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She stepped forward, she put a pint of hard
cider with a shot of good whiskey in it, in front of him. He looked
up at her, taking her in, a new comer, a fresh face and yet, not so
fresh. She wasn’t like the rest of the students. The ones with the
pleading eyes, the wanting to impress voices. She was older, she
had the grace of experience and the ease of a few years under her
belt.


He looked at her for a while before he
looked at the proffered drink. She didn’t wither, blink or blush
under his gaze. She smiled, stood her ground without defiance,
because she had no need to offer defiance, she knew better. She had
learned this already. The rest, the younger ones, they still needed
to learn this. They needed to learn that being defiant was a waste
of energy and didn’t impress. Also, they needed to learn that there
was no real need to impress. Not here. Not with him. That was
something they had imposed, assumed. He didn’t correct them, just
allowed them to think what they needed to.


He picked up the pint, took a sip and
smiled. He raised the glass to her in thanks and took a long drink
from it, smacked his lips and set it back down on the table.
Everyone around the table looked at her, wondered who she was. He
sat back, folded his hands across his chest and waited. She smiled.
He looked at one of the young men who was sitting at the table and
growled. The young man leapt up and offered his chair to her. She
thanked him, sat down, placed her drink on the table, same drink
she had brought him, and smiled at those around the table. Everyone
looked at her for a moment and then turned their attention back to
him.


“What have you got,” he said after a
moment.


“Public solitude,” she said. He heard it,
thought for a moment, leaned forward both elbows on the table, his
right hand moving forward, the fingers resting on the pint
glass.


“Public solitude,” he muttered, swirling the
words around in his mouth like wine. She nodded. He spread his
hands out, a gesture of, the table is yours. She accepted the
table, took a drink and sat back.


“Public solitude,” she said again and spoke
of the moment when the bride and groom are dancing together. “When
they are married, they are now a married couple, there is all kinds
of commotion around them,” she went on, “but, there they are, on
the dance floor, arms around each other, dancing slow, dancing
close.” She explained that kind of intimacy is not a show. It is
the purest of intimacy because it blocks out the rest of the world,
the fretting mother of the bride, the fat judgmental aunts, the
displeased father who wonders if the boy can support his little
girl.


“No matter what is going on around them,”
she pressed on, “they are interested in only each other. They are
shielded, wrapped in love and unified, it’s a very public moment
and yet, they have a solitude that no one or no thing can
penetrate.”


She rested her case, sipped her drink and
sat back. He kept his eyes on her and, he too, took a drink. He
placed his glass back on the wet ring that it had made on the wood
table. He took great effort to get the glass back exactly where it
had been before. The others at the table watched him, waiting for
him to respond. All were silent.


“That’s a fairy tale,” a young girl with
dyed black hair, black rimmed glasses and pale skin barked,
breaking the silence and causing a few to jump.


“Ms. Jennings seems to be calling you out,”
he said, still placing his glass on its precise position. The table
burst out in laughter. She wasn’t sure if they were laughing at his
observation or her idea of public solitude. She wasn’t upset or
embarrassed. She had nothing to prove and didn’t think she was
coming here to defend or fight, simply an exchange of ideas. But,
the laughter made her curious. After a moment he looked up and
scanned the gathered crowd. They were still chuckling.


When his eyes fell on them, they sat
forward, wanting to show him they were amused, wanting him to know
they were smart and savvy and didn’t fall for the fairy tale, as
Ms. Jennings had put it. They all wanted his approval in that
moment. Some laughed louder than others, making sure theirs was the
laughter heard above the rest of the masses. He smiled, nodded,
returned his attention to his glass, and once it was placed
perfectly, he raised it to his lips again.


“What’s so funny,” he asked and looked at
them over the rim of his glass as he tipped some of its contents
into his mouth. “Hmmm,” he pressed them, looking a few of them in
the eyes. The laughter subsided. The smiles faded. “You’re
laughing,” he said to them, “are you laughing at the concept, the
harsh condemnation by Ms. Jennings or my oh so funny observation?”
He sipped again, then placed the glass back on the table, this
time, not caring if it lined up with its previous resting place. He
placed his hands flat on the table and tapped out a few
paradiddles. No one spoke. He smiled and chuckled.


