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MEL, a man in his fifties enters.

MEL

I don’t mean to be too tough on her.  But what does she know?  She’s just in her own little world.  [Pause] But maybe I should be thankful for that.  If she did have a clue, she might get in the way of the little bit of fun I do have.  

What?  [Pause] I’m just a regular guy trying to make a buck. [smile]  O.k., so that’s not the issue.  But it was.  I mean we all started out that way.  Get married.  Find a job.  Buy a house.  Have kids.  Vacations.  Poker game.  Date night.  Then what – it’s like twenty years later – and – I don’t know.  I don’t want to sound melodramatic.  But – it’s like life has passed you by.  I had such a good time – before all that.  [Smiling] When I think back to college – man – those were good times!  Nothin’ to worry about, except which girls to chase, where to go for beers.  I guess it all sounds pretty shallow.  But – at least I felt like I was living.  [Pause]  I know I’m making married life sound pretty bad.  You know what?  It can be.  Not that Jo isn’t a good wife.  She tries.  Or at least she did.  And the kids – well they keep you busy.  And yea – of course, there’re a lot of kicks watching ‘em grow up.  But, to be honest, I just couldn’t take it anymore.  I was dying.  Literally.  Not that I had a disease or anything.  But it was like a disease.  Just atrophying me away.  So I crossed the line.  Sue me.  Honestly, I felt like I had no choice.  It was like, another step and I was just going to fall off the edge of the world.  So, instead I went sideways.  

Actually, it sounds a lot more planned than it was.  But I do think it was meant to be.  I mean, what was I doing out so late downtown?  I never stick around that late.  But I remember the day like it was last week, not five years ago.  Six o’clock, George called.  Forgetting what the hell he was doing in the office that late, he said it was an emergency – that our only chance to save the Phipps account – which’s a big account for us - was to get on the phone with the Controller that night and try to talk him down.  So George and I talked to the guy for probably an hour and a half.  Actually, it wasn’t like I was on the phone with him the whole time, since I was sneaking into the conference room next door every twenty minutes to touch base with HQ – so we could keep clearing haircuts to keep the Phipps guy on board.  We finally get to a deal at around 8.  After pushing some paper around, I’m ready to walk out around 8:30.  At which point I could have just gone home.  But call it fate or whatever.  Cause I don’t.  I had already called Jo – much earlier and told her to go ahead and eat without me – that I didn’t know when I’d be home.  And I suddenly realized I was starving.  So I go downstairs and walk two blocks to a bar at the bottom of a building around the corner.  I must have walked past that place a thousand times and never once went in.  It always looked a run down.  But I was starving – and once I got in my car, I knew I wasn’t gonna find anyplace for like twenty minutes.  And this place wasn’t just a bar – they had some food – burgers – that kind of thing.  Not to mention that after all the jawing with the guys from Phipps and HQ, I felt like a drink too.  

So, I walk into the bar.  I was actually surprised.  I don’t know why – but since I had never gone in, I just assumed no one else did either.  But the place wasn’t empty.  A couple tables of younger folks – office people.  One group of really young kids who must have wandered down from the city college campus.  And a few old coots like me – sitting at the bar, ties loose, just staring nowhere. 

So I take my place at the bar.  Order a beer and ask the bartender for a menu.  He tells me he is the menu and I end up ordering a burger and fries.  So I’m just sitting there, waiting for my burger, sipping my beer, when I notice her.  Sitting at a little table off in the corner.  First I thought she was maybe a waitress – you know just takin’ a break.  But I notice she’s sitting there for a long time.  And she’s got a drink she’s nursing.  I figured her to be early 30s.  A little heavy, but not in a bad way.  Brunette.  And sort of dark skin – olive like.  She was wearing a blouse – hanging down off her breasts.  And slacks.  So I finally get my burger, which I promptly devour.  But as I’m sitting there inhaling the burger and fries, I’m periodically glancing over at her – not like staring, but just curious.  Then she catches my eye.  And she smiles.  I don’t know why, but my heart just drops.  I feel like I can’t breathe.  So you can only imagine the look I give back – like I’m choking, but trying to look happy about it.  I figure at that point, she’s looking at someone behind me – I think I even looked over my shoulder.  And then she gets up and starts walking over to me!  At this point, I start sweating.  Literally.  God – it’s almost embarrassing to think about it!  I mean, what’s the big deal?  But I don’t know – maybe cause I felt so far out of practice – or just embarrassed that I had been staring at her before – or maybe just the excitement from whatever subconscious fantasizing had kicked in.  But whatever.  Next thing I know she’s walking over and sitting down at the barstool next to me.  Before I can even think of something to say, she says, “can I buy you a drink?”  And she’s got this sweet smile.  

