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      Young Harrison Webster’s tonsils are disgusting. Not only are they extremely swollen, but a white discharge coats them, like yogurt. As a pediatric nurse, I see stuff like this all the time, so it doesn’t gross me out as much as it would the average person. It’s still nasty, though. I’m glad I’m wearing these latex gloves.

      After a thorough look around in the ten-year-old’s mouth, I pull back and turn off the otoscope.

      “I feel real bad, Nate,” Harry laments, holding his hand against his neck.

      “I bet!” I say with more cheer than I feel as I pocket the otoscope, peel off my gloves, and toss them in the trash. During a thorough hand-wash, I say over my shoulder, “Looks like you have a very angry throat, bud.”

      I dry my hands and toss the paper towel into the trash as well. Then I prop one butt cheek on the edge of the paper-covered examination table and shoot a sympathetic wince at the boy’s mom. “We’ll have to do a test to be sure, but it looks like strep. This is the sixth time this year,” I tell her what she already knows, unless she’s lost count.

      She nods and blushes, like she has something to be ashamed of. It’s not her fault kids share gum and always have their hands in their noses and mouths, sometimes in quick succession.

      “Yeah, so what do we do?” she asks me.

      Flipping open Harry’s chart and making a note in it, I say, “The next step is up to you. I’ll have to consult with Dr. Reitman, obviously, but she’ll probably recommend that you have Harry’s tonsils removed.”

      “Oh, man,” Mrs. Webster mutters.

      I look up sharply at her dismayed tone. “Is that going to be a problem? It’ll be better in the long run, you know.”

      She waves her hand at me as if to dismiss her own outburst. “No. That’s fine. It’s just, you know, surgery.” She whispers the last word, but the previously spaced-out kid in the room jumps on it.

      “What? Isn’t surgery where they cut you open with a knife and stuff?”

      Before I can answer, his mom soothes, “Nobody has to cut you open for this. Right, Nate?”

      The near-pleading in their matching green eyes prompts me to immediately reply with a reassuring smile, “No. No cutting open.”

      My too-honest qualifier isn’t lost on Harry. “Is it gonna hurt?”

      I take a deep breath. “Not at the time. You’ll be asleep. Afterwards, you’ll have a sore throat for a few days. But they’ll give you medicine to make it hurt less.”

      Spying the time on the clock over the door, I hop from the table and cross to the computer monitor and keyboard mounted to the wall, where I type some information into Harry’s electronic chart and say, “Hey, I had my tonsils removed when I was about your age. Not a big deal. I got to stay home from school and play video games and eat ice cream and Jell-O. It was awesome.”

      Harry eyes me suspiciously. “They had video games when you were a kid?”

      His mom and I laugh at the dig, and I shake my head. “Uh, just how old do you think I am?”

      Following a head-to-toe inspection, during which I flex my muscles and show him the “best side” of my face, he guesses, “Like, twenty-five?” with a wrinkled nose that clearly expresses his opinion of that ancient figure.

      I relax my posture, shrug, and go back to the computer. “Yeah. Close enough.” If he thinks twenty-five is old, there’s no way I’m going to reveal my real age. “And yes, we had video games back then. They weren’t as fancy as they are now, but we didn’t know any better, and they kept me busy while I was recuperating.”

      After I log off the computer, I say to his mother on my way to the door, “I’ll be right back to do the strep test and give you Dr. Reitman’s official recommendation about that tonsillectomy.”

      In the hallway, as I’m pulling the door closed behind me, I hear Mrs. Webster say, “Harry! It’s rude to call people ‘old!’” with more bemusement in her voice than embarrassment.

      “I didn’t!” he objects.

      I grin and turn to head in the direction of the doctor’s office, bumping into the woman herself on her way past, with her eyes down on a handful of charts. “Oops. Sorry about that,” I say while she blinks comically, holding onto my forearm for balance.

      “Whoa,” she laughs, and shakes her blonde bangs from her eyes. “What’s the rush?”

      Apologizing again for the collision, I explain, “I’m running behind on appointments, and I need to get out of here on time tonight.”

