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Marian Reid felt like she’d been blind-sided. After no-shows at the 10-year reunion, the 20-year reunion, the 25, the 30, the 35, why had Bryan Mosley sent her a friend request on Facebook the day before the 40th? Had he found out about their son?

She moved the cursor to Confirm and jerked her hand back as though her finger had been blistered. Something told her no good could come of it, but she couldn’t bring herself to hit the Not Now button. She stared at the screen, her stomach churning. Her imagination ran as wild as the fish in the nearby Gulf of Mexico. 

What if she confirmed and didn’t hear back from him? What if he decided he’d made a mistake asking to friend her? She’d be almost as destroyed as she’d been in high school when she returned from her grandmother’s to find him going steady with that bitch, Sheila. Well—not that devastated after 40 years, but still . . .

At the end of the day, her last two customers huddled at the front door, not wanting to go out into the slackened rain. Marian had offered umbrellas, but they wouldn’t budge. She stood at the glass door with them, her little black-and-white poodle-mix dog, Anna, in her arms.

She wanted to close up and be alone to contemplate her options, but the plump little woman and her elderly mother were firmly planted in place. They’d said they had nowhere to go but home.

The trolley lurched by, spraying the curb. Speeding cars splattered the sidewalk. People dashed about. The old homeless woman who slept in the alley trudged past, oblivious to the weather. 

Over her customers’ heads, Marian could see Eva in Coffee & More across the street, bustling from behind the counter with a coffee pot in each hand, pouring refills for customers. Marian wanted to call her or wade across the street and show her the email, get her advice. Should she Confirm the man who’d been the love of her life? 

She scratched between Anna’s ears. She couldn’t throw the ladies out. Reid’s Ritzy Rags catered to such customers—those on fixed incomes who weren’t able to buy new clothing but wanted something to spice up their wardrobes. 

Putting Anna on the floor, Marian leaned toward the daughter. “How about I get your car for you and pull it up to the curb?” 

“Oh, would you?” The woman’s face brightened. She squeezed Marian’s forearm and sought approval from her mother, who broke into a wispy smile. “That would be so kind.” 

Finally, success. 

“Could we keep the umbrellas?” the old lady asked.

“Yes, of course. I buy bulk umbrellas for such occasions. You never know when there might be a shower in Galveston.” 

She found a clip to hold back her long hair. Donning a raincoat, she stuck her feet into a pair of rubber boots. After locking up her purse and the cash register, she pointed behind the counter and addressed her dog: “Go to your bed.” Anna gave her a look and scampered away, disappearing from sight. 

“It’s the maroon van two blocks down on The Strand,” the younger woman said, handing Marian the keys.

When Marian opened the front door, a small metal bell hanging over the entrance chimed. She popped open a golf umbrella. “You ladies have a seat on the husbands’ sofa. Help yourselves to coffee and cookies or boxed wine. I’ll be right back.” 

Letting the door swing closed, she sloshed through the warm water that was about to lap over the curb, past the shell of the five-and-dime that had been closed for a generation, and waded across Ledbetter Street. She waved at Luther, a young artist who stood smoking a cigarette under an awning. She hurried by the barbecue on the opposite corner, the acrid aroma of something grilling causing her belly to rumble. She slogged across the alley behind Coffee & More, past the front entrances of a closed gallery and a defunct jewelry shop and, just beyond the side entrance of a credit union, finally found the decrepit, maroon minivan on the corner. 

She drove to the shop and helped her customers to their van. 

“Y’all come back soon when the weather’s better,” she said, as she closed the passenger door on the older woman. She waved as the pair drove away, relieved that she could return to pondering whether she should pay heed to the warnings in her head. 

Back in the store, grateful no new customers had arrived, she locked up and pulled down the flowered window shade. Scurrying to the computer, her muscles taut as the stays in a corset, she re-read the friend request. 

What was the worst thing that could happen if she replied? 

He’d opened up so many possibilities . . . . If she confirmed, then what? Did he just want to see what she was up to? Did he want to see her? Was he still married to Sheila? 

Or was he just contacting her because most people coming to the reunion were logging onto Facebook to find out who was going to be there? 

The rain had slowed to intermittent sprinkles. The setting sun dimmed the sky. The historic building facades across the street looked like sleepy faces. Marian glanced between the mannequins in her front windows into Eva’s place. 

Eva stood behind the counter, her spiked hair like yellowed grass. She was chatting with a customer, looking up at him, her hands doing most of the talking. 

Marian called her on her cell phone. Eva’s customer moved away. She snapped her cell from her waistband and eyeballed it before looking through her own glass door toward Marian’s shop. 

“What’s up?”

“You won’t believe who wants to friend me on Facebook.” 

“Quick, I’m busy.” 

“Bryan Mosley! Bigger’n Dallas. What am I going to do?”

“Was it him in the picture?” Eva started picking up cups and trash from her tables, her cell tucked between her neck and shoulder.

“No photo, just that silhouette thingy of a man. What should I do?”

“A search.” 

