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July 2011

I figured I would die alone.

After the disastrous relationship with Jeff finally came to an end, part of me hoped I would die alone. Better than spending another decade with someone who treated me like dirt. I had wasted so much of my life on Jeff, and now I felt as if I were too old to start a new romance.

I realized I wasn’t exactly decrepit at forty-six, but gay years were a lot like dog years. Which would make me somewhere around the ballpark of three hundred and twenty-two years old. Well past my prime. After all, I was no longer just in my forties but in my late forties. Too old for the clubs, and online dating still felt kind of scary to me. So how was I likely to meet anyone new?

Perhaps, I thought, romance was for the young. That would explain why all the rom-coms were about beautiful people in their twenties. Not forty-somethings with the beginnings of a pot-belly and graying hair. I had missed my shot.

And maybe that was okay. I wasn’t necessarily a believer in soul mates, didn’t think every person in the world had a perfect match for them somewhere out there. In theory, I had always believed a person could lead a perfectly contented and fulfilled life without being attached to another person. Hollywood tried to teach us different, but not every happily ever after had to end with two people riding off into the sunset together. It could be one person, or hell, even three. Where were the great throuple stories?

Of course, I realized a touch of bitterness may be coloring my perception, but I didn’t think there was anything wrong with resigning myself to my fate as a single older man. I could still have a lot of fun; go to plays, dine out on my own, go on day trips to the mountains, take my evening walks around the neighborhood.

The only problem was that I wasn’t doing any of that. Except for the walks. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go to plays or dine out or go on day trips; I simply couldn’t muster the enthusiasm or energy. I rarely got together with my old friend Teresa, who I’d known since high school, partly because her successful marriage made me feel like a failure.

The result was that in the months since Jeff and I had broken up, I had turned into a hermit with no life. I would work at the bookstore then come home, take a half hour walk, then seclude myself inside the house, watching reruns of WKRP and Newhart. I would heat up a frozen dinner in the microwave, eat in front of the TV, and more nights than not actually sleep on the sofa. Even though I was mostly relieved to be untangled from the messy relationship with Jeff, I wasn’t doing too well on my own. If I was going to be a bachelor of a certain age, I needed to figure out a way to thrive instead of merely survive.

Which was what led me to the website. I needed to get out of the house, meet new people, find ways to occupy my time so I could become a more pleasant, contented person. I had heard about the Meet Up site, sort of a cyber community board where people and groups could post about upcoming events. I found a notice for a planned hike at Paris Mountain in Greenville, a city about an hour away, for this upcoming Saturday. I could go on a hike. After all, I had been taking all those walks around the neighborhood, and what was hiking if not merely walking but more steeply. I figured I should be able to handle that.

However, I didn’t know anything about Paris Mountain. In our teens and early twenties, Teresa and I had hung out in Greenville a good bit. Mostly at the mall, the Manifest Discs and Tapes, or the Barnes & Noble. However, I hadn’t been to Greenville in years at this point, and I had certainly never been to Paris Mountain. I wasn’t sure where one parked, if there was an entry fee, what kind of shoes one should wear for the terrain. A quick check showed me that the organizer of the event was named Gregg Monroe. Within the site, I sent him a direct message, asking him for this information.

Much to my surprise, I received a response within ten minutes. Gregg sent me his phone number, asked me to give him a call and he’d share all the pertinent details with me. I grabbed my cell and dialed. In retrospect, this is the kind of story that someone might embellish with premonitions of the import of the call, but at the time I had no sense that this simple act was setting me on a course to potentially change my life.

* * * *
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The phone rang twice before someone picked up. “Hello?” The voice had a soothing lilt to it. Almost a purring quality.

“Hi. Is this Gregg?”

“Sure is.”

“I just messaged you on Meet Up. You asked me to call.”

“Of course. So you want to come on my little hike, huh?”

“Possibly. I’m thinking about it.”

“My mama always says, ‘Thinking ain’t doing.’ What can we do to turn your thought into action?”

“Well, I just want to make sure I’m up for it. I’m pretty fit. I mean, I’m sorta fit. That is to say, I’m not overweight. Maybe technically, by the medical definition, I’m overweight. I have a bit of a belly, but I still get around a good bit. I walk every day. At least half an hour. But that’s not the same as being a hiker, so I guess what I’m asking is how strenuous is the hike?”

I knew that I was rambling, actually more of a babble if I were being honest, but I couldn’t stop myself. I only seemed to have two modes. Shy to the point of being rendered utterly speechless, or a motor-mouth verbal vomit monster.

