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Sunday
 
    
 
   “These are good,” the boy said in between bites. He was short with a buzz cut and a high pitched scratchy voice.
 
   “I’m glad you like them,” I replied.
 
   The child sitting across from me seemed out of place in the bar. I didn’t invite him to sit. He came to the table with the cheese fries I ordered. I watched him with amusement. I didn’t care that he was eating my food. My anxiety about Saturday had killed my appetite. I ordered the fries, burger, and beer because that’s what I do when I go to a bar. The routine was comforting and saved me from having to think. 
 
   “These are good,” the boy said between bites. He was short with a buzz cut and a high pitched scratchy voice.
 
   “I’m glad you like them,” I replied.
 
   “My mom doesn’t let me get cheese on my fries. She says it’s gross,” he said making a face. Two of this top teeth were missing.
 
   “Where’s your mom right now?” I asked.
 
   He rolled his eyes at me. “At home. Where’s your mom?” 
 
   “She’s at home too?” 
 
   “Where’s that?” he asked.
 
   “Boston,” I said. 
 
   “I don’t know where that is. My mom is at our home in Baltimore,” he said. 
 
   “Oh,” I said. “Is your home close by?” 
 
   “It’s down the street,” he said. “Do you like fries?”
 
   “I do,” I said. 
 
   “Well, you aren’t eating any. If you don’t get some I’m going to finish them.” 
 
   “Does your mom know you’re here?” I asked. 
 
   “Of course. Where else would I be? Do you always have dinner by yourself because that seems sad? Billy says that people that come into the bar and eat by themselves are probably lonely.” 
 
   “Who’s Billy?” I asked. 
 
   The kid turned and yelled across the room in the direction of the bar, “Billy!” 
 
   A young bartender wearing thick rimmed glasses and a Pac-man t-shirt looked up and yelled, “Little Boss!” 
 
   The kid raised his fists in the air in celebration and then turned back to face me. “Guess what? Yesterday, when I was at recess, we played zombie-dead-tag and I wasn’t even scared, even though Timmy was the zombie and he’s scary because he gets in trouble with the teacher a lot.”
 
   “What kind of stuff does he get in trouble for?” I said with a grin. 
 
   “Like cutting in line and talking when he’s not supposed to and not staying in his chair when Miss Barksdale said he’s supposed to stay in his chair. And this one time he called Audrey a bad word and it made her cry, but I didn’t cry and I told her it was okay.”
 
   “That’s very nice of you. Is Miss Barksdale your teacher?” I asked.
 
   “Miss Bark-en-s-dale,” he said, rolling his eyes at me. 
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “Is Miss Barkensdale your teacher?” 
 
   “Miss Bark-en-dale,” he said with increased irritation. “You need to say her name right because she gets upset when you say it wrong and she makes you say it again. One time, Timmy had to say it five times before he got it right and he almost had to be late for recess and she said he was saying it wrong on purpose.” 
 
   “I’ll make sure I get it right then,” I said. “What grade are you in?” 
 
   “First grade,” he said with pride as he searched the pile of remaining fries for the perfect one to eat next.
 
   “Wow, that’s an important grade,” I said. “Do you come here a lot and eat other people’s food?” 
 
   “Sometimes,” he said. “I like going to get pizza more, though. Pizza’s my favorite. But not with all the other stuff on it. That’s gross. Just cheese. And pepper-reponi. And mushrooms. And pineapple. I got pineapple once and it was good. I liked that.” He dug into the pile of fries with his fingers, retrieved one from the bottom, and popped it in his mouth. “These are sticky,” he said examining his fingers before he licked them.  
 
   The bartender delivered my hamburger. “Little Boss,” he said to the boy as the two of them did a fist bump. Billy didn’t appear to be disturbed that a strange child was eating my food. I watched him leave and wondered if giving customers’ food to strange children was a normal occurrence in this establishment.
 
   “Why does Billy call you Little Boss?” I asked. 
 
   “Because I’m the boss but I’m little. I’m not little in my class. In my class, I’m number four tallest. Timmy is taller than me. And Audrey is taller than me. And that one boy… He has a Superman backpack. Do you like Superman?”
 
   “I think he’s an unrealistic representation of masculinity and paints an unachievable image of heroism that has developed unattainable expectations for morality in society,” I said. I took a sip of my beer, proud of my answer. 
 
   “I like Flash better. I think Flash could beat up Superman because Flash is fast and Superman couldn’t catch him and Flash would win,” he said. 
 
   “What does Miss Barkendale think?” I said. 
 
   “Miss Barkensrail,” he laughed. “You need to work on that because she won’t like it if you say it wrong. But she doesn’t know Superman kind of stuff,” he said. “But her boyfriend is really tall and he has big muscles but he’s not dumb. Even though Billy says people with big muscles are usually dumb because they can’t lift books and stuff, but I don’t know, because they are really strong so I think they can lift books. Sometimes Billy says wrong things.” Then the boy leaned in and whispered, “And sometimes he says bad words but I don’t tell Dad because I don’t want Billy to go on red.”
 
   “Go on red?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. Like when Timmy is talking in class and Miss Barkensdale moves our frog from green to red and we have to sit quietly for two minutes. I think you are probably smart because you don’t have a lot of muscles.”
 
   “Thanks, I think,” I said. “So where’s your dad?”
 
   The boy pointed across the room to a brown door with a small circle shaped window. Through the window, I could see the bustle of the bar’s small kitchen. “He’s going to get Randy fired because Randy made bad food that dad didn’t think people would like even though dad said no.”
 
   “Who’s Randy?” I asked.
 
   “He’s the number two cook,” the boy said. “Tony is the number one cook and he will make me whatever I want but Tony doesn’t work on Sundays because Tony is a catholic so Tony takes Sunday off but he works every other day and when he is here he will make me pizza even when it’s not dinner time.” 
 
   “So is your dad that Big Boss?” I asked.
 
   “Yep,” the child said. “Daddy’s the Big Boss and I’m the Little Boss. I don’t tell people they are fired though because that makes people cry and I don’t like it when people cry. Audrey sometimes cries at school so I tell it is going to be okay even though Timmy is mean sometimes.”
 
   “It sounds like you like Audrey a lot,” I said with a grin. 
 
   “She’s my girlfriend. But we don’t kiss or anything. I just give her my chocolate milk which is okay because I like the strawberry better anyways. Do you have a girlfriend?” he asked. The pile of fries was almost gone. He pushed a small ball of cheese around with one as he talked.
 
   “I use to have one,” I said. “But then I made her cry.”
 
