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Nate sat at the table and looked down at the menu. He hadn’t even opened it to begin reading when he noticed the craftsmanship of the menu itself. The cover was thick black leather and just the heft and durability of the thing seemed to imply that this place planned on being around for a while. The restaurant’s name was embroidered in silver color – but not at all “glittery” – in the center of the cover in a simple yet contemporary lettering: echelon. The first letter wasn’t even capitalized. That was pretty stylish, Nate noted.


He began to open the menu when the waiter began listing off specials.

“Today’s specials, sir, are the quail pancetta with black truffles and prosciutto…” His voice began to trail off as Nate lost interest in the words. Instead he was noticing the elegance of this place. Louis was the waiter’s name. He noticed that first, because it wasn’t a name tag, but it was written in that same embroidery, in silver, on the pocket of Louis’ slick-looking white shirt. It was pressed nicely and immaculately clean – it looked like Louis had just put it on, in fact. It was tucked squarely into his equally pristine black slacks, which hung perfectly down to his polished black wingtips. It looked like they were pinned to a mannequin they were sitting so perfectly, Nate thought. 

“Uhhhm, those all sound excellent. I’m waiting for someone, so I’ll try to remember those so I can repeat them to her,” Nate said with a cheerful smile. He said it with a hint of humor, hoping that Louis wouldn’t be offended.


“Of course, sir. I’ll come back. Can I get you something to drink while you wait?” Louis asked. Nate didn’t drink, so it was difficult to order soda or water without looking silly or cheap. 

“Yes may I please have a…” Nate hesitated to glance over the “virgin” section. “Pomegranate juice?” Nate thought that sounded elegant. How’d they get the juice from those little membrane-covered seeds? Incredible. 


“Certainly sir. I’ll bring that right out,” Louis said, maintaining his stature. He turned 180 degrees before beginning to walk away. Everything about echelon was elegant.

The whole place was simple yet sophisticated. Decorations were minimal, but the few that were present, like the polished stainless steel statue near the entrance, were incredible. It looked like an abstract female form, a naked woman raising one arm with what appeared to be a breast exposed. It was so abstract, Nate thought, that it was hard to tell exactly what it was. That was his interpretation, though, and he certainly thought it beautiful. The lighting fixtures included overhead fans with angular, stainless steel blades and triangular shades. Even the bulbs looked like they were hand-blown, if that were even possible. Nate liked the fact that the bar was further back in the restaurant. It seemed to him that bars always were the center of attention in a restaurant. He felt like this cheapened the experience a bit. The tables were small and square, covered by pressed white table cloths. Each had a silver embroidered “e” on the side. He noticed on his own table the candle within the stainless steel candle holder. It was again, simple, but it had an “e” cutout on it. It made the light from the candle have a faint “e” shape as it danced around on his table cloth. 
“Here you are, sir,” Louis said as he approached with the drink. It looked like red wine in a martini glass. Very classy.
“Thank you very much,” Nate said, awkwardly accepting the drink from Louis’ hands.

*   *   *


Amber was her name. Nate had met her on MySpace through a girl he’d had a class with a few years back named Jennifer. That’s how MySpace works: Nate clicked on Jen, Jen was friends with Amber, Nate saw Amber’s pictures and was attracted to her right away. He hadn’t felt attracted to someone in a long time, and he felt a bit guilty for being caught on MySpace at age 25 at all, let alone finding someone who he thought was attractive. Nate thought it always seemed a bit “stalkerish” to instant-message someone who you don’t know, but Amber seemed so receptive to his initial messages that he didn’t seem to notice. The conversation had been so rudimentary.


“Hey, you there?” Nate had typed. He waited for a response, but according to his timestamp he didn’t get one until roughly two minutes and thirty-seven seconds later.


“Hi, who is this?” Amber had responded.


“This is Nate, I’m friends with Jennifer. I saw you on MySpace and just wanted to let you know that I really liked the shirt you were wearing in the picture – the one that ties in the front…”


“Oh, lol thanks! I got that on my cruise last year.” She said. Online conversations were so awkward, he thought. You would probably laugh hysterically if you ever saw two people talking like that in real life. These were two adults talking to each other online like they were still in middle school.

That’s how it began. They chatted online day after day. They would both look forward to coming home from their jobs, which neither had adjusted to working at yet, and having a relaxing conversation with each other online. Nate learned all about the Caribbean cruise where Amber had acquired her lovely shirt that tied in the front. Amber had learned that Nate had gone to school in Arizona but hated the heat, and had one brother.  


Without knowing Amber it was difficult for Nate to know how to feel about her, particularly because they had never met in person. Nate’s previous experience with girls had motivated him to become someone who built walls around himself, not allowing anyone to get close and learn more about the things that were personal and dear to them.

Nate had never intended to be like that, and he hadn’t ever been like that before Ellen. He had told Amber about Ellen, too. It had taken nearly 2 months of online conversations before Nate was willing to divulge that information to Amber.
*   *   *


Nate wasn’t the best looking guy in the world, but he cleaned up nicely. He was about six feet tall and at about 180 pounds he had a lean, fit build. He had short brown hair that he could cut himself using the number two and number four attachments on the electric clipper. His hairline had started receding when he was 19, but girls often told him it made him look mature. He didn’t like his hair. He relied on his wit to attract girls, and he also had a very considerate way about him. He’d always open the car door for a girl, whether it was his mom, a girl he liked, or a co-worker. He was a real gentleman at heart. In fact, Nate cried at the Lion King, but he never told anyone.

