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    Dedicated to all those who've supported me, especially F & Z

      

    


I’m sure I’m not the only one out there who found their early 40s not all that they were advertised to be when we were growing up. When I was a kid, I thought this meant that I was going to be well into adulthood at this point, with a wife, kids, a high-paying career, and a house in the suburbs, golden retriever optional, and if I was truly lucky, a bright green lawn that I could make the neighbors jealous with.

Instead, 42 for me pretty much looked like my 20s, except I could finally afford the things I wanted to do in my 20s. I still lived in an apartment, still played video games, and while my job wasn’t great, it wasn’t terrible either. I was a pretty respectable graphic designer working for a pretty respectable advertising firm making good, if not great money, but enough that I was finally almost able to annihilate my student loans, and since the pandemic I had been able to work from home and stay working at home. Getting to make a living doing what I was good at, valued by a company that had no interest in replacing me with AI, all while working in my sweatpants?

Yeah, I was living the dream. Maybe not the dream I had growing up, sure, but it was a pretty damn good one, I like to think.

For a time, anyway, I even managed to check off one of those “adult” things and actually get married. I’d met Melissa in college through a friend of a friend, and after a few years of remaining something like friends of friends, we found ourselves the only two without someone to kiss at a New Year’s Party. Melissa was always on the quiet side, a mousy, slender girl with curly brown hair and a cute face who I knew to be incredibly smart, and I was the ex-jock who’d been trying to turn his life around and actually earn some decent grades. We were not the most intuitive match, but we knew each other well enough by the time of that fateful party to say “what the hell” with a bit of alcohol in our systems and kiss.

That kiss became three years of dating, followed by eleven years of marriage that were mostly what I could call the happiest years of my life. Of course, as you can probably pick up from the words I’ve chosen so far, this wasn’t one of those things that was meant to last. Between stresses in our jobs (particularly her traveling for work so much she was nearly home as much as she wasn’t) and disagreements over whether or not we wanted kids (I did, she didn’t), it eventually got to be too much and we separated, then finally just divorced, leaving me something of a walking cliché of the forty-something divorcee. We kept amicable, and even managed to be something resembling occasional friends, but by this age I was ready to just settle in with this being my life, understanding that each day would be like the last and save for the occasional vacation I’d take, life had no real surprises to me.

Of course, it’s in moments like this where you think you know absolutely everything, and everything gets into a groove, that life tends to throw you curveballs to remind you that you don’t know shit and that there are plenty of surprises left to show you.

And I guess you could say that life had a pretty fucking huge curveball to throw me.

***
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I tried not to live too much like a stereotypical bachelor these days, but I still found my way of managing this. My fridge these days was always filled with my favorite foods, I enjoyed blasting my music without headphones, and made my own hours, which often had my schedule all over the place. Since I could set my own hours at work, I could pretty much do whatever, whenever, when I was ahead, and when this story begins properly, I was already ahead on a number of big campaign projects, and thought I’d earned a little extra time to relax.

That’s why I found myself on that fateful day jogging, and feeling pretty good about myself, getting lost in my footfalls and enjoying the early summer Southern California air before it got too hot.

Now, I’ll admit that I didn’t look the same at 42 as I did at 21; I had some silver in my stubble, and wasn’t quite in my peak physical shape, but even now I was still in pretty great condition for a guy my age. At a muscular 6’2”, with sandy blonde hair and cool blue eyes, I knew I had a pretty handsome face, made even more distinguished with the tightly trimmed, well-groomed beard I’d been playing with ever since I started working from home. Jogging in my tank top, athletic shorts and tennis shoes, with my earbuds piping in tunes form my favorite oldies playlist, I knew I turned a few heads of the ladies in our neighborhood. This was attention I thoroughly enjoyed, even if I was still a little gunshy on acting on it by how things had ended between Melissa and me. I liked how it felt when they looked at me, but feared what I might say or do (or not say or do) if anyone actually tried to talk to me.

Nevertheless, I won’t say I didn’t enjoy how those stares stroked my ego, even if I was doing all my own stroking otherwise these days.

Even though we were just edging into summer, it was threatening to be a fairly hot one today, and I’d worked up a pretty good sweat by the time I’d gotten back to my building. I was looking forward to getting inside, turning on
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