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One

January 2006

THE WEDDING INVITATION CAME, AND Shiloh said yes, of course she’d be there.

Mikey was one of her oldest friends, and she’d missed his first wedding. She couldn’t afford the trip to Rhode Island at the time. (She still couldn’t afford a trip to Rhode Island.)

But this time he was getting married here in Omaha, right down the street—of course Shiloh would be there. Everyone would.

Everyone loved Mikey. He held on to people. Shiloh had never been sure how he managed it.

She checked yes on the RSVP card and wrote in, With bells on!

The week before the wedding, she bought a new dress on clearance. Deep-burgundy floral with a low-cut neck. It was meant to be tea length, but it came to Shiloh’s knees. The sleeves were a little short, too—she’d just wear a denim jacket over it. (Could you wear a jean jacket to a wedding? A second wedding?) (It would be fine. She’d pin a silk flower to the chest.)

The wedding was on one of Ryan’s Fridays. Shiloh waited until he picked up the kids before she started getting ready. She didn’t want Ryan to see her wearing makeup. Or heels. She didn’t want him to see her trying.

Maybe some people wanted to look good for their exes, to show them what they’d lost or whatever. Shiloh would prefer that Ryan never thought of her at all. Let him think he was too good for her. Let him think that Shiloh had gone to seed.

Shiloh was a thirty-three-year-old divorced woman with two children under six—maybe she literally had gone to seed.

Ryan was late, even though she’d told him she had somewhere she needed to be. (She should never have told him she had somewhere to be.)

He was late, and the kids had gotten tired of waiting. They were hungry and sullen when he finally showed up and blustered his way into the living room like she’d invited him in.

“They’re hungry,” Shiloh said.

And Ryan said, “Why didn’t you feed them, Shy?”

And Shiloh said, “Because you were supposed to take them for dinner.”

And then he said—

It didn’t really matter what Ryan said after that. He was just going to keep saying the same old things for the next fifteen years of coparenting, and Shiloh was going to have to keep listening, because . . . Well, because she’d made a series of serious mistakes and miscalculations.

It was funny, almost, how poorly Shiloh had built her life—especially for someone who had once prided herself on her ability to make decisions.

That’s something she’d decided about herself when she was a teenager. She’d thought she was good at making decisions because she liked making them. They felt good, they gave her a zing. If someone was lingering over a decision or seesawing between two options, Shiloh loved cutting in and settling the matter. The world would spin faster and with more clarity if Shiloh were in charge.

If Shiloh could talk to her teenage self now, she’d point out that deciding wasn’t any good if you weren’t deciding correctly—or even in the neighborhood of correctly.

Ryan finally left with the kids. And Shiloh tore the clearance tags off her dress. She put on makeup. She pinned up her hair. She stood on tiptoe to get her boots zipped over her calves.

She’d already missed the wedding, but she wouldn’t miss the reception. No one would. Everyone would be there.




Two

THE RECEPTION WAS IN A rental hall on the second floor of a youth wrestling club. Mikey had married someone from the neighborhood this time, a girl who had been a year or two behind them in high school.

It was a plated dinner, with assigned tables. Fancy.

“Shiloh!” someone called out, as soon as she walked into the lobby. “We thought you weren’t coming!”

It was Becky. Shiloh and Becky had been on the high school newspaper together. They’d been thick as thieves—they’d actually stolen a traffic barricade once—and they still talked sometimes. They were friends on Facebook. (Shiloh almost never logged in to Facebook.)

“I’m here,” Shiloh said, mustering up a smile. There was going to be a lot of mustering tonight, she could already tell.

“You’re at our table,” Becky said. “It’s practically a journalism reunion. Everyone’s here. Oh god, wait—you were at our table, but we thought you weren’t coming, so we gave your seat to Aaron King, do you remember him? He was a sophomore?”

“I remember him—it’s fine.”

“But you should still come say hi. Everybody’s here.”

“No one can say no to Mikey,” Shiloh said.

“You’re so right,” Becky agreed. “Plus we all thought there’d be an open bar.” She laughed. “Oh well.”

Shiloh followed Becky into the reception hall. She held her head straight and kept her gaze fixed, deliberately not scanning the room for familiar faces. Anyone that Shiloh would recognize was going to have to force their way into her field of vision.

They got to their table. There was Becky’s husband and Tanya—god, Shiloh hadn’t seen Tanya for years. And Tanya’s husband, yeah, they’d met, hi, hi. Hugs. Hi. Nia. And Ronny. Shiloh hated Ronny. At least, she used to hate Ronny—did she still hate Ronny? She hugged him anyway. People, all these people. From the same tiny part of Shiloh’s life (it hadn’t felt tiny at the time). All these people who knew her and remembered her. They were all eating salads and sorry that they’d given away her seat—but that was okay, Shiloh didn’t mind. She’d pull up a chair later. It was good to see them, she said—and it really was. It was good to know now who was here, from the old days.

And who wasn’t.

It made sense that he wasn’t here—he was in Virginia, wasn’t he? The last time Shiloh had heard, he was in Virginia. Maybe someone would mention it later . . .

Of course he wasn’t here. He was in the Navy. He was probably on the ocean somewhere. Probably didn’t get back home much. She’d heard once that he didn’t get back home much . . .

He wasn’t here, and other people were, and she could enjoy this now. Enjoy them. Enjoy something.

Shiloh didn’t want to stand there hovering over her old friends while they finished their salads. She squeezed a few shoulders, then squeezed between tables to get to the one in the corner where Aaron King had been assigned to sit. (She actually didn’t remember him.) There was a couple sitting there, surrounded by empty chairs.

“Mind if I join you?” Shiloh asked.

They didn’t mind at all. They introduced themselves—Mikey’s aunt and uncle—and told her they’d already eaten her dinner roll.

“We ate all of them,” the uncle said. “We thought we had this table to ourselves!”

The aunt cackled warmly. “We were gonna eat your cake, too.”

“You still can,” Shiloh promised, sitting down. There was a white jar candle next to her plate, branded Mike & Janine, January 20, 2006.

Shiloh picked it up and sniffed it. Lavender.

She could look around now—now that she knew he wasn’t here. It was safe.

The tables were set up at one end of the reception hall, and there was a dance floor on the other. Spotlights were already flashing onto a disco ball in the corner. Shiloh had been to three or four weddings here before, but this was probably the best she’d ever seen this place look. Someone had wrapped all the fixtures in Christmas lights. The chairs were swathed in tulle.

Shiloh liked weddings. Improbably. Still. She liked seeing people’s best outfits. She liked beginnings. She liked the flowers and the favors and the little bags of Jordan almonds.