Nate hadn’t been very experienced with girls, but when he met Ellen he’d been sure there was potential for a relationship. They had shared many deep conversations with one another, all of which took place in person. Sometimes they’d lie on Ellen’s couch in her apartment, sometimes they’d talk in the car, but often those conversations would happen outside under the stars. They’d take Nate’s truck far out onto a country road and turn off into a random field to escape the glow of city lights. They’d bring blankets and would lie on their backs in the bed of his truck, laughing and pointing to the night sky.


“What’s that one?” Ellen would ask, pointing up. Nate would reach out and grasp her pointing hand in his own and make a little motion to indicate several stars


“That’s called Ellennia,” he said.


“Oh realllly? Ellennia?” Ellen said sarcastically.


“Yeah, there’s a story behind it,” he explained. “If you’d stop being such a brat for two seconds I’ll tell you.” He tickled her a bit as he spoke to show her that this was a bit of his own sarcasm. She looked at him and smiled, eager to hear the story and happy to be with him at the same time. 

He’d then make up a grandiose story about how the universe was beautiful because of this one constellation, Ellennia. 


“It’s so far away that it makes it hard to tell,” he said, “but the stars of Ellennia actually glow far brighter than all the other stars.”
Ellen and Nate had shared many intimate moments together. Nate had in fact lost his virginity to her. He knew it was right and felt no regret whatsoever after it happened, despite his earlier conviction that he would try and wait until marriage. He always imagined he’d feel dirty or something after having sex for the first time, but the contrary was true. Everything felt like it happened exactly as it should have.

That was the kind of power she had over him. She was stunning. She had a beautiful face, accentuated by her shimmering green eyes. He loved the way a little strand of her bangs would always fall across her eye and she’d brush it aside when she spoke to him. She was petite, just as he’d always imagined his first girlfriend might look, with her cute little bottom. She’d always jump on him to hug him and he was always sure to grab it. It was just one more thing about her that he couldn’t get enough of. She would speak to him in a cute tone – a tone that she only used around him – that was almost like a little girl begging for things. He loved it.


“Awwww, Nate, can I have just a ‘lil bite of your cake?” She’d say in that tone. He’d always oblige. It was the same tone she used when she finally asked him to have sex with her. He realized that there wasn’t anyway he could resist this woman. His life, he felt, wouldn’t be complete without her. 

It never would be.
*   *   *


Nate placed the empty glass on the table, where two others also sat empty. He enjoyed the pomegranate juice, but he couldn’t help but feel his heart sink as he looked over to see the chair across from him still empty. It had been almost an hour and there was still no sign of Amber. 


 Louis had been extremely accommodating, checking back with Nate every few minutes to see if he needed another drink or “perhaps a fine hors d'oeuvre to sample” while he waited.

“No, thanks. I’m hoping she’ll show up soon,” Nate said. He looked up at Louis as he spoke, holding his head at sort of a diagonal while scratching the back of it with his hand, eyes glistening. Louis could surely see the disappointment in Nate’s face. Anyone could. 


After Louis had arrived at Nate’s table for the ninth time that evening, Nate decided he wouldn’t wait any longer. 


“I don’t think she’s coming, Louis. I suppose I’ll just – take my check now…”


“Certainly,” Louis said in that same steady confidence as before. He returned with the check only a minute later. 

“I hope you still have an excellent evening, sir. Let me know if I can get you anything else at all.” Nate looked down and noticed that the check seemed like it was for a relatively small amount, considering he had ordered three drinks. It looked like Louis had only charged him for one. Nate placed a fifty dollar bill into the leather holder that the check had come in and noted the small “e” embroidered in silver on the front of it. He was glad Louis had been his waiter that night. Somehow it had given him strength. 
*   *   *


On his way home, Nate decided to make a stop that he hadn’t planned on. There weren’t any florists open at 9:15 in the evening, so he stopped at Safeway instead to pick up a bouquet of flowers. He didn’t know a lot about flowers, so he always picked out whatever he thought looked the prettiest.


“These are beautiful! The tulips in there really bring everything together,” said the lady who checked him out. Tina, her nametag said.


“That’s why I got them,” Nate said, smiling. He hadn’t had a clue that there were any tulips in the bunch.


“Well they must be for someone very special,” Tina said.


“They are. Have a nice night.” Nate smiled at Tina and walked back to his car.


He drove out to Sagebrush road, the road that connected the stable that Ellen used to ride at to the outskirts of town. He slowed down as he approached the curves. These were the curves where there were always accidents when people were driving back into town. People would frequently be drunk and would misjudge how sharp the corners were. Nate used caution as he pulled to the side of the road. He grabbed the flowers off the passenger seat and got out of the truck. He walked along the side of the road until he was partway through the first curve, where he bent over to pick up a wilted bouquet of flowers that lay next to a cross. “Ellen,” the cross read. He placed the new ones down in their place and stood back up.

“I miss you so much,” he said. A tear ran down his cheek.

