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A handsome man walks into a
bar…and can’t pick up women. Sounds like a joke. Or a bar bet. Or maybe, just
maybe, a bit of magic follows him everywhere. A short, somewhat malicious bit
of magic, with a fondness for Piña Coladas.
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He was strange from the start, yet oddly
compelling.


I can explain the strange.  The
compelling is harder.


He’d come into my bar about 3:30 Friday
afternoons, thirty minutes before the official start of Happy Hour.  He’d
take a seat as far from the door as he could get.  He’d order two
drinks—one, a piña colada, the other light beer on tap.


Then he’d wait.


He was stunningly handsome.  That’s
the thing you’d see first off.  The square jaw, the black-black hair, the
laughing blue eyes all accented his broad shoulders and perfect male model
physique.  Only he dressed like a regular guy:  nice suit with a
jacket he’d remove when he sat down, white shirt, and shoes that could use some
attention.  Before the drinks arrived, he’d loosen his tie and roll up his
sleeves, revealing muscular arms.


And then he’d nurse the beer.


Any red-blooded woman would look at him,
as well as a handful of closeted males.  So of course I looked at
him.  I’m as red-blooded as the next woman—even if it is my bar.


I’m red-blooded, but not pretty. 
I’m perfectly cast in my role as bar owner.  I’m muscular and
broad-shouldered too.  My father used to say I looked like Bette Davis—and
he didn’t mean the young beauty of her early roles.  He meant the
battle-axe from “Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?” with the crumpled skin and
the bugged out eyes and the voice that sounded like she’d smoked a thousand
cigarettes too many.


A few men like this look. They figure
I’m easy (I’m not) because I’m lonely (I’m not that either), and they try to
woo me with lies.  The occasional guy who enjoys my friendship takes it a
stage farther, but we usually agree to go back to platonic after a few months.


Men who look like this guy never give me
a second glance.  And if one of them had slept with me by accident (and
none of them had), it would have been an invitation that came at last call, and
the night would end with him chewing his arm off in the morning.


I know that.  So when I started
talking to Mr. Weird But Beautiful, I did it not because I wanted him (even
though I did).  I did it because he looked like he needed some advice.


To understand why he needed some advice,
you need to know what my bar looks like.  It’s not a fern bar or a sports
bar.  There are no big screens scattered around, all turned to ESPN. 
There are no giant booths with huge backs because I don’t want couples making
out in my place and getting us slapped with violating the decency laws.


There are round tables of various sizes
scattered across the floor, and they get pushed aside on Saturdays, when my
favorite DJ comes in to spin the tunes—usually oldies, because I don’t tolerate
that hip-hop crap in my bar.


The rest of the time, it’s the juke
that’s been here since I bought the place.  A pool table against the back
wall gives the regulars a reason to return besides my lovely presence.


The bar’s the first thing you see when
you come in the door.  The back bar is large and mirrored, so it looks
like we have even more booze than we do.  I put the expensive stuff back
there because the business travelers who’ve just had a meeting in the big
conglomerate across the street make it worth my while.


The bar is a classic U and made of
expensive wood with a polyurethane top, so that I can wipe the thing off every
night.  Everyone vies for the twenty bar stools that surround the outside
of the U, and during Friday Happy Hour, the line for those stools can be five
deep.


Although it’s not fair to call them
stools.  They’re actually tall chairs with rounded backs that hug the
backside of whoever’s sitting there.  I bought the things from a bar going
out of business about five years ago, and they’re the best purchase I ever
made.  They keep the hard drinkers—the guys who pass out with predictable
regularity—in their chairs.  These guys don’t fall four feet to the floor,
hitting their head on the bar rails on the way down and thinking lawsuit when
they finally wake up.


Guys who drink like that—and every
neighborhood bar has them—keep our local taxi service in business, especially
weekend nights.  I don’t even have to call any more.  At closing,
half a dozen cabs show up here like they’ve been summoned.  I confiscate
keys, pour the hard drinkers into the cabs, and sign the tab.  Then when
the drinkers come back for their cars, I won’t hand over the keys until I get
reimbursed.


It works for all of us, and rarely does
the hard drinker get mad.


I take care of my people. That’s what
I’m known for.


Which is why no one was surprised when I
started talking to Mr. Weird But Beautiful.


He started coming in long about
February, with that uncomfortable look most first timers in a bar often
have.  He wore a shiny silk suit and a matching silver tie, and he looked
good enough to eat.


When he sat at the bar, I was surprised.
When he ordered his light beer and piña colada, I waited for the pretty
business associate to show up for their meeting.


