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“I had this dream last night,” Jeff says, and for some reason I ask him what it was about.

“I dreamed that I killed every dog that lives on my hall.”

Coming from anyone else, this would sound weird.

“I had set these traps, right outside my door,” he goes on, “and whenever one of the little bastards came running past, yelping and barking and doing all the things that keep me from getting to sleep every night, he would get yanked right back into my apartment through a trapdoor. And then, once I had him, I drowned him in the bathtub. It went on for about four or five dogs.”

“What about their owners?” I ask, after a gulp of my orange juice. “Were they pissed?”

“They weren’t in the dream,” he says, momentarily puzzled. But then he continues. “It’s not that I hate dogs—”

“You do hate dogs,” I say.

“Okay, I do hate dogs. But at least with most of the dogs in this city, I respect their right to live. Not these dogs. These little buggers I hate the way Bernie hates salad. These, I think we’d be better off without.”

Jeff is off on a rant, and all I can do is stand here, trying to remember if he’s even told me why he has come to my apartment at eight o’clock in the morning to wake me up and tell me about his dog dreams.

He is stretched out on the sofa in the middle of my living room, his brown suede jacket still on but his shoes off. His very long legs are hanging over one end of the sofa, each one capped in a brand-new sweat sock as brilliantly white as a snowball, and his head is propped on a pillow at the other end. Jeff has very short, sandy brown hair that never looks messed up. He used to have a goatee, but he shaved it off, and this has had the effect of making him look even skinnier, which I never thought was possible.

Another thing I never thought possible was that I would be up at eight o’clock this morning, listening to a story about dogs. Dream dogs, at that.

“When I signed the lease, it said in red letters, right at the top of the page: No Pets Allowed,” Jeff says. “And I thought, ‘Great, no pets in the building.’ But instead, it turns out that the only apartment in the whole building that’s not allowed to have pets is mine. Turns out every other apartment in the building actually came with a dog.”

It’s at this point, groggy and barefoot in my big blue bathrobe, that I finally decide to cut Jeff off and ask him what the hell he’s doing in my apartment so early on a Friday morning. But before I can swallow my current mouthful of cornflakes and get the words out, he has changed the subject.

“So,” he says, swinging a pair of blazing white feet onto the floor and folding himself into a seated position that brings his knees too close to his chin. “Tell me about this chick you met at the Fairway.”

And I am totally blown away.

How in the world could he know about the girl at the Fairway? It’s been about sixteen hours since I met the girl at the Fairway, and I’m not even sure I’ve told anybody about her.


“Bernie told me,” he says, before I can say anything. So apparently I told Bernie. Still…

“She hot?” comes the inevitable question, and the answer is yes.



To sum up:

Yesterday afternoon I was in the express line at the Fairway supermarket on Broadway between 74th and 75th streets. The place was mobbed, of course, as it is every day, and I was about sixty-seventh in line, cradling a half gallon of orange juice under one arm and holding a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Phish Food in my other hand. From behind me, I heard a woman singing.

“How you gonna do it if you really don’t wanna dance…”

Surprised, I turned, found her smiling at me, and told her she sounded good. But I guess I mumbled. I do that sometimes.

“What?” she asked. “It didn’t sound good?”

“No, no,” I said. “I said it did.”

“Oh,” smiling again. “Thanks.”

She was dressed all in black—black leather jacket over a black turtleneck, short black skirt, black stockings and black boots. She even had a pile of curly black hair to top it all off. Then she asked me a question about my coat, which led to a conversation about what we both did for a living (long line, remember?), and before I knew what was happening, she had taken a CD out of her purse, opened it, written her phone numbers on the inside of the liner notes and handed it to me.

“Call me,” she said, “and let me know what you think.”

It was her CD, and by that I mean she had recorded it. Her picture was on the cover, along with her name, which was Linda Lane, and she had given me a CD of her own music to listen to. And her phone numbers—home and cell—to call and let her know if I liked it.


