim, it’s a real opportunity to buy a few more denim shirts.” He takes the bait.
First stop, it’s a small English style pub that’s tied into the food court, “A Bucket of Schloozers” it’s called. Neither Tim nor I know what “Schloozers” are. No. All we know is that we refer to place as… you guessed it. “A Bucket of Losers.”
Tim dunks a French fry in malt vinegar, plows it through a pile of mayonnaise and tosses it into his mouth. I watch in horror.
“Man, that’s disgusting. I’m with you on the vinegar but mayo?”
“What difference does it make?” he asks. “I’m dipping fat in fat. What do you dip buffalo wings in? More fat.”
“Well, if I were a disgusting bastard like you I’d probably answer with something like strawberry Jello or horseradish.” I smirk, pleased with the way the insult came together.
“No, you dip them in Ranch dressing. You dip fat in fat. It’s an American pastime.”
Neither of us says much of anything for a minute or so as we lunch. Without the usual cloud of cigarette smoke, the place smells like stale beer and whatever they clean the bathrooms with.
I resisted asking Tim about Sarah on the drive over. I resisted asking him while we were waiting for our food. I cannot resist any longer.
“Sarah…” I let her name linger for a while. He looks up and makes eye contact. I’ve known Tim a long time. He’s trying to suss out my opinion before he says anything.
“Sarah,” he says, tossing another mayonnaise slathered fry into his mouth and licking his fingers. I want to get all parental on him, tell him not to lick his fingers, that he doesn’t know where they’ve been. But he knows damned well where they’ve been because they’re his fingers.
“I love her,” he says, analyzing my expression again.
“You love her?? Tim, man, you just broke up with Laura. Besides, can’t you just say you like her a whole bunch instead of that word? Guys aren’t supposed to be so forthright. It’s in the guy rulebook.” I punch him in the shoulder. “So how long have you liked her a whole bunch, Tim?”
“Since we met her.”
I screw up my eyes. “Since we met her? Then why now, man? Why not back then? Why not before you met Laura? Why not on Ash Friday in 1993?”
“Sometimes, it takes a long time to figure things out,” he says, uttering the understatement of the decade.
“If it takes you that long, Tim… Man, I don’t know how you graduated college. There were a lot of things to figure out in those four years.” He gives me a blank stare. “So how’d it happen? She bring her Monopoly board over last night and then you made a grab for her tits about time she landed on ‘Orlando Gardens’?”
“It’s been going on for a long time.”
“How long?”
“A few weeks,” he says.
“Tim… a long time is at least a year.”
“Well it has seemed like a long time.”
Suddenly, a whole movie trailer of scenes starts rolling through my head: Sarah sitting on Tim’s bed in his Junior High gym shirt as he leaves for work, Laura holding up Sarah’s huge bra and examining it, knowing damned well it wasn’t hers, Sarah’s bursting out crying at the IHOP for no apparent reason. I grin to myself and shake my head.
“What?”
“The clues were all there,” I say. “I just didn’t put them together. But wait, Tim, you sure she’s not a rebound?”
“Of course not.”
“Good. Because, you know Sarah. She throws herself one hundred percent into anything she does and loves. And when she gets hurt… She’ll gets hurt far more than most of us are capable of feeling. Know what I mean, tiger?”
He nods.
“She feel the same way?” I ask.
“Yeah. She does. And you want to hear something kind of funny, kinda scary? She said her number one goal in life has always been to marry you or me.”
“Marry one of us?” I stammer. “Well, it sounds like she isn’t very far from her goal at this point.” It takes about five seconds for Tim compute what I meant and then he starts shuffling around in his seat and staring at his shoes.
I change the subject. “So what’s she like in the sack? What kind of stuff does she like to do?”
“Go to hell. I’m not telling you that.”
“Why? You’re always so insistent that I give you details. And now you’re being all shy about telling me? Look, Tim, I guarantee that all of Sarah’s friends know exactly how long your dick is. I guarantee they know how you perform, and for how long. And I guarantee they know whether you go South on her and whether you’re skilled at it. As horrible as it is to comprehend, women do that. They all talk. So having said that, why can’t you share some details with your good buddy Craig?”
