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A WEEK AND SOME CHANGE


Six




You know that early morning feeling when nothing really matters or registers except how great it feels to sleep? You might’ve been shot in the neck the night before, but in the first minute or two upon waking up, nothing seems as bad as it was. Well, none of that applied at seven the next morning.

I uncoiled from my fetal position and rolled onto my knees without lifting my face from the mattress. I remained in that position, face-down on the sheets with my ass in the air like a cat in heat. If I didn’t open my eyes, I thought, I wouldn’t have to start my day. And if I didn’t start my day, I wouldn’t have to deal with the inevitable.

I wasn’t much of a procrastinator, however, even when I tried to be. I pried my head from the fabric, lowered my hindquarters, and put my feet on the hardwood floor. Banksy unfurled at the foot of the bed and maw’d, not at me or anything in particular; it was the need to be recognized. Kind of like us, in a way. Good morning, I’m alive. Just thought you’d like to know.

The god of pain was on my side and spared me the vile headache of the day before, though he or she was pleasant enough to guide my pinky toe into the corner of my dresser on the way out of the bedroom. I hobbled into the kitchen where my phone sat on the counter. I might have been the only person left in existence who still used an actual alarm clock radio. There’s nothing like hearing John T. wail, “Welcome to the Morning Show with your host, myself, the one and only, Mrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr. John T., on Pittsburgh’s only station for everything news, everything grooves, and everything you can uuuuuuse from seven till eleven on The Power dubya six-seventy ay em!”

I pressed “brew” on my coffee machine and shuffled to the bathroom, where I admired the caricature that was supposed to be my reflection. My eyes were sunken in and black around the sockets, which were looking like actual skull sockets. My lips were white and dry. Thank goodness I kept my hair cropped extremely short or I might have had one more reason to purse my face.

I showered in all of two minutes, and that included brushing my teeth. Saying I towel dried would be generous. I threw on khakis, my polo, and a pair of weather-beaten loafers, capped my travel coffee mug, and fled my apartment like it was a crime scene, leaving no time for idle thought. I didn’t, however, anticipate the possibility of those idle thoughts stalking me during my commute. They didn’t take long to manifest as I pulled out of my parking spot, so I turned on the radio – John T. serving as a distraction would suffice.

The café downstairs from my office made a mean oatmeal complete with honey, fruit, and nuts. I made it a point to linger and chat with some comrades I’d made during my four years of employment in the building. When I could no longer find anyone to converse with, I headed to the elevator by myself.

I pressed the appropriate button and watched the doors close, my hands folded one on top of the other in front of my genitals, coffee mug in tow – which I’m sure epitomized every white-collar worker to ever ride in an elevator. As I was staring blankly, listening to the orchestra’s version of Für Elise, a wonderful thought crept its way into my head. A sudden rush of euphoria washed over me, and I beamed large, like Mowgli at the end of The Jungle Book.

Tracy was alive. Not dead. The opposite of dead. She was breathing and smiling and working and … not dead. I’d spent more than twelve hours completely distraught. Why? It was a simple blip in the cosmic radar. I’d had a momentary lapse of sanity. Wouldn’t be the first time in history. Wouldn’t be the last.

So I made up my mind. I’d just been given a second chance to get to know Tracy, and I’d be damned if I would let anything or anyone – including myself – get in the way of that.

Of course, buried deep down inside, behind my sudden nirvana, I was still a wreck. But it’s amazing what the prospect of a conversation with a beautiful woman can do. Especially one you thought you’d never talk to again.


Seven


“Jake, buddy, I’m going to have to a take a rain check for tonight. I’ve had a pounding headache for the last two days and I just need to relax and sleep it off. Maybe we can move it to tomorrow night instead. Give me a call back and let me know.”

I hated lying. Even more so when it was to Jake. He’d been my best buddy ever since our freshman year at the University of Pittsburgh (where I’d graduated and he’d dropped out midway through our sophomore year). But on this day, lying to him felt justified. At least, that’s what I told myself. And what better way to convince yourself than by the tireless belief in your own convictions, I say.

