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A Handful of Joy
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Chapter 1

I’m not sure why I decided to grab a quick
drink at a bar I hadn’t visited in maybe fifteen years. Possibly
because I was exhausted by the day, the week, and my colleagues,
including executive management, creative, planning, R&D, my
fellow accountants, and everyone else employed by Manzanita Imports
in Sacramento.

The November end-of-the-year product review
had literally been a pain in the ass. I’d had it with forced
sitting and listening to company hype with a smile on my face and
nods of agreement. Too much coffee, too many pastries, with the
bullshit rising and no end in sight had nearly drowned me.

Usually I enjoy being around my colleagues,
but at the end of the day, happy hour and socializing had been a
solid no. I’d walked out with the excuse that I had to go home.

Unlike most of the other overpaid execs, who
lived in mega-houses, I owned a modest three-bedroom, two bath
midcentury modern in tiny La Rosa, California. I’d been born and
raised there before it had become just another highway turn off
between Sacramento and San Francisco. I had returned after a brief
fling at finding myself and my place in the world on the East
coast.

My middle-class neighborhood had changed very
little between its days as up and coming to now. No gated community
or home owner fees here.

Driving out of the Sacto metro area, I passed
countless middle-class neighborhoods with workmen, housewives, and
children. It was as if I were traveling to another state where I’d
be able to live a more normal life.

When I exited the freeway onto the main
feeder street, once a major east-west highway, I remembered all the
good times I used to have at the Roost. Why not see how the tiny
neighborhood bar was holding up after the pandemic that closed so
many others like it?

The Roost of my childhood had been a comic
book mecca and used bookstore. My friends and I had spent hours
reading and debating the merits of superheroes there.

When I’d first turned drinking age—or maybe a
few years before—the Roost morphed into a bar, the happening place.
Live music from classical to jazz and beyond, fiction and poetry
readings, a room devoted to chess, checkers, and board games. A
collection of easy chairs and couches in case someone wanted a
quiet conversation. It was a bar off the beaten path of
drunk-and-passed-out or one-night-stand.

Unfortunately, the old guy who owned it
turned curmudgeonly and drove off most of the hip young crowd. The
furniture went from cozy to barroom. The music slid from live to
elevator. The clientele from needing to be carded to barely a head
nod.

When I returned from my wandering days, I
realized the Roost had turned from one kind of perfect into
another. At least for me. Here I could get away from my work life
and hide. I could sit over a beer or two or three and think no
thoughts at all. I could become invisible in the middle of a
friendly crowd.

But then Manzanita Brothers changed into
Manzanita Ltd. My accountant position became a department with me
as division head. I didn’t have time for neighborhood bars. I
barely had time to go home, eat, and sleep.

So returning to the Roost after a week of
internal company review was a little like going back to a simpler
time when I was making less money and was much happier.

The Roost of my memories had been a bright
yellow cinderblock shoebox with orange and blue trim radiating joy
and happiness to everyone who walked or drove by. Now a dull
mustard with chipped, dirty mud trim, the building seemed to have
dug a hole in old age misery.

I hesitated at the doorway. The parking lot,
once a beehive of side parties and friendly greetings, held my car
and five others. At least I wouldn’t be the only one inside. Or had
the cars broken down and been abandoned?

Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

I paused before opening the door and walking
inside. Had I aged as badly as the bar? At nearly forty, I hoped
not.

The place was too quiet and felt almost
deserted as my eyes adjusted to the gloom of low wattage bulbs. One
glance around the room told me how much had changed. The faux wood
paneling along the walls and the acoustic ceiling tiles still
looked like they came from someone’s basement rec room. Life had
been sucked out of the place, and only a dull shell was left.

Six round tables for four were scattered
around the linoleum floor space. Lining the walls at tables for one
were a handful of older men nursing drinks and staring at me.

I was one step inside the door and suddenly
had become the evening’s floorshow.

What was I doing here?

Any idea of reclaiming the days of my younger
self when I listened to a local band or heard authors reading from
their books was shattered by this tired, worn, and debilitating
shell of a bar. All the good times had fled and left only
half-ghosts of fun, engagement, and life.