A lot of the other guests were people Shiloh vaguely remembered from high school . . . all of them looking a little older and fatter and knocked around by life to varying degrees.

It was easy to pick out Mikey’s New York City friends. Art-world people. There was a woman in a bright yellow bandage dress and a man wearing black culottes and platform boots.

Shiloh used to take great pains not to be dressed like anyone else in a room—but she’d lost her edge. And she’d never had as much edge as these people. She felt dowdy in comparison. Thrown together. Even though she hadn’t tried this hard in years.

She scanned the crowd for Mikey. She’d have to apologize to him for missing the ceremony. Maybe he hadn’t noticed. He surely had plenty of other things on his mind.

Someone near Shiloh started tapping a fork against a wineglass, then other people picked up the clanging, everyone eagerly turning to watch the bride and groom kiss. Shiloh followed the wave to the head table.

There was Mikey. With his curly blond hair and big, goofy smile. He was wearing a white suit. That was obviously Janine next to him in the wedding dress. Then the bridesmaids in pale green satin. And the groomsmen. And Cary.

Cary.

Shiloh clenched her hands in her lap.

Cary was a groomsman.

Right . . . Right—that made sense.

Of course Cary was here.

Of course he wouldn’t miss it.




Three

SHILOH HAD BEEN IMAGINING THIS moment since she got Mikey’s invitation—but she hadn’t known how to picture Cary. He wasn’t on Facebook. He didn’t turn up in Google searches.

She kept picturing him the way he’d looked in high school—in his ROTC uniform, weirdly—even though she’d seen him since then . . . At their five-year reunion. Standing across from her in the same old circle of friends. She and Cary had hardly spoken that day. Shiloh had brought Ryan to the reunion; they’d already been married a year. (They hadn’t invited Cary to the wedding.)

Shiloh had been imagining this moment—the moment she’d see Cary again—for months, but even in her imagination, it wouldn’t mean as much to him as it did to her. Cary wouldn’t have been thinking about it all day. He wouldn’t have been wondering, worrying, that Shiloh might be here. He wouldn’t have bought a new dress, so to speak, just in case.

Cary looked good. Here. Now. From a distance. He looked sharper than the rest of them, less worn down on the edges. He looked tan. His hair was still so short . . .

He turned, almost like he could feel Shiloh watching him. She was too far away to say that their eyes met—or even to know whether he recognized her—but she smiled a little and raised her hand to wave. Cary waved back. He might just be waving because someone had waved at him.

Shiloh’s hand dropped. Cary was still looking in her direction.

He stood up and moved behind the bride and groom. He was saying something to Mikey. He glanced up toward Shiloh again, then shuffled behind the bridesmaids’ chairs and out onto the floor, heading toward her.

Shiloh straightened her jean jacket. (Why was she wearing a jean jacket?) Cary was wearing a navy blue suit; people must not rent tuxes anymore for weddings. He was walking toward her table now, and Shiloh stood up, then thought that she probably shouldn’t have done that—like she was the gentleman, and he was the lady—but it would be weird to sit down now. She straightened her jacket again. Cary was looking at her like, I’m coming. And she nodded like, I see you, and smiled. She waved again, and he waved back. He was nearly there—the tables were packed too tightly, it was slow going. Shiloh wondered whether she should hug him when he got to her. She’d hugged nearly everyone at the other table, plus some of their spouses. She’d gotten very good at casual hugging.

“Shiloh,” Cary said when he got to her.

“Cary.” She smiled at him.

He smiled back.

He looked good. Even up close. Cary had blondy-brown hair and a heart-shaped face with a narrow jaw and a pointy chin. She’d only ever seen him clean-shaven. (Were you allowed to have a beard in the Navy?) He’d been built like a stick of gum back in high school, but he’d filled out now. He looked grown-up. Settled. He looked like he’d gotten out of North Omaha.

“It’s good to see you,” Shiloh said.

“Yeah,” Cary said, nodding. “You weren’t at the wedding.”

“I wasn’t,” she agreed. “There was a mix-up with my kids.” Did Cary know she had kids?

He nodded, he must know.

“You’re a groomsman,” she said.

“I guess I did so well the first time, I got invited back.”

Shiloh hummed a laugh. “Do you have to give a speech?”

“No, that’s the best man—Bobby. He’s really drunk, so I’m excited to see how it turns out.”

“Maybe you should prepare something just in case.”

“I’ll improvise.”

Shiloh nodded. Then nodded again. “Nice suit.”

Cary looked down. “Thanks. We had tuxes at the last one, but this time, Janine was like, ‘You don’t have to rent a tux, you can just buy a navy blue suit that you can wear again.’” Cary looked back up at Shiloh. “I don’t think she realizes it’s way more expensive to buy a suit than to rent a tux.”

“She probably doesn’t care.”

“Yeah, probably not. It’s her big day. I’m just an accessory.”

“Did you fly in?”

“Yeah.” Cary nodded. “Yeah.”

“From Virginia?” Shiloh was pointing for some reason.

“From San Diego, actually.”

“Oh.” Shiloh moved her hand to point in the other direction.

“You were right the first time,” Cary said, moving her wrist back.

She laughed, embarrassed. “North, south . . .”

Cary was laughing, too, a little bit. “East, west.”

“Right, right.”

“I was in Virginia,” he said. “But I got stationed in San Diego two years ago.”

“I thought maybe you were on a boat somewhere . . .”

“I do work on a ship,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” He nodded again. He was still kind of laughing. “But I live in an apartment.”

“So, like, your office is on a ship?”

“Yeah.”

Shiloh was still kind of laughing, too. Even though nothing was funny and everything was awkward. “I don’t have any idea how the Navy works,” she admitted.

“That’s okay,” he said. “Why would you?”

Yeah. Why would Shiloh know how Cary spent his days and nights? Or where he’d been? What he did, how he felt . . . “Well, I do pay your salary,” she said. “So I should really be better informed.”

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that . . .”

Shiloh huffed out a laugh. “Have you.”

He was smiling right into her eyes. Shiloh had heels on, so she was a little taller than him. “Mikey says you’re still in Omaha,” Cary said.

She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “I am.”

“He said you’re in theater.”

“I’m not in theater,” she said quickly. “I work at the children’s theater.”

“That’s in theater.”

“It’s mostly administration.”

“It sounds interesting.”

“It’s . . .” Shiloh was shaking her head. “Very nonprofit.”

“And you have kids. I mean, your own.”

“I do,” she said. “Two. A girl and a boy.”

