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DANA BELL

Bear

My second date of the night was with a woman I didn’t care about named Monica. As we 
sat down with our drinks on the nearly empty patio of the once-trendy bar, I told her that 
I was tired of first dates. I felt I knew everyone’s life story, or at least the generalities: they 
had siblings, they went to some college, they started working here and then they stopped 
and now they work somewhere else, they had been in relationships that didn’t work out, 
they like to hike but they actually hate camping. 

“Sorry if I’m coming off like a dick right now,” I said to her. I gestured towards my drink, 
the bar’s take on an old-fashioned, which I had barely touched. “I’m a bit of a lightweight.” 

I didn’t mention that I had already gone on a date that day, or what I thought was a 
date. I had finally gotten drinks alone with Zoe, a coworker I’d always dreamed about 
seeing naked and whispering all my secrets to. I had downed two martinis at a different, 
better bar near her place just a few hours before and had hoped that it would morph into 
something a little more involved, so involved that I would have had to cancel this date. 
But that did not happen and so here I was with her, a stranger. 

“No, I get it,” Monica said. “I’ve been on the dating scene for a while, too. I’ve heard 
all the stories and I’ve said them, too.” 

I felt good hearing her say that because I wanted to like her and I couldn’t tell if I 
thought she was pretty or not. She was a little older than the coworker; her profile said she 
was thirty-three.  She had thick brown hair, a round, open face, and her brown eyes were 
big and alert, eyes that took everything in and reflected it all back, like a child or a very 
smart dog. In fact her whole look was childlike, from her puffy-sleeved top to her ballet 
shoes and socks, which shortened her stout legs. When she looked at the menu she put 
on glasses, which made her eyes bug out even more, but she didn’t take too long looking 
at the drinks and she didn’t order anything too fussy.

We decided to skip the normal talk. We would start by telling each other about stuff 
we wouldn’t normally say on a first date, just stupid stories that didn’t mean anything but 
were probably more important than the typical biographical markers. 
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I told her about a time last month when I was at a Target and a teen asked me to buy 
him and his friends some hard seltzers, Juul pods, and an R-rated movie. 

“I didn’t even know Target still sold movies,” she said.   
“I think the movie part may have been a joke. I asked what movie I should get, and 

he wanted recommendations. I said, ‘Hey kid, don’t push your luck,’ which made me feel 
like the oldest man in the world.”

“Did you do it?”
“I had to. I was young once, too. I didn’t get them a movie, though.”
We talked about whether we drank alcohol as teens. I had, she hadn’t. “Not until it 

was legal,” she said. “You would have made fun of me in high school, I think. I was a real 
nerd. I still am.” 

“I was nice in high school,” I said, which wasn’t true. “I played in a band and was on 
the soccer team, but we were nice to everybody.”

For her turn, she told me a dull story about how she had recently gone on a solo trip 
to Chicago, a first for her. 

“I didn’t know anyone there but I’d never been and it’s not that far, so I booked a hotel 
and just saw the sights. I normally don’t travel because I don’t have anyone to go with, but it 
was really fun. The lake, the big silver bean. The museums there are really nice. I saw a piece 
of art I really loved—Sunday Afternoon on the Grande Jatte? You know the painting that’s in 
Ferris Bueller’s Day Off? It really is that remarkable, the way all the dots combine to make 
a painting. I stared forever. I thought it would be fun to try, but I’m not really a painter.”

“You should try it,” I said. “I bet you’d have fun.” 
She shrugged and seemed to retreat a little, so I told her about a time at my friend’s 

bachelor party where we’d gone rafting down the Snake River and my buddy had gotten 
up in the middle of the night and, still asleep, walked out of his tent and straight out into 
the river. When he woke up he was swimming. 

“He was OK,” I added quickly. “But it scared us all to death because when he came 
back to the campsite he was screaming and splashing and dripping wet. We thought he 
was some type of river monster.” 

“That’s not really a story about you,” she said. “That’s sort of a story about your friend.”
“I guess I just wanted you to know I went on a cool rafting trip once.”
She laughed and I had the urge to look around and see if other people noticed what a 

good job I was doing. Most of all I wished my coworker could see this date, that maybe if 
she saw me making this moon-faced woman laugh, she would be impressed, which was 
not how she had seemed on our non-date. 

“I thought this was a post-work hang,” Zoe had said when I told her I’d always wanted 
to take her on a date. “Plus you’re a lot older than me.” 
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“Not a lot,” I said. “Just eight years.” I didn’t think she liked that I knew the age gap so 
precisely. But she had stayed for two martinis and talked to me about problems she was 
having with her two gay roommates, and when we left she gave me a long hug and sighed 
in an enigmatic way. So what was that all about? 