“Just a minute.” Marian put her phone on speaker and laid it on the counter. She typed Bryan’s name into the search block. “One recently dead English actor born in 1931, several black guys, a football player, and a man who looks like he works construction, but not my Bryan Mosley.”

“Hah! Your Bryan Mosley? Well, how do you feel about his contacting you? You’re scared to death, right?”

Leaning on the counter, Marian stared across the street. Her heart wanted what her heart wanted. “You think I shouldn’t contact him?”

Eva walked to her front window and put her forehead to the glass. “The only way to find out what he wants is to confirm.”

Blood rushed in Marian’s ears. “It’s killing me.”

“Suppose he just wants to see if you’re going to the reunion?”

“But he didn’t send his registration fee.”

“What else could it be after all this time? Maybe he wants to see you and is thinking of showing up and registering at the door.”

“Surely not.” But people had done that at the other reunions.

“It’s what you’ve been dreaming of—”

Marian exhaled and fisted her shaking hands. “Okay, back to the question, should I or shouldn’t I?” Her common sense told her to click Not Now, but the palpable, yet pleasing, discomfort in her heart, the taste of anticipation on her tongue, froze her hand in midair.

“I’m not making that decision for you, girlfriend,” Eva said.

“I’m hitting confirm. Be over after I finish dinner.” 

Moments later, her breath shallow and difficult, she tapped the Confirm box. Staring at the screen, chewing her lower lip, she waited to see what would happen. 

Nothing.

Slamming the lid on her laptop, she said to Anna, who sat nearby, “I’m too old to behave like this.”

She’d give it time. She straightened the clothing on the rounds and checked to make certain the sizes were in order. 

Back to the computer.

Nothing. 

She rehung the clothing left in the dressing rooms. Re-checked the computer.

Nothing. 

Paired up the shoes. Wiped the fingerprints from the glass case that held jewelry. Tallied her sales for the day. Re-checked the computer. 

Nothing. 

Pulled the excess cash and made up a deposit. Mopped the puddle of water just inside the door. Packed away the chocolate chip cookies after eating one. Dumped out the coffee and tea. Refrigerated the boxed wine. Swept the shop. Sanitized the doorframe and handle. Snuffed out the orange-and-mango candle. And every few minutes her eyes, if not her body, ventured back to the computer. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. What was she, fifteen?

Before she took Anna upstairs to the condo for dinner, Marian raised the computer cover one last time and typed in her password.

Nada. Nilch. Nothing. 

She shut down the Facebook window and opened it again to see if that made any difference.

Nope.

She drew a deep breath and pulled her shoulders back. Just as well he didn’t respond right away. She needed time to think about her biggest concern—how their getting back in touch with each other might affect Robert. 
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[image: ]




Though only a few days had passed since Eva’s helper had quit, the toll of being the only person running the coffee shop had etched itself on her face. Instead of the hyper-energetic, forty-something jogger Marian knew and loved, Eva moved like an old woman who’d scrubbed too many floors. Her apron was covered with stains, her khaki shirt needed pressing, and her feet, normally clad in wildly colored socks, were bare in high-top tennies. 

“Good grief, you look exhausted,” Marian said when she arrived after dinner, the scent of coffee greeting her at the door. “I can help for a couple of hours.” She began picking up discarded cups and napkins, tossing trash, straightening chairs, and cleaning spills.

“I put an ad in the paper, but you wouldn’t believe who—or should I say what—responded.” Eva wiped the counter and started another pot of coffee brewing. 

“I hate to imagine.” Last time Marian ran her own ad the people who showed up were not the type she’d ever invite to dinner.

The rain had stopped. Outside sat a young couple reading novels and sipping from steaming cups. The inside stood empty for the moment. “You never saw such a bad lot. Didn’t their mothers ever tell them to wash before going on an interview?” Eva asked.

“You poor thing. Bad enough trying to run this place with only one helper. You’ve got to find a way to cut corners so you can afford two part-time students. You could force a dress code on them. Have you thought of dropping the grocery line and just doing coffee, pastries, and sandwiches?”

“I’m ignoring that last bit, and what I’m looking for is part-time high-schoolers who won’t give away the store to their friends.”

“That goes without saying.” Marian pulled the trash bag out of the can and tied it off, replacing it with a clean one. “Glad my hours are so short, though I need someone, too.”

“Wish my grandmother had left me an inheritance.” Eva shoved a chair under a table.

Marian picked up the garbage bag and traipsed out to the dumpster behind the shop. She had to dodge a little river of water that rushed toward the deep drain hole not far from the back door. The alley had been repaved many times, but the drain cover hadn’t been reset level with the pavement. She threw the garbage into the dumpster and glanced up. Clear skies, clouds headed East, cool breezes from the Gulf. If she didn’t have to help Eva, it would be a good night to sit out on the balcony with a book and a glass of wine, though she probably wouldn’t be able to concentrate. 

Back inside, a line of customers had arrived. She stepped up to the counter. “Next person, may I help you?” 

The shop closed at nine, except on poetry reading nights. Marian didn’t mind helping out when she could, but she didn’t have the energy to do it every night. And Eva sorely needed time off. You’d think in a bad economy there’d be decent folk who would appreciate a part-time job with benefits. At least they had each other to keep watch as much as they could through their plate glass windows.