Cary was nodding.

“Six and almost three,” Shiloh said.

“I should have asked how old.”

“You’re not obligated.”

“Do you have photos?”

“Um . . .” Did she? She glanced down at her bag.

“It’s okay,” Cary said, looking apologetic. Awkward. “Sorry. I thought you’d want me to ask.”

“I guess I never do that—show pictures. Because I never know what to say when people show me pictures of their kids, and I’m a parent.”

“I usually say, ‘Well, look at that.’”

“That’s a good line.” Shiloh laughed. More naturally. “It’s not that my kids aren’t cute or something. They’re very cute—you’ll just have to take my word on it.”

“I do.” Cary was smiling again. His mouth was closed, and there were deep lines in his cheeks. He’d always had a face full of lines—in his cheeks, under his eyes, in his forehead. Even in high school. Like he had a little too much face for the space. Cary crinkled when he was happy and creased when he was angry.

He was so familiar to Shiloh.

Standing close to him was so familiar.

They could be standing by their lockers. Standing by his mom’s station wagon. Standing in line at a movie theater.

“It’s so weird to be talking to you,” Shiloh said. She tried to laugh when she said it—like, Isn’t it weird? Isn’t it funny?

Cary looked hurt. “It is?”

Shiloh felt her face fall. “It’s so weird to be talking to you,” she said again without laughing, “and not know, you know . . . anything.”

Cary pushed his tongue out over his bottom lip.

And not know everything, Shiloh thought.

A waitress swung around their table with a serving cart. She picked up two plates and looked at the elderly couple. “Chicken? Chicken?”

Shiloh looked at Cary. She had to make this less weird. This was their first conversation in fourteen years, and she didn’t want it to end like this. She didn’t want it to end. “Maybe we can catch up more . . .”

“Chicken?” The waitress was pointing at Shiloh.

“Yes,” Shiloh said, “thank you.”

“Chicken,” Cary said, raising his hand.

The waitress dropped two plates on the table in front of them.

Shiloh turned to him. “Don’t you have to sit at the head table?”

“No one will miss me,” he said.

“I think you probably get special food up there . . .”

“Special chicken?”

“And free beer.”

Cary pulled out her chair. “No one will miss me,” he said again.




Four

before

THEY WERE SQUEEZED INTO THE front seat of Cary’s mom’s car because the back seat was always full of junk. Like, bags of stuff that his mom bought at the thrift shop and then didn’t bring into the house until it was all broken from being sat on or thrown around. It was a bad cycle, but Cary tried to ignore it. Shiloh wondered if his house was like this, too. She’d never been inside.

Cary always drove, and Mikey sat in the passenger seat, and Shiloh sat in the middle. She leaned more on Cary, because leaning on Mikey would feel weird. And also because it wouldn’t bother Mikey.

It bothered Cary. Shiloh messed with him while he drove. There was a hole in the seam of his Army surplus pants, on the outside of his thigh. She poked at it, and Cary tried to pull his leg away. “Don’t rip my pants.”

“They’re already ripped.”

They were going to see a movie—Delicatessen. Omaha only had one art-house movie theater, and the three of them saw pretty much everything that came there. Mikey was into arty stuff. And Shiloh was kind of into it . . . even though most of the movies they saw didn’t make any sense, and they were usually sort of embarrassing. (European people smoking on balconies. Or having sex in dirty kitchens.) But the movies were confusing in a way that made Shiloh feel smart. Like, at least she knew enough to be there, on the cutting edge of something. Of the three of them, Cary was the most likely to walk out of the theater afterwards and say, “Well, that was garbage.” But he still kept going along. He still kept driving. Kept covering Shiloh when she couldn’t buy her own ticket. (Cary worked weekends at a grocery store.)

Cary always sat in the middle at the theater. Because he and Mikey had to sit together, to crack each other up. And because Shiloh had to sit by Cary, because she just did.

When Delicatessen was over, Cary said, “I could have used less cannibalism.”

“Or maybe you could have used more cannibalism,” Mikey said. “There’s really no way of being certain.”

“All right, sure,” Cary agreed. “Either way, it had an unpleasant amount of cannibalism.”

“I think the cannibalism was a metaphor . . .” Shiloh said.

“For what?” Cary asked.

“I don’t know. I’m just saying I think it was probably a metaphor.”

“Well, I’m hungry,” Mikey said.

Shiloh laughed.

“Where can we go where they might serve us people?” he asked. “Also I only have three dollars.”

Shiloh had one dollar. Cary had eight, but he had to save five for gas.

They went to Taco Bell.

They each got a bean burrito and then a Nachos Supreme to share. Shiloh and Mikey ate most of the chips because Cary was driving. She tried to feed him some, but he just frowned and shoved her arm away.

Cary had bony hands. Swollen knuckles. Knobby wrists. Chafed-looking elbows. He looked like he wasn’t getting the recommended daily amount of something. He was pale, and he had too many moles. Dark ones—even on his face. He was tall enough, and strong when he needed to be, but there was something stunted about him. Like maybe he got taller at the expense of some other vital function. Shiloh wouldn’t be surprised to hear that Cary only had one kidney. Or that he was digesting his own intestines. He should let her feed him some nachos.

Cary always took Mikey home first, and then he’d take Shiloh home. She and Cary only lived a few blocks apart.

Shiloh lived right across from Miller Park. It was one of the grand old parks that were part of the original city plan. It had a playground and a swimming pool and a golf course . . . (Who in North Omaha played golf?) There had been a few gang shootings in the park. And a few regular shootings. It was illegal to drive through there at night. Shiloh always tried to talk Cary into doing it, but he never would.

Sometimes they drove around for a while before he took her home. They were high school seniors now—they could do pretty much whatever they wanted. And neither of them had the kind of parents who kept track.

Cary lived with his mom (she was actually his grandma, it was a long story) and his mom’s fourth husband, who Cary wouldn’t even call his stepdad.

Shiloh just had her mom. Her dad had never been in the picture. Like, Shiloh had never even seen a picture of him. Her mom had boyfriends that came and went. It was always a relief when they went.

Tonight Cary drove straight to Shiloh’s house after Mikey’s—but he backed into her driveway, so they could look out on the park. That meant he wasn’t in any hurry to get home.

Shiloh didn’t bother Cary as much when it was just the two of them. She still messed with him just as much, maybe even more—but Cary didn’t get bothered. He’d let her fool around with the car radio and tug on his pockets. Sometimes she’d play with his hair.

