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     Anthony sat nearly alone staring at his own old, lined hand holding the drink glass.  The thunder rolled over the resort and the bartender cursed herself for not bringing her

umbrella.  The golf match had been interrupted by the rain.  Most of the other men had already left the bar, probably for home.  It was 8:30 and getting late by the standards of most people his age.

     Still - he thought, looking at himself in the mirror behind the bar - for seventy he was still good looking, if perhaps in a rugged way.  He wasn't really ready to move on,

was he?  He looked over at his friend in the black jacket sitting next to him and raised an eyebrow in thought at this speculation.  Of course, he had always told himself as a kid

that if he ever got to the point where he lost any of his bodily functions with age, that was it, he should end it there.  Maybe it was better, not having yet reached that point.  Anthony's friend in the dark, rain-soaked clothing looked at him and smiled simultaneously at that last thought.  Anthony began to wonder if he was talking out loud.

     Anthony turned back to his reflection in the mirror and instead found himself staring at her again.  She wasn't looking as he watched her young, beautiful hands guide the

wash rag across the bar counter and back again.  The motion brought his eyes to her thin body accentuated by the tight clothing.  Then she noticed him looking into her brown eyes and seemed to force a smile.  "Can I get you anything else, Tony?"

     In a surprising motion Anthony took the barmaid's hand in his own.  He looked at her, straight into her eyes, and began to speak softly.  "There was a time when I knew a

woman nearly as beautiful as you.  I hope the man in your life treats you with the respect you deserve."  He let go, sat back, and gave a sad smile.  It was the first time he had spoken words of true meaning and sincerity to a woman in years.  He also noticed that, for her, it was the first time she had not recoiled at the touch of one of her old clients, at least while he was around.  Instead she seemed touched inwardly, and smiled.

     Anthony had removed his wallet to pay for the drink, and found himself staring at the woman he had just spoken of.  The picture was old and tattered, but to him it sparkled.

     "Happy Birthday, Tony," the barmaid said, smiling.

     Anthony's friend raised his own glass and, still staring straight forward, grinned.  "Yeah, Happy Birthday, Tony."

     A chill seemed to permeate the room.

     Pictures.  Erin had always wished she had more of them.  That much was obvious to Anthony on that day in 1946 when his rickety truck rolled into her driveway yet again. 

He could see her as she looked up from the black and white photos, through the family room window, just in time to notice him get out of the vehicle.  The afternoon light

caught his young, dark features perfectly, he noticed it in his own reflection, and through that same pane of glass she watched him saunter towards the house with grace.  Her smile

faded when she apparently noticed the depressed look on his face.

     He entered her small, warm house and hugged her close.  "Tony," she cried.  Her sweet fragrance invaded his nostrils and he broke the embrace to look at her.  She had cut her blonde hair to shoulder length again, the way she'd had it in high school.  In the eight years that followed neither she nor Anthony had moved far from their home town.  He had purchased a small apartment in a nearby township a few years earlier.  He periodically appeared out of nowhere with the notion that he was "checking up on her," like some over-worried big brother.  She had told him once before how she was amazed that he was the only person she knew who could drop by and always catch her at home, a near impossibility for most of her friends.  But Anthony was never one to lose contact with people, especially when she was the only person he could really tell his feelings to. 

It was a mutual gain, for Erin had once said she'd known him to be the only guy in high school who honestly listened and cared every time.

     When that thought entered his mind, remembering, back at the bar, Anthony cynically realized that one is more motivated to listen every time to an old friend when she

only sees him once in a while.  

     Back in time: Erin began to pour them coffee.  "What's up?"

     Anthony started right up, instantly opening himself with her around.  "I'm distraught.  Pent up with emotions that won't go anywhere 'cause they got no where to go, so they die.  All of them."  Silence fell as they both stared out the window, past the trees, past everything.  "I've been so concerned with everyone else's welfare that it's been at the cost of my own happiness - but by choice and not always by fate.  Maybe it's everything, Erin.  Everything since high school.  I don't know.  It's just been so long since I've felt close to friends, or anyone else.  It's been longer since anyone asked my how I feel."

     He looked at her, still so beautiful.  She'd lost none of her charm with marriage and children.  The inrush of emotions and suddenly feeling close to her again was almost

more than he could hold back.

     She turned then, her hazel eyes glittering as her soft lips broke into a wide grin.  "How do you feel?"

     "Confused."  He smiled a little.  "Thanks."

     "Now you know how I always felt back when," Erin said.  She sipped her coffee.

     "Yeah, but you found the love of your life.  I think I'm actually sick of always meeting new women.  Besides, what would you have me do?  I wouldn't have the time to

spend with anyone if I met her now."

     "It worked for us."

     "That was different.  I knew you'd fallen for me and we were both determined to wait until I returned for our promised love."

     Erin smiled and sipped her coffee again.  "Hey, I gave up on poetry, you should too.  Besides, times change, old friend."