      “Hot date?” she teases, then sobers when I’m unable to hide my chagrin. “Oh. Sorry. None of my business. Anyway, I’ll stop holding you up.” She lets go of my arm, leaving cool spots where her fingers had been. “Literally. Sorry about that.” The files in her other hand reclaim her attention as she continues toward her office.

      “Actually,” I stop her by raising my voice. “I was coming to talk to you anyway.” Her eyebrows lift. “About a patient,” I finish.

      Her brow smooths, then she bobs her head toward her office. “Come on in.”

      I follow her and close the door behind me, since we’ll be discussing confidential information. She rounds her desk and sits in her high-backed leather chair, closing her eyes and rolling her head. Standing with the desk between us, I clutch Harry’s chart in the crook of my arm and give her a lowdown of the situation.

      In order to see as many patients as possible at the clinic, nurses and nurse practitioners see the patients Dr. Reitman can’t fit into her finite schedule. The family nurse practitioners (FNPs) are a bit more autonomous and don’t have to consult the doctor on straightforward cases, like Harry’s. I’m still just a master nurse, so Dr. Reitman does have to sign off on my recommendations. Eventually, I’d like to become an FNP; I simply haven’t gotten around to it yet.

      Okay, to be more honest, I’m not very enthusiastic about the course. It’ll only take me a year, but academics have never been my strong suit. Although the FNP certification course is clinical and doesn’t take place in a traditional classroom, I’m still not relishing the idea of another year of schooling in any form. After all, I just finished my Master of Nursing (I love how that sounds: Nate Bingham, Master of Nursing!) less than six months ago. It seems like I’ve been in school my whole life. Then again, I know I’m prolonging the agony by putting it off.

      Now there’s another obstacle, though. I need Dr. Reitman’s referral for my enrollment paperwork. Right now, I’m not comfortable enough around her to ask.

      After I give her the spiel about Harry Webster, the doctor comes to the exact conclusion I predicted she would, then says abruptly, “Hey. Are things going to be awkward now? Between us?” She flaps her hand over the desk, like the piece of furniture is the issue.

      Sweat breaks out under my arms. I shift Harry’s file from one arm to the other, then tug on my earlobe. The folder slips and almost falls, but I catch it at the last second, and stutter, “Why would they be?”

      She smiles at my obtuseness and rapidly clicks her pen, leaning back and rocking in her chair. “You know, because of…”

      I clear my throat. “Oh. No. I mean, it was nothing personal, you know?”

      “Exactly! I know that.”

      “It’s just that it’s a pretty big commitment, and it didn’t feel right.”

      “You were absolutely right to go with your gut.”

      My shoulders relax. “Really? So you weren’t upset?”

      She laughs. “No! Good grief! I received an offer from someone else later that same night. Don’t worry about it.” Sitting up and resting her elbows on the glass-topped surface in front of her, she adds, “The buyer and I negotiated back and forth a few times, but eventually came to an agreement. We close in a couple of weeks.”

      The neat resolution to our recent failed real estate transaction fills me with relief. “Whew! I’m so glad everything worked out. It’s an awesome house; just not exactly what I was looking for.”

      That’s putting it mildly. Her house was all wrong for me. From the wall-to-wall carpeting to the in-ground pool in the backyard, everything was too perfect. Perfect for teenagers’ parties and swanky soirées with crudités-crunching doctors, that is. But it held no potential for me to put my own stamp on it. It was already exactly the way it should be, fit for two middle-aged professionals with the perfect—or so it seemed—family with a busy lifestyle.

      Plus, it was huge. Four bedrooms, four bathrooms, and a cabana? No way. It was priced to sell quickly, so I could have afforded it, but just because I could didn’t mean I wanted to.

      “I hear you found a place, too?” she queries pleasantly.

      “Yeah. I moved in last weekend.”

      She smiles warmly. “See? No worries.”

      Conscious of the time passing and worried I’m keeping the Websters waiting, I nevertheless expound, “It’s, uh, in my brother’s neighborhood, but I decided to overlook that major flaw.”