“Because… because it’s Sarah, man,” he says finally.
“Ok, tell me this much. Is she a hellcat?”
“What do you think?”
I grin. “Ok, I got that out of you. How did it start? Drunk I’m betting.”
“Yeah, kind of. Remember that one night you said you felt like you were going to lose the mozzarella sticks we had earlier, and you went home? Puked, I think? Then you went home and left us talking?”
“Yeah, I did lose those mozzarella sticks. Not far from the front door, in fact.”
“Anyway,” he continues. “We got to talking about how the three of us got to be such good friends and we were musing over why one of us hadn’t ever gotten together.”
“I can answer part of that one, Tim. I’m just not into hairy men or penises. You were out of the question from the very beginning. I hope that doesn’t hurt your feelings.”
“Shut up,” he mutters. “I said that sometimes you come to love someone like a sister and that at that point it’s too late to backpedal. She disagreed.”
“That’s it?”
“No, then she said something really weird. ‘Remember Jessica?’”
“Oh yeah,” I say. Tim had carried a torch for this Jessica for at least two years. We’re talking Olympic Torch Runner. He lit pyres for her in 25 countries.
“She said, ‘It’s been a long time now. Are you still in love with her? Like a sister?’ And I said I didn’t know.”
” Then she says ‘If you let me come over there and sit on your lap and kiss you once, see if this sister thing is true. Then I’ll tell her why she never would go out with you.’” She dared me to kiss her. It was like grade school.
“And?” I’m incredulous.
“She came over and kissed me and I was wrong about the sister thing. It’s wasn’t weird, man… Sparks flew immediately – fireworks even. It wasn’t a peck, either, my arms went around her, and that’s all I’m going to say.”
“Ok, man. Ok,” I say.
It’s just then that a former coworker makes a beeline for Tim, spotting him, his denim shirt, and nappy hair, before he sees me. Sybert… He has a first name but for the life of me I don’t remember. Jim? Tim? He’s always been “Sybert” to us.
“Nice bag, Sybert,” I remark, nodding towards his Ambercrummy and Filch shopping bag. There’s a huge picture of a shirtless male model on the side, complete with the perfectly coiffed hair and the water dripping off of his chest. “I didn’t think they had a store here for your type, Sybert.”
“Get stuffed, Mitchell. What’re you guys up to?”
I thumb Tim’s direction. “He’s buying more denim shirts.” Sybert nods a few times as if it’s information that needs to be digested, and analyzed.
“So what’s up with Sarah these days?”, Sybert asks.
Tim shoots me a glance. Needless to say, when you’ve known someone for a very long time their expressions and body language become very easy to read. Communicated in an instant: if you say a thing to him I will hand you your ass in ten different ways, video tape the whole thing, and televise it as “Craig’s Most Extreme Ass Kickings.”
“She’s great. Why?” Tim asks him.
“I dunno man, she was always pretty cool. I miss her. I miss her big tits too.”
“Yeah, nice tits,” Tim and I agree. Five minutes of small talk later, Sybert departs, undoubtedly off in search of more shopping bags with shirtless men on them.
For a woman claiming “responsibilities, a child and that kind of thing,” Dawn is in my bed again tonight. Did we do it, you’re wondering? Yes we did.
“How many partners have you had?” Dawn asks.
I go into a coughing fit, soon it becomes wheezing. I grab on the nightstand for a glass of the wine she brought over. I honestly don’t want to answer but even if I did, my throat has seized up. Finally I’m able to speak. “Can I answer that question with a question for you?”
“Ok.”
She starts grabs a lock of hair and starts twirling it. “Me? I’d say I’ve been with about….”
“No, no, no!” I stop her. “The question is can we have sex again before I answer your question?” I don’t need to tell you. The ‘number of partners’ question is the end-all-be-all of no win situations. When they teach you sex education there should be a whole section on why it’s not cool to ask that question. “No seriously. Wanna know why I wouldn’t ask you that partners question, and you wanna know why I don’t want to know your answer to the same question?”
“Why?” she asks.
“Because it really doesn’t matter to me,” I say. “What matters is that you’re laying here next to me.” She sighs. I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad sign.
