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Chapter 1: The Invitation
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Daniel Mercer found the envelope propped against the coffee maker on a Tuesday morning in early October. His name was written across the front in gold script, the kind of ornamental lettering nobody used unless they wanted to seem important. He almost didn't open it. He had bills to open first, and a mug to fill, and a nine o'clock meeting he hadn't prepared for. But something about the weight of the paper made him set his coffee down and slide his thumb under the flap.

Class of 2001. Twenty-Five Year Reunion. Saturday, October 18th, Lincoln High School Gymnasium.

He read it twice, mostly out of disbelief that this much time had passed. Twenty-five years. He did the math without meaning to. He'd be forty-three at the reunion—-which meant he was forty-three now—-which meant somehow an entire adult life had unspooled behind him while he wasn't looking. He folded the card back into its envelope and dropped it in the trash can under the sink, right on top of a banana peel and a junk mail flyer for a mattress store.

He mentioned it to a coworker later that morning, mostly in passing, the way people mention weather or traffic. Gary from accounting had laughed and said his own reunion had been unbearable, three hours of men comparing mortgages and pretending their hairlines hadn't moved. Daniel had laughed along and forgotten about the invitation almost immediately, his mind already back on the spreadsheet open on his monitor.

He didn't think about it again until Laura found it that evening.

She was standing at the counter with the envelope in her hand when he came downstairs, still in her work clothes, her reading glasses pushed up into her hair. She held it out to him without a word, the way you'd hand someone a wallet they'd dropped.

"I threw that away," Daniel said.

"I know. I saw it in the trash." She set it down on the counter between them, smoothing the crease where it had folded. "You should go."

"To a reunion for people I haven't talked to in twenty-five years?"

"Yes." She said it plainly, without the teasing lilt she usually used when she was pushing him toward something he didn't want to do. "You should go, Daniel."

He laughed, mostly because he didn't know what else to do with the flatness in her voice. "Why do you care? You never even met these people."

Laura didn't answer right away. She picked up the envelope again and turned it over in her hands, studying the return address like it might tell her something new. "I just think it would be good for you. Closure, or whatever people call it."

"Closure from what? I didn't lose anybody. I graduated, I left town, I met you two years later. There's nothing to close."

"Humor me." She set the invitation on the counter, squared it with the edge like she was lining up a picture frame. "Go. See everyone. Come home and tell me it was boring and I'll never bring it up again."

He studied her for a moment, trying to read whatever was sitting underneath her request. Laura wasn't usually this insistent about anything involving his past. In eighteen years of marriage, she'd never once asked to see his yearbook, never pushed him to reconnect with anyone from before they'd met. If anything, she seemed to prefer that his life had started the day they found each other, as though everything prior to that was a rough draft not worth revisiting.

"Fine," he said, mostly to end the conversation. "I'll go."

Her shoulders dropped half an inch, the way a held breath leaves a body all at once. She turned back to the stove without another word, and when she stirred the pot on the burner, her hand wasn't quite steady.

That night, lying in bed, Daniel found himself staring at the ceiling instead of sleeping. He tried to picture faces from Lincoln High and found the exercise strangely difficult. He could remember the building itself in vivid detail -—the smell of the gymnasium, the particular squeak of the hallway floors after they'd been waxed, the exact shade of blue on the lockers. But the people were harder. Rick Dawson's face came easily enough, since they'd stayed loosely in touch for a few years after graduation before drifting apart the way old friends do. Megan Harper's face came too, though he hadn't let himself think about her in a long time.

Beyond that, though, there was a strange blankness. He tried to remember his graduation ceremony and found only fragments: the sound of names being called, a blue gown, applause. He tried to remember the summer that followed and came up with almost nothing at all. It should have been vivid. It was the last summer before everything changed, before he left for a job two states away and started building the life he had now. Instead it sat in his memory like a room he'd walked through once with the lights off, familiar in shape but empty of detail.

He turned onto his side and looked at Laura, asleep beside him, her breathing slow and even. He thought about asking her again in the morning why she cared so much about a reunion for people she'd never met. He thought about it and then let the thought go, the way he let go of most things that made him uneasy, filing it under things not worth the argument.

Outside, the wind picked up and rattled the old storm window in its frame, a sound the house had made for as long as they'd lived there. Daniel closed his eyes and told himself it was nothing. A reunion was a reunion. People got older, people got invitations, people went and shook hands and ate rubber chicken and drove home relieved it was over.

He had no reason to think this one would be any different. He fell asleep before he could talk himself out of the decision he had already made, and if he dreamed that night, he did not remember it in the morning. He would remember the decision itself for a long time afterward, though, the way a person remembers the exact moment before a fall.

By the time he fell asleep, the invitation was still sitting on the kitchen counter, squared against the edge exactly where Laura had left it, gold script catching the last bit of light from the window before the house went dark. Somewhere in the house, a clock kept ticking toward a Saturday neither of them could yet imagine.
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Chapter 2: Twenty-Five Years
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The days leading up to the reunion passed in a strange fog, one where Daniel found himself thinking about high school at the oddest moments. He'd be sitting in traffic and suddenly remember the sound of the marching band practicing after school. He'd be brushing his teeth and remember the exact color of the carpet in the guidance counselor's office. Small, useless details, surfacing without warning like debris after a storm.

He remembered being popular enough, though not in any dramatic way. He'd played baseball, not particularly well, but well enough to be liked by the team and tolerated by the coach. He'd had a decent group of friends, Rick chief among them, the two of them inseparable from ninth grade on. He remembered dances and parking lots and the specific misery of trying to get a car to start on a cold morning in the school lot.

He remembered Megan Harper most of all.

They'd started dating sophomore year, one of those relationships that felt enormous at the time and had probably looked, from the outside, like every other teenage romance in the building. He remembered her laugh before he remembered her face, which struck him as strange when he thought about it now. He remembered holding her hand at a football game and feeling like the entire world had narrowed down to the warmth of her fingers against his. He remembered the specific weight of her jacket when she'd left it in his car once and he'd kept it for a week before giving it back.

He remembered graduation, or at least pieces of it. The blue gowns. The principal's voice through a bad microphone. Rick throwing his cap so hard it landed in the bleachers three rows up. His mother crying in the parking lot afterward, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue she'd pulled from her purse.

What he did not remember, no matter how hard he tried, was the summer that followed.

He knew the broad shape of it, the way you know the plot of a movie you saw once as a child. He'd worked somewhere that summer, he was fairly sure, though the job itself refused to come into focus. He knew he'd left for a job two states away sometime that fall, the beginning of the life that eventually led him to Laura. But the specific days, the conversations, the ordinary texture of those months, were simply gone. He tried once to picture even a single afternoon from that summer and came up with nothing but a vague impression of heat and static.

He mentioned it to Laura over dinner one night, mostly out of curiosity rather than concern.

"It's strange," he said, pushing rice around his plate. "I can't remember anything about that summer. Right after graduation."

"What summer?" Laura didn't look up from her own plate.

"The summer of 2001. Before I moved for the job in Cleveland." He frowned, trying again to locate even one clear memory. "I know it
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