When the place cleared out again, Eva asked, “Get a reply?”

“No, at least not by the time I came over here.”

“Bring your cell?”

“No, I forgot.”

“He’s probably working. He’ll email you later; you’ll see.”

“God, I hope so. I mean I hope he has a job. Don’t want anything to do with him if he’s a bum. That might not be an option anyway. He could just be contacting everyone he remembers who he might want to see at the reunion—if that’s what this is about.”

“You’re right. At least you know he remembers you.” Eva turned the oven on. 

“I should hope so. We went together for two years. What’re you doing? I thought you only baked in the morning.”

“Supper, girlfriend. I’m starving.”

“Tell you what,” Marian said, switching the oven back off, “you go upstairs and have a decent dinner, and I’ll mind the store.”

“You’re a doll. I won’t be long.” She patted Marian’s arm.

“Take your time. Rushing will only give you indigestion.”

“Yes, Mother.” Eva hustled up the stairs.

Marian leaned on the counter and stared out into the night. A car splashed by with a hiss of spray, but the mass of water had gone down, so the little couple still reading at one of the tables outside weren’t soaked. She’d like to have a relationship like that, where she and her lover sat together reading in comfortable silence. 

She tried to remember when she’d had that pleasure. Never, really. Her ex-husband hadn’t been much of a reader. The daily paper and car magazines were the extent of his personal reading. He’d always said he had to read too much at work. He’d chide her when he caught her hunched over a novel. What had she seen in him in the first place? She shook her head, having trouble remembering. She’d been young, in her early twenties. And wanted to get away from her mother. Well, enough of that.

Another customer came in, Sam, a medical student and one of her rarely-seen tenants.

“You helping out, Marian?” He stroked his lower lip and looked down at the few remaining pastries in the bakery case.

“Yep, what can I get you?” 

“Just a tall cup of coffee.”

“Sure you don’t want that apple Danish?” She chewed the inside of her mouth, thinking she might like it, herself.

“Nah, just the coffee, thanks.”

She filled his order and took his money. “See you.”

When he left, she got out the broom and brushed the area behind the counter. Many bits of paper and a lot of what could be salt or sugar layered the floor and the cushy mat that stretched from one end behind the counter to the other. When she finished, she went after the aisles in the grocery area. Had Eva or her helper dusted the shelves or glanced at the floors in the last month or two? 

She was in the middle of the coffee shop, bent down, scooping dirt into a dustpan, when a car drove up and stopped on the Ritzy Rags side of the street—just stopped—right on the trolley tracks. A man inside sat facing her shop. Marian rose, wondering what he was about. He didn’t get out. He didn’t cut his engine. He just sat there looking in the direction of her shop, his back to her.

A few moments later, she could hear the trolley in the next block. The trolley drivers—two retired men who switched off their shifts—didn’t much like it when cars parked on the trolley tracks. Marian walked to the door and peered out as the trolley rolled slowly toward them. The man in the car didn’t move. Maybe he didn’t hear; his windows were rolled up and his motor running. The trolley continued en route. The couple reading at the tables turned and watched. When the trolley drew close to the car, it blasted its whistle one, two, three times.

The man lurched in his seat. His car lurched in the street. He glanced behind him, forward, and around toward Coffee & More. His eyes made contact with Marian’s before he sped away. Though forty years had passed since she’d seen him, she could swear he was Bryan Mosley.
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Marian wasn’t out of her nightclothes when she checked her computer the next morning, chastising herself for feeling the way she did, wanting to hear from Bryan, wanting to see him. She’d slept badly. Waking in the middle of the night. Wondering if she should check for a message. Worrying about what it all meant. 

A message was waiting for her like it was the most normal thing in the world. “Hi, Marian. I hope you remember me, Bryan Mosley? Are you going to the reunion tonight? I’d like to see you.” 

Was he trying to be funny? Did he have a weird sense of humor? Without taking the time to mull it over, she wrote back, “Yes, see you there,” and went to the phone to schedule a mani, pedi, and hair appointment now that she had someone she wanted to look her best for. 

Hours later, she wondered if the Facebook contact had been a big joke. The reunion was three hours old, three long hours that Marian had spent staffing the registration table. Now, sitting alone and feeling like a fool, the blare of the Beatles burst forth when the ballroom door opened. The reunion organizer, Sarah, a woman Marian had known since fifth grade, slipped out and headed her way, followed by the smell of fried shrimp. 

Sarah pulled up a chair next to Marian and whispered, “He hasn’t come. I’ve been so nervous all night, but he never showed up.”

Who did she mean? Who had Sarah dated in high school that she wanted to see so badly? No one else was in the foyer, so Marian focused her attention on Sarah. 

“I’ve come to every reunion hoping to see Royce, but he never shows up.” Sarah held her hands in her lap, kneading her fingers. “I just want to see if he still feels the same way about me as I do about him. I know he’s married, but I just need to know.”

Sarah could have been reading from Marian’s script.