“I actually have a story from this week,” the current date said. “I don’t think I’d normally 
talk about it on a first date. Actually, I haven’t told anyone else yet. I thought I might not 
tell anyone at all. It’s sort of sad. I shouldn’t tell it.”

“I work in a congressional office,” I said. “My job is mostly constituents telling me about 
the ways their lives are fucked. Trust me, I’ve heard sad stories.”

“That’s interesting,” she said. “Which congressman?” 
I shook my head. “Your turn.” 
She looked down at her glass of wine. She had long eyelashes, I noticed. That was 

something. 
“I was walking to work yesterday, and a few blocks from my house there’s a little park, 

mostly for dogs, but it has some trees and grass, and there are always lots of squirrels there. 
I think they like to annoy the dogs. But when I passed by it, I noticed something on the 
ground. I had just turned the corner and I saw it on the ground, this small, tiny lump; 
brown, a little skeletal, but still breathing. I thought it must be a squirrel, and I really like 
squirrels. I like all animals, of course, so I ran up to it and kneeled down next to it. It had 
a funny tail—not fluffy, so I was worried it might have a disease, mange or something.” 

“Right,” I said. 	
“I should have been more cautious. I definitely wouldn’t do it like this again. But I 

picked up the squirrel. Later on I thought, wow, I should have used gloves, but I didn’t 
even think about it until it was too late. 

“When I turned the little guy over in my hands, I saw right away that it wasn’t a squirrel 
at all; it was a monkey. A small little monkey, lying on the sidewalk like it was just a piece 
of trash. I couldn’t believe it.” 

She wasn’t looking at me while she told the story. She lifted up her wine glass but then 
didn’t drink out of it and put it back down, the whole time staring off into space. If it 
were anyone else—my coworker, for example, who was well-versed in various types of 
manipulation, which was part of her appeal—I would have thought she was lying, but 
something about the sad look in her big wet eyes made me think she was telling the truth.

She continued. “I took the monkey back to my house. He was so small in my hands. 
I could feel his little bones; they felt like bent paper straws. He was still breathing, and I 
whispered to him, ‘Don’t worry little monkey, don’t worry.’

“When I got home to my apartment I dampened a kitchen towel and warmed it up in 
the microwave and then lined a bowl with it. It’s hard to explain what was going on with 
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me—I felt like I was operating on pure instinct, as if I was pulling from some deep maternal 
well the very procedures that might save this monkey’s life. Its face was so small, but its 
eyes were big and dark and wide and I felt, and I don’t mean to sound crazy, especially 
not this early, I felt like I was looking into my own eyes. I imagine it’s the way it feels to 
look into your own child’s eyes, because their eyes are yours, they came from you and 
were written by the same code as your eyes, but they’re not yours. 

“I warmed up some oat milk and a banana and made a little mush and started to 
spoon-feed it to the little guy. I didn’t know if it was a girl or boy, so I just kept calling 
him a little guy. He lifted his head and grabbed my finger with his tiny hands and nibbled 
the banana off my finger. It was miraculous, there’s no other way to describe it. It was the 
most thrilling moment of my life.”

“Oh, wow,” I said, genuinely, but I have one of those voices where everything comes 
off as sarcastic and tinged with irony, and it snapped her back to reality. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t normally drink, and I think it’s influencing my emotions a little.”	
“No, really, this is an amazing story,” I said. “I’m very interested.” 
“Well, the monkey died,” she said. “It was a marmoset, apparently. A few days later 

I saw a sign near my grocery store that said someone was missing their marmoset. His 
name was Petey.”

We sat there in silence for a moment. I thought she might be about to cry.
“I shouldn’t have told that story. It’s too sad. I’m sorry. It’s all I’ve been thinking about 

all week.”
I said it was OK, but I was lying. It was too sad. Now here we were, avoiding eye con-

tact, thinking about a dead baby monkey. I should have been more charming with my 
coworker. I was too forward, that was my problem. I had told her about the longstanding 
fantasies I harbored—the two of us making use of the kitchen no one used in the back of 
the office. “I don’t think you should be telling me that,” she said. 

“I didn’t think it was my fault,” old wet eyes was saying, back on the patio. “Even if I had 
kept Bear alive—I named him Bear—if I had kept Bear and then seen the sign, I wouldn’t 
have given him back. He was mine, he was supposed to be mine. And he was doing good. 
I was feeding him. I had looked up how to care for him and he was getting better and 
making some little noises that were so sweet. We cuddled on the couch and then I went 
to the kitchen to make him more of that banana oat mixture. And when I came back into 
the living room he was dead, curled up in my kitchen towel, his eyes closed, like he was 
back in the womb.”