      The medical community here in Green Bay is a relatively small one, so she knows my older brother: thoracic surgeon Dr. Nicholas Bingham. I can tell she’s trying to keep a straight face when she remarks, “Oooh! That’s a pretty fancy neighborhood.”

      I roll my eyes to let her know I know it’s trendy as hell and don’t necessarily approve; but at the same time, the house I ultimately purchased is perfect for me. Fairly new, all modern amenities, hardwood floors (that I’ve covered with area rugs, since hardwood is nice to look at but notoriously hard on one’s joints), and plenty of possibilities for customizing to my own specs. I spend a lot of weekends staining and painting, but I have nothing else to do, so DIY is a good way to pass the time.

      “I just have a cottage on the outskirts,” I add. “A lot smaller than his house… or yours. You know, your house was too big for one person,” I say, then immediately regret it.

      She shuffles papers around on her desk. “Yep. That’s why I sold it.”

      Way to step in it, Nate. Why don’t you spout some interesting statistics about the negative health effects of divorce on the average fifty-something-year-old professional woman? Just in case this isn’t awkward enough.

      “Anyway,” she segues smoothly, “I wanted to make sure you knew I wasn’t upset. You’ve seemed tense since the showing, and it only occurred to me the other day—when you stopped talking about your new house to Lynette after I walked into the room—what the problem might be.”

      Now I realize how ridiculous I must have seemed to her. Dr. Reitman has never been anything but professional and friendly and fair to me in my six years working here—even that time I accidentally shot blood across the room when I forgot to release the tourniquet before removing the needle during a blood draw. She took the situation in stride and stepped over the kid’s passed-out mom to help me restore order to the room. (Hey, I was new!)

      “It was dumb for me to even view your place.”

      “I thought I made it clear that you weren’t under any obligation—”

      “You did!” I hasten to interject. “But it occurred to me that a house with so much history would take on a life and personality of its own and become more than a structure. When I realized it wasn’t for me, I worried you thought I was rejecting everything that was important to you.” When that soliloquy meets silence, I open my eyes.

      She blinks at me and tilts her head.

      I laugh nervously at her shocked, almost alarmed expression. “My parents are psychiatrists. Sometimes stuff like that kind of”—I make a hand gesture to simulate something we see often around here—“spews out.”

      Looking away, she says quietly, “Well, that observation was very astute, and sensitive. But you presumed a bit much.”

      “I’m sorry!” I quickly respond to what feels like a rebuke.

      With a chuckle, she shakes her head at me. “Forget it. Uh, Nate…” She seems to think better of finishing whatever she was going to say and merely smiles after a deep breath through her nose. “I’m glad we cleared this up. Now, we have a full patient load this afternoon. Let’s get back to that.”

      I nod and edge toward the door, reaching behind me for the doorknob. My fingers brush against the smooth metal, and a welcome cool draft rushes in when I pull open the door. “Right. Thanks.”

      Her attention officially away from me and on her computer monitor, she murmurs, “Mmm-hmm.”

      With that overt dismissal, I slip into the hallway, feeling oddly lighter and heavier at the same time. So she’s not offended I didn’t buy her house; but I questioned her professionalism by worrying she might have been offended. Geez. If I had time to obsess about this right now, I’d be in trouble.

      As it is, I don’t have time. I rush to the supply room and gather the materials I’ll need to perform Harry’s promised strep test. Back in the exam room, I glove up, apologize for keeping Harry and his mom waiting, and swab the boy’s throat. After sealing the swabs in a plastic tube and tossing my gloves in the trash, I give Mrs. Webster the name of the ear, nose, and throat clinic she can expect to hear from in the next few days.

      To Harry, I direct while tapping the sealed swab tube against my palm, “Stop licking doorknobs, all right, bud? Didn’t we talk about this last time?”

      He manages to giggle while holding onto his neck and rasps, “I didn’t lick any doorknobs.”

      “Riiiiight. Well, after you get your tonsils out, the doorknobs will shock your tongue. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” When he seems to take me seriously, I wink and he relaxes, making me wonder if he really does have a habit of licking door hardware.