It was a dazzling experience, and the kind that perfectly illustrates the difference between merely visiting New York City and living your actual everyday life here. For every oblivious jerk who stops in front of you to let his dog relieve itself, there’s a pretty recording artist just dying to give you her phone number while you wait in line at the grocery store.



“Gotta love New York,” Jeff says upon hearing the story. “So, you gonna call her?”

“Of course I’m going to call her,” I say. “I’m not exactly in a position to turn down offers like this.”

“You listen to the CD yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Sweet,” Jeff says, bouncing off the couch and heading, inexplicably, for the door.

“Hey, where are you going?” I ask.

“I’m going back to my place, catch a few more hours sleep,” he says.

“What?”

“Yeah. I just woke up and I had to hear this story. But I was out till four. I gotta get some more sleep.”

“Whatever, man. Drop in any time.” Trying to make a joke.

“You know I will,” not getting it. “And by the way, here’s a free tip.”

“Yeah?”

“You liked the CD.”

“Thanks,” I say. “I probably could’ve figured that out on my own.”



My building has a Pakistani doorman who thinks I play for the Yankees. I do not play for the Yankees. I don’t even work for the Yankees. Being a sportswriter who covers the Yankees, I happen to go to almost all of their games. Yousef, the doorman, sees me leave at two o’clock in the afternoon, and he sees me come home after midnight. Some days, he sees me lugging suitcases out the front door as I head to the airport for a road trip. I don’t know how many hours a week Yousef works, but it seems like he’s always there.

When I leave for the game, he wishes me good luck. When I come home, he asks how I did. A long time ago, I stopped trying to explain to Yousef that I don’t play for the Yankees. Now, when he wishes me good luck, I thank him. And when he asks how the game went, I always say it went great. He must think the Yankees win every single game.

To be fair, Yousef’s green marble desk in the lobby does not have a television on which he could watch the Yankees, so he’s never seen me play. (Or, more accurately, never seen me not play.) And it’s doubtful that he collected baseball cards when he was a kid growing up in Pakistan. So it’s pretty easy to excuse Yousef for not knowing anything about baseball. Truth be told, it’s nice to have somebody wish you good luck on your way to work every day.



On this particular Friday—the one that began with Jeff in my apartment quizzing me about Fairway Girl—there is no baseball game scheduled at Yankee Stadium. That’s because it’s November, and the baseball season has been over for weeks. As usual, the Yankees dragged it out for an extra month, going all the way to the seventh game of the World Series before finally making it interesting for a change and losing to the Arizona Diamondbacks.

Usually, once the baseball season ends, I need a few weeks before I can feel normal again. This year, those weeks started later than usual, and it’s only now that I’m back on my feet, shaving semiregularly and ready to rejoin society. On this day, I need a haircut, but first I need cash, so I actually have to walk three blocks past the haircut place to my bank, get cash from the ATM, and go back to get my hair cut. And while this doesn’t sound like much of an effort, you must understand. When you live in a neighborhood in which everything you could possibly need is within a three-block radius, three blocks can sure seem like a long way. Especially when you’re in your third week of baseball hangover.

I plod down three flights of stairs because the elevator is out again. In the lobby, Yousef is arranging letters on the message board and, of course, smiling.

“Mr. Jackson!” Yousef speaks in exclamation points. “You have a game today?”

“No, Yousef. There’s no game tonight. The season is over.”

“Oh,” he replies, with uncharacteristic understanding. “Okay. You have a good day now!”



The barbershop is tiny and smells strongly of shampoo, mousse, and take-out falafel. There are four chairs and three stylists, and I have never seen another living customer in the place. My best guess is that they stay in business by overcharging and by giving thousands and thousands of haircuts during Yankee road trips, when I am not around.

It’s the kind of place that really brings home the inadequacy of the chain haircut places—those stale suburban assembly lines with names like “UltraCuts” where the people cutting your hair would just as soon be trimming the hedges in their backyard. A place like this one, complete with the barber pole hanging by the front window and a perpetual pile of hair being swept up from around the chairs, makes you feel like you’re really in a barbershop.