My phone rang not two minutes after I left the message. I let Jake end up at my voicemail and waited for his response. He was understanding and compassionate, which jabbed me with a pang of guilt (quickly replaced by the uncomfortable but welcome sensation of butterflies in my diaphragm). Jake fell out of my consciousness faster than my Uncle Ed falls out of his own after his bottle of Rare Eagle.

For the second day in a row, I found a parking spot in front of the restaurant. I monied the meter and entered. The cold air felt much nicer this time.

The bar had some lingering regulars but was fairly dead for a Thursday night. My mother occupied the same wooden stool with the black faux-leather cushion she’d sat on for twenty-nine years. I checked the clock above the bar. Six.

“Hey!” Mom yelled a bit too loudly from the across the room. But everything was loud in Mom’s world. “You look much better.”

“I feel much better,” I said, rubbing my temples. Only I wasn’t referring to the “headache.” I walked over to her.

“What’s the story? Why are you here on movie night?”

“I missed out on my food yesterday – screw the movies.” I scanned the bar. “Where’s Tracy?”

Mom smiled. “Ahhhhh.”

I rolled my eyes. “Just wondering why no one is behind the bar. Thought maybe you scared her off.”

“She’s in the kitchen.” She stepped closer to me. “You’re not going to scare her off, are you? What, with stories like last night.”

“No, Ma. I told you, I just had a bad headache. It fuc—” I corrected myself “—screwed me all up.”

“I had one of my mine last week. Sure are overwhelming, sometimes.” She stroked my cheek. “I’m just glad you’re better. I hope they aren’t a regular thing for you.”

Tracy walked out of the kitchen.

“I hope they’re not either,” I said, my sight set on the bartender with the sparking gray eyes. She spoke to the three amigos sitting in the center of the bracket-shaped bar. I could hear one rambling about the Pirates pitching and how they would fix it if they were in charge. Thursday night general manager.

“Go sit,” my mother said, shaking her head and smiling. “I’ll tell Martini to make your food.”

As I moved for my stool, Tracy’s eyes lifted from her customers.

“Well, hello, Mr. Andrew. Good to see you again.”

Her voice slackened my jaw. I closed it quickly, hoping she wouldn’t notice, although I was sure amigo-number-one had. He donned a stupid grin and stared at me.

“Hi, there,” I replied. It came out the way a father would greet his child.

“Feeling better?”

“Like a million bucks. Some sleep did the trick.”

“Temple-rubbing relief didn’t last, huh?”

“Nah. But your hands felt amazing.” Whoops. I held my breath and waited for her reaction.

She recoiled, playfully, and wiped down the bar in front of me. “Is that so?” she said, either paying close attention to what she was cleaning or being shy about what I’d said. I went with the latter.

“I mean …” Nope, there was no recovering from it, so I just stopped talking.

“Beer?” She winked.

A wink. Phew.

I ate my food and watched some of the baseball game while Tracy tended her bar and poured countless drinks for the extraordinarily busy dining room. The three amigos eventually bid their adieus and made their way out a bit past seven, leaving just Tracy and me. My mother flittered about, as per usual, but the dinner rush eventually lulled and she finally retired to her office.

“How has Pittsburgh been treating you so far?” I asked.

Tracy pulled her head up from the chicken parmesan sandwich she’d just bitten into. Cheese stretched from the plate to her mouth, and she tried to break it with her fingers. Her eyes widened and the corners of her lips curled into an unembarrassed smirk. “It’s been fantastic,” she mumbled, her voice deadened by the bread on her tongue. The sandwich must have been hot because she winced slightly. She chewed and swallowed, and then took a drink of club soda. “It’s beautiful, and the people are friendly.”

People are friendly because you’re beautiful, I thought. “Pittsburgh can be a lot of fun. And I guess beautiful, sure. I never really thought about it that way.”

“It’s so unique,” she said. “I used to come and visit my friend here, and it always stood out to me as a great place. It’s a city, but it’s also a town. People say the same thing about Boston, but I think it really applies here. It just feels like home.” She bit into her sandwich again, this time severing all cheese strings in the process. Her eyes nearly rolled into the back of her skull in delight.

I forked at the remaining pasta and rabe on my dish, stuffed but still desiring the taste. “I think a place is what you make of it, you know? If you’re
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