      Again, with no time to contemplate the odd proclivities of young boys, I let it drop and simply wish them a good afternoon. After they’ve departed for the reception area, I do a five-count and jog in the same direction toward the front office, where I hold out Harry’s handwritten referral to Lynette, one of the receptionists.

      She stares at it but doesn’t take it from me. “What’s the diagnosis?”

      “Haven’t done the culture yet, but I’m sure it’s strep.” I subtly shake the piece of paper, the international sign for Take it already. “Can you input this, please? I’m so behind.”

      “Yeah, I know,” she acknowledges, finally pinching the slip between her fingers and squinting at my bad handwriting. “The patients are piled up out there, and parents are getting antsy.”

      “Well, I’m not thrilled about it, either. I have that thing tonight.”

      Again I receive a blank stare from her. Then she blinks and shakes her head. “Oh! That thing. What thing?”

      Smiling tightly, I back away from her and snatch the next patient folder from the tray by the waiting room door. “You know, my blind date.”

      “Right. What’s her name again?”

      Fully aware I’m giving her information she already knows—or at least that she’s already been told—I nevertheless answer, “Frankie. Frankie Lipton.”

      She giggles, crushing her hand against her mouth. “So many jokes. Can I just make one about tea-bagging?”

      “No!” I look around us, paranoid someone impressionable may hear her. “No, you may not! Shhh!”

      With an exaggerated sigh, she lowers her hand. “Fine. Hmmm. Now you’re sure this is a woman you’re being set up with?”

      I narrow my eyes at her but don’t dignify her question with a response, partly because I’ve triple-checked the same thing with my friend, whose friend-of-a-friend works with my mystery date at Quimby-Rex, a pharmaceutical supplier headquartered here in town.

      My reaction only elicits a louder laugh from her. Then she seems to take pity on me and says, “It’ll be fine, and if it’s not, you’ll have a great story to tell us on Monday. Now, get movin’.” She turns away and peers at the form I’ve handed her, tutting. “Sheesh. Are you sure you weren’t supposed to be a doctor, like your brother?”

      I also don’t dignify that question with a response but open the waiting room door to call the next patient.

      “Yo, Niles! Ooh, that looks like a nasty boo-boo.” As he and his dad walk past me, I lean down and say, “Just so you know, your neck is not a pencil holder. Let’s get that taken care of, bud.”
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      Crashing and cursing through my front door nearly three hours later, I kick off my shoes and peel off my Buzz Lightyear scrubs as I hurry down the hallway to my bedroom. The afternoon patient load was relentless, so not only am I home late, resulting in very little time to prepare for my date with Frankie, but my bladder’s about to explode. This is how people get bladder infections and kidney stones, you know? Well, maybe you don’t know, but I do.

      In the bathroom, I run the water in the shower while I stand in front of the toilet, moaning as if experiencing a completely different kind of release. “Better than sex,” I try to convince myself, shaking off the last drops and flushing without thinking. Damn. Now I’ll have to wait for the water to return to below skin-searing temperatures.

      Rushing naked into my bedroom, I stand in front of my closet and fret over my pathetic wardrobe. Not many people can say they wear glorified pajamas to work, but something tells me my first date in a long time warrants wearing pants with a zipper and button. Possibly even a belt. Although drawstrings do lend a bit of whimsy to any outfit.

      Outfit? Whimsy?

      Maybe I should lay off the chick lit for a while. Next I’ll be calling my clothes ensembles, with the proper French pronunciation.

      If memory serves (and I have to think way further back than I’d like to admit), the semi-casual first date—which I’ve been assured this is—calls for khakis, an Oxford shirt, and nice shoes—not tennis shoes. And no tie.

      When was my last date? It must have been sometime fairly soon after… Oh. Right. Well, I won’t be thinking about that tonight. No siree. Tonight is about the present, not the past. Anyway, that was a depressingly long time ago.

      I throw the only date-worthy clothes from my closet onto the foot of my bed and sink down next to them. My shoulders slumped, I let my hands dangle between my knees like Cro-Magnon man and stare into space, wondering if tonight will be just another bad date or the beginning of something I’ve almost stopped daring to hope will happen.

