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				Chapter One
			

			
				VIVIAN
			

			
				Early June 2006
			

			
				Like an old, frayed leather album of glossy Kodak photos, their faces flipped past her vision, turned over in her mind like words out of sequence – their laughter caught by the blink of a shutter – their sorrows remembered like some vague recollection of a movie that had been so mysteriously compelling, La Strada, perhaps; brilliant images standing out against the loss of full sentences.
			

			
				Has it really been so many years? Years that have passed like breaths, too necessary to notice?
			

			
				She hadn’t planned it, certainly never would have consciously planned it like this – seventeen years to the day since that seemingly fatal afternoon. She’d realized the coincidence as she sat listening to the banal drone of a dial tone, hoping Susie wouldn’t pick up.
			

			
				“Lucky day,” Vivian uttered after hearing Susie’s perky attempt at humor: Here’s the beep. You know what to do. Same old same old ... So do it now and do it quickly.
			

			
				Vivian was relieved. She hadn’t wanted to take Susie by surprise and startle her into an abrupt refusal. She’d rely on low impact shock therapy; a few tidbits to whet the appetite but not too much information.
			

			
				“Hi, it’s me, a voice from the past.” She coughed, certain her nervousness would barely be noticeable. “It’s Vivian Forrester. My God, it’s been years. I’d love for us to get together, with the others, the rest of the feisty five, wouldn’t that be a blast? I’ve got the time and place. Call me, soon as you can.”
			

			
				One down and three to go; Vivian clicked the phone off quickly. Seventeen years to the day. She wondered if they’d make the connection and find the coincidence macabre, in poor taste. But she highly doubted they’d make any connection to Faith at all. She was the only one of them to carry the weight of it around like a third leg, like something obnoxiously and pathetically freakish.
			

			
				Vivian had brought it all on herself, truth be told. The choices she made back then could not be undone; the knot was tied and tightened. She was reacting the way she always reacted: she turned the other cheek and said, And it will go away. If I ignore it, maybe it isn’t so, never was so. But just recently her blatant omission had become too fragile, too close to blowing up in her face. Faith wanted to meet her biological mother. Oh, shit.
			

			
				Vivian reached for the phone. Funny how she hadn’t spoken to Ned in years either but being so damn anal, she had transferred all her old phone numbers and there they had remained, after all these years. On speed dial, no less.
			

			
				“Vivian! God, it’s been a millennium. How are you?”
			

			
				“Fine, just great.” She let out a nervous laugh. “I’m calling a meeting of the old tribunal, the feisty five. Wouldn’t it be fabulous for all of us to get together after all this time? You know, catch up?”
			

			
				“Oh? Well, that might be difficult for me right now, Vivian. Not sure if I can make any plans. I’ve got a lot on my plate these days. My wife is … not well.”
			

			
				“Sorry to hear. Look, it’s about Faith, my niece, Faith,” she said, carefully articulating. “There’s an incompletion in all our lives and I need to set it straight.”
			

			
				He paused too long.
			

			
				“Faith? The girl who drowned? Your niece? What incompletion?”
			

			
				“Will you come?” she asked. “I owe you all an explanation. I’ll explain what happened when I see you. I should have explained it to you years ago but you know ... life got in the way.”
			

			
				“I’m confused.”
			

			
				“Yes, it is confusing, was confusing.”
			

			
				“I’m awfully busy, Vivian.”
			

			
				“It’s important.”
			

			
				“For you or for me?”
			

			
				“Does it matter?”
			

			
				“That’s what you said about the last reunion, that it was important. Well, it was a disaster.”
			

			
				“I’d really like for us all to get together. I need to tell you what really happened seventeen years ago and why I couldn’t tell you what really happened seventeen years ago.”
			

			
				“That’s very convoluted.”
			

			
				“Yes, I know.”
			

			
				“I’m listening.”
			

			
				“I need to do this in person.”
			

			
				“Why?”
			

			
				“Because we’ve carried the weight of this for too long. I certainly have.”
			

			
				“What weight?”
			

			
				“Faith.”
			

			
				“You’re not making sense.”
			

			
				“Look, will you come to the reunion? It will all be explained.”
			

			
				“When are you planning this get together?”
			

			
				“Saturday after next.”
			

			
				“Are the others coming?”
			

			
				“Well, I’m counting on that.”
			

			
				“Perhaps I can work it out. It will be fun to see everyone … I imagine.”
			

			
				“Yes, it will be.”
			

			
				“I’ll try to make it,” he said, a polite afterthought.
			

			
				Well, at least he said that, Vivian mused to herself.
			

			
				“Where are we meeting?” Ned asked. “I’ll get a pen.”
			

			
				“No need. The White Horse Tavern, 1:00 P.M.”
			

			
				He reacted just as she thought he would. She heard the nostalgia in his tone.
			

			
				“Oh, perfect spot. Just like old times, Vivian. Are we going to recapture our lost youth?”
			

			
				“I’m counting on you,” Vivian said before hanging up. Of course, she’d call him three days before and then two days and then the day of. She’d probably have to call Susie back a hundred times too, but she’d get her to show up. The difficult ones would be Kit, of course, and David.
			

			
				She’d mention Faith each time. She wouldn’t harp on it; she’d just mention it. What more was there to say about Faith’s drowning after all these years? The poor girl is dead, leave it be. But they would agree to come after much pleading; their curiosity piqued, though their displeasure would be obvious, feigned or otherwise.
			