Only she never came.  The beer got
nursed and the piña colada disappeared, although I never saw him take a sip.


And as the bar filled up, a bottle
blonde stopped beside the empty chair, leaned against the bar, and displayed
her assets prettily for him.  After she ordered, she turned to him, and he
smiled one of those Tom Cruise mighty megawatt smiles, the kind that makes you
hot just thinking about it.


She smiled back and I could tell she was
feeling like I was feeling—the right word and she was his.


He had one of those deep Barry White
voices which carried even though he probably didn’t intend it to.


Her eyes danced and she leaned in, just
a bit, as he said, “Please say hello to my little friend.”


Then he looked down.


She flushed, grabbed her drink, and left
the bar.


And he leaned back, looking very
confused.


Now most guys, when they have a pick-up
line that fails, try another one.  And any guy who looks like him doesn’t
need a line at all.


It was a testament to his attractiveness
that no woman ever dumped a drink on his lap or slapped him or called him
names.  Every woman he approached—and by April, he was approaching the
desperate ones as well as the pretty ones—gave him that
what-the-hell-did-you-just-say? look and fled.


But he never varied his line, he never
altered his routine, and he never ever got anyone to say hello to his little
friend.


Until, of course, me.


***


It was just after Easter when I finally
had enough.  When you have regulars in your place, you develop an
emotional attachment to them.  Sometimes that attachment is loathing,
sometimes it’s friendship, and sometimes it’s pity.


With Mr. Weird But Beautiful, I found
myself feeling oddly responsible.  I wanted to sit next to him and say,
“What? Your mother never taught you manners?”


But I knew that wasn’t the way to
approach him.


Instead, I pulled a bar stool over to
his other side, the side away from the empty stool he hogged every Friday, and
said, “Your little friend routine doesn’t work.”


He looked at me like he didn’t know I
could speak English.  Maybe he thought the only sentences in my repertoire
were “Light on tap and piña colada, right?” and “That’ll be six-sixty-five.”


It seemed to take him a minute to
process this new sentence, and then he said, “It’s gotta work.”


“Nonsense,” I said.  “You need a
new line, that’s all.  Half the women in this place would go home with you
if you asked them right.”


“I don’t want them to go home with
me.  I want them to go home with Marty.”


That’s when I sighed.  I couldn’t
help it.  “Look,” I said, “to get them home with Marty, you need to charm
them first.”


“No,” he said.  “That’s not
fair.  Marty needs to charm them.”


“Marty can work his magic in the privacy
of your own bedroom,” I said.  “You—.”


But by that time, Mr. Weird But
Beautiful was giving me the what-the-hell-did-you-just-say? look.  He
flushed and he was starting to get out of his chair when I grabbed his wrist.


His muscular oh-so-strong wrist.


“I’m trying to help you here,” I
said.  “It’s been nearly three months, and you can’t get a girl to spend
thirty seconds with you.  You’re going about it wrong.”


He pulled his wrist from my grasp. 
“First, I don’t want her to spend time with me.  I’m trying to fix up
Marty.  Second, Marty and I do not share a bed or even a house. 
Third, what the hell even makes this your business?”


“Nothing, I guess,” I started, but by
the time I finished the third word, he was gone.


Without paying for his beer or his
piña.  And, as usual, the  beer was barely touched, but the piña was
gone.


It really bugged me that I never saw him
drink it.


Especially this time.  When I was
sitting beside him from the moment I set the drinks down.


***


I figured that was the last I’d see of
Mr. Weird But Beautiful, so I wrote off the drinks and went back to my
routine.  No one asked after him, even though a few of the regulars
noticed he was missing.


These were the closeted guys, one of
whom got very drunk on a Friday in March, sidled up to Mr. Weird But Beautiful,
and said, “I’ll say hello to your little friend” in a suggestive voice, and
nearly got tossed across the room.


Mr. Weird But Beautiful left after that
too, although that time he paid, hands shaking.   He did come back,
though, the following week, and when his closeted stalker came up to him a
second time, Mr. Weird But Beautiful held up his hand.


“Look,” he said in a polite voice, the
same voice he used for his pick-up line.  “I vote Democrat.  I
believe in equal rights.  I know we should be flattered because you’re
probably a very nice man.  But believe me when I say that my friend and I
are not your type.”


The closeted stalker nodded once, then
went back to his chair, probably trying to maintain some dignity.  He
never approached Mr. Weird But Beautiful again, but he did watch from time to
time, maybe hoping Mr. WBB might change his mind.