      This house is proof my Leave it to Beaver fantasy is dying faster than a skin cell in winter. When the dream was alive and well, only a few short years ago, I determined I’d do things in the right order: wife, house, kids. Well, I’m a grownup (most days) and grew tired of renting, so I’ve put the house before the wife. As happy as I am with my new place, it’s still just a house, and it sucks that age is requiring me to manage my expectations.

      Not that thirty-two is old, by any stretch, no matter what Harry Webster thinks. Sure, my parents were married, well-established in their private psychiatry practice, and had both Nick and me by the time they were my age, but times are different now. Nowadays, we’re not in as much of a hurry. We take time to figure out who we are and what we want out of life before we settle down.

      So, at this rate, I’ll be about eighty by the time I’m ready.

      I was ready once, though.

      Snapping from my indulgent reverie, I whisper “Shit!” when I realize how much water I’m wasting and that I have a blind date in less than an hour. And a lot of grooming to do between now and then.

      My cell phone rings in my carrier bag as I walk past it. “Fuck,” I continue my stream of obscenities, digging through the bag for the device. With any luck, it’s Frankie calling to cancel. Her luck, anyway. Let’s face it; she’s not going to be missing out on any charming conversation, based on my vocabulary tonight.

      When I see my brother’s name flashing on the screen, I carry the phone into the bathroom with me, set it on the edge of the sink, and activate the speaker phone, despite his immediate protests.

      “Speaker, bro? Really?”

      “I’m jumping in the shower, so it’s either speaker or nothing.”

      He sighs. “Fine. Whatever. You can’t delay your de-boogering for five minutes to talk to me? I get it.”

      I step into the stall and pull the door closed behind me. “No, I can’t. I just got home, and I’m supposed to be meeting a date in less than an hour.”

      “Oh, yeah. That’s tonight. Where you taking her? Please, don’t say Chuck E. Cheese. It’s not the best way to show you’re a fun-lovin’ guy. It doesn’t say, ‘I love kids;’ it says, ‘I’m a pedophile.’”

      “Did you have a purpose for this call?” I prompt, squeezing shampoo into my palm and rubbing it vigorously into my hair.

      He’s quiet for a few seconds, so I think the call’s been dropped. “Hello?” I check.

      He clears his throat. “Uh, yeah. I actually do have a reason for calling. It’s funny, um…”

      While he dithers, I place my head under the stream to rinse and wait for him to get on with it. It’s unusual for my self-confident big brother to have such a hard time expressing himself, so I figure this must be about someone of the fairer sex.

      Sure enough, he finally says, “I’m calling to invite you to something. Something important.”

      “Yeah?” I massage conditioner into my head. “Well, I already told you I’m never going to one of your girlfriends’ interpretive dance recitals ever again, so if that’s what this is about, I’m busy. Whenever.”

      I expect him to laugh, so when he doesn’t, I hold my hands still against my head and stare at the tiled ceiling. “Aw, man! No. Tell me you’re not back together with that nutjob. What’s her name? Zanzibar?”

      “Zaskia. And no, I’m not going out with Zaskia.”

      “Zaskia! That’s right.” I continue conditioning. “Thank God. She was crazy! Remember how proud she was of being from Transylvania? She always said she was here to meet and marry a rich American, because that was what she always dreamed about, growing up. That recital—that wasn’t dancing, by the way. That was—”

      “Nate!”

      I freeze, then pinch water away from my eyes. “What?”

      “Bro—shut up. Here’s the deal. I’m inviting you to my engagement party on Sunday.”

      “Hardy har har. Good one.” I tilt my head back under the water. “Seriously, if you don’t have something real to talk about, I need to let you go. I haven’t even thought about what I’m going to say to this woman tonight that doesn’t have to do with puking kids or our weirdo parents.” I turn to face the stream and grab the bar of soap from its shelf on the wall.

      “I’m serious. I’m getting married, and the engagement party is on Sunday.”

      None of this computes. None of it.

      Well, I take that back. Maybe some of it does. Now that Nick’s finished with med school and is part of an elite surgical team at the area’s biggest hospital, it makes sense he’s settling down in his personal life, too. Everything goes according to plan with Nick, after all.

