That first margarita... oh, my. The moment it touches your lips. The salty rim, the sweet & sour start, the tequila finish.

What is it about that first margarita?

We'd spent the day at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History in Pittsburgh with Tammy and Brett. Huge dinosaur bone recreations, whale skeletons, mounted birds and fish.

Taking it all in is impossible. Taking some of it in is exhausting. Being dragged around by a wide-eyed five-year-old for hours left us pretty well debilitated -- and thirsty.

Olivia wouldn't let us leave the museum until they'd turned out the lights and called security to escort us. And even then she whined. 

"Sweetie, don't worry, the museum will still be here next time we come to visit. But right now we all are very thirsty and need to find a place to have a drink."

Pittsburgh had been recently buried in snow -- so much snow the city really never quite figured out what to do with it. As we drove through the streets where University of Pittsburgh students lived, we found where they'd piled most of that snow: on top of student cars. Around student cars. Under student cars. Evidently the city snow crews must have been instructed to simply plow all the snow to these streets since students didn't really need to drive anyhow.

Our drinking destination lay smack in the middle of this snowy mess, where parking a car -- if at all possible -- would likely result in a permanently snowbound vehicle.

After nearly four hours of circling and sliding (actually, about 30 minutes) we settled on a parking place. I backed the car up a steep hill and careened into the spot, burying the back half of the wagon in a snowbank. Our thinking was that if we needed to push the car out, pushing it down hill would be be much easier.

We trudged a few blocks to the bar, and stumbled out of the light of day and through the doors.

It was a glorious hole in the wall, dark and sloppy and brimming with life. And warm. Warm like a cabin with a roaring fire. Warm like the first dip into a hot bathtub.

****Author's note: I had to leave temporarily to actually make myself a margarita to drink while I wrote this. Cheers!****

We eventually found five consecutive bar stools. Me, Brett, Olivia, Tammy, Melanie.

The bartender -- a kid barely older than my daughter, I swear -- gave us our drinks, making a very special strawberry concoction for Olivia -- a drink she relished.

That first sip of margarita was made of solid gold. The second one wasn't so bad, either.

We talked and laughed and let the music seep into our pores. The amber glow of the dim over-bar lights warmed everything it touched.

As often happens in a bar after a couple drinks, the entire place began to hum joyfully -- just the way the sound of crickets and cicadas, the night sky, and the smell of a campfire can blend together into a perfect outdoors moment, ceasing to be individual elements.

The chatter of the young patrons, the sound of old funk music, the faces of people I love: Brett talking, leaning into his beer; Melanie smiling kindly at the young bartender, then back at me; Tammy dancing with a gleeful Olivia on the cracked wood floors; the weightlessness of mind that a few drinks can sometimes bring... All of this and more mingled with the feeling of having nothing pressing, no place to be, no one to impress.

Time stopped.

And there, frozen in the chaos, a stillness, an overwhelming sense of tranquility.

Peace. I found peace. Or, it found me.

The real world -- that bundle of stuff outside of myself, outside of this bar -- slowly wormed its way back into my consciousness. Oh, yeah, we've got to feed that little bright-eyed girl. Oh, yeah, we've still got to dig our car out of the snow. Oh, yeah, we've got to drive home tomorrow.

All of that was perfectly fine. I'd had my moment -- as Spalding Gray used to say, my perfect moment.

A week later I spoke on the phone with Tammy.

"Oh my God!" she said. "I could barely even work this week. I just couldn't concentrate."

"Really? Why?"

"All I wanted to do," she said. "All I could think about was being in that bar with you guys. Hanging there. Dancing with Liv. I wanted to be there again."

I smiled and took a long deep breath. "Yeah," I said softly. "I think I know what you mean."