My barber is a young Italian guy named Paolo. And by “Italian” I mean “from Italy,” not “of Italian descent.” His sense of style, both in his clothing and his own incomprehensible haircut, give the impression that he woke up this morning in Europe and caught a train into Manhattan for work. Today, for example, he is wearing bright red jeans with a chain hanging out of one of the pockets, a grungy black T-shirt, and red and blue streaks through the one side of his hair that isn’t shaved down to the skin. I once told Paolo he could cut my hair any way he wanted to cut it, so long as it didn’t look like his. He laughed, but then again, he always laughs. That’s probably because he’s very friendly and neither one of us understands a single word the other one says.

I’m not kidding. It’s a miracle my hair doesn’t come out different every single time. I sit in that chair and I tell him what I want, and he nods, in spite of the blank look on his face. It’s a fascinating relationship, really. We’re in each other’s company for a half hour once a month. He says something, I laugh. I say something, he laughs. At the end, my hair looks okay, I give him thirty bucks, and we part. He couldn’t be nicer, although I guess he could be cursing me and calling me awful names the whole time and I’d never know it. He could actually be telling me he snipped a two-inch gash in the back of my neck and that I needed an ambulance, and I’d never know that either.

But every now and then Paolo communicates to me an unmistakable sentiment. Paolo’s window faces 75th Street, half a block off Broadway, around the corner from the aforementioned Fairway grocery. And whenever a nice-looking girl walks by the window, the haircut stops so that Paolo can enlist me in his leering.

“Eh! Eh!” is the sound that immediately follows the cessation of the snipping. “Youzie uh? Youzie uh? Vurranace, eh?”

And of course I agree, because he’s smiling and nodding his head as he says whatever it is he’s saying.


And of course this is exactly what happens today. This time the exclamations are accompanied by a violent shaking of Paolo’s right hand, as if he’d just jerked it back from a stovetop burner. I play along, looking out the window and spotting young Miss Linda Lane, striding down 75th Street, unaware of her audience, dressed all in black and with headphones in her ears, singing as she walks.

My reaction sparks something in Paolo, who asks, “Eh? You noehr? You nodis gul?”

“I met her yesterday,” I reply, assuming I know what he said. “In the Fairway.”

“Eh? In eh Furray? Disgul? Vurranace. Vurranace.”

“Yes, very nice.”

“You gonna tiggerat? You go at widur?”

And I really don’t know what the answer is.

Strangely, I do know what the question is. But apart from being flabbergasted at my sudden ability to decipher Paolo, I really don’t know if I’m going to take out Linda Lane. In spite of what I told Jeff, I really don’t know if I’m even going to call her.

See, things have been a little weird lately.

I’ve been seeing ghosts.

Relationship ghosts, I call them. Eerie visitors from my romantic past. Women I never thought I’d see again. Some women I never wanted to see again. In the past three weeks, I have had random encounters with three different women with whom I once shared some sort of serious emotional relationship. Some of them appear to want something, others don’t. But as you can imagine, it’s starting to get weird.

So I ponder Linda Lane. I marvel at the story itself—that someone would give me her phone numbers on her own CD just minutes after meeting me in line at the Fairway. I go through all the usual questions: Why did she like me? Did I like her? Am I interested enough to pursue this? Is this music as bad as I think it is? And I wonder what I’ll say when and if I call. But on top of all of this usual stuff there is another, new concern. One brought on by the relationship ghosts of the past few weeks. And because of that, I worry.

Even more than usual.
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It all started at Midway Airport in Chicago, at six o’clock on a Monday morning. I was on my way home from Arizona after Game Two of the World Series, hustling to make a connection, brushing past I don’t know how many hundreds of people waiting in line for other flights, to Cleveland, Nashville, Jacksonville, New Orleans…when I spotted a golden mushroom cap of blond hair that I’d once known very well.

As I plowed ahead through the masses (what were so many people doing here at this insane hour?), thoughts bounced around in my head like ping-pong balls. Thoughts like “It couldn’t be her” and “Should I go back and say something?” and “Nah, it’s just a coincidence.”

