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Prologue

This is what I’m thinking about when I see her: I’m thinking about a Saturday morning, six years ago, when Jane and I decided to make omelets.

In the small kitchen of our apartment, Jane pulled a frying pan from the cupboard, and I took five eggs out of the carton. We were both still wearing our pajamas; neither of us had anywhere else to be.

“You know,” I said, “my mom never let me crack eggs when I was a kid.” I tapped one against the side of the bowl and plopped it in. “I used to be very clumsy!” I swept my hand to the side in a dismissive gesture—can you believe that?—and with that brush of my hand, knocked the remaining four eggs off the counter and onto the floor. They made a clapping sound as they hit the linoleum, four little thwacks in rapid succession, like a quick round of applause from the gods of comic timing. I clapped my own hand over my mouth as Jane stared at me in disbelief.

She looked down at the floor, yellow yolks and gooey whites oozing and spreading, then back at me. She tilted her head with a funny little smile on her face and was silent for a moment. And then she said, “I find that very hard to believe.”

I’m standing in line at the bank, idly adjusting the shoulder strap on my bag, and I’m remembering how we started laughing then, and how that laughter escalated until Jane had to sit down, clutching her stomach as she gasped for breath. How just as we were regaining control, finally, just as our torrent of giggles was finally subsiding, Ben called out from the other room, “What’s so funny?” and set us off again, sent us to that place you go with your best friend, to the rollicking inauguration of an inside joke that will remain hysterically funny, only to the two of you and to the annoyance of many others, for years. I used to be very clumsy! we would say to each other, at first when one of us had done something that was actually klutzy and then, after a while, just whenever we felt like making each other laugh—at the grocery store, on a walk, in the middle of a movie. It never failed.

This is what I’m thinking about, really, because this is how it works once in a while, when the universe cracks you over the head, when it gives you what you need, whether or not you want it. I’m standing in this long line on a Friday afternoon, and I’m remembering that careening moment of hilarity six years ago, and I’m thinking about sketching it when I get home, I’m thinking about drawing a panel where Jane, in her oversize plaid pajamas, gazes at the broken eggs on the floor and says, I find that very hard to believe. I’m smiling to myself, and at just that moment, I catch the eye of the baby in line ahead of me, the brown-eyed baby in the puffy snowsuit peering over his mother’s left shoulder.

They’re a few customers ahead of me, close to the front. The baby sees me smiling and, deciding that my smile is meant for him, returns it: hugely, wetly, toothlessly. I’m bought and sold. I wave.

“Guh-weeee!” he squeals, delighted. I waggle my eyebrows at him. “Ah doo DAH,” he yells, his voice raspy with glee. The elderly woman in front of me turns around and smiles as if I’m responsible for this display of adorableness, and the goateed twenty-something dude behind me chuckles. We have morphed, suddenly and happily, from a disconnected line of distracted bank customers waiting to complete our most mundane transactions into a community of baby lovers, charmed by this dark-haired blob of sweetness.

I wave at him again. “Hello,” I say. “Hi!”

And that’s when the baby’s mother shifts him in her arms and cranes her neck, and although she’s wearing an expensive gray coat and a burgundy cashmere scarf instead of her old blue down jacket, yellow homemade scarf, and her father’s Green Bay Packers cap (which together completed the fashion-forward statement: emotionally unstable football fan); although I haven’t seen her in five years; although there are other differences, including her new human accessory, she is, unmistakably, Jane.

The baby grins again, open mouthed with pure joy.

Jane’s expression I can’t read at all.

Twenty minutes later, at the table by the window of our old coffee shop, I have to wrap my hands around my cup to stop them from shaking.

“So, this is Gus,” Jane says, her pride obscuring whatever else is lurking underneath it. She has him propped on her lap, his snowsuit half off, as he gums a pumpkin scone. “He’s nine months old,” she says, her face, for the moment, as open to me as it used to be.

The industrial coffee grinder powers up with a metallic hiss-clank. Gus winces, and I reach across the table to touch his hand. It’s wet with drool; I pull my fingers back at the slobbery shock of it and smile, trying to pretend I’m not slightly disgusted. Probably when you have a kid you get used to the general condition of moistness. “Gus,” I say, drawing out the u. “Hi, little Guuuus.”