Although I could have told him that he
wouldn’t.  A guy who doesn’t change his pick-up line is not going to
change his orientation, no matter how much the other party hopes he will.


Believe me, I know.  Because most
guys are oriented toward beautiful—or at least pretty—and no matter how
friendly they are, no matter how much they talk to me or flirt with me, they’re
not going home with me, and they’re certainly not going to invite me to spend
time with their little friend.


At least, not when they’re sober. 
And I’ve been a bartender long enough to know, they’re not worth a damn when
they’re drunk.  After a while, you look for meaning, you know?  Just
a kind word, a phrase, a bit of understanding.


I try a little kindness once a night,
just to keep my hand in the game, which was why I talked to Mr. Weird But
Beautiful in the first place.


Sometimes kindness pans out. 
Sometimes it doesn’t.


And sometimes it leads you places you
never thought you’d go.


***


He came back the next afternoon. 
Mr. Weird But Beautiful, who never darkened my door on any day but Friday, had
shown up on Saturday wearing a blue chambray shirt, faded jeans, shit-kickers
with no added heel.  If anything, he looked even more delectable. 
The blue shirt stretched just enough to show the muscles on his chest. The
jeans hugged his ass the way…well, the way I wanted to.


He didn’t sit at the bar.  
Instead, he took a table in the middle of the room.


And since none of the cocktail
waitresses would go near him, I had to wait on him.  From the bar, I said
tiredly, “Beer and piña, right?”


He looked at me, those blue eyes flat,
his expression reserved, his tone one you’d use with a six-year-old. 
“Just the beer.”


So I brought him the light, still
foaming over the stein, and onto the tray.  Man, was I out of practice.


I set down the napkin, then the beer,
and started to leave, when he said, “I’ve been thinking about our conversation.”


“Good,” I said, and returned the tray,
wiping it down before I set it near the server’s station.


“And I’d like to ask you a few
questions,” he said just a little louder.


Jodi, the cocktail waitress, raised a
single eyebrow.  It was her who-does-this-asshole-think-he-is? look.


But there was no one else in the
place.  So I told her to man the bar, and I walked back to him.


He kicked out the chair beside
him.  I sat.  This wasn’t going to be an easy conversation.


“So why doesn’t it work?” he
asked.  “That line, as you call it.”


My turn to give him the incredulous
look, and I almost hauled out one of the sentences I’d been thinking since he
first came in—“What? You were raised by wolves?”—but if I did, he’d bolt, and
spend the rest of his life trying this stupid gambit at bars all over town,
until he finally gave up and stayed home—alone—for the rest of his life.


I couldn’t decide if that outcome was a
crime against nature or just the way things should be.


For a minute, I toyed with answering the
question delicately.  But I’d tiptoed around delicate the day before, and
it hadn’t worked. This guy had spent all night wondering why “Say hello
to my little friend,” repelled women.  He wasn’t going to get delicate.


He might not even get blunt.


“Look,” I said in my best
I’ve-been-around-the-block voice, “we all know that most men name their penis,
okay?  We know you have a close relationship—a friendship—with that
part.  We just don’t need to know it from the moment—”


“You think Marty is my penis?  Are
you nuts?”  He stood up, bumped the table, and knocked over the
stein.  I slid my chair back so I wouldn’t get doused in light beer.


Jodi tossed me the bar rag, but she
wasn’t getting anywhere near good ole WBB.


“Who else would he be?” I asked as I set
the rag on the table and went for some bar napkins.


“My friend,” WBB said.  “You know,
the guy who comes in here with me. The guy who drinks the piña coladas.”


“I hate to tell you this, pal,” I said
as I tossed half the napkins on the table and the other half on the stain
spreading across the floor.  “But you come in here alone.”


I expected an argument.  I expected
him to tell me all about this Marty, who accompanied him.  I expected to
hear every detail about the delusion.


Instead, WBB said, “That fucking son of
a bitch,” handed me a twenty, and walked out of the bar.


***


He walked back in an hour later,
dragging an ugly little man who had blood dripping from his nose.  WBB
picked up the little man—who couldn’t have been more than three feet tall—and
said,


“This.  This is my little
friend.  Marty the fucking bastard. Say hello, Marty.”


“Hello,” the little man said in a nasal
tone.  He was dripping blood over the floors I had just cleaned the beer
off of.


“Hello,” I said. “Do you want to press
charges?  I can call the police.”


The little man shook his head. 
Blood dripped everywhere.