   The boy pointed the fry at me. “That’s not very nice,” he scolded. 
 
   “I know,” I said and I took a long drink of my beer. 
 
   “You should say you are sorry,” he said still wagging the fry at me.
 
   “I did,” I said. 
 
   “It will be okay then,” he said, putting the fry in his mouth. 
 
   “We’ll see,” I said.               
 
   Behind the boy the door to the kitchen flew open. A short man with a skull and crossbones tattoo on his neck stormed out of the kitchen, across the crowded bar, and out the front door. 
 
   “Was that Randy?” I asked the Little Boss.               
 
   “Yep,” the child said. “He wasn’t crying, though. When Dad fired Sarah she cried a lot and Dad had to tell her to stop because she was upsetting the guests and we don’t upset the guests.” 
 
   A second larger man came through the kitchen door. He was tall and heavy. He wore a black suit and with a blood-red tie. His clearly dyed black hair was slicked straight back. He called across the bar, “Vinnie. Let’s go. Mom’s waiting.” 
 
   The little boy sprung to his feet. “What’s your name again?” he asked me. 
 
   “Andy,” I said. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, Andy,” he said. “And no charge for the fries. They’re on the house,” Then he ran to his father and the two of them walked into the kitchen together. 
 
   “Nice to meet you too, Little Boss,” I said.
 
  
 
  


 
   Monday
 
    
 
   “Okay,” she said as she sat down in the chair across from me. She looked me up and down. “No name tag I see. So you are?”
 
   “Andy,” I said.
 
   The woman was lean with strong arms. She wore a blue framed name tag that read “Hello, my name is Cena.” The tight curls of her shiny black hair perfectly framed her sharp jaw. Her dark chocolate skin made her green eyes shine like diamonds in a display case. She was the embodiment of exquisite power.
 
   “Alright, Andy. Let’s do this.” She put a small hourglass on the table in front of me.
 
   I took a sip of beer as I watched the sand begin to run through the funnel wondering how long it would take to finish.
 
   “Favorite movie?” she said.
 
   “High Fidelity,” I replied.
 
   “Huh? I guess,” she said. “Mine’s Baby Boy. Favorite TV show?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s hard to pick one. Right now I’m into Dare Devil.”
 
   “Season One or Season Two?”
 
   “Season Two.”
 
   “Ugh,” she said. “Mine is Luther. Because Idris could have his way with me any day. No words would need to be exchanged. Favorite president before Reagan?”
 
   “Oh,” I said, searching for names of presidents in my mind. “That’s a hard one.” I took a fry off my plate, dipped it in ketchup, and offered it to her.
 
   “You do know we are on a timer? Right?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Sorry,” I said, glancing at the hourglass again. It was a third-of-the-way finished. I ate the fry, took a sip of beer, and said, “Teddy Roosevelt. I once heard him described as Peter Pan with guns in a grown-up’s body. Sounds like a fun politician.”
 
   “Do you wish you could be a flying boy who wears green tights and never grows up? You have problems with responsibility don’t you?”
 
   “Um, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Any long-term relationships?”
 
   “Two.”
 
   “How long was the longest?”
 
   “Three years and four months.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We were on a break.”
 
   “Yeah, okay Ross,” she said, rolling her eyes.
 
   “What about you? Favorite President?”
 
   “I don’t like any of those old-racist-white-bastards.” She pointed at the hourglass, which was half empty. “Time for your half-time recap. Right now, you’re getting a C+. Your issues with responsibility and behaving like a grown-up are clear — Mr. High Fidelity-Roosevelt , and you freely associated yourself with Ross — not Chandler or Joey, so points off for that. Finally, you ordered food, which tells me you are fairly oblivious to what is going on around you. Who orders food at these things? But you didn’t say Game of Thrones. If you had said Game of Thrones, I would have gotten up and walked away because every damn guy here has said Game of Thrones, and I’m not into being raped. Also, you have nice eyes, and you offered me a fry before you ate one, which shows some level of consideration — meaning you’re not a complete sociopath, so those are keeping you in the game. Plus, I’ve never dated a white guy before, so I’m curious. What color is your toothbrush?”
 
   “Why do you want to know that?”
 
   “Tell me first.”
 
   “Purple.”
 
   “Interesting. Guys that pick green think they are clever — because of the movie quote.”
 
   “Geniuses pick green.”
 
   “Guys that pick red think they are hot stuff. Guys that go with blue are usually boring. A white toothbrush equals no personality. And guys that don’t know what color their toothbrush is are gross because they don’t brush their teeth enough.”
 
   “Is there a right answer?”
 
   “There aren’t any right or wrongs here. I’m just getting to know you.”
 
   “But you are grading me, so clearly there are answers you’re looking for.”
 
   She smiled and took a sip of my beer. “Purple isn’t bad. Wait,” she said holding up her hand and cocking her head to the left. “Is there some kind of cartoon character on it?”
 
   “The Ninja Turtles. But not the new ones. I kick it old school.”
 
   “Goddamn it. You really are just a big child.”
 
   “That’s not fair. I do adult stuff. I’m responsible.”
 
   “Okay, prove it. Where do you work?”
 
   “I don’t see why that’s important.”
 
   “Oh, it’s important now, after that answer,” she said, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms.
 
   “I own a small business.”
 
   “What kind?”
 
   “A store.”
 
   “And what do you sell at this store?” she said with a knowing grin.
 
   “Comic books.”
 
   “Of course you do,” she said, throwing her hands in the air. “The High-Fidelity-Roosevelt-man-child with a ninja turtle tooth brush owns a comic book store. I should’ve known.”
 
   “Owning a store is a big responsibility. I employ people, okay. It’s not easy. People depend on me.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Just two right now,” I said sheepishly.
 
   “And you probably live upstairs, don’t you.”
 
   “So.”
 
   “And your two are probably part time, aren’t they? High school students too, I bet.”
 
   “Alright, Ms. Responsibility. What do you do?”
 
   “During the day, I teach high-schoolers math. At night, I paint.”
 
   “So you’re kind of like a superhero with a secret identity.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What do you paint?”
 
   “Murals.”
 
   “Outside? You’re like Banksy?”
 
   “Yes. Banksy and I both create things that are displayed outside. But he stencils political cartoons. I beautify buildings with images of hope and inspiration.”
 
   “But you both paint stuff outside, so it’s the same,” I said with mock pride. “What color is your toothbrush?”
 
   “Purple, because I’m a queen.”
 
   “So we both have purple toothbrushes. That’s something.”
 
   “My purple is not the same as your purple.”
 