			
				Vivian was looking forward to seeing them all again, even though she’d probably have to sit through hints of Susie’s disappointing third marriage in the affected silences of her unfinished sentences; perhaps an unfair assumption but nonetheless a good guess; she was sure. Then, of course, she would get the scoop on the surprisingly successful maneuvers in business that had gained Ned a Mercedes and an apartment on Park Avenue, a lifestyle that had once been termed a “plastic prison” and had made them all threaten to puke. She’d read an article about Ned in The New York Times real estate section about a year after their last reunion, he’d turned out to be quite a mogul.
			

			
				Time changes all things once young. She too, had settled for a much easier ambition than chasing an elusive and unpredictable career in the theater. Yes, certainly, time had carried them all away, scattered them off into lives preoccupied by dramas with a great deal less turmoil than the old obsessions that had once filled their fantasies, their dreams of impressions in cement on the Walk of Fame. Except, of course, for Kit, the only one among them who’d remained, eyes fixed on the golden ring.
			

			
				Old friends should not be reminders of how much we bullshit ourselves, but they so often are – oh, the distances between procrastinations – history’s rewrites. Vivian wanted to be honest when it came to her old friends. It was her last chance for honesty, to save face in front of Faith. She was doing it all for Faith, coming clean at this reunion. But was honesty really the objective wasn’t it more about saving her relationship with her niece? Wasn’t it more about not wanting to look bad, even now, so many years later?
			

			
				So much had changed. Vivian wasn’t competing with anyone anymore; the old competitive edges had softened and dissolved with age. Remembering all the subtle psychological tugs of war between them made Vivian smile, especially since she had grown past the age of competition, preferring instead to be known as a doting mentor. It’s what happens to older women, they become motherly, no longer fiery youthful competitors on the battleground of ambition and men. It is so much better after fifty – so much less intense. Competing with one’s peers had been so damn exhausting.
			

			
				“I have a theory about competition,” she used to tell them. “It begins in grade school, perhaps sooner, and then, it’s accelerated by society’s preoccupation with success … and the vacuous commercialism to be beautiful, commercially beautiful, of course. Yes, actually … it becomes an obsession to be a winner … or not to be a loser, or not to be a character actress stuck in ugly sibling roles. It winds up making us all neurotic.”
			

			
				Vivian’s youthful friendships had been characteristically ambivalent, as all relationships are, she supposed. But she’d been so fond of each of them. She never experienced that again, those bonds, those passionate declarations of love and loyalty. And they all had been intensely loyal to each other in the old days, at least on the surface. Under the surface was a different story. Back then the heart was always up for grabs. Phone buddies were offered in all the midnight hours, there were tissues for tears shed and hugs for all the hurts and disappointing rejections received from one too many myopic casting directors. Between them, the heart was a prism of shifting vulnerabilities taking solace in the crook of Susie’s shoulder, or Kit’s or David’s or Ned’s. They had been so close, even though they held bits and pieces of themselves behind walls of glass, precarious wounds that they shielded from each other … possibly even from themselves.
			

			
				One must age in order to realize that once bonds are made, memories churn throughout a lifetime. Things you thought you’d forgotten show up unexpectedly. Youth is a haunting, a tenacious ghost. Vivian had often asked herself if the scars would have healed any sooner had it not been for that wretched weekend long ago, the weekend of Faith’s so-called drowning when they had each scattered indifferently back into their own lives, without the truth. Perhaps a betrayal among friends lingers forever … left to scar the future. Certainly, it scarred Vivian’s. She was a coward. No, she was worse, she was hiding behind walls much thicker than mere denial because she was dishonest. She was painfully aware of her stupidity and her coming-back-to-haunt-her mistakes.
			

			
				Vivian’s absurd deceit had clearly scattered them apart with all the fury of a storm intent on separating the earth from its axis. She had hoped to mend the past that last reunion weekend, instead, she had only compounded the confusion … dug a deeper hole … and shattered any possibility for reconnections, at least not in the short term. It’s no wonder they never spoke to each other again. Why in god’s name would they want to speak to each other now?
			

			
				Leave it to the feisty five, as they called themselves in the early days, not to escape their youth unscathed, not to bleed a little blood, not to fuck up because fucking up was the luxury they were entitled to. They shattered their illusions about life and blamed each other. For what? Who knew?
			

			
				“Betrayal alters the way in which the world is perceived,” Vivian used to say. “It kills hope. So don’t betray your friends.”
			

			
				But they didn’t listen. They did betray each other, and their frailties left the startling shadows of ungodly cruelty trailing behind like baggage carried from childhood, refusing to exit the psyche gently. And so, they suffered … the downside of being young, there is no warning that life is too often a blow to the ego.
			

			
				 
			

		
			
				Chapter Two
			

			
				Their paths first crossed in 1970, at HB Studios, an acting school in Manhattan. They became fast friends. They were in their early twenties then, connecting their attractions to each other to their astrological signs and their infamous past lives.
			

			
				“We’ve known each other before. See the Hangman? We’ve been reincarnated to repair our shattered karmas,” Susie had explained over a deck of Tarot cards.
			

			
				“We’re destined to merge like bird’s wings against the wind,” Kit had mused dramatically.
			

			
				“Like music and dance, like seashells and sand,” Vivian sang out, picking up on Kit’s dramatization and swaying lightly on her feet.
			

			
				“We’re destined for stardom.” Ned grinned, his arm tightly clasping David’s shoulder.
			

			
				There they were, dedicated thespians, pursuing their careers in the theater, wanting so much to achieve, to win something magical, to capture the gold and toss it back home to Mom and Dad and their high school drama teacher, as was expected of them.
			

			
				“Broadway, here we come,” they sang out. “Make way!”
			

			
				Yes, Broadway was always the goal but, oh, Hollywood would definitely do, and regional theater would suffice, not to mention television commercials, voice-over work, extra work in grade B movies, or some unknown little off-off Broadway loft in downtown New York City that smelled like the inside of an old sneaker and showcased the classics. Yes, that would also do.
			