Back in middle school, Cary had always needed a haircut. His hair had been lank and clumpy. Now he paid for his haircuts himself, and his hair always smelled like apples. He’d let Shiloh fiddle with his hair, but if she pulled it, he’d shove her hand away.

Sometimes Shiloh felt like she was disappointing Cary. Like, she was pretty sure he was usually pretending to be irritated with her. But underneath that, there were moments when he seemed actually irritated with her.

“Would you eat me”—Shiloh hooked a finger in a loop sewn into the pocket of Cary’s cargo pants—“if we were stranded on a mountain, and I died first?”

“Pass,” Cary said.

“Are you passing on eating me? Or passing on the question?”

“Both.”

“I would probably eat you,” she said. “Partly to stay alive. And partly as a way to keep you with me for the time that I had left.”

He frowned at her.

Shiloh poked him. “Come on. What would you do?”

“You’re dead?”

“Yeah, but I’m fresh. Half frozen.”

“No, I wouldn’t eat you. What would I have to live for?”

“A plane might see you the next day.”

“Pass,” he said.

She poked his thigh. “I guess the world will forget us both.”

Cary grabbed her wrist and held on to it for a second, away from his leg.




Five

before

THIS WAS HOW IT WENT:

Cary and Shiloh rode to school together.

And when they got there, they stood with the same group of guys next to somebody’s locker. Unless Shiloh was irritated with one of them. Then she went and hung out with the girls from journalism. Or she went to the journalism room and worked—Shiloh was editor-in-chief of the newspaper. Sometimes she stood out on the school’s front steps with a group of sophomores and juniors, because she had a crush on one of them—Kurt. He lived in a nice neighborhood and was good at math.

Sometimes Shiloh had morning drama club. (With Cary.) Or morning science club. (Also with Cary.) And sometimes she had to get to school early because she hadn’t done her homework and she had morning detention.

Once school started, she’d go to first-hour journalism, and Cary would go to ROTC.

And then he’d come down to the journalism room, because they both had study hall there. With Mikey. And the three of them would fuck around in the darkroom. (Like, platonically. Obviously.) Or they’d fuck around in the computer lab. Or, if they were on deadline, they’d work.

And then blah blah blah class.

And then lunch with Cary and Mikey and a bunch of other journalism people. Shiloh got free lunch, but she shared it with a girl named Lisa, in exchange for Lisa buying them both ice cream cones every day for dessert.

Then more class. French. Literature with Cary. Yearbook.

Always something after school. Play practice. Newspaper stuff. Mikey started an Amnesty International chapter, and they all joined. They wrote letters to the president of Chile, asking him to free political prisoners. Cary had ROTC junk after school sometimes, so Shiloh found other things to do. She was helping the art teacher rebuild the school mascot, even though Shiloh wasn’t in art and she didn’t have any school spirit. Kurt, the junior she liked, was on the men’s volleyball team, so sometimes she went to the practices.

If Shiloh didn’t have anything else to do after school, she’d hang out by the flagpole and wait for Cary.

If she wanted to, she could walk home by herself. But she never did.




Six

before

CARY’S MOM HAD NEEDED HER car, so Shiloh and Cary were walking home from school. It was a forty-minute walk, and they had to go through rough neighborhoods where nobody knew them. (North Omaha was a collection of rough neighborhoods, but it was different when it was your own.)

Cary was wearing his ROTC uniform, which made everything worse.

Shiloh hated his ROTC uniform. She hated what it stood for—like, wars and killing babies, and the obvious Hitler Youth resonance—and she also hated it because it was so ugly. The boxy green poly-blend suit, the pale green shirt, the black polyester tie.

The pants didn’t fit anyone correctly, especially not the girls. They were too wide at the bottom, and Cary’s were too short—because he’d gotten his uniform while he was still growing. He was still growing.

People in ROTC had to wear their uniforms every Monday, even when it was hot, and they always sort of smelled. Like, in the car with Cary on a Monday morning, Shiloh could smell his uniform. The staleness. The old sweat. It’s not like anyone ever had their ROTC jacket professionally cleaned. Cary had a bunch of ribbons and medals on his chest, and Shiloh was so grossed out by ROTC that she never even messed with them.

Shiloh hated that Cary was in ROTC. She hated it. She generally tried not to think about it—but she couldn’t not think about it right now, because they were out of their neighborhood, and he was in his stupid uniform. The high-water pants. The short-sleeved shirt that drew attention to his bruised-looking elbows. He was carrying his jacket over his arm. Somebody had already leaned out of a car and shouted, “What’s up, Beetle Bailey?” And that was probably the nicest bad thing that could possibly happen at the moment, but it was still so humiliating. It reminded Shiloh of the time she’d been walking home with Cary in junior high, and someone had driven by and yelled, “Your girl has a fat ass!” And both of them had been too embarrassed to even talk to each other for the rest of the way home—Shiloh could hardly look at Cary, and when she had, she could tell that he was just as mortified as she was.

“I don’t know why you have to wear that all day,” Shiloh said now. Ten minutes after “Beetle Bailey!” and with at least fifteen minutes left on their walk. They were finally on familiar territory, walking past the pawnshop and the liquor store and the barbershop where all the old white guys in the neighborhood got their hair cut too short. (Almost no one in the world did anything right. Everyone’s hair was too long or too short. Everyone was too loud or too quiet. Nothing was the right color. Music was embarrassing. Movies were confusing. Shiloh hated it. She hated it all.)

“It’s required.”

“You could change your clothes after ROTC class.”

“It’s required that we stay in uniform all day.”

“I would change,” she said, “if it were me.”

“You’d get a demerit.”

“Perish the thought.”

Cary didn’t reply to that. He probably didn’t think there was anything more to say. Shiloh felt like hitting him. She felt like tripping him. She felt like pushing him off the sidewalk.

“I don’t understand why you want this all the time,” she said. “Like, for your whole life.”

Cary was joining the Navy after graduation. He’d already been accepted. He was going to get free college, Shiloh didn’t know the details—because she didn’t ask about it. Because she hated that it was happening.

“It’s only six years,” Cary said.

“Six years of following orders and . . .” Shiloh tried to find a way to say the worst of it. “And being a tool.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a tool. Tools are necessary.”

“A tool of . . . of a corrupt government.”

He didn’t say anything, so Shiloh kept going. “Like, you know that the military has committed atrocities. Atrocities. And you still want to be part of it.”

“I’m not going to commit atrocities,” Cary said flatly.

Shiloh had never said anything flatly. “You don’t get a choice. They don’t consult with you. It’s not like there’s an atrocity track and a non-atrocity track. Do you think the soldiers at My Lai opted in?”