“We loved each other very much, but his mother broke us up. She couldn’t allow her precious son to marry me.”

“What did you do that was so bad?”

Sarah shrugged. “Humph. I’m a Jew.”

“And I’m Catholic, so . . .”

“So the big cheese doctor’s wife didn’t want her son marrying a Jew.” Sarah shrugged. “I guess he’s not coming again. It’s just as well. I’d probably pee in my pants. See you later.” She headed back inside. 

Marian had almost spit out her own story and would have if Sarah hadn’t cut her off. She punched Eva’s number into her cell. “Hey, kiddo, it’s nine o’clock, and Bryan’s a no-show. Guess I’ll pack up and go home.”

“That’s strange. I wonder what all that Facebook crap was about. Well, you still had fun, right?”

“Sure. Sitting out here at the registration desk, relying on old friends to bring me food and drink.”

“Still, it was good to see them, right?”

“Yeah, I guess. The food was good. The wine chilled. I got lots of smacks on the cheek from guys I never dated.” 

“Better than a kick in the seat of the pants.”

“So do I have your permission to go home now?”

Eva snorted. “Yes, my dear. You can pack up and say goodbye forever to the reunion committee. If you want to come over here when you get home, you can help me finish a bottle of white.”

“I might just do that after I get out of these clothes. Adios.” Marian put her cell away and began gathering the reunion materials into a box.

“Marian—” Bryan’s unmistakable deep voice. 

She couldn’t breathe. At fifty-eight she should have aged out of the adolescent thrill thing, but butterflies circled in her stomach. She kept her eyes on the registration list, afraid to look up.

“Marian. That’s you, right?” 

Chills swept up from her toes. Bryan sounded neither older nor huskier than on high school graduation night. His voice was strikingly similar to their son’s, though Robert’s usually came out in a monotone. A very loud monotone.

She raised her eyes. Bryan’s face, shopworn and thinner. Yellow hair gone white but as thick and curly as their son’s. Azure eyes the same as Robert’s, though Robert wore glasses. Here stood the man who had fathered the child she’d been forced to give up. The man who’d married another woman. 

Bryan wore a pressed sport shirt and Bermuda shorts on his lean, tall body. His open-toed Huaraches brought a smile to her face. He’d waged many high school battles to get to wear them to class years ago.

“Marian Vernon.” 

“Reid,” she said. “My married name is Reid.” Her eyes tried to pull away from his face; his eyes held them captive. She wanted to stand, but her legs would have collapsed. She wanted to run into his arms. Good grief, could she think any more like the heroine in a romance novel?

She glanced behind him. Had he brought Sheila?

“Marian, you look just as lovely as the last time I saw you.”

Heat extended to the tips of her ears. She weighed fifteen pounds more than in high school. Gray intertwined with her black, thinner hair. Crows’ feet accented her eyes. But Bryan couldn’t have given her a sweeter compliment. Lovely. “Thanks. You look good yourself.”

Still no Sheila.

He grinned the same grin he’d worn when they’d surfed together. But it was all long ago—their sophomore and junior years. By the time they were seniors, her life had taken an abrupt turn, and Sheila had become the recipient of those smiling eyes, that toothy grin. 

“One?”

“One what?” he asked. 

“One late registration?” She returned his smile. 

The ballroom door opened, and the refrain from “Hey Jude” drifted out. They’d danced to that song, long and slow, the dance and the song seeming to go on forever.

She continued, “Sorry, but you have to pay the full fee, no early discount. Seventy-five for one if you’re doing the whole weekend.” She waited for his answer, pleased to have a moment to gaze upon his face. Robert was practically his spitting image, except for the hair and Robert’s pale skin. Not that she had known Bryan at forty, Robert’s age now, but only seventeen years separated father and son. “No photo name badge either. You had to early register so we could make one.” The back of her neck tingled; her feet throbbed with heat, her sandals tight as gloves. Her sundress felt damp. Aged out of all that nonsense? Not hardly.

“Will you take a check?” Bryan fished in his back pocket for a wallet.

“Sure.” Marian made out the receipt, holding her hands stiff to hide the trembling. The last day she’d seen him, he sauntered across the stage for his diploma. After the ceremony, he hugged another woman, Sheila, who became his wife.

Marian fumbled with the receipt book, trying to tear off his copy, eyes blurred in memory. When she held up the receipt, Bryan stared at the Ladies’ Room door across the foyer. 

“I’m paying for two, I think.” 

“Oh.”

A moment later, Sheila came out, and a chill ran through Marian. She busied herself with writing a second receipt and hoped neither of them would be able to read the disappointment in her eyes.

“Am I getting yours?” Bryan asked Sheila.

“I’ll pay you back later.” Sheila held out her hand. “Hey, Marian. You look great. How’re you doing?” A cloud of flowery scent swirled around her.

“Hi yourself.” She shook Sheila’s tiny, damp hand and wondered what kind of weird monetary arrangement they had. “I’m doing just great, thanks for asking.” 