			
				Vivian could close her eyes at any time and hear them on the stoop of Susie’s brownstone uttering Ibsen and Shakespeare to one another, their studied voices rising in the air, reeking of too many diction classes and obnoxious over-doses of method acting, cueing each other as if it were the last words they’d ever say.
			

			
				But the theater was a serious calling. It was not to be taken lightly, it had to be considered both an art form and a business and studied as voraciously as a plunge into religion. They auditioned with serious intent, constantly learning new monologues, and scoping out the opportunity to try them out on jaded and horny producers. They carried beautiful images of themselves, black-and-white prints in large leather portfolios, and ran from one audition to the next, praying that they would be the ones picked to star in some stock production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, or Mary, Mary, or whatever old-time revivals were that season’s favorites.
			

			
				Vivian and Susie had become inseparable almost immediately. Ned came along with Susie from Illinois, “the love of her life.” Kit followed, meeting the others in scene study class. And when Vivian got involved with David, the five of them were practically glued together. Yes, glued together, the feisty five.
			

			
				Kit was the odd one out, tall, dark, and glamorous ― also, bisexual, and single. It seemed that bisexual was the thing to be during those years. Ned certainly tried to pretend he was nothing more than a hometown boy who liked his women and his draft, but they would all come to know that Ned’s sexuality would turn out to be anything but predictable.
			

			
				They’d all been drawn together back then, depending on one another for support, feedback, and downtime. They owned each other’s allegiances; their emotions were passed between them as easily as the last buck in their back pocket. If only Vivian had realized in those days how accessible friendship was – as easy as turning street corners, not yet ensconced behind walls of self-protection and discontent. Aging had altered that wonderful sense of camaraderie, at least for her. Over the years her friendships had become reflections of her own success, pretentious well-off people opportunistically seeking value in who she knew, rather than in who she was. It had been different back in the days of HB Studios. In her youth, her “inner self” had held a more captive audience.
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				Setting up this present reunion was bringing everything back. Old wounds were resurfacing despite attempts to think of other things. Vivian recalled her dream from the previous night. They were young and it was Susie who jogged beside her. Vivian’s son, Brett, was holding Susie’s hand and he looked like David, instead of the spitting image of Ian that he was.
			

			
				“Come on, sleepy head.” Ian tossed Vivian her shorts and then proceeded to put his leg on the sill and stretch out toward his toes.
			

			
				Perhaps she should be grateful to the old group for keeping her thoughts off Ian’s indiscretions and onto her youthful past. Truth was, now that Faith had decided to look up her biological mother, Vivian couldn’t get her old friends off her mind. Her talented niece had written a very disturbing novel that was selling just enough to be noticed. God, it was not bad enough that Faith wanted to meet her ‘real’ mother, but Faith was out there, interviewed on TV shows, her name on radio interviews and magazine articles. Vivian knew her old friends would make the connection to the Faith they had known, to the tragedy of her drowning. They were sure to notice her. If Vivian said nothing it would all come out and she’d look so terribly bad. So, why not tell them first and save face? Then she’d explain to Faith what had happened. Her father did not want her to know she was adopted, and she felt obligated to lie, or was it more like threatened into lying because Faith’s father was such a bully? Of course she knew that.
			

			
				“Your sweatshirts on the door,” Ian said as he laced his sneakers.
			

			
				“What’s it doing there?” she asked sleepily before sliding it over her head. “Um, smells like male sweat.”
			

			
				“Had to borrow it – laundry is late this week.”
			

			
				“I have none clean then?”
			

			
				Ian shook his head.
			

			
				“Well, at least you didn’t borrow my shorts,” she said and grabbed a pair out of the hamper.
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				“It will be good to see Susie again,” Vivian blurted out as they jogged around the reservoir. “I wonder if she’s gone gray by now.”
			

			
				“You mean, like you would be, if not for Clairol’s Number Four, Chestnut Brown?” Ian teased.
			

			
				In the old days Susie had long golden hair and it hung down her back. Sometimes she would braid it into two pigtails. Her eyes were big, unblinking blue eyes that always made her appear intensely interested in what was being said. Yet it was always difficult to know what Susie was really thinking behind her dimples as she gazed out of her huge round eyes and creased her brows, appearing, at least for the moment, so less humorless than she was.
			

			
				Days forever gone. Youthful Susie. Youthful Vivian. Vivian missed that, the uninhibited passion of a good girlfriend – hours of phone talk, long afternoon lunches, the comfort of close friendship, like the ones she’d had with Susie and Kit. But she never answered Susie’s calls after the last reunion. She didn’t answer any of their calls. She couldn’t. Then the calls stopped coming. It was as if they’d each made a choice to step back, to disconnect from the depression that Faith’s drowning had caused them. But Faith didn’t drown and now she’d have to tell them.
			

			
				“Brett will be home for semester break,” Ian broke through her thoughts. “Can’t wait. Our son the graduate student, our son the little genius.”
			

			
				“Umm,” she said as they puffed toward West Eighty-Sixth Street.
			

			
				“I’ve got several meetings to attend this evening. Damned inconvenience. Want to meet me for a late dinner?” Ian asked.
			

			
				Vivian continued to keep pace beside her husband, though she was tiring. “Yes, I’d like that,” she uttered, wondering if he was telling her the truth. “How about Henry’s?” she puffed out.
			

			
				She and Susie used to perspire together with a vengeance, five days a week. It made Vivian laugh to think back on it. Susie was over the top about exercise. Vivian eventually got bored with Susie’s routine, got tired of watching Susie sweat to death, so seriously committed to two hours a day of yoga, then a half hour on the Stairmaster and finally, on to a forty-five-minute weight training work-out.
			