Gus chortles, then throws his head back in full-on hilarity at my joke, his fat little body quaking with laughter.

“Oh, my God,” I say, enchanted, and Gus laughs harder.

Jane smiles, then casts her gaze downward at the baby’s head. “He likes you,” she says shyly. He reaches up for a hank of Jane’s hair, which she gently works free from his fist. I feel the old bond with her, the irresistible, magnetic attraction that has always been there between us, and who cares if we’re using her baby as a prop? Gus looks at me and starts giggling again.

“Is this your life?” I say, meaning, do you spend your days in the company of Mr. Personality, this marvelous, shining little boy? But I see immediately that she takes it the wrong way: I see by the way she hunches her shoulders and leans in protectively toward the baby, the way she seems, suddenly, diminished, as if I’ve consigned her to a stereotype, a supporting role, a smaller life than the one she leads. That’s not what I meant, I want to say. That’s not what I meant! But when you haven’t seen the person who was your best friend in five years, a small misunderstanding might expose a canyon of hurt, and after all that, what can you possibly do to fix it? What point is there in even trying?

“Yes,” she says, pushing her hair back. “My life. Gus, and my marriage”—her marriage; the word slices through me—“and my job, and a million other things.” Things you lost the right to know about. She breaks off a piece of scone and chews it slowly, then rests her chin lightly on Gus’s head, strokes his cheek with her hand. I look down at my latte. It’s too late in the day for caffeine. I take a sip of it. I’ll be up all night.

“The thing is,” Jane says, and I look up at her again, startled by the gap between my expectations and reality. Jane’s hair, which used to be just like mine, is smoother than it was when we lived together, shinier, the curls perfect ringlets, the color a richer shade of brown, as if she not only has the money to spend on it now, but she does; she spends it. She’s wearing glasses, which she didn’t back when I knew her, funky black-and-green frames, her dark eyes behind the lenses big and clear and calm. Her skin, as always, is pale and perfect. She looks beautiful.

I’m not sure how I look. Probably the same as I did five years ago: maybe slightly disheveled, because I still roll out of bed and face the world; maybe a little tired, because I frequently drink too much coffee this late in the day, and then I stay up drawing until 2:00 or 3:00 a.m.—just like I used to, only these days I actually get paid for it; maybe I look kind of okay, too, because in the wake of turning thirty I’ve come to appreciate certain things about myself: the angle of my cheekbones, the thickness of my hair, the fullness of my lips. Right now I just see myself reflected in Jane’s face, like I always did.

Gus arches back into his mother’s body, points his hunk of scone up at the ceiling, and waves it around. “Willa,” Jane says, “I’ve thought a lot about what I would say if I ever ran into you.” She pauses. My face goes hot. I nod. I think that we both do, and do not, have so much to say to each other. “Five years ago, you … I …” She makes a gesture like she’s flicking a bug away. “I was shattered.”

Gus begins to whimper and fuss a little, and Jane turns him around with an expertly executed lift-and-spin. He slumps right onto her shoulder, content.

Gus. I can’t help but think that if I’d been in her life when he was born, I’d have had some say in name selection. I imagine, with all the brief indulgence I’ll allow myself, that we’re sitting here together with this baby whose name is not Gus, is Asher or Joe, Elvis, Milo, Hank; I imagine that we come here every day, that I’ve known him since he was born, that I still know her.

“I was destroyed,” she says, her voice firmer, her back straight. She looks me in the eye. “I hated you.”

“Yah!” Gus says, as if his first language is going to be German. “Ja ja ja ja!”

I blow on my coffee even though it’s no longer hot, just for something to do. My heart is jackhammering, and my throat is thick. Of course she hated me. I’m not surprised. Still, it’s on the short list of phrases you least want to hear. You have six months to live. Turns out I have herpes. I hate you. “I know,” I say, because I said I’m sorry five years ago, and even then it rang hollow.