But New Orleans was the key. The hair was in line to board a flight to New Orleans. And the last time I’d heard from Mary Ann, three years earlier, she had just taken a job in New Orleans. Between that and the hair, there was no doubt. It had to be her in line for that flight.

If not for the hair, I never would have given that line a second look. Nobody else wore her hair like that. Nobody else would have spent so much time and so much money to make it look exactly like that every time. It was her, all right, and that’s why going back made so little sense.

But there I was, sitting and staring at a sign that said GATE C8, an hour and twenty minutes before my scheduled departure, and I decided for some reason that I had to know. I had no idea what I would say if we made eye contact. I had nothing in particular I wanted to say to her. We hadn’t parted on good terms, and I’ve never wished we had.

Still, I went back.

Now, I am not a superstitious person. I’m not a big believer in fate or destiny or some otherworldly element that predetermines the outcome of my life. I believe to some extent in luck, but I think that actually jives with my views on fate and destiny, since it acknowledges a randomness not governed by any outside forces.

What I really believe, though, is that every now and then, when the universe takes the time to try and tell us something, it’s our responsibility to hear what it has to say. And while it wasn’t entirely bizarre (since I travel so much) to walk past Mary Ann in an airport three years after we’d said our last bitter words to each other, it wasn’t as if I was always bumping into old girlfriends in strange places.

At least not back then.

So I went back. I went back to the line for New Orleans, coming at her head-on this time, and once I caught a look at her sleepy face I knew for sure that it was her. I also knew, all of a sudden, that I wasn’t going to say anything to her. I don’t know why, but that’s the decision I made, and for a few seconds I felt pretty good about it.

Problem was, just as I thought I would get through it without having to engage in actual conversation, there was eye contact. Yessir, we looked right into each other’s eyes. And as I picked up speed and cruised past her, I heard her say, “Jack?”


It took everything I had not to turn around, and the only thing that saved me was the fact that I was prepared for this and she was not. I ducked into the alcove in front of the men’s room and hoped she would decide she’d made a mistake. It dawned on me that she could follow me this far, so I actually went into the men’s room, where I spent the next fifteen minutes standing around, getting funny looks from the few people who were in there at that hour, wondering if I could have picked a hideout that smelled better, and flipping through the Cliff’s Notes version of my relationship with Mary Ann in the short time it deserved.



I never really liked Mary Ann, which sounds weird considering we dated for more than a year. But sometimes you can trick yourself into things, especially when someone’s smiling back at you.

Mary Ann and I went out because I asked, and because we found each other attractive, and because we enjoyed having sex with each other. But I never really liked being with her all that much. She was a snob. She was self-centered. She had a dog.

We met at a party thrown by a guy I worked with in Boston. She was an old friend of his, and we happened to get introduced. We had a pleasant enough conversation during which I discovered we shared a mutual love of food. She won me over when she asked me what was the most disgusting thing I’d ever eaten.

The question caught me off guard. Even now, I’m not sure of the answer, because it may well be something my memory blocked out. A small fly that flew into my mouth? A piece of earwax I mistook for a crumb of pizza crust? So I hemmed and hawed and smiled, eventually telling her I had no answer for her. Smiling back through a face that always seemed slightly crooked under that gold-mushroom hairdo, she blurted out, “Mayonnaise and grape jelly on saltines.”

Which, I had to admit, was gross.

But hey, she was opening up. It was charming.

A couple of days later I called and left her a message. She didn’t call me back for almost two weeks, during which time I had two very bland dates with a nice but uninteresting girl named Tina who actually picked me up in a bar. When Mary Ann did call, she once again caught me by surprise. I was home, on a Thursday night, watching Duke play North Carolina and thinking about whether I ever wanted to call Tina again. She called, apologized (but offered no reason) for not calling sooner, and we talked for a long time. I know it was a long time because the game was over by the time we hung up and I had no idea who’d won.