It took only a few moments for Marian to size up the woman Bryan had abandoned her for all those years ago. Sheila looked like she could don her old cheerleader’s outfit and blend right in with girls a third their age. Her jet-black hair, probably dyed, still fell in a shoulder-length pageboy. Her face didn’t sag. She didn’t wear glasses, bore no wrinkles on her upper lip, and showed little sign she was near the age of fifty, much less sixty. Of course, Sheila could have had work done. Marian knew that was a mean thought, but she just couldn’t help it.

Bryan handed the check to Marian, his hand brushing hers. Had that been intentional? Their eyes met, but she couldn’t read anything in his. The check displayed his name and an island address. When had he moved home?

“Y’all can go on in.” She handed him the two receipts. “Wine, beer, and soft drinks are free. So is the seafood buffet.” Marian feigned a smile. “Cash bar for mixed drinks. Have fun.”

As they walked away, Sheila looked as good from the back as she did from the front. Her backside was still small and perky when every other fifty-something woman’s rear end had fallen flat. 

The door closed behind them, cutting off a Jan and Dean song in mid-melody. Marian heaved a huge sigh. So much for hoping Bryan was divorced. What had that Facebook business been about?

She sipped a glass of warm Chardonnay, a sour taste coating her tongue. She’d go home, tail between her legs like a wild animal to the safety of its lair. It had been a mistake to get her hopes up, to think the Facebook message meant anything more than  he just wanted to see her—the same as anyone else in their class. 

Marian flexed her shoulders as she stood and crossed the hall to the ladies room, the bank envelope with cash and checks safely tucked into her purse. When she pushed open the door, Sheila’s sweet flowery scent assaulted her. Harsh white light illuminated the wall of mirrors and her reflection.

Bryan and Sheila might still be together, but just the same, she was glad she’d gotten her nails and hair done. The fuchsia and green sundress flattered her, showed her cleavage. She looked good even though she would never be competition for Sheila, who would always be smaller and daintier.

Now she was in a hurry to leave. The idea of Bryan and Sheila dancing, laughing, having a good time while she watched from the sidelines was just too much. She didn’t want to see them holding hands and draping their arms about one another. 

She called Eva again. “Hey girl, I’m still here and guess what? Bryan showed up.”

“Great! How’d it go?”

“Sheila was with him.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. Where are you calling from?”

“The bathroom. I had to get away for a moment. I’m not quite through packing up.”

“Well, when you’re done, come over. I’ll still be nursing this bottle of wine, and you can tell me all about it.”

“Okay, but if you don’t hear from me, you’ll know I threw myself off the seawall.”

“Come on. It’s not that bad. You still have me.”

“Thanks, friend. See you in a bit.” She hung up, took a deep breath, and flung open the door. Bryan stood at the registration table, a glass of white wine in each hand. When their eyes made contact, his face brightened. She smiled through clenched teeth as she clutched her purse and crossed the carpeted gulf separating them. 

Bryan held a glass toward her. “Buy you a drink, Mrs. Reid?”

Marian accepted the glass, but before she could ask about Sheila, Bryan said, “Let’s toast. To reunions. May they hold that which we desire.”

Her eyes fixed on his face, adrenalin rushing in her limbs, she took a sip and again started to ask about Sheila, when he said, “How about a dance?”

“Sheila won’t mind?”

“No more than Mr. Reid, I expect.”

“There isn’t a Mr. Reid anymore.”

He cocked his head. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

“I mean, I’m not married anymore. I—I’m divorced.”

He grinned and raised his eyebrows. “Sheila and I aren’t married anymore, either.”

Don’t blow it, she thought. Holding up her shoulder bag, she said, “I have to bring the receipts.” 

Bryan took it and slung the strap over his shoulder. “Well, come on, woman, before the song ends.” He led her into the ballroom where The Beach Boys crooned, “California Dreamin’.” They set their glasses down on the nearest table, and he pulled her against him, wrapping his long arms around her. Memories of their surfing the waves together whirled in her head.

She buried her face in his chest as he steered her across the dance floor. The starch in his shirt and the earthy scent of perspiration barely masked by aftershave smelled the same as in high school. Her head still fit nicely into the curve of his shoulder. The words he murmured into her hair and the warmth of his hand on her back made her want more of him.

When she started to speak, Bryan said, “Shh. Later.” She allowed herself a few moments of reminiscences and what ifs before giving in to the pleasure of being in his arms.

After the song ended, Marian pried loose and stepped back, trying for a deep breath. “W-When did you get divorced?”

Bryan tugged at the bottom of his shirt. He toyed with a few strands of her hair, tucking them behind her ear. Taking her elbow, he guided her to the edge of the dance floor. Some of their classmates stared, but she didn’t care. She just smiled and focused on him.

“When did you divorce Mr. Reid?” 

“He’s been out of my life for years.” 

Bryan laughed, his eyes flashing. “Same here. Sheila and I are just good friends.”

She could drown in his eyes if she weren’t careful. “You moved home?” 

“I’m back in Galveston. You live here, I know. Anyone else in your life?”

Marian shook her head, though she wondered if it was wise to be so honest.

Another slow song began. When Bryan touched her, she floated back into his arms. He brushed her hair behind her ear again and ran his fingers along the back of her neck. “I’ve found you again, Marian, and I’m never letting you go.”