At this point, my heart is still racing along.  But I’m also trying to figure out who the hell she is and why she wants to buy me a drink.  So I say “of course” or something like that.  And then it was really weird.  We just sat there for – I don’t know – probably ten minutes.  Her drinking her vodka and tonic and me sipping another beer – and still sort of ogling her.  Neither of us says anything.  Which I guess was good, since I at least calm down.  She meanwhile doesn’t seem uncomfortable – just quiet.  Finally, I break the silence and ask her what she does.  Killer line, I know.  She says she’s a freelancer.  I say, that’s interesting.  Having no clue what she means, I don’t follow up.  Then she asks if I want to go for a walk, get some fresh air.  It sounds weird that I didn’t want to know more about what I was getting myself into – she could have been some kind of psycho killer I guess – but it was the opposite - I was excited by the mystery of it – what with all the predictability in my life.  So I pay the bill – and we walk out.  It’s summer, so it’s pretty warm out.  She’s just carrying a handbag.  I’ve got my briefcase.  When we get outside, I say where to.  She says she has a place not far from there.  

I guess at that point the wind should have come out of my sails – I mean this was clearly a working girl, if you know what I mean.  But it didn’t.  In fact, if anything my engines started running even faster.  Strange because you can theoretically always go out and get that kind of - service.  It certainly doesn’t take any special credentials.  But there’s a pretty big imaginary line you have to cross to get there.  Fear, ethics, pride, hygiene, whatever you want to call it.  In fact, if someone had asked me earlier that day what I theoretically would have done in that situation.  But when circumstances just glide you through, like they did that day – it’s like you cross the line without even knowing it.  

Anyway, we head to her place.  Now that I think I know the score, I’m actually more relaxed – and we chit chat a bit on the way there – just bullshit stuff.  We get to her building.  It’s an older place, a little rundown – but clean.  We take the elevator up to her apartment on the second floor.  She leads me down the hallway to her door.  We can’t be two steps inside the door and she’s all over me.  At that point, I was in some sort of trance and just rolling with it.  By the time I went home – about 10 p.m., I was ecstatic – adrenalyne still rushing.  Sure I felt a little bit of guilt.  But honestly, not that much.  And like an idiot I didn’t even think about – you know – the health stuff.  At least not at that point.  I got home.  Smile on my face.  Jo was already in bed, reading.  I just got undressed, cleaned up – and tried to wash off any – you know odors from my rendezvous, crawled into bed, gave her a kiss good night – and that was it.  Until about two weeks later, when I started to notice a sore – down there.  You would have thought that would have freaked me out.  But it didn’t.  I was going to see Diane again later that week, so I just asked her.  She didn’t try to make up any bullshit stories or excuses.  Just said it happens sometimes.  That she was sorry but that we had done everything we were supposed to.  And told me about ways to treat it.  

That was five years ago, almost to the month.  Amazing thing is – I’m still seeing Diane.  Once a week.  It’s my therapy session. [He chuckles]  My work out!  Even after five years, we still have a great time.  And after a few months, I started to get frequent flyer rates. [Smiles]   Sometimes I feel like I should be ashamed.  I remember early on, I’m on my way up the elevator to Diane’s place and one of the two other people in the elevator says to the other one something about her grand daughter being in graduate school.  So I’m thinking about the fact that I’ve also got a daughter in graduate school – and a son finishing college.  But then the door opened, I walked briskly down the hall and there ya go.  And hey – [again with a smile] I’m faithful!  I had this fantasy at the very beginning, that once I went over the cliff, I would just keep getting more and more adventuresome – just sort of lose it completely.  But it didn’t happen that way.  I did – soon after my first encounter with Diane, go looking for another experience.  But – I don’t know whether it was because the fire wasn’t raging as hot since I was already involved with Diane – or because I just got lucky with Diane – but didn’t do it for me.  So I’ve stuck with Di.  Sometimes I get a little too stuck, if you know what I mean.  But then I remember who I am, who she is, what we’re doing and I just appreciate it the way it is.    

Honestly, the hardest times for me are just when we all get together – as a family.  You would think it would be hiding it from Jo.  But that’s actually not difficult at all.  Diane and I get together downtown during the week.  So it’s just another meeting on my calendar for anyone who cares at the office.  And what does Jo know from my meetings.  I pay in cash.  And since I’m the one watching our bank account, that’s no tip off.  [Pause]  No, the tougher part is when we see the kids.  When Ellen or Billy ask me what’s going on – well I obviously don’t talk to them Di.  But it creates a little bit of a wall there.  And then I guess I do feel some of the guilt.  I’m not ashamed of it.  It’s just guilt that I can’t be honest about it.  And you might think there would some guilt with Jo.  But with Jo it’s different.  If anything, I feel like my whole relationship with Diane is good for her, as crazy as that sounds.  Since I don’t know what I would have done if Di hadn’t come along.  
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