“They all want approval,” he said, looking
at her, giving her his full attention, “they still haven’t learned
that I just don’t give a shit.” The gathered students mumbled,
dropped their heads, got very interested in their drinks, some
headed to the bar for more, asking those near them if they wanted
anything.


A general change in atmosphere took place
and she sat back, observing it all.


“Don’t people behave the same way when
they’re speaking on their cell phones on buses or train platforms?
In the middle of crowds? They yell at people on the other end, use
some terrible language, have fights, have affairs. They believe
that, because they have this plastic device to their ear, that they
are, in essence, alone. Is that not a... what did you call it?”


“Public solitude,” she said, leaning
forward, liking him in this setting more than she thought she
would, “I believe it is a term that actors use.”


“Well, actors...” he said and shrugged.
Again, a few people at the table laughed. This time, she took them
to task a bit.


“You don’t like actors,” she said to one
young man who had scoffed loudly after he had heard the, very open
ended she observed, remark, “what’s wrong with actors?” He looked
around the table for help but no one came to his rescue. Again, the
other members of the group got interested in their drinks or
someone who had just walked into the bar. She looked back at him,
saw he was again playing with his glass but chuckling to
himself.


“Not my usual group,” he said to her looking
up, bringing the glass to his lips again, “you’ll have to forgive
them.”


“Nothing to forgive,” she said and noticed
that his glass was empty. She tipped the last of her drink into her
mouth and stood, “May I get you another one, professor?” He nodded
his acceptance, handed her his empty glass and she walked to the
bar. She asked the bartender for two more and leaned against the
bar, looking back at the table, looked back at him and the students
gathered, filling in the space, the vacuum that she left, while she
waited.


***


Cullen held court every Friday evening,
beginning at 5:30, at a back table, under a green shaded, over head
light, in Murphy’s splendid bar. He had been doing this for over
seven years and the number of people who had come to listen, argue,
laugh and, of course, drink had grown over the years. Cullen was a
professor of philosophy at the university. He was a man well
respected in his career, which meant nothing to him. His colleagues
tried desperately to get him to speak at symposiums, conventions,
private gatherings, but he always refused.


“Why speak to the washed masses,” he would
say, “the unwashed are the ones who need to hear and, they, at
least, fucking listen,” his general philosophy of life, “and they
tend to think too, something the washed masses have forgotten how
to do.”


So, Fridays, when his classes were done, his
office hours completed, Cullen walks the twelve blocks to Murphy’s
splendid bar, taps the bar, nods to the bartender, whichever one is
back there, all of whom he knows better than his family, heads to
his table, sits, his back to the wall, his eyes to the door, opens
his newspaper and waits.


His first round is always a shot of
Tullamore Dew and a pint of Harp. From there, he drinks whatever
someone brings him and places on the table in front of him. Well,
almost anything. He refuses light beer and any kind of shot that
has more than one ingredient. Those unfamiliar with the symposium,
new comers who want to make a grand entrance but don’t know the
rules, learn quickly if they offer one of the unacceptable
gifts.


“What is this ungodly concoction,” Cullen
once barked at a young man who placed a cloudy shot with a red
swirl in it in front of him, “what have you given me?”


“Dude,” the young man said, not starting
well, “that’s a brain hemorrhage.” He smiled with pride at the rest
of the group, thinking himself as a kind of mixologist genius.
Cullen looked to the shot then looked to the man, sighed and slid
the shot to his right, in front of a young woman who had been
silent for most of the evening.


“Drink that, dear,” he said to her, “it may
bring you from your shell.” She did as she was told, but remained
silent, if not a little fuzzy for the rest of the night. Cullen
then looked at the young man with an obvious distaste. “First off,”
he said, pulling an offered pint to its place in front of himself,
“I am Doctor Cullen, Professor Cullen
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