			
				“What’s so funny?” Ian asked.
			

			
				“Oh,” Vivian peered up at him. She hadn’t realized she’d laughed out loud. “I don’t know, just remembering some things.”
			

			
				“Chuckle all you want,” he said and pinched her rear end.
			

			
				She slapped his hand; how flirtatious men can be with their wives when they’re screwing someone else. She forced her thoughts off Ian and back on to Susie. It wasn’t long before they drifted on to Ned, Ned, and his quiet angst. Then David’s sweet, stormy needs filtered through her thoughts as old songs by Carol King and James Taylor so often do. The sweet reminisces of youth … Kit’s sadness, Stockbridge … the baby.
			

			
				So, the cat is about to jump out of the bag, as they say. She’d invited them all to another damn reunion.
			

			
				 
			

		
			
				Chapter Three
			

			
				Vivian looked impatiently at her watch. The little hand was on the number one. She just happened to glance at her wrist as the big hand crossed over, nudging the little hand like the impolite intrusion of a hiccup. She was surprised that the sound startled her, tiny as it was, just a little hiccup, and yet, it made her heart skip.
			

			
				The White Horse looked the same as ever, little to no renovation. The crowds were still thick and she assumed the salads were still good. The others were late. Vivian interpreted that as ‘acting out,’ a communication that they didn’t really want to be there, despite their curiosity. They would accuse her of guilt-tripping them into it: Oh, come on, we were so close. So, they’d show up with ambivalent hugs, annoyed about her perplexing phone calls but much too manipulated by Vivian to decline, which is how they would explain what they were doing there. Vivian had always been the manipulator, hadn’t she? They would exchange brisk hugs and cheek kisses and sit through a series of oh, you look wonderful, you’ve lost so much weight, haven’t aged a day, etc., etc., etc.
			

			
				Then the silences would follow, and they’d wait for one of them to ask. “What’s this about Faith?” “Is that what this is all about Vivian? Faith?” Then they’d go on and on about how they barely remember that horrid weekend. They’d lie and they’d deny but they wouldn’t even fool themselves, much less each other.
			

			
				All in due time she’d tell them … all in due time the sordid little truth would emerge, and they’d get the full story about Faith’s so-called demise, Faith’s true identity; the truth; at last. Maybe, the final chapter would liberate them from grief, and they’d heal, their total absorption with themselves would be forgiven and they’d go on, free to transform, to honor the integrity they’d lost to the twists and turns of life’s roadblocks.
			

			
				It was practically a sin to shatter the status quo after all this time. But Vivian couldn’t avoid the truth anymore, and besides, she owed them the truth, especially Kit. The ghost had risen to tell her tale and Vivian was forced into being the messenger … the bearer of incredibly shocking, if not, preposterous news. Finally, she’d have to admit what she’d done, what she’d done with the best of intensions, but what she’d done, nonetheless.
			

			
				Vivian reached inside her purse and removed a compact mirror. She studied her features in the glass and smiled, her looks were still intact. She had aged with grace, embracing the years with acceptance, her body still firm because it had become a passion to be so, allowing her crow’s feet like a real trouper, an occasional puff under her eyes, too. What a sport.
			

			
				Well, she did know certain things to be true about herself. She had aged so well that younger men still looked and smiled. No, she was not yet invisible. Vivian was approaching sixty, not altogether there, but close enough. Ian compared her to a deep expensive red wine, rich and mellow, older, complex, and much admired. Ian said she was spectacular, like a night under the stars with the Philharmonic. More elegant, and classy as ever, even more appreciated for the laugh lines and the authority she’d gained with each salt-and-pepper sprinkle near her temples as her Clairol color faded.
			

			
				Vivian had become in middle age, or should she say, ‘old age?’ – was sixty still middle-aged? – well, she had become what she never was in youth – cool, as in Wow, man, cool. Vivian’s friends had never thought of her as “cool” when she was young. “You’re aloof,” they always said, never “cool,” never even “groovy.” Well, perhaps that’s what had kept her looking so well, her ability to detach, even from food.
			

			
				Vivian hated hearing it said anyway, hated to hear it uttered with such conviction. After all, weren’t they intimating that she was cold? Susie kept insisting, “show your vulnerability,” and Vivian would scowl back, her deep brown eyes glaring into the map of freckles on Susie’s corn-fed good looks, the sweep of her thickly lashed blue eyes and the tip of her tipped-up nose.
			

			
				“I’m not,” Vivian would protest, hurt, and confused. Aloofness was an inability to connect, to love. “I’m not. God, what must you think of me?”
			

			
				Susie was always good at aiming the arrow; finding the point in which to draw out the blood slowly, avoiding a perfect kill but wounding all the same. She never meant to, or at least she’d always said she never meant to. It was just Susie’s way to probe and to get at the truth, to unsettle people.
			

			
				“You keep the ones who love you away, Viv, withdrawing and withholding your affections. Even in scene study, you’re not letting yourself go. You’re so perfectly upper-class looking so you have to try harder.”
			

			
				“I don’t keep anyone away,” Vivian had insisted.
			

			
				“Yes, you do. It must have something to do with your childhood; you know ... having an alcoholic mother … but you’ll scare David off if you don’t let your guard down. You can’t be sexy unless you’re emotionally accessible. Lighten up! David is your knight in shining armor. He’s the catch of a lifetime … like Ned. We’ve won the prize, Viv. Be more affectionate with him, won’t you?”
			

			
				Ah, David. He was so passionate, so vocal about opposing the war in Vietnam, almost crazy in his defense of civil rights. Life must have knocked it out of him though; he wasn’t at all political at the last reunion, he was sad and detached. But in his youth, he was a fireball. They had had so many arguments right where she was sitting, right there at The White Horse Tavern, so many years ago.
			