Marian closed her eyes. She didn’t want to see the ballroom, its tall columns wrapped with purple and gold crepe paper, or the white-linen covered tables. She wanted to dance in Bryan’s arms as though she could erase the years between now and the last time he’d held her. When the song ended, they stood staring at each other.

“Let’s retrieve our wine,” he said, his voice husky, and led her to where they’d left their glasses. 

“Hey, Bryan,” a man said. “How’s it going?”

“It’s going.” They shook hands. 

Another Beach Boys’ song came on, a fast one. Bryan handed Marian her shoulder bag. “Want to get out of here?” 

“What about Sheila?” She didn’t give a hoot about Sheila but thought she should ask.

“I just picked her up at the airport, that’s all. She’s staying with friends.” He took her hand.

“Just a minute.” She skirted her classmates until she found Sarah. Pushing the moneybag at her, Marian said, “Mine showed up. I’m out of here.” She patted Sarah’s arm and headed back to Bryan. 

They ran hand-in-hand through the warm, salty air across five traffic lanes to his car, parked on the beach side of the seawall. A mild breeze blew strands of hair across her eyes. 

Before he opened the passenger door, Bryan pulled her into his arms. “I’ve got so much to say to you. Where can we talk?”

Marian wanted to do more than talk. She hadn’t been with a man in years, but there were other considerations. She knew her own heart. Now was her chance to get things straight, to have them turn out as they should have been. That’s what she wanted, but what did he want? She had to find out, and so she withdrew and reached for the car door. “IHOP is open twenty-four-seven. Want to get coffee?”

He nodded and tried to kiss her. She turned her head so the kiss ended up on her cheek but cupped his face in her hands and smiled so he could see she didn’t mind. His breath smelled like wine. 

“Let’s go, okay?” she asked. He opened the door for her and, as he jogged to the other side to let himself in, all she could think was that he wanted her. Her. The girl who had gone away to give up their baby and found him with someone new when she returned. Striving to appear composed, Marian gripped her purse in her lap. 

“That was you last night in front of my shop, wasn’t it?” Marian glanced sideways.

“After you answered my Facebook query—after you friended me—I looked you up. I hope you don’t mind.”

“I knew it was you. Not when you first stopped, but when the trolley blasted and you glanced into my friend’s coffee shop as you drove away. I was inside, helping her out.”

“That was you? All I saw was a woman.”

After they settled in a booth and ordered drinks, Bryan went to the restroom, and Marian texted Eva. “OMG Im w/B. Dont wait up.”

Within a few minutes, other classmates arrived and grabbed booths and tables near them. Voices rose to an almost deafening level.

She and Bryan settled into the camaraderie of old friends, catching up on their lives, talking until the early hours of the morning. Marian chose not to tell him about Robert. If they saw more of each other there would be plenty of time to give him the full story. If not, it wouldn’t matter. Around dawn, they ordered breakfast. When Marian could barely hold her eyes open, Bryan drove her back to her car. They promised to meet at the pool party that afternoon. It didn’t matter that Marian hadn’t planned to go, that she had no one to cover for her, no one to keep the shop open. None of that mattered now. Bryan had risen to the top of her list of priorities.
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Chapter 4
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After a day at the Galvez Hotel pool, after an evening of formal dinner and dancing, Marian found herself alone with Bryan. This time they were in her condo where she’d invited him for a last drink.

She poured them amaretto on the rocks and wandered to the windows, to her favorite place, where she frequently watched the world go by without being observed. Late as it was, Eva’s light burned from an upstairs window. 

They’d had no contact other than a text from Marian to Eva, before she’d gone out that evening, asking Eva to take care of Anna for one more night. Marian left her cell phone in her apartment, not wanting the time with Bryan to be disturbed. 

A few people were on the street, though it was after-hours for almost every place on the island except the dives, the bars a few blocks east of her place, nearer the wharves. The stragglers undoubtedly were cleanup crews for area restaurants.

“What was it you liked about me in the first place, Marian?” 

Startled out of her reverie, she flinched. “Let’s see. Your politics?” 

“My politics? Why you—” He pulled her toward him and brushed her lips with his. “You don’t even know what my politics are. Or is that is? Politics is?”

More than anything she wanted to drag him to her bed, but there was a question he had to answer before she could give herself up to what she hoped would be the sexual experience she’d dreamed of. She pushed him away. “I hope you haven’t changed since high school. We had similar opinions back then.”

“That was a long time ago.” He pulled her back and wrapped his arms around her. 

“Yes, a very long time ago.” She rested her head against his shoulder. During the months she’d lived with Nana, the last months of her pregnancy, she’d dreamed of dancing with Bryan. During the past two days, they’d danced almost nonstop. 

He nuzzled her temple. “What are you thinking?”

She gazed up at him. “About the last time we danced together.” 

“This evening?”

“The last time we danced together when we were in high school.” She laid her head back down. “Remember?” 

“The Junior-Senior Prom. We were juniors. You wore that long blue dress with the empire waist that made you look pregnant.”