   “True. My purple is cooler because it has ninjas,” I said as I took a bite of my burger “What kind of math do you teach?” I mumbled through a full mouth.
 
   “Nope,” she said pointing at the completed hourglass. “Time’s up.”
 
   I took a sip of beer to wash down the burger. “So, did I pass?”
 
   “You held firm at a C-. Your eyes are cute and you asked me questions about me — both positive points in your column. You also didn’t make any references to sleeping with me, so bonus points there. But you are an irresponsible man-child who thinks ninjas are cool, and I teach high school, so I have enough immaturity in my life already. Thus the C-.”
 
   “I’ll take it,” I said smiling. “A C- is passing, and I have a feeling you’re a tough grader.”
 
   Cena stood and extended her hand. “Nice to meet you, Andy,” she said.
 
   “Wait, what?” I said. “Stay. I like talking to you. Can I buy you dinner? Maybe a beer?”
 
   “I’ve got to move to the next table. Those are the rules,” she said motioning to the other tables around the room.
 
   “Rules?” I said as I scanned the bar.
 
   “Yeah. The rules. Speed dating gets all chaotic if there aren’t any rules,” she said.
 
   “Oh shit,” I said. It occurred to me at that moment that all the other tables in the bar were occupied by one man, one woman, and an hourglass. “I didn’t know. I explained. I just came for the burger and fries.”
 
   Cena laughed. “Well, I guess I was right about you being oblivious to the world around you. Nice to meet you, Andy,” she said, and she moved on to the next table. 
 
  
 
  


 
   Tuesday
 
    
 
   “I don’t know why I should tell you. It’s really none of your business,” the mousy man sitting across from me in the bar told me while he cleaned his glasses with his handkerchief. He returned the thin frames to his nose, folded his handkerchief into a small square, and tucked it into his back pocket.
 
   “I mean,” he continued, “it’s not just any story. What happened to me today is – well, there’s no other word to use, but disturbing. It was disturbing. And I don’t wish to relive it, thank you very much. And I just met you. I know nothing about you. Do you even ride the metro?”
 
   The intensity of the question gave me pause, causing me to stutter in response.
 
   “Of course not. I knew it. I could tell. I knew you were a four-wheeler.”
 
   “A four-wheeler?” I asked, sipping my beer.
 
   “Yes. A dirty, nasty, polluting, inefficient, four-wheeler. A bedraggled, slovenly, ineffectual personal transportation machine user. A selfish, senseless, short-sighted auto-mobile automaton. A car driver. A stupid, stupid car driver.”
 
   “I do drive a car. Every day. To and from work.”
 
   “Jesus,” the small man exclaimed, throwing his arms in the air. “Probably a long commute too. Isn’t it? I bet you drive for at least an hour. And I bet you push. I bet you routinely exceed the optimum speed, with no consideration of the consequences to the rest of us. Burning gas like a boy scout burns wood in his first fire. Just wasteful. One log on the fire after another, for no other reason, than to watch them burn.”
 
   “Optimum speed?” I said slowly, struggling to keep up with his rapid-fire assault of words.
 
   “Fifty-five? Fifty-five miles per hour? The optimum speed for fuel efficiency? If you’re going to sacrifice our atmosphere for convenient travel, the least you could do is take you time. Give us all an extra few years of clean air before you’ve tarnished it all with your foul pollutants.”
 
   I motioned for Billy to refill my beer. It was clear I would need another. “So you don’t drive?”
 
   He laughed at me like a cruel brother laughs at his younger siblings when they can’t answer math problems from his homework. “Drive? Like some Neanderthal? No. I bike. I bike to the metro, and then take the red line into work.”
 
   “Oh,” I said hoping to find common ground with my strange drinking companion. “I like taking the metro. It’s nice to be able to read while you travel.”
 
   He gave me a dismissive smirk. “The intricate beauty of metro travel would be lost on you. I’m not even going to begin to explain the wonder I experience every day because I don’t think you could understand.”
 
   “So there’s more to it than being able to read on the way to work?” I said, teasing. 
 
   Billy brought us two new beers. We both took long swigs. I leaned back in my chair as the man leaned forward. “Take, for instance, the precision,” he explained with the intense passion of a long-tenured professor explaining his life’s work. “When I arrive at the platform at the Woodley Park station there is a sign that tells me how many minutes until my train arrives. And it is always, without fail, spot on. I can trust that if it says four minutes, then a train will arrive in four minutes and take me directly to my destination. Now that, my friend, is precision. Where else can you find that kind of perfection? That kind of perfect precision?”
 
   “When I hit the popcorn button on my microwave, it’s pretty precise.”
 
   The man threw his arms up in frustration. “Did you just compare a work of art that carries hundreds of thousands of people a day to making popcorn? Is that what you just did? It’s like comparing the fourth movement of Mahler’s fifth symphony to Taylor Swift’s ‘Shake it Off.’ It’s absurd. And offensive.”
 
   “Well, when you put it that way.”
 
   “What other way could it be put? Barbaric is what it is. Simply barbaric.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I mean,” he said, leaning forward again. “Think about the dependability. I know exactly where each train begins and where they will end. It’s beyond predictable. Can you say the same for your daily commute in the box-of-death-pollutants? No. No, you can’t. But the metro, the metro is reliable. Every ride – the exact same. We dive into the tunnel, emerge at the station, and then up on the elevated track, then back down into the station. It’s like the tide. In and out. In and out. Every day. Always the same. Never changing. There’s comfort in that. Real comfort. Which is why. Today was.” He paused, staring over my shoulder at some horrible memory.
 
   “Come on,” I pleaded. “You clearly need to tell someone. Take a drink and then let that burden go, man. Just let it out. You’ll feel better. I promise.”
 
   He took another long swig of his beer. “Well, I guess it might help to tell someone.”
 
   “It couldn’t hurt.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said taking another swig to bolster his courage. “I guess. I guess it will help. So, sometimes,” he said softly, leaning forward to bring me inside his fear. “Sometimes I’ll take the train passed my stop.” He looked around to make sure no unwelcome spies were listening in. “I’ll take it to the end of the line. Then I’ll get off and take the opposing train back to my stop. I know it’s wrong. I don’t pay for the extra ride because you pay when you leave, but it relaxes me, especially after a hard day of work.”
 
   He took another long drink and looked down into his glass. “Today was a long day. My boss was – well, it’s not important. It was just a long day. Let’s leave it at that. And so, I took the extra ride. I took it all the way to the end. And then, I waited. I waited for the conductor to come on the intercom and say, ‘Last stop. All passengers please exit the train.’ But he didn’t say it. He didn’t say exit the train, or last stop. He didn’t say anything at all. And there was a man still sitting there, down the car from me, reading his paper like nothing was happening. He had one of those hats on. Like on Mad Men?”
 