“You don’t know anything about My Lai,” he said.

Cary knew all about it. He read military books and watched war movies. The teacher who headed up ROTC had served in Vietnam, and he told the ROTC kids real battle stories.

It was pretty fucked up that their school had two ROTC teachers, and they were in uniform all the time, and it was like they had their own unit, right at the high school! Why did public schools need military units? Starting in seventh grade? Twelve-year-olds in uniform! Doing rifle training! It was pretty shocking when you thought about it. It turned your stomach. Shiloh should write a column about it for the school newspaper.

Cary had been in ROTC since seventh grade. He was one of the highest-ranked high school kids in the entire city. He’d been awarded a ceremonial saber.

“I just don’t understand why you’d give someone else agency over your life,” Shiloh said. “Why you’d let them use you.”

“Someone has to do it.”

“Do what?”

“Serve.”

Serve. Oh my god. She hated that word. She hated that way of thinking about it. Why should Cary serve anyone, why would he want to? “I mean, one,” she said, “I question the truth of that. That someone has to do it. And, two, it doesn’t have to be you.”

“Are you suggesting that we don’t need a standing military?”

Shiloh didn’t know the difference between a standing and a sitting military, but yeah, she figured the whole world would be a lot better off without American boots on the ground. “I’m suggesting that we don’t need to devote so much of our money and blood into dominating the world by force.”

“Okay, John Lennon.”

“I’m not being John Lennon.”

“It just seems like, all you are saying is give peace a chance.”

“I’m not John Lennon. John Lennon beat his wife.”

“That wasn’t very peaceful of him . . .”

“What I’m saying,” Shiloh said, “is that we have a military so that we can kill people who disagree with us. And I don’t understand why you want to be a part of that. You could kill people, Cary. You’re going to work on a submarine with nuclear weapons. Nuclear weapons are an atrocity.”

“The goal is to never use them.”

“So we spend jillions of dollars on missiles, hoping we don’t have to use them?”

“Yes.”

“That’s crazy.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know that I don’t want you to kill people!”

Cary stopped walking. Shiloh didn’t want him to stop. They were about to cross Thirtieth Street, and there wasn’t a traffic light, and they needed to focus and then make a run for it.

“Wouldn’t you rather it be me?” he asked. His eyebrows were bunched over his yellow-brown eyes. “When you think about those submarines, and the bombers, and the machine guns . . . wouldn’t you rather know that there was someone like me there, someone you trust?”

“No. I don’t want you anywhere near there!” Just thinking about it made Shiloh feel out of breath. “If the military has to exist, if we’re stuck with this situation, let someone else corrupt their soul.”

“You really think it’s going to corrupt my soul?”

“You really think that killing babies won’t corrupt your soul?”

“I’m not killing babies!”

“There are no baby-free bombs. Bombs don’t discriminate.”

They were standing by the 7-Eleven on Thirtieth Street. And Cary was wearing his Beetle Bailey uniform and carrying his fifty-pound backpack. And Shiloh was wearing a vintage dress, something a big-boned housewife had worn in 1952, over long-underwear bottoms. And Shiloh was shouting, and Cary was practically shouting back, “I just don’t understand who you think should protect this country! Whose responsibility it is!”

“Not yours!”

“If not me, who?”

“I don’t actually care!”

Cary shook his head, and then he walked into traffic.

“Cary!” Shiloh screamed.

The street was four lanes wide, and he crossed them one at a time. People honked at him, and he ignored them. When he got to the other side, he kept walking.

It took forever for a break in traffic. Cary was long gone by the time Shiloh got across.




Seven

“SO YOU’RE MIKE’S FRIEND FROM the Army?” Mikey’s uncle was very chatty.

“From the Navy.” Cary was very polite.

“What’s that?” Mikey’s aunt asked. “This music is so loud I can’t hear myself think.”

“I can’t hear myself eat,” the uncle said.

“The Navy!” Cary shouted.

“Well, we thank you for your service!”

“Thank you!” Cary glanced at Shiloh. He looked self-conscious.

“Does that happen to you all the time?” she asked, under the music. She was cutting her chicken. “Complete strangers just follow you around thanking you for your service?”

“You’re just jealous that no one thanks you for your service.”

“Your mom thanked me for my service last night.”

Cary snorted, and then started to cough.

Shiloh touched his arm. “Are you choking?”

He shook his head and swallowed. “It’s just lettuce.”

“So you are choking?”

He shook his head again and reached for his water.

Shiloh watched him. She watched him too carefully. She was glad they were at this table in the corner of the room where no one would notice how wide her eyes were and how focused she was on him.

Up close, Cary still looked fresher-from-the-box than anyone else here. Maybe it was the sea air. Maybe it was not having kids.

They were both sitting a little sideways in their chairs, facing each other. He was heavier than she ever imagined he’d be. Not heavy, really. But there was no more rope and wire to him. There was a softness in Cary’s cheeks now and around his pointy chin.

Shiloh felt like she was combing his face and body for changes, like her eyes were hands. Or maybe she wasn’t looking for changes—maybe she was trying to find all the ways that he was the same. All the ways she recognized him. The ways he was still Cary.

Shiloh was fiddling with a napkin. Cary looked like he was trying to think of something to say. Shiloh should beat him to it—she should try to keep it light.

“How did you all meet Michael?” the aunt called across the table.

Cary turned toward her. “We went to high school together.”

“You went to North?” the uncle asked.

“That’s right.” Cary looked down at his plate and picked up his fork.

“Mike went off to art school,” the man said.

Cary nodded and started eating his chicken. Shiloh turned to her own plate.

“Have you all seen his art?”

“Yep,” Cary said, “good stuff.”

They’d seen Mikey’s art. They’d seen it at the beginning, and they’d seen how it had evolved over the years. It was very abstract. Shiloh could never decide if she liked it—she could never decide if she got it. She could honestly never decide whether there was something there to get. But sometimes Mikey’s art made her feel almost desperately sad. So it must be as good as the people in New York City and Tokyo and Phoenix, Arizona, said it was.

Mikey’s first wife had been someone from that world. The art world. But now he was marrying a North Omaha girl and celebrating at a youth wrestling banquet hall. Shiloh felt like this was another Mikey project she didn’t quite get.

“And how long have you two been married?” the aunt asked Cary.

“Oh,” he said. “We . . .”

“We’re not married,” Shiloh said. “Just old friends.”

“How long have you been married?” Cary asked politely.

“We’re not married!” The woman was aghast. “That’s my brother!”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Cary said. “I shouldn’t—”

“We’re not even wearing rings!” she protested. She was embarrassed. So was Cary.