     "Yeah, and nothing lasts forever."

     Her smile faded again. She stared out at her backyard in thought and began to tap the side of her mug.

     Anthony tried not to notice the sympathetic look on her face from the corner of his eye.  For a brief moment he thought of those soft lips years before on hot afternoons

when he'd sneak to her house to be with her and he almost allowed himself to miss those times.

     "I've got to go."  He turned from the table and grabbed his coat, making to leave.

     "Tony," Erin called as he walked slowly to his truck.  "I've got a friend from the courthouse I work with you should meet."

     Tony raised an eyebrow.  There was a glimmer of interest in the rather juvenile idea of something as odd as a blind date.  It threatened to curl a smile onto his face.  He knew her too well.

     Erin seemed to think it over for a second and then nodded to herself.

     "Her name's April."

     "Happy ten year Anniversary, dear,"  Anthony said over the static cluttered phone from his office.  "Oh, and April.."

     "Yes, dear?"  she said.

     "I love you."

     He really had, only he didn't realize at the time that that was only half the equation.  It wouldn't be till some forty years later sitting in a frequently visited bar that he would finally work out the other part of what love was really all about.

     He took his address book out of the wallet and laid it on the bar.  He removed a lighter from his pocket and watched the book burn before him, like his life.  He could remember her face so clearly still, though, as if it were still the day Erin had introduced them. 

     In reflection again, Anthony now noted with disgust just how droll that whole situation really ended up.  What had ever happened to his secretary, anyways?

     His thoughts shifted back into the past.  1956 had been a good year till that night.  "I am sorry though, honey.  I'll run right home late tonight the moment I finish all this office work."

     April was probably used to excuses by then, even on occasions like that.  By that point in a relationship one doesn't really notice it anymore.  "Ok, I'll see you tonight then.  Kiss, kiss."

     Anthony hung up the phone and turned back to his desk.

     Soon he was lying in the dark little room adjacent to the office.  He didn't realize the clock on the bedstand said 12:30 am.  He had come to the conclusion months before that while he finally had love, he still wanted to see what he was missing.  It was what had kept him in that office that evening.  The idea that everyone should have love and yet still, perhaps by consent, be able to sample the cuisine.  Only then, at the bar, at the end of his life, he knew, for that to happen, what good would be love?  What good is freedom when truth is irrelevant?  The whole system would come unraveled, just as his revelation did, and became lost forever, when the door opened.

     It was she.  Tears welled up in those eyes, those beautiful eyes as she seemed to try and deny the scene she beheld.  Anthony sprang from the bed stammering to say something.  In doing so he pulled the covers free of the bed, covering himself.  It left the supple, naked form of his secretary totally exposed upon the strewn sheets.  April ran away, her hand covering her mouth.

     Weeks later, when Anthony tried to convey to Erin that same, sensible thought he'd had just before his life was ruined, it came out all wrong.  Nothing made sense.  She

just said, "This is my best friend, and your wife we're talking about," and left.

     It had been a cold day then too, just as it was at the bar that evening.  At nearly seventy-something, he looked back knowing he never had a sure thought since that day.  He had aged gracefully, always appeared as being someone very positive of himself, but had honestly lost sight of what he cared about truly with that office affair.

     Anthony watched the clock on the far wall, its pendulum swinging through the tiny pocket of space and time within its own window.  The dim overhead lights of the bar were reflected mid-swing, causing a sudden flash exactly once every second.  Becoming entranced by the effects of the clock, the alcohol, and his own contemplations, he turned

his attention to a fly crawling along the counter.  There was no sound as the barmaid had left to get a mop for cleanup and Anthony's friend had not moved since the last words he had spoken.  Then the black-clad man noticed the small fly as well.  The insect was cleaning itself with its front legs when it stopped, seemingly transfixed by the gaze of the man.  His smooth hand reached out towards it, but the fly did not move.  Anthony wondered that possibly the cold weather might be slowing the fly's reactions, but his

friend's hand reached all the way to the insect and simply touched it.  When his hand came away, the fly was dead.

     Anthony returned to a few last thoughts of his own.  He looked at no-one, speaking quietly, sounding sad in his own ears.  "I used to know a lot of women.  I could just take

them in my arms and they would be mine.  I.. I used to know..."

     "You used to know a lot of things,"  the black clad man said, cutting Anthony off before he could suffer too long over his obviously distraught thoughts.

     "Yes."  Tony smiled.  "And I think I do again."

     "That's good."  There was silence again before the man spoke his final words in Anthony's ear.  "Come.  We've a coach to catch."

     Tony thought of the rain pounding down outside, where old men and women, at times not fully in control of their minds much less their cars on soaked city streets, would be

driving home along the path he himself needed to take.  He had lost much during his lifetime, and was about to quite possibly lose something infinitely more precious.  But, he

thought, regarding the ashen white face of the man leading him out the door into the rain, at least I still have friends.