   “A fedora?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s it. One of those and a brown trench coat.” He took another drink. “It doesn’t matter. It’s not important. Anyway, the man didn’t get off. So I didn’t get off. I thought that if he didn’t have to get off, then I didn’t have to get off either. And then I thought that maybe the train was just going to switch tracks and head back east. Maybe it was simply going to turn around. But that’s not what happened.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The train started to move again. And we stayed on. And it went down, into this tunnel. I mean, I had no idea the tunnel was even there. It was very disconcerting. Suddenly, there’s just a random tunnel at the end of the line? Who puts a tunnel at the end of the line? Why would it even be there? And then we came to a stop at a new platform. A new platform. Can you believe it? Well, correction. Not new. It didn’t look new. It looked just as weathered as every other platform on the red line, but it was new to me, and not on any map. I assure you. I know the maps. I’ve seen every map. And all the maps end at Shady Grove. So this stop was certainly not on the map.”
 
   “So then what happened?” I asked, sitting on the edge of my seat in anticipation.
 
   “Then the conductor came on and said everyone should get off. So I stood, and the man in the hat folded his newspaper and stood, and we got off the train together at this new, unmapped station.”
 
   “Did he say anything to you?”
 
   “No. He didn’t even seem to notice me. He just stepped right off the train, as if it was something he did every day. And then he went down this staircase.”
 
   “Did you follow him?”
 
   “No. No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Where did the stairs go?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “How did you not follow him? How did you not figure out where the stairs go?” I demanded.
 
   “There was a sign, a small sign, above the stairs. It was black with white letters. Very official looking.”
 
   The man sat back and stared into space again, pondering. I waited as long as I could, then the words burst from me. “Well, what did the sign say? Come on, man. What did it say?”
 
   “It said, ‘This way to the new tracks.’”
 
   “This way to the new tracks?”
 
   “Yes. This way to the new tracks. That’s what it said.”
 
   “Well, didn’t you want to see the new tracks? Didn’t you want to know where they'd go? I’d think someone who loves the metro as much as you would want to see new tracks. If anyone would want to see new tracks, it would be you. I would think. Right?”
 
   The mousy man met my bewildered eye. There was sadness in him, a deep grief. It radiated from him in waves. “No,” he said softly. “I’m not interested in any new tracks.”
 
   “So what did you do?”
 
   “I got on the opposing train. And I returned home.”
 
   “Oh,” I said because it was all I could think to say.
 
   “The ride home was wonderfully predictable,” he said, sadly. “Dependable. Reliable. Just as I expected it to be.”
 
  
 
  


 
   Wednesday
 
    
 
   “Okay, Andy. You got me here,” Marissa said as she pulled out the chair in front of me and took a seat. She wore a sharp gray blazer and matching skirt, with a white dress shirt underneath. Her blond hair was pulled tight into a bun. She placed her cell phone on the table, clicked the button on the bottom of it to check the time, and then took her glasses off and began to clean them.
 
   “How long has it been?” I asked. A plate of grease soaked bacon-cheese fries sat between us, but I knew she wouldn’t touch them. There was a time when we’d silently race to eat them, fighting one another to get the last bite. I took a fry, stretched it until the cheese broke, and offered it to her. 
 
   She gave me a look like I was absurd. “Please,” she said. She motioned for the bartender to come over. The bar was empty tonight. Only a few patrons were scattered around. When the Billy arrived at the table, Marissa said, “I’ll have a Whiskey Sour. No sugar.”
 
   “Another beer for me,” I added. “Same thing,” I said, showing him my empty mug. 
 
   Billy nodded and left.
 
   “How many have you had?” Marissa asked, sitting back in her chair and crossing her legs. 
 
   “Two,” I said, but three was the truth.
 
   Marissa smiled. “And what are we wallowing in tonight, Andy? What did you do?”
 
   I plucked another fry from the plate and watched the cheese snapped. “I don’t want to talk about that,” I said.
 
   “Well… What do you want to talk about? Why, exactly, am I here?” she asked, checking her phone again. Marissa had several intonations in her tool box. The annoyed-mother tone she was using now was my least favorite.
 
   I sighed. “I just had a question, that’s all.”
 
   The waiter arrived with our drinks. She took a sip from hers and said, “Spit it out then. What’s your question?”
 
   I ate another fry. “When was the last time we sat down like this? I was trying to remember.”
 
   “That’s your question,” she said. 
 
   “No. I’m building to it.”
 
   “I don’t know, Andy,” she said with a sigh. “Three, four months ago? It was at Lucy’s birthday party.”
 
   “No. That doesn’t count. There were a bunch of people there. I mean just you and me.”
 
   “God,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Why do you care? I mean, Jesus.” Her phone lit up. She picked it up, scanned the screen, and began typing something with her thumbs.
 
   “We use to do this all the time,” I said. 
 
   “We use to do a lot of things all the time.” She put her cell down and took another sip of her drink.
 
   I took a swig of my beer, building courage. “About that,” I said. “What happened to us? Why didn’t we work out?”
 
   “Damn it, Andy,” she said with a laugh. “That’s why we’re here. Six years. Six years after the train wreck that was us finally ended, and now you want to cross-examine our relationship. You’re going to trudge out to the cemetery, dig up the corpse of us, and autopsy it here? In this shit hole? Damn it, Andy.” She shook her head with disbelief, gently scratching her eyebrow with the nail of her middle finger.  I wasn’t sure if the choice of fingers was a message or subconscious. 
 
   I sat back in my chair and looked at the ceiling. “I don’t know,” I said. “I just thought it might be time to learn from past mistakes.” 
 
   Marissa leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table. “She’s done a real number on you, hasn’t she? She’s got you all mixed up.”
 
   Fighting off exhaustion, I rubbed my eyes with both hands, and then sat forward. “I don’t know,” I said.
 
   Marissa sat back again, crossed her legs, and took another sip of her drink. “How long is she making you wait?” she asked with a smile. 
 
   “Saturday night,” I said. I ate another fry. “How’d you know?”
 
   “Lucy told me,” she said. “So you’re plan is just to sit here until she shows up on Saturday?”
 
   “Better than being at home alone thinking about Saturday.”
 
   She raised her glass in a toast to me. “You poor, sorry bastard,” she said. “Alright. Since you are clearly suffering. Let’s do this. You start. Why do you think we didn’t work?” Her phone buzzed again. This time she looked at the screen but didn’t pick it up to respond.
 