Her breath caught. That was the perfect opening to tell him about Robert, but she just couldn’t do it. She didn’t want anything to threaten their relationship. Robert needed a man in his life, but whether Bryan needed Robert was one of the questions she had for him. “You thought I looked pregnant? You never told me that.” 

“All the girls looked pregnant in those dresses,” he murmured as he stroked her arm.

“I can’t believe you remember what they were called.” She pulled away from him, wanting to put distance between herself and that subject.

“Isn’t that right? Empire? All the girls wore them. The guys liked them because they could see cleavage. Not a big deal today, since it’s everywhere you look, but—”

“The things we remember.” She moved to the next window. A curtain stirred upstairs in Eva’s condo across the way.

“Yeah, I definitely remember you in that blue dress, babe. You were one hot chick. Just like now.” He followed her. “We can make up for lost time. I’ve got plans for us.”

“I’m glad we’ve had this time together.” Her voice sounded unnaturally loud in her ears.

“You’re making it sound like it’s over.” He enfolded her in his arms. “I’m going to show you the world the way it should be seen.”

He spun her around and kissed her neck, her ear, her temple. 

Before she could stop herself, she said, “I just want to ask you one thing.”

“Anything, babydoll.” He planted little kisses around her mouth.

She was determined to get the unsettled business between them out in the open. Fear made it hard to breathe, but she forced herself to ask the question anyway. “The summer before our senior year, why didn’t you wait for me to come back?”

He held her at arm’s length, solemn-faced, mouth opened. He entwined her hair  in his fingers. After a few moments he whispered, “I made a mistake, a stupid mistake.”

Her insides quivered. She sat on the sofa and clasped her hands between her legs, to warm them and stop the shaking. He followed her. 

“I didn’t think you’d ever come back.”

“You didn’t even wait three months.” Her voice sounded accusing, but she wasn’t going to back down. 

He sat beside her and took one of her hands in his. “Can you ever forgive me for making the biggest mistake of my life?”

She wanted to trust him, to be confident he’d be there for her in the future. “I want to, Bryan,” she whispered. “I’ve just never understood.”

He kissed her forehead. “Give me a chance to explain.”

“That’s what I’m waiting for. This sounds harsh, but why? Why didn’t you wait for me?”

“You mean now? Explain now? I thought—”

She shook her head. “I have to know.”

He swallowed from his drink, and his eyes studied hers. “You disappeared without saying anything.”

Her mind went back to the day she’d left town. The morning after school recessed for the summer, in the early days of June, her mother had shaken her awake while it was still dark. 

“Get up and get dressed,” she said. “We’ve got to go.”

Wiping the sleep from her eyes, Marian spotted her bulging suitcase standing in the doorway. “What’s going on?”

“There’s no time to waste, young lady. Get your clothes on right now. I’ll explain on the way. We need to leave immediately.” Her mother jerked the bedclothes down and stood over her as Marian dressed. As soon as Marian tied her tennis shoes, her mother took her by the arm and escorted her out the door.

Now, Marian shook her head. “My mother didn’t give me a chance. She said we had to leave right away.”

Bryan’s fists were clenched. “When no one answered the phone, I didn’t know what to think. Your mom didn’t pick up the phone for several days.”

Marian glanced away. “She took me to my grandmother’s in Fort Worth.” 

“Finally one day your mom answered and said you were gone. I asked her if you’d be back after summer vacation, but she said I just needed to forget you. She hung up on me.”

The fights with her mother came rushing back at her as clear as if they’d just occurred. Her mother said Marian could either give the baby up for adoption or go live in the streets. When Marian finally agreed to give up the baby, her mother had swept her out of town. 

When they were miles from Galveston, her mother told her the truth. 

“I’m taking you to Nana’s house until your bastard is born.” 

Marian cried all the way to Fort Worth. When they arrived, her mother grabbed her suitcase and marched her inside. She instructed Marian’s grandmother: “She’s not to use the phone, and you’re to keep her inside and away from the windows. The less known about this, the better for all of us.”

“Claire,” Nana said, with a shake of her head, “it’s not the end of the world. It’s a baby. A beautiful gift from God, for heaven’s sake.”

“You agreed to take her in under my terms. If you can’t do that, I’ll make other arrangements.” Her mother had stood over her grandmother with a bone-crushing look in her eye.

“I’ve been thinking about it, Claire. If Marian wants to keep the child, as she has  said she does, why not let her live here with me? There’s plenty of room, and I’d love to have her.”

Marian’s mama swelled up like a blowfish. “Don’t even try it, Mother. Don’t even try to interfere.”

Marian fled to the guest room. She crawled under the covers and pulled them over her head. When she came out, her mother was gone. 

Now, she said, “I’m so sorry, Bry.”

“One day I went to your house and waited on the porch until your mom came home. She spotted me when she pulled into the driveway. She began backing up, but I ran to the car and grabbed the door handle. After she dragged me several feet, she finally stopped.” 

“Oh, God, I didn’t know.” 

“She said she would never tell me where you were, that you were never coming back. That I might as well forget you and find somebody else.” His lips turned white as they stretched over his teeth.