Our first date was a Red Sox game at Fenway Park, which was strange for me because at the time I was covering the Red Sox for the Boston Herald and not in the practice of going to games on my days off. But having learned I was interested in baseball, Mary Ann pressed me to take her to a game. It was the first and last considerate gesture she made while we were dating, and I quickly discovered that it was a hollow one. Mary Ann had no interest in baseball, and she never made an attempt to develop one. That may be one of the main reasons it didn’t work out for us. Not the fact that she didn’t like baseball, mind you. By no means would that have been a deal breaker. It’s just that it’s hard when you want to talk about your day at work and the person you want to talk to has no interest.

Or it could be that I just, as I’ve already said, didn’t like her.

Our breakup was bad, but I think we both wanted it to be. She was leaving in two weeks for the new job in New Orleans. Months earlier we’d talked about the long distance thing, but by this point neither of us really wanted to see the other again, let alone talk for hours on the phone. Because of my schedule, following the baseball team around the country, we’d already spent enough time on the phone to know we didn’t enjoy it. So we had a clean split. After the night we broke up by phone, we never spoke to each other again.

I was on the road, in Toronto. I had a day game and a dinner reservation, and the phone call that came in after the former meant the latter was biting the dust. After about four hours that generated a whopper of an international phone bill, we hung up, neither one of us in tears. The next day, as I flew to Chicago, she went to my apartment, removed all of her stuff (plus three of my CDs), left the key on the dinner table and walked out of my life.



Three years later I found myself at Midway Airport at half past you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me in the morning, hiding out in the bathroom because I didn’t think it would be a good idea to talk to her. It was possible, considering the tone of the last phone conversation we’d had, that she’d been saving up for three years to slap me. It was possible, considering the way I felt about her, that the first words out of my mouth would not have been charitable ones. It was possible that we would have a nice, if uncomfortable, conversation about how things were going and how the past three years had been.

Anything was possible, really. But I have no idea how that conversation might have gone, because I chickened out. I stayed in that airport men’s room as long as I thought it would take Mary Ann to get on that plane, and when I came back out, she was gone. The universe may have been trying to tell me something, but I didn’t want to hear its opinion on this issue.

So, as I settled into my first-class seat, I was overcome by an unfamiliar concern that I had misplayed some cosmic opportunity. Why would she have been there at this moment, a month before my thirtieth birthday and a month after my live-in girlfriend had moved out? What if she had something important to say, and now I’d never know? What harm could it have actually done to stop and say hi, ask how she was doing?

Mary Ann? Yeah, it’s me. Yeah, it’s been a while. So, are you still crazy?

Or something like that.

But I didn’t stop, didn’t talk, didn’t find out, and now it seems to have started something very disturbing. Mary Ann appears to have been my Marley’s Ghost, and I’m starting to wonder how many spirits will be visiting me in the coming weeks, months, and years.
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“Man,” Bernie says, wiping the Guinness foam out of the bushy black hair on his upper lip. “That’s weird.”

I’ve just finished telling him the story of almost bumping into Mary Ann at the airport, and he’s processing it. We’re at the Dublin House on 79th Street between Broadway and Amsterdam, finishing up a Saturday night that’s already gone on way too long. We started out watching a basketball game across the street at Blondie’s, but we came over here because the game was a blowout, the Golden Tee machine at Blondie’s was in use, and the Dublin House is home to New York City’s coolest bartender.

The bartender’s name is Mike. He’s a short, white-haired guy from Dublin, complete with the accent, the friendly handshake, and the uncanny ability to drop into easy conversation with any other human. He knows the name of every person currently seated at his bar, and we’re now at the point in the night where he’s handing out free shots of Jameson’s Irish whiskey with every other round of beer we order. Soon he’ll start drinking it with us.

Were it not so beloved by the residents of this neighborhood, Mike’s place would have to be called a dive. Even when the patrons are only one-deep at the bar, it’s hard to squeeze between the stools and the old wooden booths along the opposite wall to get back to where the bathrooms and the jukebox are. When it’s crowded, forget about it. Beyond the dingy corridor that is the bar area, there is a room in the back that looks as if it were recently unearthed by archaeologists who started to set up for a picnic but then quit. There are ramshackle booths barely attached to the walls and a couple of scattered tables and chairs in the middle. The heavy wooden beams on the ceiling draw your attention because they look as if they are about to fall and crush you. There is no emergency exit door in the back room, which means in case of fire you’d have to try and fight your way to the front door, which means you would die. Almost no one ever sits in that room, because the Dublin House employs no wait staff. If you want beer and you’re in the back room, you have to get up, go see Mike at the bar, and bring the beer back. And that can take all night.