   I took a drink and thought. “We grew apart,” I said. 
 
   “What a bullshit answer,” she said with a laugh. 
 
   “Well,” I said crossing my arms. “Clearly I don’t know the answer. If I did, I wouldn’t have asked you to come here and explain it to me.” 
 
   Her phone buzzed again. She picked it up and typed another message with her thumbs. “Okay,” she said, still typing. “I’ll hold your hand through it.” She put the phone down and picked up her drink again. “When were we good? Think back and tell me about a time when things were working.”
 
   I ate another fry. “College,” I said. “We were good in college.”
 
   “Be more specific,” she said.
 
   “Fine,” I said, thinking. “Racquetball. I use to love playing racquetball with you.” 
 
   “Okay,” she said. “What else?”
 
   “Friday night movie nights on the couch,” I said, remembering sitting next to her, both of us in pajamas, watching a DVD from the two-dollar bin at Walmart.
 
   “You always wore those stupid blue slippers with the holes in the toe,” she said.
 
   “You made the best popcorn,” I said. “Extra salt.”
 
   “That’s the trick,” she said with a grin. “What else?”
 
   “Oh,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “I don’t know. Hiking together was fun.”
 
   “Hiking together was fun,” she said. “So we’re hiking, we’re watching horrible movies, and we’re playing racquetball. Sounds perfect. What happened?”
 
   “Things changed,” I said. 
 
   “Things always change,” she said. “I didn’t play racquetball when we first started dating. You had to teach me. And then I started kicking your ass.” 
 
   “I let you win,” I said with a grin. “Because I felt sorry for you.”
 
   “Keep telling yourself that, Andy.” 
 
   “But things did change. Just not in a good way. Racquetball was a good change. I liked that change.”
 
   “Sure,” she said. “It was something you loved to do before you started dating me. Tell me more about these changes that came from nowhere destroyed our beautiful time.” Her phone buzzed again. She glanced at it, then ignored it.
 
   “Well that, for one,” I said. “You couldn’t keep your eyes off that stupid thing.”
 
   “I have a demanding job,” she said. She was giving me her lawyer tone like she was tricking me into revealing something case-shattering to the jury. I hated the lawyer tone only a little less than the annoyed-mother.
 
   “So that’s the change. You got a job and disappeared, and things got crappy.”
 
   “Crappy for who,” she said, sipping her drink. 
 
   “Crappy for us,” I said.
 
   “Not for me,” she said. “I love my job. Loved it then. Still love it now.”
 
   “Fine,” I said. “Crappy for me.”
 
   “Why?” she said, challenging me.
 
   “Because you were gone. All the time. There was a different work party every Friday night. No more movies. No time. You had to get all dressed up and go to some stupid thing with your work friends.”
 
   “You’re acting like you weren’t invited,” she said with a grin.
 
   “That’s not me. I’m not getting all dressed up to go and hang out with a bunch of people I barely know,” I said.
 
   “Exactly,” she said, sipping her drink again.
 
   I snorted a laugh. “Sorry, you’ll have to explain it for all the non-lawyer types at the table.”
 
   “Oh, Andy,” she said in her big sister voice. I didn’t mind that one so much. “How do you not get it? We didn’t grow apart. We were taking a walk together, and then you decided to sit down.”
 
   I squeezed my eyes tight, trying to force understanding into my brain. “What?” I said. 
 
   “When you say ‘we grew apart,’” she said, imitating my voice. “You make it sound like it was an accident. When the truth is, I found an adventure I wanted to take. I invited you to come with me. And you chose not to.” She drank the last of her whiskey, put the heavy glass on the table, and reached across with both hands to grab my arms. 
 
   “I’m not saying I was perfect,” she said. “I know I have my issues. But what happened to us wasn’t some accident of fate. It wasn’t destiny. We chose to stop being interested in each other. I found a job I loved. You decided not to love it with me. You found new hobbies, like when you started training for marathons, or when you started building bikes in the garage? You had your own adventures, and I chose not to join you. We didn’t ‘just grow apart.’ We chose to go on without each other.”
 
   I sat back in my chair, only partially convinced. 
 
   She stood, retrieved her phone, and straightened her skirt. “Good talk, Andy,” she said. 
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” she said with a smile. “And listen. I hope everything goes the way you want on Saturday.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”
 
  
 
  


 
   Thursday
 
    
 
   I watched him from across the crowded bar. He was a small man with a thin, pointed nose. He wore a brown and blue plaid suit coat with patches on the elbows, a white dress shirt, blue pants, and ragged fedora. The close cut hair around his ears was graying, and his bow tie was fluffy and sky blue. His glasses were round and delicate, with thin, circular rims. He sat alone at a table in the corner. I’d been watching him for ten minutes and hadn’t seen him order any food or drink. He just sat, satisfied wife his empty island.
 
   I couldn’t help but stare. He was out of place in the noisy bar that tonight was bustling with thirty-something hipsters. He wasn’t swept up in the current on social anxiety like the rest of us. He wasn’t sliding from herd to herd, explaining the importance and uniqueness of his day job. He wasn’t pontificating on the flaws in a movie he hadn’t seen but had read a great deal about online. He wasn’t chatting up acquaintances about his new, revolutionary, scientifically enhanced, completely-unheard-of-but-soon-to-be-the-standard-of-everyone eating habit. He was quiet, alone, and happy.
 
   I turned to Billy and ordered two beers and a plate of fries. Once they arrived, I gathered the beer mugs with my right hand, snatched up the plate of fries with my left, and made my way over to the odd man’s table.
 
   His eyes grew wide with surprise when I sat down across from him. He removed his glasses and began cleaning them with a white handkerchief from his jacket pocket. “C-c-can I help you?” he said with a concerned stutter of shock, looking down at his glasses. His accent was harsh and blocked. It sounded German to me.
 
   I placed one of the beers in front of him and the plate of fries between us. “You look like a man with a story to tell,” I said with my best encouraging smile.
 
   He folded his handkerchief with precision and tucked it back into his pocket. He then returned his glasses to his face, carefully wrapping the circular, wire rims behind his ears. With clean glasses on, he looked up to meet my smile. His eyes were gray, deep, and experienced. He smelled of peppermint and smoke. It reminded me of my grandfather’s pipe.
 
   Fearing I was about to be asked to leave, I decided to slow things down and ease into the conversation. I sipped my beer and asked, “Your accent is interesting. Where are you from?”
 
   “Here,” he said.
 
   “Oh,” I said surprised and embarrassed by my mistake. “It’s just, you sound German,” I explained. “Are you from here, originally?”
 
