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The Phone Call
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He called on a Thursday.

I was in the office at Amorous, going over the week's numbers with the particular attention I give them on Thursdays, which is to say half my attention, the other half distributed among the music Ginny had put on in the other room — something unhurried from the cubbies, Chet Baker if I was placing it correctly, which I probably was — and the memory of a May evening two weeks prior that had not stopped replaying at inconvenient moments.

The phone showed Wayne X. I looked at it for one ring. Then I picked up.

"Good timing," I said.

"Is it?"

"Chet Baker and a slow Thursday. Yes."

A pause — the comfortable kind, the kind that doesn't need filling. Wayne had a craftsman's ease with silence. He didn't apologize for it and he didn't rush it.

"I've been thinking about coming back up," he said. "If there's a weekend that works."

"There are several weekends that work," I said.

"Any particular one."

"The one where you come," I said. "That one works."

He laughed — low and warm, the laugh that meant he was pleased and wasn't going to make a production of being pleased. "Curtis House again, probably."

"Skip Curtis House," I said. "Try the Butterfly Inn. It's on Main Street, two minutes from Amorous."

"Butterfly Inn."

"Victorian. Wraparound porch. Gourmet breakfast included." I considered. "It's straight out of Gilmore Girls — the woman even has a daughter in college."

A pause. "I don't know what that is."

"I know you don't," I said. "The only thing missing is Luke's Coffee Shop."

"I could be Luke," he said.

He had no idea what he'd just said. Which was exactly right.

"Come on a Friday," I said. "Stay through Sunday. Bring the Impala — the weather should hold."

"I'll call them today."

"Do that." I leaned back in the office chair. "And Wayne."

"Yes."

"I think," I said, "that you only want to come back so you can feel me up."

The pause this time was different. A beat. The craftsman considering the material.

"There's that," he said.

"The kissing booth," I said, "doesn't have an upper limit. Just so you know."

The silence that followed was the longest of the call. Not empty — full. A man sitting with something and finding it worth sitting with.

"Good to know," he said finally. Quietly.

"It is good to know," I agreed. "I'll put on Chet Baker when you arrive. She Was Too Good To Me. 1974. Do you know it?"

"I'll know it when I hear it," he said.

"Yes," I said. "You will."

––––––––
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I set the phone down and looked at the office for a moment — the desk, the numbers I hadn't finished, the doorway to the kitchen where Martin was doing something that smelled like a brown butter situation — and thought about June.

There would be a Wayne weekend in June.

I went back to the numbers. In the other room, Chet Baker played on. Through the doorway I could hear Ginny setting up the bar with the efficient choreography of a woman whose hands know the work without consulting her. Glass, glass, glass. The soft percussion of a Thursday evening beginning.

I would need to think about the blouse.
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The Bistro Table
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I called Cynthia on Saturday morning.

Not texted — called. Cynthia knows the difference. A text from me means information. A call means something is happening and I've decided she should know about it.

She picked up on the second ring.

"Lorri."

"Are you busy."

"I'm doing laundry," she said. "Which means I'm not busy."

"Come for coffee," I said. "Eleven."

A pause — shorter than Wayne's, different in character. Cynthia's pauses are computational. She was already filing things, cross-referencing, arriving at a preliminary conclusion. "I'll be there at ten-fifty," she said.

She was there at ten-fifty.

––––––––
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Cynthia Mary Ryan is two years younger than me and has known me for all of those two years plus fifty-nine of mine, which means she has known me longer than anyone alive and reads me with the particular fluency of someone who learned the language in childhood and has never stopped practicing. She came through the door in jeans and a sweater with her dark hair pulled back and her reading glasses on top of her head and the expression of a woman who already knows she's about to get information and is pretending she stopped by for coffee.

I had the coffee ready. We sat at the bistro table in my kitchen — the small one, the one that means face to face with nowhere to look that isn't each other — and she wrapped both hands around her mug and looked at me.

"Well," she said.

"Well what," I said.

"You called me on a Saturday morning and told me to come for coffee," she said. "So. Well."

I looked at my coffee. I looked at Cynthia. I thought about how long she'd been filing things — the car show story last October, the drive-in in May, whatever I had and hadn't said across the months in between. She'd been patient. Cynthia is precise even when she's being patient, which means her patience has a deadline.

"Wayne Xavier is coming next weekend," I said.

She nodded once, slowly. Filing confirmed.

"He called Thursday," I said. "He's staying at the Butterfly Inn. Friday through Sunday."

"The Butterfly Inn," she said.

"On Main Street. Two minutes from Amorous."

"I know where the Butterfly Inn is," she said. Not sharp — observational. She let a moment pass. "How long has this been going on."

"Going on," I said, "implies a progression I haven't fully mapped."

"Lorri."

"The drive-in was May," I said. "The booth was the night after."

Her expression didn't change, exactly. Something behind it did. She was recalibrating — not surprised, recalibrating. There's a difference. "The booth," she said.

"My booth. At Amorous."

"I know which booth," she said, and picked up her coffee.

We sat with that for a moment. Outside the kitchen window the June morning was doing what June mornings do in Connecticut when they're behaving — the particular green of it, the light through the trees, the neighbor's dog conducting its investigation of the property line with professional thoroughness.

"Wayne Xavier," Cynthia said, mostly to herself. "You took him to the drive-in."

"He took me to the drive-in," I said. "The first time."

She looked up. "When was the first time."

"Summer of 1980," I said. "Norwalk Drive-In. You were fifteen."

She was quiet for a moment. I watched her go back — the filing system producing the folder, the folder containing a seventeen-year-old Lorri and a boy with a car and a Saturday night and a little sister who would have known about it and retained it and never said a word in forty-four years because it hadn't been relevant until now.

"I remember you going," she said.

"I thought you might."

"I don't remember him."

"You wouldn't," I said. "You were fifteen. He was auto shop. I was food trades. Different worlds."

"But the same cafeteria," she said.

"But the same cafeteria," I agreed.

She turned her mug in her hands — a slow rotation, the way she does when she's thinking through something she's not going to say directly. "And now he's coming to stay at the Butterfly Inn," she said. "For a weekend. In June."

"Yes."

"And you called me on a Saturday morning to tell me."

"Yes."

She looked at me over her glasses — the look that means she has a question she's decided not to ask yet. I know this look. I have known this look for fifty-nine years. It means she's chosen a different angle.

"What is he to you," she said.

There it was.

I looked at my coffee. I thought about the booth and the blouse and the craftsman's hands and the pause on the phone when I'd told him the kissing booth didn't have an upper limit. I thought about the Impala, which he'd bought junior year and kept because some things, once you have them, you don't let go of.
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