She flutters her hand again, waving my words away. “I’ve wanted to say to you …” She stops, sighs, starts again. “I didn’t understand this back then, but I do now. I know that you thought you didn’t have a choice.” She nods firmly, decisively, leaving me no room to argue. “But you did. You had other options.” This is what she has figured out about me. I take it. I drink it in. “You didn’t know it. But you did. You had other options. You are … you were … so amazing, Willa.” Gus bounces his head up and down on her shoulder. She shrugs, then exhales like she’s been holding her breath for five years and pats his back. “Okay?” I’m not sure who she’s talking to. She rearranges the baby and zips him up, gathers her bags, brushes crumbs from the scone into her empty cup. Her generosity stuns me. I can only watch silently as she readies herself. Gus shoves his hand into his mouth. The girl behind the counter calls out drink orders. A spoon clinks in a cup. “Okay,” she says again, “I should go,” and I’m thinking Stay here, stay, please stay, but Jane is standing, she’s pushing her chair away from the table, she’s wriggling herself into her coat, she’s hoisting Gus onto her shoulder. She’s turning, she’s walking, she’s gone.





Chapter One 

Jane sweeps a scattering of crumbs into a neat little pile. “You are quite a slob,” she says as she pushes the broom across the floor with a rhythmic swish-swish. “And so lucky to have me to clean up your messes!”

“I know,” I say, watching an ant crawl across the windowsill. “But if I weren’t so messy, you wouldn’t get the satisfaction of cleaning the apartment. I do it for you. For your OCD.”

“Thank you, sweetie,” she says. She props the broom against the wall and drops to her hands and knees, sponging up invisible spills, scrubbing our crummy kitchen linoleum into gleaming submission.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I continue, lifting my feet so Jane can clean under them. “I appreciate it. But it’s not a favor if you can’t not do it.”

“I can stop anytime I want to!”

“You missed a spot,” I say, pointing with my left big toe to a nonexistent smudge on the floor; in response, she squeezes a dribble from the wet sponge over my bare foot.

“I do appreciate your attention to detail,” she says, dabbing my foot.

“Well, here’s how you can repay me,” I say as Jane squirts a viscous blob of liquid cleanser onto the sponge. “You can come with me tonight.”

“And you know, my pretty, that there is no chance of that.”

“Why not? A, you don’t have to talk to anyone if you don’t want to, and B, if you do, people will find you charming and interesting.” Sometimes I think it’s helpful to speak in outline form.

“Willa,” Jane says, attacking the tabletop. “I will not go to your high school reunion. A, I’m not your boyfriend, and B, I didn’t go to high school with you.”

Excitement is the cousin of dread. Three weeks ago I agreed to attend my eight-year high school reunion. Eight-year reunion, yes: there it was, in my in-box, an Evite to a list of two hundred twenty-eight vaguely familiar names from one vaguely familiar name: Shelby Stigmeyer, who, the invitation explained, was supposed to get married tonight, but her fiancé called off the engagement, and Shelby couldn’t get the deposit back on the room. Aw, I thought. Awwww. And in this fleeting, unfortunate moment of sympathy, I added my name to the “yes” column.

I’ve spent the last twenty-one days regretting it. The only thing I liked about high school was leaving it—that and my best friend, Ben Kern, nickname “Pop,” but he’s just another reason I should have declined that invitation. I don’t want to go tonight, and I desperately don’t want to go alone. Jane is, in fact, the closest thing I have to a boyfriend, and with her, what promises to be an excruciating rerun of four years of shyness could be, instead, a party. But I know her well enough to know that she’s easily moved, right up until the moment she’s not. “Fine,” I say, defeated. I deliberately let a shower of crumbs from my granola bar fall onto the table.

She reaches around me with her sponge, unimpressed, then kisses me on the head. “It will be fine. It’s only one night. You can leave early.” She dabs at the last of the crumbs, her thin arm close to my face, her skin warm and bleachy. “Take good notes. I’ll wait up.”

The trip that should take twenty minutes takes me a good forty, as I deliberately navigate the side streets and drive ten miles below the speed limit, incurring the wrath of the old man in the boat-sized silver Chrysler behind me. I stop for gas, even though the tank is three-quarters full. Finally I have no choice but to pull into the restaurant parking lot and face the reunion head-on.

