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When did going out for drinks become a chore? Maybe I should give up and stay single. I stare at my face in the mirror and scratch my beard again. Why do I have to shave? I’m not trying to find another Cindi. Why am I overthinking this? This will be fun. Get out of the house, have a drink or two, catch up on life, say goodbye, and come back home.

Staring at my face, I flick on the clippers while rubbing my hand over the coarse hairs covering my chin. The mechanical hum buzzes in my ear threatening the follicles. I can imagine the vibrating blades raking across my face. Tiny hairs being liberated. Trails of bare, stubbly skin after a few swipes across my cheeks and neck, leaving—me—my face raw and exposed. I shudder, turning the clippers off, massaging the hairs on my chin, and thinking about the last time I shaved—six months ago, the night before Cindi left me. Still not ready to shave off my beard, I grab my toothbrush.

Going out for drinks with friends used to be easy. It is easy, right? I am not looking for love and all its complications. Just go out to dinner with someone (a friend), share a bottle of wine, and cuddle close under blankets watching a scary movie. Am I asking too little or too much? I should stop overthinking this and pick up the first warm body that gives me a smile and a wink. Am I that lonely? That needy? That horny? I study my reflection. Should I change my shirt? Is a polo shirt too casual? Should I shave? I should cancel tonight and stay home, drink a couple beers, watch porn, and call it a win. I splash water on my face. My eyes open, staring at myself. "What the fuck am I doing?" I ask my reflection pulling my wet fingers through my hair. "What am I doing?”

Not that long ago, I would throw on jeans, a Thundercats T-shirt, maybe comb my hair, and hang out with friends at some dive bar. Not that I was getting a lot of action, but I met Cindi that way—it was good enough to get me "wifed". That was seven years ago, and what little game I thought I had—if you called what I said to women, "game"—is a forgotten memory. Like a muscle, you use it or lose it. Now, to get noticed, according to dating experts, I have to iron my shirt, wear spicy cologne that tickles my nose, and shave my beard to four-days’ of growth. I read that somewhere—that four days of growth is what women want. I scratch at my beard with a comb. "What does a four-day beard look like?" I mumble to myself. I should have saved that article.

I didn’t have to worry about my beard when I was with Cindi; she didn’t like hair. Once we got serious, I had to shave daily. My face, my chest, my back, and even my balls. It wasn’t bad, and we even had a good thing going for a while, but ... Shit, I don’t understand—one minute we are making out in the back of a movie theater and the next we are in a lawyer’s office arguing about who gets to keep the cat and some china I didn’t even realize we owned, but I wanted it.

I pull off my shirt and stare at my hairy chest. Should I shave? What did the article say about chest hair? I splash water on my face again. "Get it together, Tre. Women at the bar don’t care about chest hair." I dry my face and mumble to myself, "Do they care?" I rub at the curly hairs. "Cindi did."

Seven years of my life gone like that, and you forget how to do this—this going out thing. So, I am thirty-six years old and trolling bars trying not to sound like I got pickup lines from a fortune cookie. My best friend Ella thinks I am being too hard on myself. "It’s only been six months ..." she keeps reminding me. Six fucking months and I still have not put different sheets on the damn bed or hung pictures on the wall. Only thing I have done to forget Cindi is grow hair on my body, and that is nature and me being lazy. I refuse to use dating apps, and who needs them when I have friends ready to set me up with delightful women.

The last three weeks, friends have been trying to get me back into the dating scene and finding convenient reasons to introduce me to some other lonely soul that they dragged out to have a drink. They were all nice. What was wrong with them? Nothing, it was me. I am not ready for all that. What the hell am I doing? Staring in the mirror, monologuing, and combing my facial hairs, trying to figure out how much to shave off to have four-day growth ... Or was it five? Why bother? I promised to have drinks with Ella, no pressure. She promised this wasn’t some covert setup. Plus, picking women up at a bar was never my thing. I am bad at small talk and ... Cindi was right, I should shave my chest. I stare at my watering eyes.

"What the fuck am I doing?"

I pick up my cellphone and dial Ella. She picks up on the third ring, music pulsing in the background. Her voice is loud and excited. "Hey, almost here? I got a corner booth. Can do some serious people watching—"

"Ella, I can’t do this. I’m not ready."

"Ready for what? Get your ass here ... I should’ve picked you up."

"Ella, I don’t—"

"Ready for what, Tre? We’re having some drinks on a Friday night."