“I mean, neither are we,” Shiloh said, knowing only Cary would hear her. She nudged him with her elbow. “You could still move to the head table. Everybody up there is drinking champagne.”

“I’ll go if you go with me. We’ll pull up a chair.”

She shook her head. “So when did you get into town?”

“Today, actually. I missed the rehearsal dinner last night.”

“How was the wedding ceremony?”

“Good,” Cary said. “Standard. Walk down the aisle, stand at attention. Don’t lock your knees.”

Shiloh grinned. “I meant—how was it, in general. Not for you personally.”

“Oh.” He smiled. “Still good. Standard. Catholic.”

“Was Mikey nervous?”

Cary looked thoughtful. “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen Mikey nervous . . .”

“Me neither. Hey”—she leaned toward him—“do you remember Janine from high school?”

“Yeah. Mikey dated her senior year.”

Shiloh smacked Cary’s arm. “I didn’t know Mikey dated someone senior year!”

He shrugged. “They were pretty quiet about it. Her parents were religious.”

Shiloh was still shocked. “I can’t believe he never told me—we were best friends!”

“I think I was his best friend . . .” Cary was being a shit.

“I meant the three of us.”

Cary chewed a bite of chicken. He shrugged, still teasing.

“You guys never talked to me about girl stuff,” Shiloh said, not managing to keep it light.

Cary’d had a secret girlfriend, too. Or at least a girlfriend that he never mentioned to Shiloh.

One day she was working on the ROTC section of the yearbook, sorting through photos of the military ball—and there was Cary, standing tall in his dress uniform next to some chubby girl in a shiny formal. Apparently the girl lived in their neighborhood. She went to parochial school. Her name was Angie.

To this day, Shiloh didn’t know when Cary had started dating Angie. Only that they’d broken up sometime before graduation.

Shiloh had started to cry when she saw the photo—the photos, there were a dozen of them.

It wasn’t because Cary had a girlfriend. (He was allowed to have a girlfriend.)

It was that he hadn’t told her. It was that nobody had told her. Mikey obviously knew—he was the photographer.

When she’d stopped crying, Shiloh chose the nicest shot, where Cary’s date looked the prettiest, and made it the biggest photo on the yearbook page. Cary was their school’s commanding officer, and he’d gotten some award at the military ball. It made sense to feature him.

Shiloh hadn’t dated anyone during high school—but she wouldn’t have kept it a secret from Cary and Mikey if she had.

Cary cleared his throat. “So, you do what at the theater now?”

“I run the educational department,” Shiloh said. Still thinking about Janine and Angie. “We offer classes—acting, playwriting.”

“And do you act?”

“No,” she said, like that was a silly question. Like she didn’t have a master’s degree in theater. “I mean, sometimes, in emergencies. We have a main stage with professional actors.”

Cary was nodding a little too quickly. As if he were acknowledging twice as many things as Shiloh was saying.

“I don’t even teach much anymore,” she said. “It’s a lot of bureaucracy. I sit at a desk all day.” That wasn’t exactly true, but Shiloh felt like she needed to make explicitly clear to him that she was nothing he had ever expected her to be.

If Cary was combing Shiloh for sames and differents, he should see that she was wholly different. That her final form was nothing like her larval stage. And not in the good, butterfly way.

“You live out west?” he asked.

“I used to live out west.” In the suburbs they grew up hating. “I live here now. I mean, in the neighborhood—with my mom, actually.” Shiloh tried not to wince as she said this.

Cary looked genuinely surprised.

It took all of Shiloh’s strength not to bow her head. She smiled. “In the same old house.”

Cary looked bewildered. “By the park?”

“By the park.”

When Shiloh and Ryan had separated, they couldn’t afford to keep their house out west—Ryan was a high school drama teacher—and their home equity didn’t amount to anything once it was split between them.

Shiloh’s mom had been wanting to work fewer hours, but she was already struggling to pay her mortgage. It made sense for her and Shiloh to pool their resources.

So now Shiloh’s kids were living in the same old crappy house where Shiloh had grown up. She’d tried to make it less crappy . . . (Another mortgage. They’d gutted the kitchen. Added a bathroom to her mom’s room. Replaced some of the wiring.) But it was still the same house. The same neighborhood.

Shiloh was the same in all the ways she was supposed to be different. (And vice versa. Vice, vice versa.) And Cary might be the only person on earth, other than Shiloh, who could fully appreciate what a disappointment she was.

Because Cary had sat outside that very house with her while they plotted their mutually exclusive ways out.

Look at me, Shiloh thought now. Really look at me.

I’ve been thinking about seeing you for months. Now look at me, see me. Get this over with.

“So, you’re—” Cary was frowning at her. “I mean, I heard that, um—”

“Heyyy, everybody.” Someone was standing at the microphone on the dance floor. Mikey’s little brother, Bobby. “Whazzuuuhhp.”

He was holding a mixed drink in one hand and bracing himself against the mic stand with the other. It tilted.

“Whaaaazzzzzzuuuuuhhhp,” he said again, at greater length. A few people hooted. “I’m here to talk about my main man, my tin-can Sam, my . . .” The mic stand tilted the other way.

Mikey had stood up at the head table. He was looking at Cary. Cary was already on his feet, headed for the dance floor.

Bobby greeted Cary with open arms. “Carrrryyyy. Whazzzzuuuhp. I missed you, bud.”

Cary wrapped an arm around Bobby’s waist, propping him up. Cary was saying something too softly for anyone else to hear.

“Thasssright,” Bobby said. His eyes were closed. “Thasssright. We’re here to talk about Mikey.”

Cary gently took the microphone away. “We’re here,” he said, “um, both of us—all of us—to celebrate Mike and Janine as they make this commitment to each other . . .

“I was going to say ‘as they begin their life together,’ but—” Cary turned to the head table, where Mikey was still standing, his hand now resting on Janine’s shoulder. Cary smiled. “I think that the love they share began a long time ago. So instead I’ll say that we’re here to honor their commitment and the promises they made today.”

Shiloh winced a little. Of course Cary would get hung up on the sacred honor of it all. He’d always loved an oath.

“Janine . . .” Cary went on, in a clear, serious voice. “I’ve known Mike since I was twelve years old, and he’s always been the guy who makes everyone else feel lighter.”

“You are correct, Cary,” Bobby chipped in.

“I think we all wanted to be around Mikey,” Cary said, “because he brought the sun with him.”

The whole audience was humming in agreement.