Inside the Hampton House’s private party room, the bass-heavy thump of an eight-year-old Aerosmith power ballad bores into my skull. I squint against the swirl of Christmas lights and the confusion of faces, their features blurred, take a shallow breath through my mouth to try to minimize the smell of heavily perfumed and aftershaved bodies. Women who haven’t seen each other in ages squeal with delight; men pound each other on the back like friendly apes. I’m pressed against the back wall when I think that I spot him. I crane my neck.

It’s his walk that I recognize, finally, the way he moves through space like he knows in his bones that the world will never belong to him—his shoulders slightly rounded, head down, long strides meant to propel him to his destination as quickly and unobtrusively as possible. That’s him. I spent four years searching the undulating sea of high school bodies for Ben’s walk.

But everything else about him is a shock, electric and sweet. The man who is loping toward me, who is standing here smiling at me, is not the weird little wombat I knew years ago. He’s tall—well, he’s my height—and thin, angular, stretched out. His intense brown eyes are no longer planted deep in a round baby face; they stare out at me from a man’s face, a man’s face with cheekbones and not just a chin but an actual jaw. He’s Ben Kern, for sure, but new, improved Ben, Now with Bone Structure! He looks me up and down and then grabs me in a bear hug, and that’s my next surprise, the way he squeezes the air right out of me, and not just because he’s stronger now.

“Hey, dingbat,” he says, softly, into my hair.

“Hey, Pop,” I say. He smells good, too, like licorice, another welcome addition to Ben 2.0.

“Yeah … no one really calls me Pop anymore,” he says, still holding on.

“Well, not that many people call me dingbat, either.”

He puts his hands on my shoulders and takes a half step back. “Look at you.”

“Look at you,” I reply.

“You look exactly the same,” he says, and then mumbles something and glances away nervously: this is the Ben I remember, indecipherable and endearing.

“You look completely different,” I say. He meets my eyes again, and we both laugh.

“Well, I’ve had some work done.”

I squint at him, considering. “You had your lips plumped, didn’t you?”

“Plus, a little Botox.” He stares into the distance, his eyes wide. “See? I’m raising and lowering my eyebrows, but you can’t tell.”

I want to say that I’ve missed him, that I’ve been furious and confused and, finally, resigned to his absence from my life. But it all adds up to too much, and I can’t tease out anything reasonable from the mess. “I didn’t think you’d come,” I say finally.

“Why not?”

The room is quickly filling up with our former classmates; I watch as each of their faces seems to register a preprogrammed sequence, from apprehension to eager recognition, uncertainty to confidence. They move around the room like amoebas, forming and re-forming into the social configurations of 1999. “Because we hated high school.”

“We did,” Ben agrees, following my gaze.

And that’s when I realize that I came here tonight to see him, and he to see me, a sudden and visceral understanding, shocking both for its obviousness and for the fact that I didn’t know it until this second. I take a deep breath, inhale the woolly, crowded warmth of the room. “Why did we … what happened?” I ask, but the background noise is a din of voices, and I’m not sure he hears me, because it’s at this moment that Alexis Moody glides up and flings her arms around me in an unexpected hug. Alexis and I sat next to each other in homeroom. She was the kind of girl who pasted the inside of her locker with words she cut out from magazines to describe herself: SPECIAL! OUTRAGEOUS! UNIQUE! WOW! For two or three minutes every day for four years, she shared the juicy details of social dramas I had no part in. Her self-assurance was like a big umbrella. She could shelter anyone under it.

“Wendy?” she says. It takes me a minute to realize she’s talking to me.

“Willa.”

“No, it’s Alexis!” she says loudly, laughing, tapping her name tag. “Poor Shelby, huh? Awww!” Then she looks at Ben with frank admiration but not a hint of recognition. “Is this your boyfriend?” She pronounces the word like it’s something she’s just spotted bobbing in the ocean: buoyfriend.

“Yes!” Ben smiles brightly at her, offering his hand.

“Oh, my gosh!” she says, her own smile twitching a bit. “Mine is over there! Actually he’s my fee-ahn-say!” She points to a group of identical-looking men in casual wear. “Rich!” she says proudly, and I’m not sure whether she’s telling us his name or describing him.