			
				1970
			

			
				“War is intrinsically wrong, don’t you guys agree?” David looked at them, his pretty eyes intensely riveted on each of them in turn. “I mean, what the fuck are we doing in Vietnam?”
			

			
				“Of course,” they agreed. It took too much energy not to agree with David.
			

			
				“Nixon is a creep,” Ned said. “Yep, Nixon is a creep,” he said between bites of his super-sized burger. “I wouldn’t trust him to walk my dog.”
			

			
				“Very introspective, Ned,” Vivian said. She crunched on a cucumber and gave him her bemused grin. “Care to elaborate on your deeply held political views? Just why is Nixon a creep?”
			

			
				Ned shrugged and continued to eat. “He supports the war.”
			

			
				“I see,” she said. “Why don’t you support the war?”
			

			
				David stopped eating and glared at her. “Give him a break, Vivian. Our guys are getting killed over there, that’s reason enough.”
			

			
				“The world sucks,” Susie said.
			

			
				Vivian laughed. “Another profoundly held opinion.”
			

			
				“I’d go to Canada if I have to … no way in hell am I going to come back without a leg or an arm. What the hell is wrong with Americans? I’m not going to kill anyone for a war I don’t belong in.” David took a swallow of beer. When he placed the glass back on the table, his lips wore the foam.
			

			
				“Oh, how I wish I had the time to be more political, David. We could save the world together if I just had the time for it,” Susie lamented.
			

			
				“You’re full of shit, Susie,” Vivian said. “If you had more time, I’m sure you’d spend it at the gym.”
			

			
				“Pick your cause and join it,” David said. “Kit is out there handing out pamphlets protesting the war.” David wiped the foam from his lips with his hand. “Just don’t join Vivian’s pro-war cause,” he’d say.
			

			
				“I’m not pro-war, David; I just don’t believe in lying down for people who want to devour us.”
			

			
				“We’re the ones who are devouring people … for oil, for control, for whatever. Stop being so fucking Republican.”
			

			
				“I am bipartisan,” she said.
			

			
				“We can’t all save the world, David … leave that to the politicians. We’re artists.” Ned continued eating his burger.
			

			
				“We’re killing each other, man. Don’t you give a good fuck?” David snapped.
			

			
				“We all appreciate your passion,” Susie said. “But, David, not everyone is like you and Kit. Some of us would rather just send money, you know what I mean? What do you want us to do? Caring too much can be depressing.”
			

			
				“I don’t believe you said that. You believe in this war? You all believe in this war?” David glared at them around the table.
			

			
				Of course, none of them believed in the war, but according to David, they did because they weren’t doing enough to protest it.
			

			
				“If you believe we should be in Vietnam, Vivian, I’ll never sleep with you again.” He winked at her and reached out for her hand. “Not sure I mean that.”
			

			
				“Ketchup on your nose, David,” Susie said.
			

			
				After a minute they all laughed. “You stupid fucks I love you.” David rubbed the ketchup off his nose. “I love you guys.”
			

			
				 
			

		
			
				Chapter Four
			

			
				2006
			

			
				Funny, how some words came back, nothing Vivian really had control over. There were so many things she wanted to remember and couldn’t, but this time in her life was a sudden barrage of remembrances, some made her smile, others felt heavy, like memory bricks, solid and disturbing.
			

			
				It didn’t seem to matter that David had called her a Republican, that he hated her politics, that she was apathetic; he proposed to her anyway. They had just made love; the only time David didn’t talk about what a mess the world was in.
			

			
				1970
			

			
				“Did you enjoy it? Sometimes, I don’t know if you’ve had an orgasm or not.”
			

			
				“I enjoyed it very much.”
			

			
				“But did you …”
			

			
				She cut him off. “Of course.”
			

			
				David kissed her again. “Marry me,” he said when his lips finally left hers.
			

			
				She leaned up on one elbow. “Are you serious?” she whispered.
			

			
				“I was saving this for Saturday night.” He reached inside a drawer next to the bed and handed her a velvet box.
			

			
				Vivian nearly cried as she stared at the diamond.
			

			
				“How about a June wedding?” He ran his fingers up and down her arms.
			

			
				“That’s too soon. Let’s not rush into it, let’s think about Christmas,” she said enthusiastically. “We haven’t really known each other that long. But the ring is beautiful, David. Thank you.”
			

			
				“I want a summer wedding,” David insisted. He was clearly hurt. “Wouldn’t you prefer that?”
			

			
				“I think Christmas is good, too.”
			

			
				“That’s nearly a year off,” he said. “Do you really want to marry me?”
			

			
				“Don’t be silly,” she answered. “Of course I do.”
			

			
				2006
			

			
				How romantically simple it might have been if she’d married David Cranston in the summer of 1970. But it was never meant to be, not fated in the stars or anywhere else, and deep down inside Vivian knew the truth even then, that she would never marry David, that she was rehearsing, waiting for the real opening night, the authentic leading man, her Ian, who would one day turn out to be the complex paradox she would happily share vows with.
			

			
				Well, she put off marrying David for as long as she could get away with it back then and she couldn’t explain why, she was supposed to want David, he was so handsome, so devoted to her, but she wasn’t ‘in love’ with him, whatever that meant. He was too fragile, too unbearably lacking in self-confidence. So, two years later, while everyone was still waiting for the wedding date, she broke it off.
			

			
				1972
			

			
				“Jesus, Viv,” Susie exploded. “You’re kidding, right?”
			

			
				Vivian thumped her nails on the table and looked into Susie’s expression.
			

