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I would like to tell you this is my story with a happy ending.

Only it isn't.

So I don't want to set you up for some really nice ending and then it doesn't come off that way.

It's better, then, to put the ending right up front. We can get it out of the way. It won't cause as much trouble when it comes around again at the end of events.

We said goodbye, me and Virgil.

The End.

What should have happened between us never did. And after we said goodbye, that was it. We never talked again or saw one another, or wrote or anything.

I have no idea where he ended up.

We should not have said goodbye like that. One of us should have said something like, "Hey, wait a minute."

Then we could have looked at each other and we would have known, the two of us, what that "wait a minute" was all about.

It would have meant, "We can't say goodbye. There is too much going on here for us to just walk out of each other's life."

We were 21-year-old guys who had known each other for exactly 24 hours.

I don't know what that sounds like. I guess it sounds like love at first sight. Well, why not? If that's what it was, then there you have it.

We were in Utah at the time, Salt Lake City specifically. Neither one of us was from there. Virgil was working there in the summer and I was passing through.

I play it over and over in my mind. I want it to end differently but it never does. It's always that polite goodbye that I didn't want. I couldn't seem to keep it from ending like that.

It would be easy to invent a better ending. For instance, I get this picture of what never happened, of how we start to talk pretty openly. Then we get right past the obstacle of two scared guys falling for each other.

Was Virgil scared like that, too, because he was a guy falling for another guy?

I look for clues over those 24 hours but they are so hard to interpret. They could mean one thing or they could mean another. All I know for sure is how much it bothers me to think that we might have walked away from what we both wanted.

I was afraid. If Virgil was, too, then neither one of us was going to bail the other one out.

Yeah, I'm mad at myself for not speaking up. Maybe I wouldn't have known what to say after, "Hey, wait a minute," but maybe Virgil would have figured it out, something to say or do, anything to keep us going a while longer.

Just because there's a bus leaving town, you don't have to get on it, especially if you have an unlimited travel pass. You can get the next one out if you need to. Or you can stay with Virgil forever.

But I did get on the bus. I don't remember if I waved from the window when the bus pulled out. Or if Virgil stayed to watch the bus leave. Maybe he walked off before that. Maybe I just sat down and didn't bother to look for him. When it's done, it's done.

But that's the part of the story after it's already over. That's not the part we're talking about.

Virgil had on a shirt and jeans when I first met him. He looked really nice.

I had a seat at the counter of a place called the Blue Depot Cafe. The seat next to me was open and Virgil took it. Neither one of us said hi or anything like that. I didn't even notice him sitting there except that I knew somebody had taken the seat. The sports section of the paper was near my plate and I was looking at it.

"I think I've got part of your paper," he said.

Another section or two was in front of him on the counter.

"Oh," I said, "it was here when I got here."

He looked at whatever pages he had and didn't say anything more.

There was a story I had been reading about a local team I had never heard of and didn't care about. I didn't finish it.

That's because I had looked at Virgil when we were talking about the newspaper and it didn't take me long to realize how good-looking he was. Blue jeans, plaid shirt. He had put his cowboy hat on the seat next to him.

Sooner or later the person behind the counter would come and take his order. They would also ask me if I wanted anything more.

I wanted to talk to this guy.

Talk, though, was not really me. It didn't look like it was him either. The section of the paper he was reading looked more boring than the story I was on.

But that's how we sat there.

He had to have thoughts of some kind or other. Food and the news, I guess. Me sitting next to him was not necessarily one of his thoughts.

That's because the counter is not a booth. The rules are different. You aren't sitting with somebody at the counter no matter how close they are.

When I think back on it, I wish I hadn't let time slip by. I could have told him I was reading about a local team but that I was from out of town. I could have told him where I was from, plus my name.

I don't know why it's so hard to talk to someone you like. Maybe it's that you don't want to make a mistake. But I think it's something else that makes you freeze up. Whatever causes it isn't important because you're going to do it every time no matter what the reason is.

When I was getting on the bus that was about to leave town, I had a great idea. Get off the bus and catch up with Virgil. My words were in my head when I was climbing up the steps.

"I can't leave."

I started to turn while I was still on the steps but other people were filing on. I figured I could step up and let them get past. I don't know why I sat down. I was pretty sure I could say those words to Virgil and that it would be okay. It was all set up for his reply.

"Don't go."

I wouldn't have to say anything after that. We would just go back to his place. Eventually we would talk because it could have given us another 24 hours, and sooner or later one of us would have made the mistake of telling the truth.

I say all of this like we wanted each other badly and just couldn't make it happen. There is an assumption on my part that Virgil felt the same way I did.

I don't know how he felt. If I am convinced he liked me, I can't prove it. It's a hunch. Also, that's how I wanted him to feel, so it's easy for me to build it up in my mind like it's reality, like there was something very real between him and me.

There is actually more to the bus thing than you realize. I did get on it and leave town 24 hours after I had met him. It was around lunchtime I got to town and so it was around lunch when I left.

The two of us said goodbye without any outward sign that we didn't want to. I couldn't read anything in him and I know that I was putting on a show of making a formal goodbye out of it. Like I was hiding something, which I was.

It would have been a whole lot better if I had started crying or something. Then I could have told him why. Or I could have lied and he would have seen through it and he would have known how much I wanted him.

But you have to turn the clock back to the day before when I was about to take a bus out at 6 p.m. Virgil told me I didn't need to be in such a hurry to leave Salt Lake.

"I've got a room," he said, "if you don't mind sleeping on the floor."

"I don't mind."

When you've been sleeping on the bus, a floor is actually comfortable. You can stretch out. Sometimes that's all you need.

I don't know where Virgil is from, but possibly Georgia. That's the problem with only knowing somebody for 24 hours. You might not get all that stuff nailed down about where they stay and who they know.

If I remember correctly, I don't think I told Virgil where I live. I told him I was traveling all over the U.S. and he might not have a clue what part of the country I'm actually from.

I've got an accent and so does he, but that's no way to find somebody. I hope that I just walk into the Blue Depot Cafe and there he is. I don't think it would be difficult for me to tell him what I want. The speech is not going to be rehearsed. If you are putting your feelings out there, you can make yourself understood.

There's no guarantee of how he feels. He might just say he has no idea who I am. And that could be the truth or it could just be a way of saying that he doesn't care.

It would hurt, but not much compares to how bad I have felt since the day I left. I have to see him if I can, I have to tell him I'm in love with him. After that it's out of my hands. Of course, it may not get that far if I can't find him.

I won't mind riding the bus again. There's no way forward that I can think of but looking for Virgil. People ask me what I want to do with my life. What life? Without Virgil, it's empty.

As for other guys, the ones who are supposed to make me forget about him, that won't change anything.

It shouldn't have ended the way it did. It was only a word or two away from something better.

I know that it could have
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