There’s an awkward moment when nobody has anything to say, and, with a measure of relief, I’m plotting my escape (Is it 8:05 already?) when suddenly a cluster of women in little black dresses swoops down on us, arms waving, fabric flapping—a colony of pretty bats. They emit a strong, collective odor of fruity perfumes with names, I imagine, like Delicious and Happy and Adorable. (Mine, if I were wearing any, would be called Wary or Irritable.) The bat-ladies simultaneously surround and ignore Ben and me, and I find myself moved along, Alexis’s hand gripping my arm, into the larger crowd.

A woman I don’t recognize holds a camera up to her face and starts snapping photos; she looks like an emergency vehicle, the camera flashing over and over. “Okay, everyone!” she shouts, and I remember who she is—Leah Reilly, former student council president and friend to everyone. “I just had a totally great idea! I’m going to take pictures of people with their former crushes!” She starts laughing maniacally. “Who did you like back in high school? Who did you like?”

A few people chuckle uncomfortably. All of our shoes are suddenly extremely interesting.

“Oh, come on, you guys!” Leah says again, her left hand on her hip, and somehow, from her, this chiding is amiable, more misguided camp counselor than plotter of evil. “We’re all grown up now! High school was eight years ago! Come clean. Who did you like back then? Who did you like?”

Alexis turns to me and leans in close. Her lips brush against my ear. “I forgot how much I hated high school,” she whispers, and I think that it is endlessly surprising, how everyone has a secret life. A short, dimple-cheeked woman giggles and points to someone on the fringes of the room, and Leah grabs her and takes off, warning the rest of us to stay put, that she’ll be back.

A few of the women are murmuring to each other and flipping their hair around, clearly beginning to enjoy the opportunity to rekindle a thing or two, and I’m feeling like I actually am back in high school, complete with the attendant stomachache. I’m thinking about Ryan Cox, track star, math whiz, occasional contributor to the magazine Ben and I edited and secret hero of my fantasies (I never knew you were so pretty behind those glasses!); I’m thinking about how loneliness starts growing early and takes root like a weed. I’m starting to feel very sorry for myself.

And then Ben reappears and taps my shoulder. I automatically look down to find his face and then, seeing only torso, tip my chin up. “Let’s make like a banana,” he says, and I remember what it was like, ten years ago, to be rescued from myself. As fast as I can unhook Alexis Moody’s fingers from the flesh of my upper arm, I’m following Ben out the door and into the wintry night.





Chapter Two 

My freshman year of high school, I was constantly on the verge of a panic attack. That fall, my parents were busy lobbing grenades in their escalating marital combat zone; my brother, Seth, had morphed from beloved protector into bullying tormentor; I was suddenly three inches taller than the tallest girl in school; and overnight I had grown a pair of boobs so terrifyingly huge they threatened to rear up and smack me in the face. I felt like something out of The Origin of Species—a three-legged gazelle, a knock-kneed kangaroo—a certain kind of animal so clumsy and unappealing, I could only be destined for extinction. I blushed and stammered if I was called on in class. I trembled if a boy so much as looked at me—even if that boy was someone I didn’t know in the lunchroom or my middle-aged math teacher with his chronic coffee breath or the janitor. If I spoke at all, I whispered. It was becoming pathological. Before I knew it, I’d be whiling away my days fingering my collection of fragile glass animals and pining over an indifferent gentleman caller.

And then I met Ben. We were paired up in our second semester honors English class and given the task of creating a literary journal.

“I do not want you to settle for average in your forays into the world of high school literary talent,” Ms. Barnum advised us. Her cheeks were flushed with passion; she raised her hands to her face to cool her own ardor. “As editors,” she said, “you will see that you can coax exceptional writing from students.” It was her first year on the job, and she was frequently filled with this kind of exhilaration, the kind of naked optimism that perched on its hind legs and begged us to destroy it. “I want these journals to be exceptional,” she said, bouncing on her heels. “I want you to find writing that soars.”

“Like herpes?” Ben whispered to me. He was physically awkward and hadn’t yet come to terms with the need to shower daily; he liked to share his arcane knowledge of the unusual foods of foreign cultures with anyone who’d listen (Every country has its own version of the dumpling!). He had the tendency to interrupt a person by interjecting peculiar synonyms into the conversation (Did the movie make you lachrymose? Oh, do you mean to say you bungled the science quiz?); he frequently thought people were talking about him when they weren’t; he laced his neurotic paranoia with biting wit; and he saved me.