			
				“No, I am not kidding,” she said.
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“No wedding.”
			

			
				“What the hell happened?”
			

			
				“He’s very demanding,” Vivian said simply.
			

			
				It was painful to admit the end, especially to Susie, who had so many fantasies about how everything was supposed to work out between people.
			

			
				“I still want us all to remain friends,” Vivian went on tentatively. She’d planned lunch just for that purpose, to break the news to Susie before any of the others, but it wasn’t easy.
			

			
				“My break-up with David shouldn’t change anything between the rest of us.”
			

			
				Susie’s eyes were as round as half dollars. “You’re breaking up with him?”
			

			
				“I already have. I wanted to tell you first.”
			

			
				“Are you nuts, Vivian?”
			

			
				“Look, Susie, he’s not my knight in shining armor. He tries to be. He really does. But he can only pretend he’s succeeding at it, but he really isn’t. That’s David’s specialty, pretending that there isn’t a problem between us when there is. He smokes his dope and tells me it’s good for him, insists it doesn’t alter his behavior, and denies that it turns him into the village idiot. Well, I don’t want to live with the village idiot. David is in denial, Susie. He’s too fragile.”
			

			
				Susie was astounded, her eyes glued to ’Vivian’s face. “We all smoke a little weed, Vivian.”
			

			
				“I don’t.”
			

			
				Vivian couldn’t admit the truth, of course, that she’d lost interest in sleeping with him. Perhaps it was because he wanted her too much of the time. After her lame excuses, he became incredibly insecure, constantly asking, “Do you love me?” But it wasn’t that she didn’t love him. Love had nothing to do with it. It was the task of sex, her mounting disinterest in it, at least with David. She didn’t want to blame David for their break-up but she didn’t know what else to say. She couldn’t come right out and admit that she’d become bored with the act of fornication, that she was probably frigid. So, she blamed it on the weed; his fault, not hers.
			

			
				“He isn’t going to transform. He isn’t going to become someone that he isn’t, someone that I was expecting.” Vivian knew her justifications were simplistic, but they were reasons that might make sense to Susie. “God, Susie, I gave it two years.”
			

			
				“Maybe your expectations are unreasonable, Vivian.”
			

			
				Vivian looked at her nails. David had cheated on her; she didn’t want anyone to know that. It was humiliating to have someone cheat on you. He said he was going to go elsewhere for sex, and she said go on, and he did.
			

			
				“He’s a spiteful bastard.”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“He said I was frigid, even in bed, refusing to be adventurous and contort myself into the most absurd positions. Why does that make me the unreasonable one?” Vivian asked.
			

			
				“What kind of positions?”
			

			
				“He cheated on me, Susie.” She sat back and sighed. Susie’s mouth hung open.
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“He said it meant nothing, absolutely nothing.”
			

			
				“Except to you,” Susie said.
			

			
				“Then he tried to justify his indiscretion by insisting that he was suffering on my account. He said that I removed myself, that I constantly called him selfish and self-absorbed and that I was the one who was self- absorbed. He said he craved me ... and it made him mad … crazy mad, capable of anything. He’s furious that I won’t name the date for our wedding … so he went out and got laid. Does that make sense?”
			

			
				“He said he craves you … what, like chocolate?”
			

			
				She had known what David meant. She knew she hadn’t let him near her for weeks.
			

			
				“Yes,” I told him, ‘the way you crave everything, David, especially attention.’”
			

			
				Susie shook her head from side to side. “I’m sorry, Viv. I never would have expected him to cheat on you.”
			

			
				“His needs are insurmountable, Susie, especially after he’s had his ‘herbal,’” she said, justifying her feelings of inadequacy – her blatant flippancy once the decision was made “to get on with it.”
			

			
				“David loves you,” Susie insisted passionately. “Jesus, Vivian. Won’t you reconsider? Cheating is terrible but sometimes it’s justified … I mean, sometimes you have to suck in your breath and look the other way. He was angry, I would imagine. David wouldn’t just cheat on you.”
			

			
				Of course, she disagreed with Susie, but she didn’t want to get into her views on infidelity, which didn’t really matter in the long run. She’d already made the decision to leave David and had moved back to her own apartment.
			

			
				“What about me? What about what I want? Why are you so concerned with David? He’s turned into a maniac, Susie. If I don’t want to have sex, he calls me cold and reaches for a joint, disappears into his own little world. Well, sometimes I just don’t want to have sex.”
			

			
				Susie sighed. Her crease appeared; her round eyes transformed into straight lines. “Marijuana is not a big deal, Viv. It’s an herb. You should try it, it will make you want to have sex.”
			

			
				“I just told you, it isn’t about the marijuana,” she said.
			

			
				“I’m sorry. I guess I just feel badly. I wanted it to work. I love David. He’ll be so hurt, Viv. He’ll never get over you, he’s like gone over you, you know?”
			

			
				“Hurt is unavoidable, Susie. I mean as long as we’re alive there’ll be pain over something or other.”
			

			
				“It doesn’t have to be that way, does it? Hurting people is something to avoid, isn’t it? If you can?”
			

			
				“Yes, hurting people is something to avoid … if you can help it,” she added quickly. “But people can’t always help it.”
			

			
				Susie continued to ramble on, taking a real stand on David’s behalf, refusing to accept that Vivian had left him.
			

			
				“You guys will get back together, I’m sure you will. It’s in the stars.”
			

			
				Vivian smiled sadly. She had wanted that, too, but then David made her gasp for air, his overwhelming presence in her life shattered any possibility of commitment and she couldn’t wait to get away from him. She began to feel lacking as a woman, lacking in her ability to make him happy. He would always cheat on her; he would have to.
			