“Show the nice lady what you can do,
Marty,” WBB said. “She’s been kind to me.  She deserves to know.”


I flushed at the word “kind.”  No
one had noticed before.


Marty closed his eyes.  His nose
was still dripping.


WBB shook him.  “Show her.”


And Marty disappeared.  But the
blood kept dripping on my floor.  Ping, ping, ping.


Jodi and I exchanged glances.  I’d
seen a lot of strange things in my bar, but that was the first legitimate
disappearing man.


“Now,” WBB said.  “Explain what was
going on.”


He shook his fists.  Only Jodi and
I knew that there was a little guy between them.


Either that or WBB was David Fucking
Copperfield.


“Tell them,” WBB said.


“We had a bet,” the little guy said, and
reappeared as he spoke. He was dangling between WBB’s hands and looking as
forlorn as a human being could.  “We bet that no matter how good-looking
he is, he couldn’t get me a date.”


“The rest of it,” WBB said.


The little guy sighed.


WBB shook him again.


“We handicapped him,” the little guy
said, “by making him say, ‘Say hello to my little friend.’  You know, like
in golf.  Figuring the good player needed a level playing field with the
ugly player.  Me.”


“Ugly.” WBB said.  “Damn straight.”


I didn’t say anything.  I’d seen
bar bets before. But judging from WBB’s face the day he first came in—all
stunned at the way the bar looked and smelled—he didn’t.  He had no idea
that cheating was part of the process.


“How much was the bet for?” I asked.


“The year-end bonus,” WBB said. 
“Five grand.”


“He doesn’t need his,” the little guy
said.  “People give him stuff because he’s so pretty.”


I stared at WBB.  His beautiful
blue eyes flashed.  He was furious.


He shook the little guy one more time
for good measure.  “Tell her the rest of it.  I’d say, ‘Say hello to
my little friend.’  And then you what?”


The little guy cleared his throat. 
“I disappeared.”


He vanished then quickly reappeared.


“To everyone except me,” WBB said. 
“I could see the little bastard.”


“I hate to tell you this,” I said, “but
he disappeared long before you came into the bar.  If he really was with
you.”


“He was,” WBB said.  “Tell
her.”


The little guy shrugged one imprisoned
shoulder.  The movement looked like it hurt. “It’s my only talent. 
It’s all I can do.  I trained it.  Because people always looked at me
with pity.  I’m short and I’m ugly and you wouldn’t believe the jokes.”


“So you turned the table on your
friend?” I asked.  “A man who was going to help you? You played a trick on
him?”


“He promised he wouldn’t,” WBB
said.  “He promised he’d stay visible.”


“I did!” The little guy said.


“To me,” WBB said.  “And only
me.  The man who believed in him.  I figured once someone talked to
him, she’d want to go out with him.  I used to think he was clever.”


The little guy tried to wipe his nose
but WBB held him fast.


“I believed in him,” WBB said,
and dropped him.


The little guy bounced in the pool of
his own blood.


“Fucking bastard,” WBB said, and left.


And of course, I never saw him again.


***


His little friend, on the other hand,
haunts my bar like an out-of-work Rumplestiltskin.  I think he makes his
living by winning bar bets.


Like “betcha I can’t appear and
reappear.”  Like “I can make a piña colada vanish without even touching
it.”  Like “I bet a handsome man like you can’t get a woman to give me a
second glance.”


I let him stay.  He’s a
curiosity.  Now that they’re used to him, the regulars place bets right
alongside his.  The entire place is getting rich.


Except me.


Because there’s a part of me that still
wants the fairy tale.  You know, you help the gorgeous guy, and even
though you’re a plain Cinder Ella, he sees through the grime and makes you his
princess.


But WBB hasn’t come back.  I haven’t
even gotten enough courage to ask his little friend for WBB’s real name.


I know real life is not a fairy tale.


But I also know that tiny men who look
like Rumplestiltskin can’t disappear at will.


And yet this one does.


Somehow that’s not quite enough to
overcome my belief in the way the world really works.


You see, I own a bar.  I know that
people never change their orientation.  And WBB, for all his willingness
to help his little friend, was oriented toward beautiful—or at least pretty.


And no matter how nice I was, and how
much I was willing to help him, and how much his pride made him come back to
talk to me, to explain he really wasn’t crazy, I knew he wasn’t going home with
me.


I knew he was never going to invite me
to spend time with his little friend.


“Say Hello To My Little Friend,” first
published in Imaginary
Friends, edited by John Marco and Martin H. Greenberg, Daw Books, 2008.
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