We named our journal The Prose Shop, congratulating ourselves on our brilliance, and, against the odds, alone among the mediocre work of our classmates, our journal became a success. Ms. Barnum was delirious. We had submissions, subscribers, a budget. Ben did the copyediting, and I made sprightly ink drawings to fill the empty spaces and the margins. (For a short story about an average kid who wakes up one morning and discovers he’s suddenly a genius, I drew a cockroach brandishing a protractor and wearing a contemplative expression; for a rhymey, earnest poem about the power of female friendship, I drew a car careening over the edge of a cliff, two clasped hands visible through the windshield.) By myself, I was a stammering nitwit. With Ben, I was confident. I was brave.

At five foot three (eight inches shorter than I was) and sporting a small, round potbelly, Ben wasn’t exactly a guy, in the same way I felt I wasn’t quite a girl. Together, we were a third sex, an unsexed sex, and so, like siblings, like twins, like some sort of human/lemur hybrid, nothing was weird between us. We nurtured each other with great doses of sympathy and a tiny, shimmering sparkle of mutual superiority. We made up dirty movie titles for Dickens novels—David Cockerfield, Little Whore-it, Hard Times—and laughed about them as if we were worldly and sophisticated instead of unkissed and clueless. We memorized passages from Shakespeare competitively, for fun. On the weekends, we devoted hours to creating a comic book called The Overachievers, about a band of misunderstood high school superheroes with stellar SAT scores. We wrote the story together, and I did the illustrations. We were the dorkiest of dorks. An oddball on her own is a pitiable creature, but two weirdos together are a fortress.

As close as we were in high school, for reasons unclear to me we lost touch after our first year of college. It’s not that I haven’t analyzed the end of our friendship, but it wasn’t an obvious break; it was death by attrition, a slow dwindling, and although I still think about him often, I’ve never figured out why it happened. Sometimes I can practically convince myself that it didn’t happen, that we’re just very, very bad at keeping in touch. Other times I lie awake at night going over every detail of the final months of our friendship, replaying the last time I saw him. The one thing I know for sure is that it was Ben’s doing: I called and wrote for months before I finally realized that he had stopped calling and writing back. Our distance has lived in me like the aftermath of a bad dream—I carry it around, the knowledge that we were once close, that something was lost; it’s the lingering sadness of unfinished business.

The heavy restaurant doors close behind us with a whoosh. The parking lot is shimmering and surreal, the night sky swollen with snow. The wind has picked up since I got here an hour ago; it whips my hair across my face in hard little slaps. I feel around for nonexistent pockets in my skirt.

“This is just like that one time,” Ben says, zipping his jacket.

“I know!” I glance at him, his shoulders hunched against the wind, his breath coming out in little puffs. The person who knew you best when you were seventeen will always have a claim on you, no matter how much you change. There’s something seductive and magnetic about it, the feeling of being understood like that. I suppose it goes both ways.

Ben stomps his feet and blows on his hands. “Where’s your coat?”

“You know me,” I say, my nonchalant shrug turning into a shiver. “I live on the edge.” My eyes are watering, my face slowly growing immobile. It’s starting to snow, mean icy clumps hurling down like snowballs from God.

“Willa.” Ben says my name with a sudden, sharp irritation that reminds me of the last summer of our friendship. “Come on.” He grabs my hand and pulls me to his car, and we wait in the front seat while it warms up. It feels like we were just here five minutes ago.

The wind rattles the windows. I could ask him where he’s been for the past seven years, why he ended our friendship and broke my heart. Or I could tell him he’s an ass and slam the car door after myself. But here he is, next to me, rearranged, and I am, too, although maybe not as noticeably. The snow is starting to stick to the asphalt and to the other cars, turning the dark parking lot into the moon.

“So,” I say, when I can feel my face again. Heat blasts out of the vents, and the windows are fogging. I watch him as he fiddles with the car radio, which is not on. Like we always did in high school, we’ve created our own little universe without even trying. I’m catapulted back into a world of grateful love for my best friend. Still, I want to grab him by the shoulders and shake him until his bones clatter. Is there an explanation in there somewhere?