“She said she’d found your nasty, dirty panties and confronted you about what we’d been doing—” His face creased in anguish, Bryan put his hand over hers. “You don’t need to hear this.”

Marian squeezed his hand. “I have to know everything she said.”

“The only thing that counts is that we’re together now. Let’s put this behind us and plan our future.” His eyebrows drew together, and his eyes looked sad. “You do want to be with me, don’t you?”

She nodded. “But I need to know.” She clenched her jaw. “Tell me everything you remember.”

“I’ll tell you the parts I’ll never forget.” He fixed his eyes on hers. “She said . . . no daughter of hers was going to be known as the town whore.”

Marian could still feel the too-small girdles her mother had made her wear. And her stomach growling even after eating one of the sparse meals her mother allowed her. “That’s nothing new.” She gritted her teeth. “What else?”

“She said you didn’t want to see me anymore, that you thought what we’d done had been a sin. I didn’t believe her and asked if she’d send you a letter. She said she would, and I gave it to her. You never wrote me back.”

“I never received your letter. She said you never called or came by, that you didn’t care, you were just using me for sex.” She wiped her eyes. “At the end of the summer when I returned, you were with Sheila.” 

They reached for each other at the same time. His cheek felt scratchy and warm. As she clung to him, she forgot Robert, the adult Robert, for a moment and thought about what her life would have been like if her mother hadn’t been so controlling. Then she focused on Bryan.

And Bryan focused on her. 

She led him into the bedroom where they yanked each other’s clothes off. They fell onto the bed.

“Wait,” she said, pulling away. “What about a condom?”

“I haven’t been with anyone since Sheila and I split up.” He reached for her.

“My husband was the last person for me.” Marian had an overwhelming desire to giggle, so she did. “I can’t get pregnant anymore either.” 

Afterward, Marian pulled the duvet over them. Astonished at the weekend’s events, with his hot breath against her temple, she fell asleep. 
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Chapter 5
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After the reunion goodbye brunch, she and Bryan made a date for a night during the week, and Marian drove to Houston to see Robert where he lived with Dorothy, the woman who had been his foster mother and was now his legal guardian.

Though it had only been a week since she’d been to Dorothy’s small home, something seemed different. The house looked like a neglected child. The grass needed mowing, and clumps of weeds made a patchwork of the yard. When she’d called, Dorothy hadn’t said anything about either of them being ill or otherwise indisposed as Marian’s mama would say. Her mama. She forced that thought from her mind.

Finding the screen door latched, she pounded on the wooden frame. She stood on the veranda and breathed the soggy, polluted Houston air. Perspiration oozed from her scalp, dampening her dark, gray-streaked hair. Her cotton blouse and capris clung to her body. 

Shifting the package she held and her purse to the other arm, she exhaled a deep breath. What could be taking so long? 

She hated the limited time she was allowed with Robert but couldn’t blame Dorothy, a real sweetheart. A judge had issued the order a lifetime ago. 

Finally, Dorothy, sans glasses, eyes seeming out of focus, unlatched the screen. Her curly gray locks sprouted like a garden. “Sorry, honey. I was lying down. Thought Robert would let you in.”

Marian reached up to kiss the taller woman on the cheek as she stepped past her into the air-conditioning. When they hugged, Dorothy’s bony shoulder blades stuck out like a knife. Her blouse smelled of Ivory soap and body odor. Holding Dorothy at arm’s length, Marian asked, “Are you okay?”

“Tired, that’s all.” Dorothy shifted her eyes, and led Marian to the den. The television blared. “Robert, Marian’s here.” 

As soon as she and Robert returned from their outing, Marian was going to get to the bottom of the situation if it took all night. Dorothy might not want to ask for assistance, but if she needed something, Marian wanted to help. It was the least she could do after all Dorothy had done for them.

Marian stood in the doorway and watched her son for a few moments. He sat cross-legged on the floor and stared at the TV, like a child. “Hey, Robert.” 

“Be in the kitchen if you need me,” Dorothy said.

Marian walked over to him and crouched down. He was as pale as a slice of onion. If she’d been allowed to raise him, she would have made sure he spent time outside every day, every season of the year. They would have taken long walks on the beach, shed their shoes, waded in the shallows, and wiggled their toes in the sand. But the judge said it would never be. 

Robert sat with his back against the threadbare sofa. She got between him and the TV and looked into eyes the same color as the clear, hot sky outside. Taking his cool hand, she squeezed it and said, “I said, Hey, Robert. When someone greets you, you’re supposed to greet them back.”

“Hi, Marian.” His voice just missed being loud enough to bounce off the walls. His breath smelled of salt and grease from the potato chips that half-filled a glass bowl next to him. “This is my favorite show.” He shifted to see around her. “My favorite show.” His face was unshaven. The face of a man. The behavior of a boy.

“Yes,” Marian said. “We’ll talk when it’s over.” She resisted the urge to pull him to her, knowing he didn’t like touching. Instead, she stroked his head, his auburn curls shorn for the summer, something Dorothy had done for as long as Marian could remember.
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