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If there is a
hell, it reeks of dark liquor and
cigarettes. I was headed there and taking Frederic with me while a
heavy January snow fell outside, bearing mute witness to the
besotted damnation of our immortal souls.

The volume of expensive scotch consumed
that night was shameful. You punish your liver with Night Train and
Pabst Blue Ribbon, not with fifteen-year old Glenlivet from your
best friend's special occasion bottle. We weren’t celebrating
anything, beyond the progressive loosening of Frederic’s tongue.
God bless him. My best friend, he yammered through each highball
glass while I sat and smoked, listened and drank.

"Eric, she was gone." He pinched his
fingers together, and mouthed a silent poof as he snapped his hand
open.

“Hannah? Where’d she go?” I was having
difficulty following his story. Hannah was his current
girlfriend—the third in as many months. If I'm being honest, I
stopped paying attention after the last girlfriend story. Something
about cheeseburgers and roller-skates.

"No. Not Hannah. My ex-fiancée.
Brigitte. "

'"You never told me you were engaged,"
I said, realizing that he probably had.

"You're not listening to me, are
you?"

“Wait! That’s why you were
at the bachelor party,” I exclaimed, a few details falling into
place. Damn scotch! “I had no idea you were almost married—that must have been one
hell of a man-party your friends threw, for her to pick up and
leave you like that.”

I should have been paying better
attention—Frederic was usually the quiet one in our dynamic duo.
For five years, I had been the one to carry our little chats while
he supplied the nods, the occasional laugh, and simple answers. I
chalked it up to his German efficiency. But that night, Frederic
was anything but efficient as he cast out his demons, digging
deeper with each successive story to yank them wriggling out of the
murky, scotch-filled mire of his soul.



"I never,
never, intended to cheat
on my Brigitte," Frederic confessed, his German accent thick now
that he was drunk. His delivery lacking precision in a way that was
amusing and endearing.

He pointed his finger directly at me
and smiled a tight, little grin.

"But intention means nothing," he went
on. "I betrayed my only real love."

Hours went by, Frederic going from
story to story, the liquor level plummeting, and the pile of
cigarettes growing larger than the small ashtray could contain.
Gesturing spasmodically, Frederic spoke like a man
possessed.

"I never slept with her," he said suddenly.
“Did I mention that?”

"Who, Hannah? Or Brigitte, your
fiancée?" I rubbed my forehead.

"No... the woman from
Germany who destroyed my engagement," he said. “There was the
Fasching—Carnival,” he corrected himself, returning to English, “in
a neighboring town. My friends took me for the bachelor party. The
streets were mad with celebration, and there in the throngs of
people, a woman—the woman—kissed me. There is a foolish Fasching custom where
kisses are given away. It was nothing. But she joined our group of
drunken fools and with her entrance our intoxication was quickly
out of control.”

"Mysterious women can have that
effect…” I said and he waved his hand at me.

"The woman was a gypsy. I should have
known. But I was drunk," he said. He sounded miserable.

"We do stupid things when we're drunk,
all of us, my man."

"My fiancée came to the Inn late that
night to surprise me. You can figure out the rest,” he
said.

“She caught you with your pants
down?”

“The gypsy woman was doing wonderful
and terrible things to me when Brigitte walked in. My fiancée
walked out, I blacked out, and I never saw her again. Weeks after
my fiancée was gone, I was out of my mind with sadness. I was
lonely. I found the gypsy woman..." He shook his head and fell into
silence for a long while.

“I’m afraid.” He said at last,
interrupting my attempt to doze off.

I looked at him blankly, my head
already beginning to peel away from the conversation like damp
wallpaper.

"Afraid to get close to another woman,"
he said. "Hannah, she's great. Really, a great woman, and that
terrifies me."

There was more talking on Frederic's
part, less comprehension on my part, the hands on the clock
marching along toward too late. And when the bottle was almost
empty—that's when he asked, “Can I show you something?" His voice
heavy with the Glenlivet, hands gripping the hem of his gray
Washington Capitals tee shirt.
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