			
				“I can’t make him happy, Susie. I’m not ready for David, for anyone just yet.”
			

			
				Susie had stared at her, as if she’d said the most ridiculous thing in the world. “How can anyone not want David Aaron Cranston, Vivian? I mean that hair, that beautiful thick dark hair. His looks are sensational and he’s so sensitive. I wish Ned were as sensitive as David.”
			

			
				Vivian had tried her best with David. My God, it had lasted almost two years. That’s like forever when you’re young. She wanted to tell Susie that, how hard she’d tried but she was sick and tired of repeating herself. Susie didn’t get it. Susie thought that she was indifferent to David’s feelings. Susie thought she was tossing him away. God’s great gift to women and here she was, tossing him away.
			

			
				“You’re marrying your high school sweetheart, Susie. What do you really know about men? You don’t know a damn thing about them. You’re just taking a leap of faith with Ned.”
			

			
				Susie looked surprised and her mouth went into a circle. “God, Vivian, what do you think love is? I mean it’s always a leap of faith.”
			

			
				 
			

		
			
				Chapter Five
			

			
				2006
			

			
				Vivian looked around the old landmark bar, her memories like garbled words, playing cards that fell to the floor without rhyme or reason, no laudable hand of gin, no poker win. It had hurt as much to fail at love as anything, to recount one’s affections, to begin with joy, to end with disappointment. She remembered how she had turned back to Susie’s sympathetic expression that day and wondered which emotion had more weight, would leave a deeper scar … cruelty or dishonesty.
			

			
				In the beginning, she’d tried to get on the same footing with David, to enjoy him. She was submissive to him but that was a learned behavior … always agree to agree. She was raised that way. She had her brother, Josh, to thank for her easy acceptance of male dominance. She wanted to please David because she had been brought up believing that men should be pleased, it was their right. She had lain on her back for close to two years, wasn’t that enough for Mr. Cranston? Vivian had hidden her immediate response to David’s sexual demands and tried to be what he wanted. She acquiesced. She suppressed her rage at the way he simply “took her,” like an act of entitlement. Get the hell off me, she wanted to scream, but didn’t.
			

			
				When she couldn’t satisfy any more of his sexual fantasies, it must have come as a shock.
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				“It isn’t you, David, it’s me. I’ll never please you.”
			

			
				“But you do, you do please me, Vivian.”
			

			
				Why the hell was he lying, she wondered. He knew she didn’t please him. She sat on the bed, tears in her eyes, wringing her hands on that fatal day. “I can’t be the person you want me to be.”
			

			
				“We can work it out, Vivian. We can work anything out.”
			

			
				Vivian shielded her face from his pained expression. When she finally looked at him, his breath was heavy and his face as red as burning ash.
			

			
				“I want us to be friends. I’ll always want us to be friends,” she said as she packed her suitcase. “It isn’t that I don’t love you. I just … I just … want something else.” He seemed hurt that she would say that. “Fuck it, Vivian, I don’t get you,” he said. “You’re an unapproachable, distant bitch,” he uttered as she closed the door behind her, leaving him alone, his mouth in a terrible sneer.
			

			
				“If you love me then what the hell are you doing?” he had shouted through the door as he pounded his fists against it. She heard the pounding all the way down to the street.
			

			
				Leaving someone doesn’t end anything, the physical presence might be gone but the memories have no place of termination and the feelings remain like sink holes in the heart, regrets as big as landfills. After she left David she felt even more inadequate. She was ambivalent. She ached for his nearness, an ache she seemed only to feel when he was absent. It was probably sexual but she wasn’t even sure. There were so many times that she wanted to reinvent herself for him, wanted to be the woman he needed, but then, she’d remember not wanting to lie down for the night for fear he’d want her and she’d fail to respond. His boyish flattery had once swept her up into believing in the youthful illusion that love was easy; just play by the rules … his rules. But sometimes he disgusted her. It was too much, too much. I want you, God, you’re beautiful, Vivian. I have to have you all the time. Oh, my God, no, David. Please, I’m not feeling particularly sexy. Please, David, no, in the morning. Okay? In the morning.
			

			
				“It’s hard to make love every night,” she’d said that a lot and in the end, almost nightly.
			

			
				“No, it isn’t,” he’d quickly retorted, again and again and again.
			

			
				His imperviousness reassured her – leaving him had been the right thing to do, the only thing to do. She was simply too ambiguous. With the right man, the correct man, it would all fall into place. She wanted a gentler life, a lover who fitted into the fabric of her days like the things she took for granted … sunsets, alarm clocks, morning coffee, and a roof that did not threaten to fall if she didn’t please him, didn’t awaken like some sex kitten to his erections, didn’t think that oral sex was as delicious as hard sauce on baked apples. No, no, I can’t do that, David.
			

			
				Too much had become nothing at all. Eventually, in his youthful determination to possess her he lost his own battle. It was then that he became too much pressure on the brain, her brain. He was swept under the carpet, a maddening mistake.
			

			
				She would simply have to find a more suitable man. She was a child of her generation – in the seventies, you went to bed with the right man and you married him. Despite the “free love” message from the world around her, good girls still didn’t fuck around. David had placed himself in her life forever whether she wanted it or not, choosing her as though part of a tribal ritual in which the woman is treated like a piece of property, picked out like a good tie. I’ll take the brunette, the pretty one, the one with the long legs and the serious expression. She goes with my mood, she fits my picture. No, David was not the right man.
			