But there’s something about the place, and it’s probably Mike’s personality. No matter how crowded it looks when you go in, he always waves you down to some miraculously empty spot at the bar, where he shakes your hand, asks how you’ve been and processes your drink order as if it’s the thing that gives him his life’s greatest joy. The place also has plenty of Springsteen, Tom Waits, and Irish drinking songs on the jukebox. And if you come during the week, it’s all locals and regulars, which is nice.

On this particular Saturday night, Bernie is engulfing the stool next to me, all three hundred pounds of him, and I’m waiting for his reaction to my ghost story. Bernie always has a reaction, and an opinion, and the latter is always worth hearing. He’s staring past me now, maybe looking at the TV way down at the other end of the bar to get a hockey score or something, and he takes another pull of his Guinness. He is, as always, impeccably dressed, complete with the ever-present sport coat, perfectly shined shoes, slicked-back hair, and a manicured goatee. Bernie is fat—tremendously fat—but he is anything but sloppy. And in spite of his physical dimensions, Bernie is what you might call a chick magnet. This is a rare night, actually, because it’s three o’clock in the morning and he’s sitting here with me, in a bar practically devoid of women, instead of home with some new blonde. But I guess when you’re Bernie, you have to take a Saturday night off every now and then.

I guarantee you’ve never seen anything like Bernie with women. He’s the best I’ve ever seen—a wonder to me and an absolute idol to Jeff, who, in spite of his own New York Smooth Guy act, is totally in awe of him. Jeff will sit with Bernie for hours, talking over the big man’s latest conquests. Jeff will never make a move with a new girl without checking it out with Bernie first. Of course, Jeff also refuses to introduce a girl to Bernie, for fear that she will fall immediately under his spell and forget him forever. He asks Bernie for tips, advice, stories, leftover phone numbers. Jeff can’t get enough. Bernie is his sensai, and Jeff is the eager grasshopper, desperate for knowledge as he aspires to greatness.

The amazing thing is that it all comes so naturally to Bernie. Some guys were born to play baseball. Some were born to play jazz. Bernie was born to woo women, and to watch him work is to watch Jeter turn a double play or to listen to Coltrane.

He doesn’t actually do much, because he doesn’t have to. Women are drawn to Bernie. When pressed, they say it’s his confidence. They call him charming. They call him warm. And I once had a woman tell me that Bernie was the best sex she’d ever had. This I cannot picture—will not picture—for Bernie cannot possibly look good naked. I do, however, like to watch him at a bar—the effortless way he has of greeting his admirers, of buying them drinks, of letting the runners-up down easy and of closing the deal with the night’s winner. He’s class all the way, and his quiet confidence is obvious even to those who aren’t attracted to him.

He does not have a technique to emulate, and it would be impossible for him to teach anyone the way he does it—he just does it. He humors Jeff, and I think he enjoys being worshipped, but he knows Jeff will continue being Jeff, and successful in his own right. When Jeff is down about women and reaching out for Bernie, I pity Jeff, for I know what he does not—that he’ll never be Bernie, no matter how much he learns or how hard he tries. I know this about myself too, and it is for that reason that I am generally not in the business of asking Bernie for advice about women.

But this time I believe I’ve brought him something new. And since this is his passion—since he has studied the fairer sex as deeply as Newton studied gravity and Darwin heredity—I figure he’ll at least get a kick out of what’s been going on in my life.

“And how many more did you say there have been?” he asks, after a brief moment alone with his thoughts and his beer.

“Two, counting Connie.”

“So three altogether.”

“In three weeks.”

“In three weeks, yes,” he says, fingers tented in front of his lips, like Socrates processing the answer and preparing his next question.

