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The first thing I noticed when I walked into the bar on Dauphine Street was the sweater worn by a very handsome guy standing on the other side of the bar. I had been reading an issue of GQ magazine the night before and there was an article on horses and horse breeding programs in Ireland. What really caught my attention in the article was not so much the information about the horses, but the beautiful sweaters worn by the stable boys. Ironic and funny, it seemed to me, that in a magazine filled cover-to-cover with high-end, couture clothing, the only thing I saw that I’d actually have paid money for were the sweaters worn by the stable boys. They were beautiful.

The fact that this guy had a sweater on was remarkable in itself. It was January, in New Orleans, and it was cold. Now, cold is a relative term. It wasn’t Fargo, North Dakota cold. It was probably only about fifty degrees. That may not seem like it’s very cold, but even in the dead of winter, the air in New Orleans is humid and wet. Sweaters aren’t unheard of, but “layering” to keep warm is only marginally effective here. Most people prefer a good leather jacket or a plastic windbreaker—something that can both keep out the wet air and retain body heat.

I kept an eye on sweater guy as I approached the bar and ordered my Absolut and tonic with a lime. He was standing at the bar, leaning on his elbows, mostly staring into his drink and slowly stirring it with the skinny red stick the bartenders put in every drink. His drink was clear, like mine. Also a vodka and tonic? Maybe a gin and tonic? Perhaps just soda water? I was a “teetotaler” so strictly limited myself to no more than three drinks a night. I had ordered a double to make sure the three would get me through. There are two very different types of bars in New Orleans, especially in the French Quarter. Bartenders that work in the places for tourists pour watered-down alcohol in short pours because they have to make up their tips on volume. Bartenders that work in the places for locals pour strong drinks because they know the locals will always tip well.

I was wishing I had gone home to change clothes before coming out. I had planned to go home after work because I really needed to do some grocery shopping, pay bills, and do some neglected housekeeping, but my co-worker Elise begged me to come out. She said her boyfriend was going to be proposing soon and she wanted my advice on what she should wear, how she should respond, etc. Such a game! They’ve been dating since high school and she knew damn well that as soon as he finished med school and passed his boards, he’d be proposing. He passed last week. He had a residency lined up in emergency medicine at Emory University in Atlanta and Elise was beside herself at the thought of moving. She’d never lived anywhere other than New Orleans and couldn’t wait to move away. I’m not sure what she expected to find in Atlanta, but I could fully imagine her trying to shop for hoop skirts.

I wished I had changed because sweater guy looked so relaxed and comfortable in his pretty sweater. I had ditched my tie and jacket in the car, but was stuck wearing a white, button-down dress shirt, suit pants, and Cole Haan wingtip dress shoes. This would’ve been fine for Elise and I to sit at the bar and have a couple of drinks while we talked and laughed about feigned surprise at her upcoming proposal, and the tacky, ostentatious wedding she’d been planning for her semi-wealthy parents to pay for since she was about twelve.

Now, the chances that I’d even speak to sweater guy were pretty slim. This was a straight bar; my attention would need to be focused on Elise and he didn’t look in any mood to talk to strangers. He wasn’t looking around to see who else was in the place; rather, he seemed more engrossed in his own thoughts.

I did, however, want to get a closer look at my crush for the evening. As the bartender sat my drink in front of me and I handed him the money, saying, “Keep the change,” sweater guy started looking across the bar behind him. He turned around, walked towards the back, and disappeared between several groups of people standing around, talking. I was heartbroken. The only man I’d ever really loved had just walked out of my life forever!

This bar was set up like many others in New Orleans. It was on a corner and there were lots of windows and several doors on both streets from which you could enter. There was a large, square bar just inside the entrances and in the middle of the bar were shelves to hold all the bottles of alcohol. These shelves went up pretty high and one of the bartenders had told me once that it was so people could sit on the inside part of the bar and not be visible to people passing on the street. New Orleans is like that. You can pretty much do what you’d like, but that doesn’t mean you want everybody else up in your business. Off to the side was a dance floor and a small stage where DJs or bands could play.

With my keen, inquiring eye, it looked like maybe sweater guy’s drink wasn’t completely empty. It was only about 5:45 and this was very much the happy hour crowd. They were, generally speaking, a somewhat less rowdy crowd than the snot-slinging drunk crowd that would be out later in the evening. Maybe sweater guy had just gone to the bathroom? Maybe he’d be back in a minute? I told myself that I needed to position myself over by where he’d been so I could keep an eye on the door to spot Elise when she came in. I knew it’d still be a little while before she got there. I’d stopped by her office on my way out of work to confirm we were still going and she was on the phone with her mother. Conversations between Elise and her mother were never brief.
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