"Sorry, I don’t feel like socializing—"

"Tre, don’t make me come over there. I will put down my drink, give up this primo people-watching spot, and drive over there and kick your ass." Ella huffs. "Damn it Tre, you used to come out all the time. I remember you begging me to come out before you got married ... and then you started ghosting me."

"Ella, it wasn’t like that—"

"And now you’re single again, and now all you do is sulk in your dreary house, eat frozen foods, and watch Netflix."

"I’m thirty-six, what’s wrong with that? Plus, you said it’s okay to take time to grieve and heal my heart."

"What’s wrong with that ... healing heart? I didn’t say become a hermit. I said you didn’t need to rush into any stupid relationships like you do."

"What’s that supposed to mean?"

"You know what I’m talking about ..."

"No, I don’t know what you mean."

"Tre, I swear, if you are not here in thirty minutes, I’m going to ..."

"Ella, you promise this isn’t a fix-up—"

Ella’s frustrated voice orders, "Tre, stop playing and get your ass here."

The line cuts off. I sit the phone down and wipe my hand across my teary eyes. "What the hell am I doing?"

***
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I arrive at The Jackalope Lounge twenty minutes later. I have known Ella for fifteen years, and one thing I have learned is that you do not want to piss her off.  I step into the bar, and dank cool air, stale beer, and the sweet stink of perfume attack my olfactory. I hold my hand over my nose, trying not to sneeze, as I weave between the gyrating bodies dancing between the tall top tables, searching for Ella.

Her voice calls out, "Tre, finally." She stands up and wraps her arms around me, pulling our bodies close. Her mouth presses against my ear, and my body relaxes. She pushes me away.

"Has it been that long since you got some?"

"What?"

"I’m kidding you." Ella waves at a server who starts walking toward us. "Sit down, let’s get a drink into you. You’re all stuffy and serious like." Ella’s eyes scan me up and down. "You’re dressed like you had to go to a funeral before coming here."

"Whatever." I slump into the soft cushions of the booth, nodding my head.

I order a beer, and Ella orders two shots of tequila.

"Don’t roll your eyes at me like that. I’m determined to get you drunk tonight, and do something stupid. Like old times," Ella jokes, touching my hand.

"Ella, I don’t—"

"Yeah, you have your stupid professor job, so we won’t go destroying any public property, but please try to have some fun." She winks, and her full red lips curl into a mischievous smile. She wiggles her head and stares past me into the crowd, sipping her cocktail.

I tap my fingers on the table to get Ella’s attention. "So, how’s your project coming along?"

"Okay, but don’t want to talk about it ..." Her voice fades into her glass as she takes a sip.

"How’s your mom doing?"

Ella cuts her eyes at me. "Really?"

I shrug my shoulders. "I’m trying."

Ella twists her lips. "She’s doing swell, Captain Buzzkill."

My head bounces to the music, and loud bits of conversation filter in between us. I watch Ella’s eyes scan the crowd like a hawk looking for prey. Ella’s head follows the server’s movements as she sets down my beer and the two shots. We each grab a shot glass, clank them together, and cheer in unison, "Friends!"

Ella says, "Always."

And I reply, "Forever."

We repeat this ritual two times, our comfortable silence only broken when the server comes with shots. As the server sets down the third round of shots, Ella’s cellphone rings. She winks at me as she talks into the phone, then without warning jumps up waving her arms. I turn my head, and out of the mass of bodies, a muscular giant of a man materializes in front of us.

"Sweetie, you made it." Ella falls into his arms. "Jon, this is Tre ... Tre, this is Jon."

I stand, and he grabs my hand. "Tre, buddy. Ella talks about you all the time." I nod my head, and he continues, "Heard you’re having a rough go in life."

"Yeah, something like that." I frown at Ella, and she sticks out her tongue.

Jon grabs my shoulder. "From what Ella has told me about you, you have a good heart, and you will find your center again." Jon squeezes tighter. "Stay strong, brother."

"Yeah, thanks." I raise my eyebrow at Ella.

"Hey, guys, sit back down and relax. Looks like you both need a round, let me—"

"No, you and Ella can have these shots. I’ll get another round at the bar. What you drinking, Jon?"

"You sure?" Jon looks between Ella and I.

"Yeah, sit and relax. I need to stretch my legs."

Jon squeezes into the booth at Ella’s command, and she sits on the edge, crosses her legs, and bobs her foot up and down. They grab the glasses and, without pomp and circumstances, pound the shots.

"Hey, Tre, I’ll have a gin and tonic." Jon smiles at me.

Ella leans into him but stares at me. "I’ll have my usual." She winks, and I turn as they giggle.