As entertainers went, I was a dud, so the
drinkers went back to staring into space. They probably were
enjoying the visions of the past I’d subliminally been seeking.

Behind the bar, the bartender bent toward a
man in a suit with a briefcase at his feet. Since they looked to be
in an intense, but quiet conversation, I realized the only way to
get a drink was to approach them.

When I got closer, the guy in the suitcoat
appeared to be in my age range, slumped as if he, too, had been
sitting in interminable meetings all day. His brown tweed suit with
its complimentary beige and white striped shirt and forest green
tie might have been snappy and pert this morning, but his outfit
was discouraged tonight.

“Hi. Mind if I sit here?” Since we were the
only two at this end of the bar, politeness required I ask. I
didn’t want to seem pushy or crowd him if he wanted to be left
alone.

“No. Go ahead.” He moved with a slide of his
butt away from the stool next to his. “Help yourself.”

With his slight movement, our shoulders
weren’t in jeopardy of touching. Since I wasn’t there to hook up, I
didn’t take it as a rejection. He was merely being polite.

The bartender had wandered away during our
adjustment, but now he ambled up and leaned toward my companion,
who gave him a nod.

Even though I was slightly curious about the
lean and the nod, I ordered as if nothing odd had happened.

“Nice night. Fortunately, the winter rains
haven’t started yet.” I took a sip of my favorite ale. At least my
drink of choice had survived all the changes and was still on tap.
“By the way, I’m Ted.”

The stranger sighed.

“Matt.”

I took another sip of ale.

Beside me, Matt muttered under his breath, “I
just landed here from the Midwest.”

Okay, I’d started the ball rolling. He’d
pushed it gently back into my court. I could either let the ball
lie at our feet and ignore it or I could push it a few more inches
toward a conversation.

With a side eye glance at his weary face, I
let the ball die. I’d been talked out at the yearly
state-of-the-company meeting.

One of the things I’d always really liked
about the Roost was the absence of wide screens and inane sports
chatter. I turned on my bar stool, faced the almost empty space,
put my elbows back on the bar, picked up my glass, and surveyed the
room.

Not only was Patsy Cline singing about
walking after midnight but some of the old-timers swayed like they
could see themselves dancing with her. A quiet charm settled around
the room, changing the gloom into gentle arms holding us away from
the bustling world outside.

I’d almost forgotten about Matt sitting next
to me until he nudged my arm softly. The song had changed to a very
scratchy rendition of “At Last” by Etta James.

“Want to dance, Ted?”

At first I thought he was joking. One look at
his somber eyes convinced me he was serious, very, very
serious.

“Oh, um, I don’t really—” I stood. He blocked
my way.

“It’s just a dance. Why not? Please.”

A quick glance around the room showed me no
one was watching. We could have been invisible.

He was right. Why not? Why not dance? When
was the last time I’d put myself out there?

His eyes changed to delight without my having
to utter a word.

We turned and stepped closer together. When
he held up his hand, I took it in mine and put my other hand on his
waist. We stopped, dropped our hands, shucked our coats, took off
our ties, and rolled up our shirt sleeves. This time when we came
together, I could feel his heat. He tugged me out onto the barroom
floor, and we danced.

“Once upon a time.” His breath brushed
against my ear, the words a soft croon blending in with the
singer’s voice. “When I was in junior high, I fell in love with a
guy in high school. Day after day I watched him in the shared
hallway. He was taller than me, lithe and handsome. Every once in a
while he would glance my way and nod a hello. More than anything
else in the world, I wanted to do with him what we’re doing now.
Dance. Hold him close, feel his body next to mine, and whisper in
his ear.”

Matt and I sighed at the same time. I’d had
dreams like his when I was a teen. I could understand sitting in a
nearly deserted bar, hearing an Etta James tune start to play, and
letting memories and longing overtake common sense and polite
behavior. I knew how loneliness could gnaw on a person until doing
something impulsive and potentially disastrous could seem not so
crazy after all.
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