I wouldn’t have been shocked or offended had Gregg chosen to simply hang up on me. Instead, he laughed warmly and said, “Paris Mountain has more than one trail, and they range from mild to extreme. I was thinking our group would take one of the moderate trails.”

“Moderate? So it’s not likely I’d collapse halfway up the mountain and have to be airlifted to Spartanburg Regional, right?”

“Improbable, but I suppose not impossible.”

“I guess I will settle for improbable. I’ve always felt like an improbable sort of person.”

Gregg laughed again, and I was starting to love the sound. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone describe themselves that way, but I know exactly what you mean. I sometimes feel pretty improbable myself.”

I laughed, mine more grating, like breaking glass, while his was more like flowing water. “So what kind of footwear are we talking? Do I need hiking boots?”

“I go to Paris Mountain quite a bit, and I always wear sneakers.”

“Good to know. Entry fee?”

“Five bucks.”

“Doable,” I said, though I did inwardly wince. Having gone from a two-income household to trying to pay all the bills on my measly bookstore salary, money was tighter than I liked these days. Another reason I didn’t go out much.

“Yeah, it’s pretty reasonable.”

“And what about parking?”

“There are different lots throughout the park, but I am recommending we all meet at the Picnic Flats Parking Lot.”

“Uh-huh. And if I plug that into Google Maps, it’ll take me to that specific lot?”

“That, I’m not sure about,” Gregg said. “Tell you what, we could meet somewhere and you could follow me in. Or leave your car and ride in with me.”

“You think I’m the kind of guy who hops into cars with strangers? I suppose next you’re going to offer me candy.”

“Well, I am fond of those Werther’s.”

“That’s an old man’s candy.”

“Well, I’m an old man. I’m fifty-one.”

“Absolutely ancient,” I said then laughed again so he would know I was joking. “I’m practically a whippersnapper compared to you.”

“How old are whippersnappers these days?”

“Forty-six.”

“Ah, practically a baby.”

This time my laugh came out as a sputter. “I certainly don’t feel like a baby. I mean, I don’t feel ancient or geriatric or anything. Just that when I look back on my life, there has been a lot of it. You know?”

“Trust me, I know. So can I ask you a question?”

“Other than the one you just asked me, you mean?”

“Yes, other than that one.”

“Sure, shoot.”

“If you haven’t been hiking before, what made you decide to try it now?”

“I’m trying to get out of my comfort zone. Hell, I’m trying to get out of my house. I haven’t really been doing much since my boyfriend and I called it quits a few months ago.”

“Bad break-up?” Gregg asked.

“Actually, the break-up was quite glorious. It was the ten-year relationship preceding it that was bad.”

“I can relate. I had my own toxic relationship, though it has been over for a few years now. Have you gone out on many dates since the break-up?”

I shook my head even though he couldn’t see me through the phone. “Nope. My only attempt was when my friend Teresa wanted to set me up with this guy she works with. We spent some time messaging and had a few chats on the phone, and I finally agreed to go see a movie with him.”

“Didn’t go well?”

“Didn’t go at all. The day we were supposed to have the date, he called to tell me he was getting back together with his ex. The ex he had told me was a selfish douche.”

“Ouch.”

“Indeed. I mean, I hadn’t even been sure I was ready for a date, but it wasn’t exactly an ego boost knowing my appeal sent guys fleeing back to their douche exes.”

“I recently had my own date that was an unqualified disaster,” Gregg said. “We met on Craigslist, which should have been my first clue. We talked on the phone a good bit, discovered we were both recovering alcoholics. I have nine years sobriety under my belt, he had six. Anyway, he lives about three hours away so we decided to meet at a restaurant halfway between the both of us. I got there and he was drunk off his ass.”

“Yikes.”

“That’s putting it mildly.”

“How did you handle it?”

“Well, I ended up driving him the hour and a half home in his own car because I couldn’t let him get behind the wheel in that condition. He kept trying to get to me go to bed with him, but I slept on the sofa. The next morning, he drove me back to get my car, the whole time apologizing but saying he’d had to have a few drinks to ‘loosen up’ because he was so nervous about meeting me. Sort of like it was my fault somehow. He has been texting me ever since, trying to get me to give him another chance, but I don’t think so. I don’t know why it’s so hard to meet a nice guy our age.”

“Maybe because all the nice guys our age are looking for bad boys half our age,” I said, sort of a joke but also sort of not.

“Or trying to pretend they’re still half our age themselves. The ex I mentioned is forty-three and
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