   “I’ve lived here all my life,” he said with a grin. He took a fry from the plate and popped it into his mouth.
 
   I was glad to see him accept my offering. “What do you do?” I asked.
 
   “I’m currently looking for new employment,” he said. “I’ve just finished a, um, a big project.”
 
   “Cool,” I replied, drinking more beer. “So we’re celebrating?” I could tell he was beginning to relax.
 
   “Yes,” he said leaning back in his chair, amused by my interest. “Yes, we are celebrating.” He grabbed his beer, motioned it toward me as a toast, and then took a long swig. I returned the gesture.
 
   He grimaced and put the beer back on the table, unsatisfied. “I miss real beer,” he said to the air as he stared at his glass mug. Then he smiled at me and continued, “Thank you for the drink and food. I came in to… I intended to get something to drink… I just didn’t consider that my money wouldn’t be any good.”
 
   “What?” I said with exaggerated shock. “I’d think any money is good money around here.”
 
   “I’m afraid mine is, um, how do you say, um, irrelevant,” he replied. He then fished into his pants pocket, retrieved a handful of bills and coins, and laid them on the table in front of me.
 
   The currency was like nothing I’d ever seen. The bills were printed in black, gray, and red ink. They were ornately decorated with faces I didn’t recognize and covered in a language I couldn’t read. The coins were gold and heavy with unfamiliar buildings and symbols on them. I held one of the bills up to the light. Watermarked faces and pictures were revealed. It was the fanciest fake money I’d ever seen. “Where’s this from?” I asked.
 
   “Here,” he said, leaning forward to munch on more fries.
 
   “Oh, are these like B-More Bucks?” I’d heard of a group of hipsters trying to launch a city based currency that could only be used in Baltimore. Something about encouraging people to buy local. So far, from what I’d heard, it hadn’t pushed past being a novelty.
 
   The man laughed and shook his head. “No,” he said. “This is real money. Real currency. From here.” He sighed and smiled. “But no one wants it anymore.”
 
   Intrigued by this strange man, I sat up in my chair and ventured forward in the conversation. “So tell me about your project. What are we celebrating?”
 
   The man leaned in, looked left and right to ensure no one else was listening, and then said to me in an excited whisper, “I killed Muller.” Then he sat back and waited for me to celebrate his victory with him.
 
   I wasn’t sure how to respond. Nervous I’d just heard a horrible confession, I replied with caution, “Who is Muller?”
 
   “Exactly,” he said, nodding excitedly.
 
   “Is he your neighbor? Or a friend? Or maybe your wife’s lover?”
 
   He laughed loudly. “I am not married,” he said. “But this is a good joke.”
 
   “I’m confused,” I said raising my hands in surrender. “Who’s Muller?”
 
   “This is my victory,” he said with glee. “You do not know Muller. This is what we are celebrating. You do not know Muller.”
 
   “And you killed him? We are celebrating because you killed a man I don’t know?”
 
   “Because,” he corrected. “Because I killed him. You don’t know Muller because I went back and killed him.” His smile grew to fill his face. His pride and joy were infectious. I felt strange celebrating the death of a stranger, but the odd man across from me was so happy; it was hard not to join him in his victory.
 
   “How’d you do it?” I said, playing along.
 
   “Each one has required a unique touch,” the man said with pride. “For Muller, it took years of searching. I didn’t find him until he was a young teen. They grow harder to kill the older they become. For Muller, I waited outside his school until one day, when he was walking home alone. Then I pushed him off a bridge.” The man clapped his hands with joy and laughed. “Right off the side of the bridge.”
 
   I forced a nervous laugh in return. “So you said ‘each one.’ ‘Each one’ means more than one? You’ve killed more than one man?”
 
   “Seven,” he said matter-a-factly as he ate more fries. “The first was Schmidt. Schmidt was a monster. He’s the one that inspired my invention in the first place. But then I came home and there was Schneider. Schneider was worse than Schmidt. Much, much worse. So I went back again. Only then when I came back there was Schafer. So I went back again. Schafer was replaced by Wagner, then Wagner by Becker, then Becker by Hoffmann, then Hoffmann by Muller. But I think now, I think I am done. This time looks like a good time,” he said looking around the room. “I think I like this time. I think I am done now.”
 
   “Wait, wait, wait,” I said laughing, wondering if this old man was pulling a prank on me. “So ‘invention’, ‘going back’, ‘coming home’,” I said emphasizing his words. “Are you trying to tell me that you created some kind of time machine?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied. He removed his handkerchief and glasses and began cleaning them again. “I thought,” he started. “I believed I could…” He shook his head and sighed. “You must understand. My time, it was bad. Things were bad. They needed fixing. But the balance of power was so out of whack, I couldn’t fix them in the here and now. So I went to then, to back then, to when they went off course, to when the monster took charge. And back then I fixed them. Back then, not here. Not now. But then? Do you understand? I fixed them back then by erasing the monster before he came to power.” He paused and took a long swig of his beer and then began to confide in me again. “What I didn’t understand at first,” he said. “What I missed, was that in the right conditions a monster will emerge. There is never a shortage of monsters.”
 
   I nodded in response, faking belief, still unsure if this strange man was insane or putting me on. Was this his thing? Did he come to bars dressed in odd clothes hoping someone would buy him a beer so he could then lure them in with crazy stories of killing and time travel?
 
   The man ate more fries. He pointed one at me and continued, “You know, Schafer wasn’t half bad. In comparison to the others that is. I feel a little bad about that one. But I didn’t know then what I know now.” He ate the fry and took another swig of his beer. “I was idealistic then. Naïve even. I thought I could make it perfect. But there’s always a monster. If the world is right, there’s always a monster.”
 
   Sure now that the man was nuts, I decided to play along. I finished my beer and said, “If you were going to go back in time to kill someone, I’d think you go back and kill Hitler. I mean, if I had a time machine, that’s what’d I’d do. I’d kill Hitler.”
 
   The man smiled knowingly, replaced his glasses, carefully wrapping the wire frames behind his ears. Then he looked at me and said, “Hitler would make eight.”
 
  
 
  


 
   Friday
 
    
 
   Kevin took another fry from the plate, tossed it in the air, and then caught it in his teeth. I could tell by his sharp jawline that he’d been working out since I’d last seen him. Other things, like his sandy brown hair and engaging blue eyes, hadn’t changed at all. 
 
   “So, bro,” Kevin said with enthusiasm. “You should have seen how red this dude’s face was. He had this vein on his forehead that was like bam-bam-bam. Like it was having sex under his skin or something. It was creepy. And he all yelling at me all this stuff about, ‘This is my spot. I saved this spot. It’s mine.”
 