“That’s so tough,” I said. 
“Do you mind if we get another round?” she asked. We ordered another round and 

she asked if she could copy my drink order. She’d never even heard of an old-fashioned 
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before. For some reason that made me even sadder. I wanted to shake her: you’re thirty-
three! Live a little! 

Instead I said, “That’s the nice thing about going on dates. You always have the op-
portunity to leave with something new from the other person.” 

“Can I tell you something kind of messed up?” she said. 
“Sure.”
“When Bear died, I took him into my bedroom and just let him nestle in the crook 

of my neck for a little while. My bed is so comfortable; it’s one of those memory foam 
hybrids? When I go to sleep I sink into it and I don’t move all night. It works wonders for 
your back. I got it online.

“I stayed in that position until about 3:00 a.m. when I started to notice a strange 
smell and there was something not right about the body, but I didn’t want to bury him. 
I thought that this was my little creature, you know? Sometimes you hear about things 
like that—people find a baby on the subway or they meet their soulmate in the ER. The 
universe gives you the thing you’d been missing. That’s what I felt when I looked into 
Bear’s eyes. I thought my life had changed, and then it hadn’t. So I put him in a bag and 
I put him in my freezer and he’s still there and I don’t know what to do with him but I 
can’t seem to let him go.”

“That’s good. It’s good that you did that,” I said, and that seemed to make a decision 
for her. She asked if I wanted to go home with her and I said I did, even though I didn’t. I 
wanted to go to my apartment and watch a movie or maybe even call my mom. But I felt 
immobilized by her. It was something even more powerful than pity; I was sucked into 
the vortex of her recent, strange anguish. 

She lived in a basement apartment a few blocks away, a place that felt dark and cavern-
ous even with the lights on. Before we reached her bedroom, I saw the small bowl with 
the towel set in the middle of her cheap black dining room table. We fucked on her bed, 
which had the consistency of marshmallow, an exhausting substance that absorbed any 
torque and left me panting and sweaty, resorting to quiet and frenzied spasms I passed 
off as thrusts. I tried to pretend she was my coworker, but I couldn’t maintain the fantasy. 
All I could think of was the monkey, lying in the damp valley of her neck, the monkey 
dead dead dead in the freezer. 

Right after I finished, she squeezed my hand and said thank you, then went to the 
bathroom. I let myself get swallowed by the softness of the mattress, the mattress that 
somehow had an ability to remember, which now felt to me like a threat. 

“Tonight was really good,” she said to me, as she got back into bed, resting her head 
on my chest. “I feel really good with you.” 
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“Good,” I said, as if that was what I was going for. 
She talked some more about her job and got me a glass of ice water. “You can stay here 

if you want,” she said. “It’s a really comfy mattress. Sorry I keep going on and on about 
the mattress.” 

She settled in next to me. We talked a little more and soon she was asleep, turned away 
from me, her face smashed against the pillow, a look of worry on her creased forehead, 
seeming just like a child. 

The mattress barely moved her when I got out of bed, and she stayed asleep. I already 
knew I was going to leave and was relieved that I might not even have to make overtures 
about texting her later. On the way out, I passed the bowl with the kitchen towel, and 
I stopped cold. I should say that I didn’t really have a plan but at the same time I knew 
what I needed to do. 

The monkey was in the freezer in a Ziploc gallon freezer bag in the back corner, stuffed 
next to bags of cauliflower rice, chopped spinach, and wild blueberries. It looked disgust-
ing, this matted knot of fur, so small it was hard to believe it had ever been its own being, 
animated and alive. It looked more like a rabbit’s paw, like a discard of some larger, stronger 
animal. I put the bag with the monkey in the bowl and walked as softly as I could out of 
the dark apartment, certain she was going to come after me, screaming about how I was 
taking her child, the child given to her by the universe. But there was nothing, and after 
a few minutes, I relaxed. Only once near home did I get spooked again when, under the 
streetlamp, the monkey’s eyes, still open, reflected the silvery light for a moment, and I 
had the flash of a thought, improbable but fully formed, that the universe had brought 
the monkey back to life so that it could belong to me. 

The next day, I apologized to Zoe. “I shouldn’t have been so forward. I know we’re 
just friends,” I said. “I was way out of line.” She accepted my apology and we returned to 
normal, which is to say she returned to shamelessly flirting with me. 

A few weeks later I asked her to get drinks again, platonically this time, and she agreed. 
We went back to the same bar and ordered the same martinis. I listened to the update 
about her roommates and waited for her to ask me about myself. When she finally did, 
I looked down at my drink and said, “I actually have a story from this week. But I don’t 
know. It’s sad. I don’t know if I should tell it.”