The longer he thinks, the more I start to believe there’s some great wisdom coming. Bernie, as I said, always has an opinion. But this time, after another long minute of waiting, Bernie comes through with a pretty disappointing answer.

“That’s weird, man,” he says again, and has another sip.

“Yeah,” I say, disappointed but playing it cool. “So I’m figuring, this girl I met at the Fairway, I can’t really be taking her out when I’m already trying to figure out what to do with these other ones and I’m terrified that my senior prom date is lurking right around the corner.”

“Nah,” he says. “You should definitely take her out. The Fairway girl, I mean. Not the prom date.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah, man. Absolutely. I mean think about it. For the rest of your life you’re going to tell people this story. About the chick you met at the grocery store who gave you her numbers on her own CD. It’s a great story, man. I mean, great. And whenever you tell it, people are going to ask you, ‘So, did you call her? Did you go out with her? What happened?’ You gotta have something to say. The story’s got to have an ending.”

Beautiful. I came looking for advice, and the man has looked over the next forty years of my life and planned my conversations for me. I’m going to call her. I tell him this, and he nods.

“One more, then hit the road?” he asks.

“Sure,” I say.

We clink shot glasses with Mike, drain our complimentary Jameson’s, and head over to the video golf game with new, full beers. It will be an hour and a half before we go home, because home is a three-block walk and because I’ve never left the Dublin House before closing, but I got what I needed. I got my audience with the great man. And now, armed with his advice, I will wake up tomorrow afternoon and call Linda Lane. And see if I can fit her into my schedule.




It’s twelve-thirty in the afternoon when I finally wake up, and my first thought is that Bernie must have spent the night sleeping on my head. It hurts that bad. Damn that Guinness.

Eyes open, and relieved to find Bernie absent from my apartment and thus nowhere near my head, I stagger to the refrigerator for a glass of water, a slice of cold pizza, and some Advil. Of the three, the only one in the fridge is the Advil. The water pitcher and the pizza have been left out overnight, and they have met in the middle at lukewarm. The Advil, of course, is freezing cold because some drunken moron left it in the refrigerator. I’m starting to think I need to go back to bed when the phone rings.

Who could it be? Nikki McGowan, my first kiss?

No, actually, it’s Connie. A far more recent ghost. The Ghost of Relationship Last Goddamn Month. This one actually shouldn’t count, but I’ve decided to lump her in with the rest of the phenomenon because I wish she were further back in my memory than she actually is.

“Jack?” she says, haltingly. “Did I wake you?”

“No, no, no,” I say. Silly girl. I’m not awake.

“Oh, good. Listen. So, I know it’s probably still weird. But I was wondering if you’d thought anymore about what we talked about. You know, the other day.”



The other day was when Connie decided to return to my life after an unexplained one-month absence that was entirely her idea. We met at the dry cleaners. She had come into town to pick up some clothes she’d left there over a month ago. Clothes I refused to pick up and bring back into my half-empty apartment. It was my line in the sand.

Anyway, I got the impression she’d been in there for hours, waiting for me to come drop off my sweaters. I was stunned to see her, but she was composed. As if she hadn’t taken off without warning and avoided me for a month. We chatted coolly for a few minutes, and when she suggested we get together, I failed to muster the nerve to tell her I didn’t want to. I actually told her I’d call her. I do not, however, remember telling her to call me.

“Yeah, sure,” I say now, not really knowing what I’m assenting to.

“Well, I was thinking EJ’s. For lunch, maybe? Are you free tomorrow?”

“Connie, I gotta tell you…” I start, but then stumble.

“What? This is too soon?” leaving me an opening.

“Yeah, you know what?” I say, my head throbbing against the receiver. “I think it may be too soon. Or it may not be. I just don’t know. I just need some time to, you know, process all this.”

“Oh,” she says, obviously disappointed.

“Look, you kind of sprung this on me, you know.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” she says. “I just—”

“Connie, look. I’ll call you. I promise I’ll call you. You just have to promise me you’ll be home when I do.”

“Oh, that’s not fair,” she says, but she’s totally wrong. Based on her recent behavior, it is completely fair. And I get a pretty good kick out of being able to take such a shot so early in the morning…er, afternoon.