			
				 
			

		
			
				Chapter Six
			

			
				2006
			

			
				Vivian glanced over the room, everyone looked so young. The restaurant was getting crowded, mostly village people who loved sitting out in the sun. It was clear they wanted to be seen by passing pedestrians as possessing a nonchalant freedom that was absolutely impossible to attain until finding a chair in the sun. Interestingly, Vivian had chosen an inside booth … just like old times. They always sat inside in the old days. Vivian wondered at what point in her life she preferred the sun, never would have chosen an inside booth over an outside table on such a beautiful day … but it didn’t seem appropriate for the aged feisty five, particularly when the bomb she was about to drop was anything but light.
			

			
				The distracted waiter poured cold water into her glass. The ice cubes spilled out onto the paper placemat.
			

			
				“Oh, I’ll get that,” the harried waiter said quickly.
			

			
				“Sure.” She smiled politely, her eyes on the door. Oh, David, she almost said aloud. I wonder how you are, how you really are. Over the years she’d always thought back on him with fond ambiguity ... still.
			

			
				Vivian hadn’t seen David since the last time they’d all been together, the ‘feisty five,’ tripping past the age of forty with the same self-conscious laughter that had marked their youth. That had been seventeen years ago, the weekend they all believed that Faith had been victim to a horrible drowning accident. She’d gone in the lake and never came out. Vivian will never forget their expressions that day. Drowned? Oh, God.
			

			
				They filed home one by one and waited for better news, that Faith had been found. But Vivian never gave them better news. She could have called and told them the truth but it was easier to move on with her life and pretend all was right with the world when it really wasn’t. She’d let them assume that Faith had been swallowed up by the sea. She’d been bullied into it, hadn’t she?
			

			
				Vivian had wanted to stay in touch with Susie after that horrific weekend but she couldn’t stay in touch with any of them without giving them the truth. She struggled over Kit; wanting so much to reveal the manipulation she’d been subjected to but in the end she’d protected Faith. Josh had begged her to protect Faith, to keep her mouth shut. Vivian had probably been in denial. She did the opposite of what she should have done. Who had she really protected? Why could she never stand up to her fucking brother?
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Vivian had been surprised when Kit returned her call. It must have been the message she left. She knew that the only way to get Kit to call her back was to come right out and say that she needed her forgiveness. She told Kit she’d omitted the truth about something, not lied about it exactly, just omitted something. She was sure Kit would wonder what the hell she was talking about.
			

			
				Sure enough, Kit was curious. She sounded tired when she’d answered Vivian’s “odd” message. That was Kit’s word. “What an odd message you left me, Vivian. What do you mean you omitted the truth, what truth?”
			

			
				Vivian let out a breath of air. “Yes, I guess it was an odd message. I’ll explain when I see you. I could tell you now but there have been other people hurt by this, and I need to include them.”
			

			
				“Are you being philosophical, as in truth is all there is?”
			

			
				“I will explain when I see you. I promise. I need to tell you with the others present because we … we owe each other the truth. Maybe I just don’t have the courage to tell you each separately. Maybe it’s nobody’s business but ours but I just have to do it the right way. What I think is the right way, at least.”
			

			
				“Listen Viv, I’ve just finished a play and I’m taking a break. I can’t stand the thought of going back into the city right now. Can’t you say what you need to say over the phone? I won’t tell the others, I never speak to them anyway.”
			

			
				“You sound worn down, are you?” Vivian asked.
			

			
				“Would it matter if I said yes?”
			

			
				“No, it would not matter if you said yes.”
			

			
				“Well, you know how rehearsals can be. Don’t be hard on me, Vivian.”
			

			
				“I owe you the truth more than anyone. Please, Kit.”
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				Vivian tapped her nails on the water glass and wondered why the waiter was ignoring her. She was all alone at a table for five and she wanted a drink. Damn it, anything that might relax her. If the waiter hadn’t spilled the damn ice cubes he would have thought to ask her. Was being alone at a table for five any reason to assume she wasn’t thirsty?
			

			
				Vivian was thinking about things she hadn’t thought about in years, but what did she expect, a blessed amnesia? The past haunts the present and that’s just the way it is. If you want to avoid it, live in a cage so you won’t have any regrets. Never come out. Play it safe, ignore it all, and avoid friendship; friendship … that fragile string, pull too hard and you break it.
			

			
				It felt like only yesterday that Vivian decided she had to tell Susie the truth about Ned and where had that got either of them? Did she regret it? Yes, of course she did. Vivian the Blessed Truth Teller, the blessed ‘let me stick a pin in your balloon teller’. But she believed with all her heart that she owed Suzie the truth even if Ned thought she didn’t deserve it.
			

			
				But what had telling the truth gotten her but despised, mistrusted and resented for trying to be a good guy?
			

			
				They’d been right there at the tavern, she and Ned, the night he told her he was gay. He had been talking about Brando. The memory returned, painfully causing her to blush, even now.
			

			
				1972
			

			
				“God, Brando is the greatest living actor. He’s incredible,” Ned said demonstratively, using his hands to punctuate his admiration.
			

			
				Susie was performing that evening in an off-off-Broadway play about nothing anyone could understand, and David had gone home for the weekend to visit his parents. Vivian was still feeling guilty about breaking off with David, and her ambivalence and guilt caused her to drink more heavily than usual. David still called her twice a day, trying to win a spot back in her life, selling himself: No one will ever love you like I do, Viv.
			

			
				Ned took a sip of beer and turned to her. “Want to see The Godfather tomorrow night?”
			

			
				“We’ve seen it five times, Ned,” Vivian said.
			

			
				“Hey, turn up the volume on that thing, that’s Jefferson Airplane.” Ned sang out a few lyrics of the song in his perfectly trained voice. “That song is about LSD, don’t you think?” he asked her.
			

			
				“Think it’s more about a bad dream.”
			

			
				“Well, I could use some drugs.”
			

			
				None of them ever touched anything
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