The Happy Ending

 

Karen had just finished Chapter 4 when she noticed the man coming down the asphalt path.  He was young, probably only in his late twenties–very close to her age.  His shoes were new, and his suit appeared to be freshly pressed.  He carried a dozen roses in a vase that he held like a halfback would hold a football, the roses resting against the shoulder of his jacket.  The man scanned the area intently, checking every person he saw.  His eyes were filled with a look of hope as they came upon Karen, but she quickly looked back at the book, beginning Chapter 5.

When Karen looked back up, the man was sitting at one of the benches a short distance down the path, the roses resting at his side.  He was a plain looking guy, and sat in a stiff upright manner, his hands folded on his lap and his feet parallel.  He composed himself with almost military patience, just looking around slowly, observing every detail the park had to offer.  As the scraping of shoes alerted him of an approaching person on the path, his head would snap to attention with an almost comical look of excitement on his face.  As the person came into sight, however, the excitement would drain from him and he would sink back into his patient posture.

Karen finished Chapter 25 and looked at her watch.  It had been over six hours since the man had arrived.  His posture had turned to a slouch, but he continued to bolt upright whenever distant sounds of footsteps were heard.  The sun had set behind the line of oak trees along the river, chasing the line of sunlight up the walls of the valley.  Karen looked again, and the man was leaning over, his face resting on his hands.

Karen bent the page in her book and let it close.  She put the book and her sun tan lotion into her bag and started down the trail towards her house.  As she passed by the man, she felt herself stop.

“Excuse me,” she said, surprised by her own invasiveness, “but are you expecting someone?”  The man looked up, wide-eyed, until he realized that he didn’t know her.  Karen felt awkward in the silence.  The man slouched again and finally spoke, his voice very faint.

“Yes, I was.”  He offered no more.  

“Well,” Karen began, “would you like a little company?”  The man looked up again.  This time, however, he bore what almost looked like the beginning of a smile.

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt at this point.”  Footsteps sounded in the distance, and his attention focused again on the path.  A moment later, a middle-aged woman power-walked past them.  The man was silent for a second, and then he extended his hand to Karen.

“My name’s Pete.”

“I’m Karen.”

“It’s nice to meet you Karen.”  She noticed as his eyes glanced over her body, the first time he had given her more than a passing glance.  “It looks like I am a bit overdressed,” he said.  Karen laughed and nodded, realizing that some of the threads in her cut-offs were starting to hang again.

“I hate to pry,” she said, “but I guess I’m too nosy not too–“

“I was hoping to meet an old friend here today,” he offered.

“An old girlfriend?”

“Bingo,” he said matter-of-factly, “did the roses give it away?”

“They did help,” she smiled.  He didn’t return the look.  “I’m sorry, I’m being so rude.  I really shouldn’t be harassing you like this.”  She began to stand.

“No, no, I’m sorry,” he stammered, “I’m probably not very good company right now, but please stay.”  He forced a smile.  “I think it’s good to have somebody to talk to.”  

“Well, okay.  Good.”  Karen leaned back on the bench, assuming his slouch.  “Did you get stood up?”  She spoke in a near whisper.

“Not really … I mean, she didn’t exactly know I was gonna be here.”  Footsteps approached again, but this time he didn’t even look.

“So what were the roses for?”

“They were for her.  I guess I might as well tell you the whole story so you can see exactly how pathetic I am.  I’d hate to keep a secret like that to myself.”  He paused, looked down at the path for a moment, and then continued.  “Anyway, Becky and I used to come here all the time.  It was our favorite spot.  We’d sit down by the river and talk all night long and then lie in each other’s arms until dawn.”  He was lost in the story, his eyes fixed on the shadows forming along the banks of the river.  “We talked about a lot of serious stuff, and I told her I loved her, and she told me she loved me.  Has anyone ever told you that?”  Karen opened her mouth to respond, but Pete continued.  “That was the best feeling in the world, you know?  For someone to tell you that you are the most important person in the world … nobody had ever done that for me before.”

Pete picked up the vase and took a deep breath.  “She always made fun of the fact that I never bought her flowers.”  He put the vase back on the bench at his side.  “Other guys bought her flowers, but I never worried about it.  She was mine, and she telling me she loved me was the only covenant I needed.  Then, one day, she told me about how people change….”  Pete’s voice grew even quieter than before.  “I said that change wasn’t bad, and that we could work with it, and she agreed.  Then she changed boyfriends.”

“I’m so sorry.”  Karen touched his arm, still confused.  “But why are you here now?”

“Today would have been the third anniversary of our first date, so I finally bought her some flowers.”

“So you expected her to show up?”

“Call me a romantic.  How does that crap go that everyone sings about?  Love conquering all and happily ever after….  If this was a movie, she’d be here, and we’d pick up where we left off.  Even a cheap novel would have some picturesque ending that would leave everyone with a warm fuzzy feeling."  They both glanced at the cover of her romance novel resting on her lap.  "But, as I’ve been crudely reminded, this is real life.  Real life really sucks, doesn’t it?  In real life, there are no happy endings, are there?”  He looked into Karen’s eyes, looking for an answer.

“Yeah, I guess … I don’t know,” she said.

“You’re really nice.  I think she would have liked you.  You can have these if you want, I don’t have any use for ‘em.”  He picked up the vase and handed it to Karen, and she quietly thanked him as she accepted it.

Pete got up, straightened his suit, and walked down the path.  As he neared the river, he stopped and searched one last time.  Seeing no one, he buried his hands in his pockets, slumped his shoulders, and very slowly continued down the path.

Under the light of the streetlight above the bench, Karen hurriedly opened her book to the last page.  “Guy gets girl, they live happily ever after, and the picturesque warm and fuzzy ending it is … what a load of shit.”

She tossed the book into the garbage can beside the bench, and began to run toward the river.

“Pete!  Wait up!!!”
 


It was the wildest sex she had ever experienced.  She had caught up with Pete, and invited him over to her place for dinner.  He looked shocked, but accepted.  Once they got in the door, she grabbed his hand, pulled him close to her, brought his head down to hers with her other arm, and kissed him.  He kissed back, with a passion that delighted her.  Without breaking their kiss, she led him to her bedroom.

The next morning, she awoke to find the bed empty, a single piece of paper with a typewritten note occupying the spot where the night before she had made love to him.  She read the note, put it back on the bed, rolled to face away from it, and cried.
 
Dear Karen,
 
If you are reading this, that means I just fucked you.  Hurray for me!  That also means that you didn’t recognize me, or this wouldn’t have happened.  As a hint, it isn’t very kind to tell that nice little Williams boy in home room that you would go to the Prom with him, but only when Hell froze over.
 
Well, babe, I just wanted to have sex with you then, too, so I’ll let the prom thing go.  The weather’s fine here in hell.  What a beautiful day!
 
I fucked the prom queen!  Now that, my dear, is a happy ending!
 
Sincerely,
 
“Pete”
 
In handwriting at the bottom of the page it read, “I can’t believe you made me sit there for six fucking hours!  Just for that, I’m taking back the roses on my way out.”  
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