“But you’re the bright spot in Mike’s sky. You’re the one who makes him feel lighter.”

More humming. Bobby was nodding deeply.

“So thank you, Janine,” Cary said, “from all of us who have stood in Mike’s light, for bringing him so much joy.”

Bobby held his glass in the air.

“And, Mikey,” Cary continued. “You know I’ve never been married. I can’t imagine the gravity of this day . . .”

Shiloh could practically hear every unattached woman in the room rev her engine.

“But I’m just so happy for you. And proud of you. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had, and I’m honored to share this day with you. We all are. To Janine and Mike!”

“To them!” Bobby agreed, sloshing his glass in the air.

One of the bridesmaids ran onto the dance floor to hand Cary a flute of champagne. He held it aloft.

“Cheers!” Cary said.

“Cheers!” everyone answered.

“Cheers,” Shiloh murmured. She held up her Diet Pepsi.

Mikey was making his way to the dance floor. He gave Cary a bear hug when he got there.

Shiloh had never felt so far away from another human being. From two human beings. Mikey and Cary, best friends. Still best friends. Always best friends. How did Shiloh fit into any of this?

Tangentially. That’s how.

She wondered how her kids were doing. Ryan had promised to make popcorn tonight and let them watch Hercules. They were both obsessed with the Disney Hercules movie for some reason.

If Shiloh left now, she could possibly get fifteen hours of sleep before Ryan brought the kids back in the morning . . .

Or she could go hang out with Tom, her assistant and deskmate at the theater. He’d invited her over to watch this week’s Sopranos . . .

Or Shiloh could stay here. She could drag a chair over to her old friends’ table and try to catch up with everyone . . .

Was there any point in catching up if she was just going to lose them again?

If Shiloh had learned anything about herself, it was that she couldn’t hold on to people. She could only really deal with the people directly in front of her. Her children. Her mom. Her boss. Her assistant. The teachers who worked for her. The kids in the theater programs. Their parents. The board . . . Christ, that was already too many.

The maid of honor was at the mic now, toasting Janine. She was telling a raunchy story about their trip to Mexico. Shiloh felt sorry for her. There was no good way to follow Cary. He was a forensics champion. He’d played Scrooge in their senior-year production of A Christmas Carol with a flawless English accent. (Shiloh had played the Ghost of Christmas Present, with a wreath of holly and icicles.)

Shiloh lifted her glass again when everyone else did. “Cheers!”

There hadn’t been toasts at Shiloh’s wedding. She hadn’t wanted to do anything traditional.

She and Ryan got married in the university theater, just before Shiloh graduated from college. Shiloh had worn a dress from the costume shop. (Lady Macbeth’s—was that bad luck? It was the only pretty dress in the shop that had fit her.)

It was a small wedding. Mikey had flown back for it.

Apparently the toasts were over. Mikey and Janine were going to cut the cake now. Cary was still standing near the dance floor, talking to Bobby.

All the little kids had gathered around the cake table, with the photographer.

Shiloh hadn’t had a professional photographer at her wedding. Or a cake. What had they had instead? She couldn’t remember . . .

No, wait—fancy cream puffs. They’d spent all their money on upscale Lithuanian food and a band.

It wasn’t so bad. As weddings go.

Ryan had also worn something from the costume shop—one of the Lost Boy costumes from Peter Pan. There was a photo of the two of them dancing at the reception. Ryan’s mother had taken it. Ryan was wearing fox ears, and Shiloh was displaying a shocking amount of cleavage.

“I’m not going to make you keep your promise,” Mikey’s uncle said.

Shiloh looked over at him. “I’m sorry?”

“You can eat your cake.”

One of the caterers was standing there with a trolley of cake slices.

“There are six people sitting at this table,” the uncle told the waitress. (There were not.)

“No,” Shiloh said to him, “I am honoring my commitment. The cake is all yours.”

She got up and headed for her original table. She looked around for Cary. He was standing in a crowd at the bar. She recognized his stiff shoulders, the way he held his head. She’d wanted to see him tonight, and she’d seen him. She’d wanted to know if he was still himself, and he was.

“Shiloh!” everyone at her assigned table called.

She’d give herself an hour of reminiscing and catching up. That would still leave plenty of time to sleep.




Eight

before

THE DARKROOM WAS SET OFF from the journalism room by a revolving door. You stepped through the doorway, then spun the opening around to the other side and walked out into a closetlike room.

There was only space for two or three people back there, and one of them was always Mikey. The other two were usually Cary and Shiloh.

Today when Shiloh spun the door around, the red lights were on, which meant that Mikey was developing something. Probably something totally unrelated to school.

He was leaning over the chemical bath, prodding at a photo with plastic tongs. Cary was sitting on a stool, working on homework. Shiloh climbed onto the stool next to Cary’s and poked him with a pencil.

He smacked her pencil away.

She leaned over his notebook to see what he was writing. Math. His handwriting was cramped and square.

“It’s time for lunch,” she said.

“Lunch,” Mikey said. “We need to buy prom tickets at lunch. Today’s the last day.”

“Who are you going to prom with?”

Mikey looked up. “The two of you.”

Cary kept working on his homework.

Shiloh frowned at Mikey. “Haven’t you asked someone?”

“Nah.” He jiggled the tray of chemicals. “Cary, have you asked anyone?”

Cary shook his head. He was graphing sine waves.

“Let’s just go,” Mikey said. “We can’t miss prom.”

“I have so far,” Shiloh said.

“Well, shit, Shiloh, now you really have to go.” Mikey swished the tray. “Don’t be one of those sad nerds who goes to alternative proms in their thirties, trying to fill the void.”

She folded her arms. “I’m pretty sure that’ll be the least of my voids.”

“I got a white tuxedo at the thrift shop,” he said. “I’m gonna decorate it.”

“God be with you,” Shiloh said. “I don’t have a white tux. Or fifteen dollars to spend on a prom ticket.”

“I’ve got you,” Cary said.

“Cary’s got you,” Mikey echoed.

Shiloh grimaced. “I don’t know . . . Don’t you have to wear a big dress to prom? Like a crocheted-Barbie-Kleenex-box-cover dress?”

“Wear whatever you want,” Cary said. “You always do anyway.”

Shiloh wanted to wear some great vintage thrift-shop dress. She wanted to be the heroine of a John Hughes movie. Or maybe a John Waters movie.

But the fancy dresses at the thrift shop near her house were never more than a few years old. Glossy satin gowns, with big puffed sleeves and lace cutouts.