   “So what did you do?” I asked.
 
   “What do you think I did?” Kevin said, leaning back in his chair. “I put the dude’s orange cone between my legs and pretended like it was a giant cock.”
 
   “Classic Kevin,” I said with a smile.
 
   “If it ain’t broken,” Kevin said.
 
   “But you said this was about Facebook?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, I’m getting there. So anyway, I’m doing my cone thing and the guy is pissed because he knows he’s wrong. You can’t save spots on the street. I don’t care where your house is. I don’t care that you went out and bought some fancy orange cone, bro. The street is public property. I’ve got as much right to park there as any loser. You can’t just put a cone down and claim it, bro. This isn’t like Far and Away.”
 
   “True,” I said. “Because they had flags and they were settling the west.”
 
   “That is all true. But besides that, it’s the same. So anyway, this dude pulls out his cell phone and starts taking a video of me. And I didn’t think anything of it, so I play it up a little.” 
 
   “Naturally.” 
 
   “But then, when I go inside, I find out that he put it on our neighborhood page and was talking all kinds of crap about me. So I was like, ‘Bro. Not cool. Too far.’ I mean, on your personal page, sure. But putting me up on the neighborhood page.”
 
   “Did the neighborhood get pissed at you?” 
 
   “Well, some did. They were all like, ‘This is what’s wrong with our neighborhood. Idiots like this guy are wrecking everything for the children.”
 
   “It’s always the children.”
 
   “No more climate change!”
 
   “For the children!”
 
   “Stop getting people fat with Big Macs!” 
 
   “For the children!”
 
   “No more happiness!”
 
   “For the children!” 
 
   “So people were all like, ‘This dude is wrecking everything for the children.’ But then there were some hot chicks who were like, ‘This dude is smoking.’ So I was all, ‘Hit me on the IM.’ And they were all like, ‘You know it.’ And they are totally fine too. Not like normal hot chicks. More like model hot chicks.” 
 
   “I don’t think that part’s real.”
 
   “Shut up. You don’t know.”
 
   “So what did you do?” 
 
   “I set up a time to meet them on Friday.”
 
   “No. What’d you do to get back at the guy for putting you on Facebook?” 
 
   “Oh, yeah,” he said with a laugh. “So I found out the dude drives this, like, green Honda Fit. It’s a super tiny car. So I found out where he parked it. And I texted my roommates. And we picked it up and moved it.”
 
   “You moved it?”
 
   “Yeah, bro,” he said laughing. “We totally moved it to another space down the street. And he got totally pissed. He called the cops. So I went out and was like, ‘What’s going on?’ And was all accusing me of stealing his car and stuff. But then I was like, ‘Isn’t that it right there, officer?’ And the cop was super grateful. And the dude looked like a total ass.”
 
   “I can’t believe you moved his car,” I said. “That’s insane.”
 
   “Oh, that’s not the end of it. It was so easy to move, so it, like, became a game, bro. So we went out and moved it every time one of us saw it. One time, we walked it like five blocks away.”
 
   “That’s some serious commitment to a prank,” I said.
 
   “I know, right?”
 
   “Reminds me of the time you put all those flyers up.”
 
   “Which time?” he said with confusion as he ate some more fries and took a long swig of beer.
 
   “You remember? Our landlord put these signs all over the apartment building…”
 
   “Master Key Change Lost. $50 Reward if Returned to Main Office,” he said nodding his head at the memory.
 
   “So you printed off a few hundred and hung them everywhere that said…”
 
   “Master Key Change Lost. $51 Reward if Returned to Room 215.” 
 
   “That was hysterical.”
 
   “Not as good though as the time you gave the naked tour.”
 
   “Well, it wasn’t my fault…”
 
   “No, totally deserved. How dare they try to show our apartment to tenants while you were sleeping?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. I took a sip of my beer.
 
   “It’s not like they had an appointment. Oh, wait. They did have an appointment.”
 
   “They should have known we wouldn’t remember an early morning appointment.”
 
   “You could have been chill like me and stayed in bed, though,” he said with a grin.
 
   “You stayed in bed because you were too hung over to get up,” I said. 
 
   “Really, you were doing a public service.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t a group of freshman want a tour of an apartment from a naked guy?”
 
   “Sounds like a glorious day to me,” he said. 
 
   “Absolutely,” I said.
 
   Kevin leaned back in his chair and smiled. “I miss hanging out with you, bro. It’s just like college all over again.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. 
 
   “You remember that time you went to the landlord and tried to pitch installing a slide from the upstairs apartments to the courtyard?”
 
   “That was a fantastic idea that would have worked. Some people have no vision.”
 
   “I’ve got a double chili burger with bacon,” Billy said, placing the first plate in front of Kevin. “And the usual,” he said placing the second burger in front of me. 
 
   “Thanks, Billy,” I said. 
 
   After Billy had stepped away, Kevin took a bite from his burger. Chili spilled out the sides and onto the plate. “Oh man,” he said. “This is awesome. So what Marissa said is real? Stacey told you she needed a week and you’ve just been sitting here waiting. Bro. That’s pathetic.”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “I mean, I love you, bro. But you do know you don’t deserve her, right?” 
 
   “I know,” I said and took a swig of my beer. “But to be fair, you are a little biased.”
 
   “Put aside that she’s my little sister. I’m just talking about you, bro. You’re kind of a mess.”
 
   “Did you just call me a mess? I’m not the one pretending a parking cone is my penis.”
 
   “Bro, that hurts. And you’re right. There’s no way in hell I would let a guy like me date my little sister.”
 
   “You and I are different people,” I said.
 
   “Bro. False. We don’t change. I’m the same guy from college. I’m a little fatter and I’m not going out to play lacrosse, but inside, I’m the same. You too. You’re the same. And I know that guy. And I want more for my sister. That’s all.”
 
   “But I’m not the same guy. I’m growing. I learn stuff all the time.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “No, seriously. I wouldn’t want anyone to date college me either because that guy was a total jerk.”
 
   “Right, bro?”
 
   “But I’m not that guy.”
 
   “Fine,” Kevin said, crossing his arms. “Prove it. Tell me one thing you’ve learned.”
 
   I smiled. “How about five? I was talking to this one German guy, and I learned that the past is the past and that you can’t change it no matter how much you want to. And then I learned from this other guy that you can’t be afraid of change or you will miss some new opportunities. And I learned from this girl that I need to pay more attention to my surroundings. And when I talked to Marissa… She helped me understand that I need to take responsibility for the decisions I’ve made.” I sighed and took a drink of beer. “That’s a big one. And last, I learned that even if I’m a just the little boss, if I want the cheese fries, then I still need to have the balls to walk up to the table and eat the damn cheese fries.”
 