“Awesome party,” Ben says, finally. He smiles without showing his teeth, moves his hands to the steering wheel, and plants them at ten o’clock and two o’clock, as if we’re going somewhere.

“Who did you like?” I say.

The last time we saw each other was at the end of summer vacation before our sophomore year of college. Things had been strained between us for three months; I had been plagued by the constant, uncomfortable feeling that Ben was angry at me. He undercut our usual ease with inexplicable silences and frequent sighs; he snapped at me when I teased him and often tuned out of our conversations entirely. Still, through stubbornness or habit, we hung out most nights, meeting for coffee or ice cream or for beers at the High Road, the dive bar we knew that didn’t card—which was especially fortunate, since Ben still looked about thirteen. That night we were marking the end of the summer. We arranged to have dinner together at the Cottage, a downtown bistro with an outdoor patio. Ben had a flight the next morning.

He met me at the door, muttering a greeting, seeming more nervous than usual. His hair was unusually neat, and he looked like he’d picked his clothes out of the closet, as opposed to grabbing whatever wrinkled T-shirt and shorts were closest to his bed when he woke up in the morning. He was fidgety, alternately tightening and loosening his watch band and tracing the design on the tablecloth with his fingertips. I remember noticing the hair on his arms—I hardly ever thought of Ben as male, and then something, a shadow across his face, a change in the tone of his voice, would remind me, just briefly. He looked like he had something on his mind, but the summer had been long and tense, and I didn’t think I wanted to hear it. We were sitting outside and had just ordered our food when a guy I barely knew from school walked past our table. Without really thinking about it, I flagged him down and asked him to join us.

I could tell that Ben was annoyed with me for inviting my new friend to crash our private party, but I didn’t care. I was relieved that the difficult, tiresome summer was ending; I felt as if I could finally breathe in the heat of the August night, like something important was shifting, and that Ben needed proof: if he was going to treat me shabbily, I would find someone else to be close to. So I turned my attention to Matt, laughing at his jokes, staring, rapt, as he talked, mostly about baseball. I flirted tirelessly with him, a skill I had just picked up and hadn’t yet perfected. When Ben got up to leave abruptly at the end of the meal, I gave him a quick hug good-bye, and then I asked Matt if he wanted to order dessert. He did.

We could sit here all night without saying anything real. But a high school reunion, even an eight-year one, is nothing if not a reminder that time passes. “I’m glad you showed up,” I try. Ben doesn’t answer. “And I am pleased that you, Willa, showed up as well,” I say, my voice pitched low.

He stares straight ahead, the muscles in his jaw working. He exhales loudly, as if he’s been holding his breath. Without warning, he smacks his palm against his forehead. “Jesus!”

The force of this—whatever it is—takes me completely by surprise. A sudden pressure builds behind my eyes. I move toward the door, my fingers on the handle. Given the option of fight or flight, I’ll always flee. But seven years of silence and repressed feelings will make their inevitable escape. “What?” I say, pressed against the door, my voice loud and shaky. “What is it?”

“Who did I like?” I can see, even in the dim glow of the parking lot lights, that Ben’s face has gone red. “Are you that stupid?”

This is not my friend. This is someone else—Ben’s mean but distractingly manly cousin. “Apparently, yes, I am, thank you.” And just as I’m saying it I understand, and then four years of friendship vaporize, just like that. I look down at my hands, long and alien, pinkish in the snowy light. “Oh. Shit.”

“Which, in all the years I’ve thought about it, is not the response I’d hoped for.” His voice is quieter, slightly hoarse, as if there are big Swiss-cheese holes in it where the nastiness has just been.

I scan the dashboard, trying to make sense of this revelation, but understanding only that the car has 78,997 miles on it. I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear; I can tell without looking that it’s gone frizzy in the damp heat. If I had met Ben tonight, my boyfriend detector would have been clicking away; I might have positioned myself at a table near his, made some clever comment, and then turned away, waiting, faking quiet confidence. But this-Ben, new-Ben is just a superimposed image on top of the boy I used to know, my short, chubby, hygiene-challenged pal, my friend, my best friend.