“For a guy that claims he can’t say a romantic or original thing to save his life, you sure are talented at doing just that. You’re a ladies man, aren’t you? A player?” she giggles, and I swear, it’s the best giggle I think I’ve ever heard. It’s infectious. I can’t help but laugh with her. She could have said “You know, you’re a real turd, just thought I’d tell you so,” then giggled, and I’d still be laughing with her – even though to the best of my knowledge I am not a turd.
“Yeah, right.”
“Seriously,” she says.
“Seriously what?” I ask, incredulously.
“Because you always seem to say the exact right things I want to hear, at the exact right times, and somehow I don’t think you do it… what’s the word? You don’t seem to do it unknowingly.”
“Unknowingly? I ‘unknowingly my ass off.’ If there’s a Kingdom of The Unknowing, you’re laying right next to the King of it. Trust me.”
“Ok, but you say you can’t say a romantic thing to save your life, then you turn around and level me with poetry.”
“Ummm. No, I don’t write poetry.” We don’t talk for a few minutes and I take the opportunity to run my fingers down her back, from top to the small, and back and forth.
“You do that a lot,” she observes.
“What?”
“Rub my back, caress my hair, that kind of thing, “ she says.
“Does it bother you? I can stop…”
“God no!” She leans up on her elbows. “Don’t.”
“So what’s why did you bring it up?” I ask her.
“Just curious why you do. Do you like to do it?”
“What do you mean do I like to do it? I don’t think there’s a backrub fetish out there. Maybe there is by now.”
“I’ve just never had someone do that for me,” she says. “Well not never, but very infrequently. On special occasions. Why do you do that? We hardly know each other, really.”
“Why?” I stop to think about that one, my fingers resting in the small of her back. “I guess it’s such a small, easy thing to do, to rub someone’s back or tousle their hair but it feels so good. Why not do it?” I ask.
“So that’s why you do it?”
“Not exactly. Life isn’t all selfishness. Sometimes it makes you happy to make someone feel happy. Know what I mean?”
“I know. So no fetish?”
“No fetish, ma’am. Most of my fetishes are boob oriented.”
“I see,” she says. “Here’s another one for you. What’s the most romantic thing you’ve ever done?” she asks.
I mull this over. There are some answers that are better than others, and some I don’t care to mention. “I bribed a maid at the Executive Suites at Busch Stadium to let my Ex and me into a suite on the 25th floor. The whole stadium saw us kissing passionately during a Cards versus San Francisco game. Some people stood up and clapped.”
“Really?”
“Yup,” I grin.
“That sounds more like exhibitionism. Give me another.”
Again I pause. She didn’t think that one was good enough. Right. Of course that wasn’t good enough.
“I took this beauty out to the middle of nowhere, bought some fireworks, shot a bunch of them off. I kissed her and she smelled like her shampoo, and soap, and lotions, and gunpowder, and girly perfume and if they could bottle that smell, I’d be the first in line to purchase it.”
She rolls over and puts her head on my chest. “Mmmmm. That’s a good answer. Now answer the original question.”
“What question?” She pinches me until it actually hurts. “Oww! Ok….” I don’t say anything for a full ten seconds.
“Ok wait, wait, do you prefer the nice language for sex or the dirty? Make love? Fuck? Have sex?”
She doesn’t answer. I’ve won. I’ve hit her with a difficult to answer question that will derail her original question. Now the nuke she hit me with is the worst possible, but the eternal war of “making love” versus “fucking”?
“Just answer the question, Craig. Ok?” I don’t say anything for nearly a minute.
Then there’s the number.
“Nineteen?” She sounds astounded. Again, the judges haven’t ruled yet on whether her reaction is a good or a bad thing. “Nineteen. Exactly Nineteen? Do you have a score book at home?”
I’m kind of indignant at the remark. “No, I don’t.”
“Then how did you keep track?”
“Look. Hey. I don’t have to. I remember them. Sex isn’t like a tennis match for me where you pit your sexual skills against some random person you happen to be playing. Maybe it is for some people but I’ve only had a single one night stand in my entire life.” If she asks how recently I’ve had a two night stand I’m definitely not going to answer truthfully. “I don’t care how many partners you’ve had or how much sex you’ve had, because I told you already. It doesn’t matter to me.”