The week before prom, Shiloh’s mom took pity on her and took her to a discount department store called Richman Gordman. Shiloh ended up with a stretchy blue wrap dress that looked more like something a forty-year-old divorcée would wear to a fern bar than something a high school girl would wear to prom. It was the only thing that fit Shiloh and also fit their budget.

Shiloh wasn’t fat, exactly, but she was bigger than other girls her age—she was already built like a forty-year-old divorcée. At eighteen, she looked like someone who looked really good for having had three kids.

Plus she was too tall. Five foot eleven. Almost as tall as Cary.

“It’ll be fine,” her mom said. “We’ll pin a silk flower on the chest, and you can wear my boots.”

Her mom had a pair of calf-length, maroon suede boots with a wedge heel. They were literally something a middle-aged lady wore to bars. But they were still cool, and her mom had never let Shiloh borrow them before.

The night of the dance, Shiloh’s mom did her makeup for her and rolled the front of her dark hair into one of those 1940s whorls. Shiloh’s hair was long and heavy. It took a whole sheet of bobby pins and half a can of Aqua Net to wrangle it.

The overall effect was better than Shiloh had hoped. She admired herself in the hall mirror while she waited for Cary to pick her up. The dress and the boots and the hair didn’t really match, but they were making a ragtag go of it. Shiloh had stacked her wrists with fake gold bangles, and her mom had pinned a silk calla lily to the front of the dress—she was right, it did help. Then she’d painted Shiloh’s lips bright red. Shiloh had a tube of red lipstick in her purse to touch it up later.

Shiloh wasn’t sure that she looked attractive like this . . . But she looked different. Different from herself and different from everyone else. That was the most important thing—Shiloh would shave her head just to look like nobody else. (Shiloh might shave her head when she got to college. She was still deciding. She needed to get there and scope out the shaved-head situation.)

She heard the front door open.

“Hey, Cary, you look nice.”

“Thanks, Gloria.” (Her mom made Cary call her “Gloria.” He hated it, but it would be rude to call her “Mrs. Butler” if that wasn’t what she wanted to be called.) “I wasn’t sure whether Shiloh saw that we were here.”

“You should have honked,” Shiloh said, coming down the stairs.

“Slow down,” her mom said to her. “You’ll break your neck.”

“I don’t like to honk,” Cary said, looking up at Shiloh. His eyes shifted, surprised. Shiloh couldn’t read his expression—but she was happy to register with him.

Cary was wearing a black tux with a red cummerbund. Apparently all the guys rented tuxes for prom; you couldn’t just wear a suit. (Well, you could, but Cary respected conventions.) His tux was too wide in the shoulders, and it was still polyester—but it looked way better than his ROTC uniform.

“Hang on,” Shiloh’s mom said, looking around the living room. “I’ll get you money for dinner.”

They were going to Kowloon, a sit-down Chinese place. Entrees were $7.95 and you got two crab rangoons plus egg drop soup.

“I’ve got it,” Cary said.

“Save your money, Cary.”

“You save your money, Gloria. I’ve got it.”

“He’s got it, Mom. See you later.” Shiloh hugged her mom from the side, then pushed Cary out onto the enclosed porch. It was dark—the porch light was burned out. She closed the front door behind them.

“Hey, wait,” Cary said. He caught Shiloh’s wrist before she could walk past him down the steps.

She turned back to him. Thanks to her boots, she was a little bit taller than he was.

“I got you this,” Cary said, holding up a plastic clamshell. “But I guess you already have a flower.”

Shiloh squinted down at the box. There were flowers in it. A corsage.

“Oh god,” she said, “was I supposed to get you a flower? And Mikey?”

“We don’t need flowers,” he said. “But we thought—I thought, well, girls always have them at prom.”

“Then let’s do it,” she said. “Thank you.”

Cary shook his head. He seemed upset. “No. Your flower looks better. You look good.” He glanced down at her, then up again. “You look like a time traveler.”

Shiloh reached for the corsage. Cary pulled the box away—“Shiloh.” She caught it anyway and tugged it out of his hand.

She cracked the lid open. It was a little bouquet with three white carnations and baby’s breath, tied with a blue ribbon.

“Your flower is nicer,” Cary said again.

He was right.

“My flower is fake,” Shiloh said. “Hold this.” She handed him the box and started unpinning her lily. She had to be careful—her mom had used two sewing pins.

Cary watched her. He handed her the corsage when she was ready for it.

It was hard to pin something onto your own chest. The corsage came with a long pearl-ended pin, and you had to get it just right . . . Shiloh stuck her finger and swore.

“Here,” Cary said. “Let me.” He took the carnations from her, and the pin, and leaned closer.

“I guess you’ve done this before,” Shiloh said, thinking of the photo of Cary and Angie, and remembering the corsage on Angie’s sleeveless gown.

“It would be easier with a light,” Cary said. His head was bent in front of her face.

“Your hair smells like apples,” she said. More quietly than she meant to.

“Hmm,” he said, acknowledging her in his usual begrudging way.

Shiloh had been teasing Cary much less since she found out that he had a girlfriend. Not that the teasing would be inappropriate now . . . or disallowed . . .

But Shiloh had always felt like Cary was sort of her territory. The teasing had been part of their whole thing. The Shiloh-and-Cary of it all.

It was different now—pulling his hair, poking him, leaning on him—knowing that he was very officially someone else’s territory. Someone who had intentions.

Shiloh didn’t have intentions.

“There,” Cary said, standing up. The corsage was pinned neatly to Shiloh’s dress.

“Wait,” she said, before he could back away.

Shiloh had slipped the silk calla lily into her purse. She pulled it back out now, un-squashing it, and reached for Cary’s chest. “Does this go on your collar? Or to the side?”

He tucked his chin down to see what she was doing. “Oh. You don’t have to—”

“I want to. Do you not want me to?”

He lowered an eyebrow at her. “Do you care whether I want you to?”

She let her hand drop. She shrugged. “I mean . . . yeah.”

“On the lapel,” he said. “Just below the bow tie but above the pocket.”

“Which side?”

“Over the heart.”

Shiloh reached up to her left.

“My other heart.”

“Right.” She smiled and shifted the flower over. It took her a second to get it attached. Cary kept his head bent to watch, probably worried she’d stab him. His hair was in her face again. “You still smell like apples.”

“Hmm.”

“Where do you put the flower when you’re wearing all your ROTC medals?”

“No boutonnieres in uniform.”

Shiloh nodded. She twisted the last pin back through his collar. There. The lily was a little bit crooked, but it looked good . . . It looked really good, actually. It classed up the tux.

She patted the flower gently. “Nice.”

Cary stepped away
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