I walk to the bar, weaving between bodies, bumping, grinding, rubbing against me followed by, "Excuse me," or, "Watch it."

I wave at the bartender.

She rubs the spot in front of me with a towel and cuts her eyes up at me. "What you need, honey?"

"A gin and tonic, a cosmopolitan, Alpha King, and three shots of Patron."

The bartender grins at me, and I watch as she prepares the drinks. I stare back at Ella waving her arms and Jon laughing at her every word. Why am I here? To play third wheel to the Ella Show. I should have stayed home and—

An arm drapes over my shoulder. "Hey, good looking. Have a drink with me?"

I turn, and a woman’s face is inches from mine. I lean back, and my eyes focus on her blue eyes. My heart beats fast and a jumble of words form in my head, but all I can say is, "Um ... Hey ... Thanks ... You, too ... Yeah."  She smiles and winks. I glance away and take a deep breath. "Be cool, Tre,"  I mumble under my breath, waving my hand to get the bartender’s attention. "Could you add one more shot?"

I hold out a shot glass, and the blue-eyed woman taps it with her glass, licking her lips. "Cheers," she says.

"Cheers." I slam the tequila back.

"My name is Sal." She pecks me on the cheek and points at the other set of shots. "Another toast, or is that for your girlfriend?"

"What?"

I follow her eyes looking toward Ella. I shake my head, "Oh, no. Ella and I are ... um ... friends."

"Here’s to friends." She holds out her glass again. I pick up another shot glass, my eyes glancing between the bar top and Sal’s boobs—eyes. "My name is Trevor."

Sal holds out her glass. "Nice to meet you, Trevor."

"Here’s to new friends," I say as our glasses clank together, and the smooth booze burns the back of my throat.

"Tasty," she says, biting her bottom lip.

"Yeah ... well, um." I grab the drinks off the bar. "I have to take these to my, um ..."

"Friends." She finishes my sentence with a wink.

"Yeah, my friends."

She smiles, leans in close, and whispers in my ear, "Nice meeting you, Trevor. Hurry back."

"Yeah." As I squeeze past Sal, my eyes peek between her cleavage. "Nice to meet you, too, Sal."

Her lips twist into a smile, and she pulls her hand through her hair, biting her bottom lip.

I spin away and snake my way back through the crowded dance floor to the corner booth.

"Wow, that took forever." Ella takes her drink and sips it.

"Thanks, man." Jon grabs his gin and tonic.

"No worries," I say, plopping into the booth.

I sip my beer, glancing back over my shoulder, trying to find her.

Ella’s foot kicks me under the table, and my head snaps around.

"What, we’re not fun enough for you?"

"What? No, I was just—"

Ella laughs and bumps shoulders with Jon. "See, what I tell you?" They both stare at me.

"Whatever, Ella." I nudge her under the table, and she giggles.

"There’s the smile." Ella winks and blows a kiss at me. "Loosen up."

I stare at Ella while taking a swallow of beer. The cacophony of voices and pounding bass causes my mind to zone out, staring at the shifting and gyrating bodies floating across the bar. I watch Ella’s mouth moving, but I cannot hear what she is saying. I realize that she is talking to Jon. I yawn, close my eyes, and lean my head back against the booth to clear the cobwebs jumbling my thoughts. A memory plays out of the fog. It was the day Ella pried her way into my life ...

I was meditating outside, early in the morning, while a sample was incubating for my histology class. And there she was. Sitting on a bench, legs crossed, shoe dangling on her toe as she bobbed her foot side to side. It surprised me to see anyone this early in the morning outside the research building. I tried to ignore her, closing my eyes to continue meditating, but I could feel her staring at me. I opened my eyes again, and we stared at each other for a bit. She took a long drag on her cigarette, pursed her lips, and blew out a stream of white, fluffy smoke. She stood, flicking the finished cigarette in my direction but not at me. She waved, turned, and walked away, ignoring me as though I was an insignificant thing. I turned my head to watch her walk away. She never turned back. She never acknowledged me again. She turned the corner and out of sight. The only trace of her existence was that still smoldering cigarette that lay a few feet away from me.

I stared at the embers of the cigarette glowing an unnatural reddish orange. The smoke seemed to go in reverse as the blackening paper crumbled into ash. Alone once again, I closed my eyes to relax. I exhaled, and when I inhaled, I could taste the stink of her clove cigarette. My eyes popped open, hearing heavy breathing behind me. I scooted away on all fours, stumbling to stand, turning. "What the fuck?"
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