   “I don’t understand that last one at all, bro.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. What’s important, and the reason I asked you to meet me here, is because I want you to know that I love your sister. And if she is willing to give it a go, it’ll be different this time. I’ll be different this time.”
 
   Kevin took another bite of his burger, chewed, and thought. “Okay,” he said leaning back in his chair. “You know I love you, bro. So I’ll call her tonight and tell her to come and talk to you. I can’t promise she’ll say what you want to hear. But I’ll make sure she shows up.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “That’s all I can ask.”
 
  
 
  


 
   Saturday
 
    
 
   “Reason number one,” Stacy said.
 
   “You don’t have to do this,” I protested. The bar felt warm and humid, maybe from the body heat of the crowd, or maybe from my anxiety. She sat across from me at the small two-top in the middle of the room. Her journal was propped up in front of her as a barrier between us.
 
   “Reason number one,” she repeated, not looking up from her journal. Her hair was pulled back in a pony-tail, and she was wearing the dark rimmed glasses she bought two years ago. It was her “nerd” look. She knew it drove me absolutely mad. She was a beautiful nerd.
 
   “Seriously,” I said. “This isn’t…”
 
   “Reason. Number. One,” she said again, shooting a fierce glare at me. She looked back down at her journal. The theater of it was absurd. She had everyone on her list memorized. We both knew it, but the setting was important to her. She liked the stage of conversation to be precisely arranged.
 
   “At my mom’s house last Thanksgiving,” she said, “you ate the last of the pumpkin pie, even though you knew it was my favorite.”
 
   “That’s a reason? Really.”
 
   “Then, when I asked you if you ate it, you lied about it.”
 
   “It was really good pie,” I said, flashing my most charming smile.
 
   “You lied about it. To my face.”
 
   “It was really good pie,” I said, sheepishly.
 
   “Reason number two,” she said with increased confidence. “When we started dating, you brought me flowers at least once a week.”
 
   “Well, that’s hardly a reason I suck,” I said, interrupting. “That should be on the reasons I’m awesome list.”
 
   “You haven’t brought me flowers for over a year now,” she said, undeterred. Looking up from her book, she added, “You used to open the car door for me too. That didn’t make the top eight, though.”
 
   I took a sip of my beer. We were only on reason two, and I was already afraid of where this was going.
 
   “Reason number three,” she said. “You got drunk at Randy’s bachelor party and shared intimate details of our life with my ex-boyfriend.”
 
   “He was being an asshole,” I said.
 
   “I don’t care,” she said, looking up again. “You don’t get to talk about what we did in the bedroom. To anyone. Ever.”
 
   “But you weren’t there,” I said. “You didn’t hear the shit coming out of his mouth.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what he was saying,” she said. “He’s an asshole. That’s why I left him. All I care about is what you were saying.”
 
   I took another sip of my beer and then picked up a coaster from the table. I rubbed it between my fingers. It was wet from my glass. Pieces of paper came off in little shards as I fiddled with it.
 
   She continued. “Reason number four. You never clean the sink after you shave. Even if I’d just clean the bathroom.”
 
   “I’m a guy. I don’t think about that stuff,” I said, deflecting.
 
   “It’s inconsiderate and gross. I don’t like finding your beard in my toothbrush. Reason number five,” she pressed on. “The drawers of your dresser are nonsense. Socks, underwear, t-shirts — in every drawer.”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “It’s amazing you can get dressed in the morning. You’re such a slob.”
 
   I leaned back in my chair with a smile.
 
   “Reason number six. You snore,” she said.
 
   “No,” I said. “You snore.”
 
   “When I snore it’s cute,” she said. “Your snore sounds like the death rattle of a walrus.”
 
   “That’s mean,” I said, crossing my arms.
 
   “I hate — Hate — your snore.”
 
   I sighed. Only two more to go.
 
   “Reason number seven,” she said.
 
   I knew from the way her voice grew with soft intensity that we were coming to the climax. It occurred to me that this production wasn’t for me. It was for her. She needed to work up to what she really wanted to say. The list, the journal, it was all for her. It was her suit of armor.
 
   “When we went to the market last August, and I got in a fight with the beef jerky guy, you took his side.”
 
   “We’ve talked about this,” I said.
 
   “You picked him over me.”
 
   “It was just over a few bucks.”
 
   “You let him yell at me.”
 
   “I said I was sorry.”
 
   “You’re supposed to have my back. You’re supposed to defend me.” Her eyes were moist with tears. She swallowed and looked back to her book. “Reason number eight,” she said.
 
   “We don’t need to do this,” I said. “I get it. I suck. I was a shitty boyfriend. I’m sorry. I’ll go, and I won’t bother you again.”
 
   “Reason number eight,” she said softly, staring at her journal. “Last Christmas, while we were on a break,” she conceded. “You slept with that girl from your office. And that hurt.” She paused and looked me in the eye.
 
   I leaned forward and looked down at the table.
 
   “It really hurt,” she said again. I could hear a knot forming in her throat.
 
   I bit my bottom lip and wished there was something I could say.
 
   She inhaled, held the breath in her chest, and then let it slide out slowly through her nose, just like she’d learned in her meditation class. Her eyes were locked on her list.
 
   I had no defense. Yes, I was drunk on a business trip. And yes, it was a one-time thing I immediately regretted. And yes, I’m the one that told her about it. She would have remained in the dark if not for my confession. Maybe. And even though all these things were true, she and I both knew I had no excuse. I’d been stupid. I’d broken something between us, something I wasn’t sure we could ever fix.
 
   Stacy looked up at me. We locked eyes. She gave me the cocked smile she always gives me when we both know I’ve screwed up, then she looked back down at her list. She sighed. “These are the eight reasons you suck,” she said. “And despite them, I still love you. And so, in answer to your question last week, yes.”
 
   “Yes?” I said with disbelief.
 
   “Yes. I will marry you,” she said with a smile.
 
   I took the ring out of my pocket. She held out her left hand, and I slid it onto her finger. “I love you,” I said softly, admiring the symbol she’d accepted.
 
   “I love you too,” she said. “Damn it. I love you too.”
 
   I laughed, released her hand, jumped up on my chair and yelled over the crowded room, “Hey everybody! We’re getting married!”
 
   And the bar erupted with joy.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   If you enjoyed this story, check out more of Jeff’s work at VagrantMisunderstandings.com or grab one of his novels on Amazon. 
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