Suddenly there’s a knock at the door. It’s an unwelcome knock given the circumstances, lying in bed with a beautiful naked girl, but it does effectively kill off the “partners” conversation. The problem is it isn’t Stewart’s “Shave and a haircut knock.” It isn’t Tim’s way too quiet knock. With his feeble attempts, he has to knock for five minutes before I finally hear the idiot. No. This knock is loud, frantic even – a frenzy of knocking.
“Who is it?” She asks. I shrug. “Hell if I know, but I’m considering not answering it.”
Dawn wraps the sheet around herself, and peaks out the window blinds. “It’s a woman.” Then she proceeds to describe Elizabeth, right down to the “big boobies in a tight white tank top.
One word. Fuck. No that doesn’t cover. It. Five words covers it. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. And Fuck. As the knocking continues, I try to find my boxers somewhere underneath the covers at the foot of the bed. I jump into them and run down the stairs to the door.
I stumble down the stairs, throw open the door and sure enough, “big boobies” and all, there stands Elizabeth. Actually, there wobbles Elizabeth. I immediately have to throw my arms around her to keep her from taking a nose dive. Drunk? I don’t think there’s any question about that. For that matter, I don’t think there’s any way to adequately describe how drunk she is. She smells like a bum with cheap vino on her breath.
“I’m too drunk to dribbbee,” she slurs.
“Yes, you are. But you drove here? Are you ok?”
“Yeah,” she sighs.
She latches onto to me tighter and puts her hands on my… well, you know. I stop her and put her at arms length, holding her like a rag doll. But she wiggles out of my grip and tries to push past me into the apartment.
“Hey, c’mon…” I stop her.
“You know how many things I want to do to you right now?” She barely gets the whole sentence out and then she’s starting to nod off. Whatever she has in mind, I sincerely doubt she’d get through one of those things before passing out.
“Elizabeth, no. I’m taking you home.”
“Two women, Craig?” Dawn says from the top of the stairs. “Seriously? You haven’t meant a single word you’ve said to me, have you?”
Elizabeth may have been nodding off but she’s wide awake now. There’s a naked woman clad only in a white sheet at the top of the stairs.
“WHO the fuck are you?!” Elizabeth nearly shrieks. Then there’s an uncomfortable silence of ten seconds or so. Should I introduce them?
“How long did you think you could pull this off, Craig?” Dawn asks. “I took you at your word and I honestly didn’t expect this.”
“Look…” I try to say.
“Kick her out. Kick her out now. We only been togeth.. once but youre’d mine,” Elizabeth says, taking drunken liberties with her grammar.
“Look I can explain!” I say, knowing I sound like every single guy that’s ever been caught in a similar situation. I know I sound like a dastardly, villainous bastard trying to dig himself out of the hole he’s put himself in..
“No, I don’t think you can, rather, I don’t think you really need to either.” Dawn says, pulling the sheet up around her.
“You better bet your bippy I can explain,” I say, stopping at the end of each word, in a tone of voice very uncharacteristic of me. I’m angry now that I think about it I have every right to be.
I level a pointed finger at Dawn. “You. You. Girlfriend Express, that Randall guy! He sends me out on a date with you. Then later you drop the bomb on me that you’re celibate. Great! A dating service that sends you out on dates with celibate girls.”
“I complain and they apologize, then send me out with you,” I point at Elizabeth. “In one night, you turn my life upside down, sideways, backwards and forwards and then get arrested – as if all of this were the plan to begin with.”
Elizabeth giggles.
I point at Dawn again. “I didn’t ask for two. If you hadn’t pulled the ‘celibate’ thing, there wouldn’t have been… there wouldn’t have been this situation. There wouldn’t have been a second date with a second person. I am NOT a player. In fact, you’re the best thing…”
“Randall is my brother,” Elizabeth says.
“What?!” I exclaim.
A second later Dawn follows up with “I’m sorry, what did you say? “
“My brother fix me up with you. With datesss. It’s dreamy.”
Elizabeth falls to her knees before I can catch her and then she throws up all over my bare feet.
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