“I just mean, you know, I had no idea,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

“Also not on my list,” Ben says, but he sounds more like himself, like he finally remembers that beneath every statement lies the opportunity for self-mockery.

And all of a sudden I’m thinking about Jane, Jane whose friendship is a direct descendant of this one, Jane who wears sparkly eye shadow to clean a house, who never met a karaoke machine she didn’t love, who dressed up last Halloween as a turkey sandwich, the why-not to my no-way. What would Jane do? I ask myself this question frequently; for her birthday last year, she bought me a WWJD bracelet. I move toward Ben, unsure of myself, but certain of the answer. He’s still sitting straight in his seat, staring at the foggy, wet window as if there is an important answer encoded in the dripping blobs of slush. “Well,” I say. “Like what’s-her-name said, high school was a long time ago.” I reach over and put my hands on either side of his face. We’ll tell our grandchildren that we were friends for years before we realized we were in love, that Ben knew long before I did, that it all came together in our first kiss, in a steamy car on a freezing cold night.

His jacket makes a shushing sound as he leans toward me. He reaches his hand around the back of my head, cradling it like a baby. His mouth meets mine, and for one perfect second I’m in laser-sharp focus, I’m the culmination of Ben’s drawn-out affection, I’m the fine point on it, and I close my eyes.

And then our teeth bang together. And Ben laughs, a moist, nervous exhalation right into my mouth, and I’m leaning across a gear shift kissing my old friend, which, as it turns out, is sort of like kissing my grandmother, although to be fair I’ve never actually felt her tongue on mine, but there’s something similar about it, close and earthbound and familiar. But it’s Ben! So I soldier on, praying for transformation, bracing my suddenly heavy body so that I don’t collapse onto him, and I am struck by the sensation of a kiss in a way I never have been before, that it is two people trying to eat each other, one hot mouth inside the other. Then again, his lips are soft, his hand in my hair reassuring.

“Can I ask you a question?” Ben says, when we’re finished.

“Please.” His face is still next to mine. There is a stray eyelash on his cheek.

“Did you eat pretzels today?”

“What kind of a question is that?” I ask.

“You taste … pretzel-y.” The rogue strand of hair has fallen in front of my eye. Ben gently places it back behind my ear.

“Is that what you ask the girl you’ve just kissed after pining for her for twelve years?”

“I didn’t pine for you.” He laughs. His breath is warm, close. “Okay, maybe I, you know, thought about you from time to time, but no, no pining.”

“You pined!”

“Just tell me if you had pretzels, and we can move on.” He shifts in his seat, his jacket rustling again, like wings.

“No,” I say. “But I had a raw onion for lunch.”

“Ah, that’s it.”

“And some garlic bread, and clam chowder.”

“Oh, Wendy,” Ben says, shaking his head and smiling. He reaches for the vent blowing on us and tips it away. Neither of us says anything for a minute, our silence punctuated by the hiss of the heater, the wind, the tinny plink of icy snow. The kiss, so clear to me just a moment ago as a misguided expression of sympathy, an intimate mistake, is beginning to transmute into a confused longing. I glance at Ben for a reading on the situation, but his brow is just slightly furrowed, his expression opaque. He pushes his hand through his hair. “So, that, uh, what we just did,” he starts.

“It was …”

“… weird.”

“Yes!” I say. “I mean, I’m really, really glad—”

He holds up both hands in front of himself, palms out, like a crossing guard. “Can we … do you think we could not talk about it?”

I’m staring at his strange face, a place I used to know. “Uh-huh.”

“Ever again,” he adds.

My body is still awkwardly inclined toward Ben. I lean back quickly, readjust myself. “I didn’t really have a raw onion and clam chowder for lunch,” I say.

Ben nods. “I could go for some soup.”

I imagine him at our small, round kitchen table, Ben and me and Jane, the three of us, slurping big bowls of the matzo ball soup that Jane and I sometimes pick up from Nate’s Deli on Pinefield. “You should come over sometime,” I say. “You could meet my roommate.”

Ben smiles at me and then looks down and mumbles something else about soup, or possibly he says that the evening has been super. “I’d like that,” he says. “A lot.” And maybe the heat in the car has finally kicked in, but for the first time all evening, I’m warm.
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