“Look, seriously,” I say. “I will call you. It’s just…I guess it’s just going to be a little while.”

“Oh,” again, disappointed. “Well, all right then. I guess I’ll talk to you later.”

“'Bye, Connie,” and I hang up.

That actually felt pretty good.

I think I will call Linda Lane.

I think I’ll do it right now. While I’m feeling good. While I’m standing in my living room, wearing nothing but a pair of pink boxer shorts with rhinoceroses on them, chasing cold Advil with warm water and congealed pizza, pondering surgery for the pain in my head and feeling as good (emotionally, at least) as I’ve felt in weeks.

Now where did I put that CD?







    

4 A Brief History of Connie




In the spring of last year I met Connie from Connecticut. Cute, huh? Well, she was.

We both lived in New York, but we met in Florida, and our first date was a day trip to Walt Disney World. It was a somewhat spectacular beginning that would not be outdone until a year and a half later, when we had our ending.

I was in Tampa, Florida, which is an especially seedy den of sin to which I am consigned every year for a seven-week death march known as spring training. This is the absolute worst part of covering baseball, spring training, and the most misunderstood. People think we fly down to Florida, hang out on the beach, play a little golf, kick back and get a tan. They are, of course, wrong. People almost always are about my job.

No, spring training is a killer. It’s seven weeks away from home without any significant break. It’s six A.M. wake-up calls, fourteen-hour days that begin way too early and end way too late for you to do anything but weep as you drive past a beach or a golf course. It’s standing around a back field or a clubhouse in the fifth week trying to dig up a story and hoping somebody back home will care, which they won’t, because it’s not baseball season yet back home.

But it was in this environment that I met Connie from Connecticut. She and some girlfriends were in Tampa on vacation. This is a big thing with the folks up North. They plan their vacations around spring training. They come for five days or so, have the time of their lives, and leave thinking I have the best job in the world. I want to shake them and say, “Think about it! Would you really want to spend six more weeks here? In Tampa? Sitting in traffic all day every day in front of run-down strip clubs and pastel shopping malls?”

But with Connie, there was no such conversation. With Connie, I was all charm, right from the beginning. Well, okay, not right from the beginning. At the very beginning I spilled marinara sauce in her lap.

It wasn’t a whole lot of sauce—just the little bit they put in the little plastic dish that comes with the mozzarella sticks. I and a couple of the other beat writers had dropped in at Bennigan’s after a Tuesday night game. We were hungry and we wanted a couple of drinks (the longer spring training goes, the more drinks you need), and as I was carrying the plate of food from the crowded bar back to the booth, the little dish of red sauce went tumbling off the plate and onto the white shorts of this adorable little blonde, who shrieked.

The beers I had already consumed were not enough to make me try and wipe the sauce out of her lap (fortunately), but they made me bold enough to think I should turn the mishap into an opportunity.

“Oh, my God!” I exclaimed, perhaps too dramatically. “I am so sorry. I can’t believe I just did that. Are you okay?”

Her two friends (also blond, also cute) were laughing, which probably helped my case. After jumping up, swatting away the offending dish, and frantically dabbing at her shorts with a wet napkin, she actually managed to twinkle two pretty green eyes, throw a smile my way, and absolve me of guilt.

“Oh, it’s okay,” she said. “These are old anyway, and I just bought a new pair this afternoon. I was probably going to get rid of these.”

I was sure this was a lie, but I may have fallen in love with her on the spot for making it up. We introduced ourselves, and after a few minutes of witty banter (he said proudly), I invited the three of them over to the booth, where six of us were all of a sudden crammed in and reaching over each other for mozzarella sticks and onion rings. My fellow writers were not thrilled with me for having brought three attractive women to the table to share in our postgame feast, but that’s because they were married and they had no interest. Or it’s because they were married, had plenty of interest, and were angry with me for flaunting my singlehood.

Anyway, I was locked in on Connie, who was charming and



































































































OPS/9780061745805.png
& HarperCollins e-books

I Think She's Trying
to Tell Me Something






OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