      “Where’s this party going down?” I inquire, still waiting for him to say, “Just kidding!”

      “At the Plotzlers’ house.”

      I don’t want to think about my former fiancée or her family tonight, of all nights, so his mention of them is extremely unwelcome. That being said, I can’t ignore it or pretend it’s completely normal for that name to come up in our everyday conversation. Gripping the soap as if my life depended on it, I stare at the rushing water in front of me while I try to make what Nick’s said make sense.

      “You there, bro?” his voice cuts through the steam.

      “Um. Yeah. But wait a second. Why are the Plotzlers hosting your engagement party? To a person I’ve never even heard about, much less met?”

      The growing cramp in my intestines tells me I’m sure I know why, and I don’t want it confirmed right now, so I quickly say before he can answer, “Listen, I bet it’s a funny story, but you’ll have to tell me later.”

      Unfortunately, I can’t reach my phone from here, so there’ll be no hanging up on my brother before he says with a shaky voice, “I’m marrying Heidi.”

      I say, equally shaky, “You’re not marrying Heidi.”

      As if staying in motion will mean none of what he’s saying is true, I scrub the now-mangled bar of soap against my chest to work up a lather.

      His tone is firmer, more like him, when he says, “Yes, I am. I’m sorry to tell you on the phone, but it’s not an easy conversation, you know? I’ve been trying to think of how to tell you for a long time.”

      The soap slips from my grip and lands squarely on the top of my foot. I barely register the pain. It’s just as well I’ve dropped it; I need both hands to brace my weight against the wall as he explains about running into Heidi at The Cheesehead “a while back” and how they didn’t mean for anything to come of it, and he hoped it wouldn’t be weird, because “the last thing we want is to hurt you, bro.”

      A part of my brain comes alive and helps me say, albeit in a more robotic manner than an acting coach would have preferred, “Of course. It’s fine. I’m happy for you two. Obviously.”

      “Really?”

      Injecting a skosh more enthusiasm into my tone, I claim, “Yeah. I mean, it’s been three years, right? It’s not like I still… Anyway! This is great news!” I’m on a roll now. “Of course, I’ll be at your engagement party on Sunday. Wow, you weren’t kidding about waiting to tell me.” I reanimate, retrieving the soap from the stall floor and getting back to the task at hand.

      “And you’ll be my best man, right?”

      I pause, my hand hovering protectively over my foamy private parts. I close my eyes and count to three, silently begging my voice to stay steady when I answer, “Sure. Absolutely. If that’s what you want.”

      “I do,” he solemnly states, then chuckles. “Oh, good practice, huh? ‘I do.’ But really, I’d really like that, for you to be my best man.”

      His repeated use of the word “really” tells me something else, but I don’t push it. I can’t possibly continue this conversation another minute.

      “Great. It’s settled then. I’ll see you Sunday?”

      “Yeah! And, hey, good luck on your date tonight. Lief Heineman says he knows this Frankie chick, and she’s hot.”

      Normally, I’d ask how the heck Lief “I-still-live-in-my-parents’-basement-and-think-hockey-mullets-are-the-height-of-style” Heineman knows anyone “hot,” but I simply say, “Good to know. Thanks.” I’m glad when Nick gets the hint and hangs up without any more lingering goodbyes.

      Fortunately, this is yet another thing I don’t have time to obsess about right now. I can’t get too carried away, imagining what everyone in our families is thinking and saying about all this. I can’t worry about the pitying looks I’ll be receiving at the wedding, at the reception—at Sunday’s engagement party.

      I groan as I rinse the suds from my body, turn off the water, and fumble for the towel hanging over the shower door. I can’t think about how many times people—namely, my mom—are going to ask me if I’m okay. I can’t think about how “Heidi Bingham,” a name I’d relegated to my list of “could have beens,” now actually will be. Just not because of me.

      I can’t.

      I lurch from the shower, drying off while I walk into my bedroom, where my uninspired clothes still await, looking blander than ever. Whatever scant hope I had for tonight (a one-night stand would have been cheap and sleazy, but at least it would have been a result) fizzles. After all, what’s this “hot Frankie chick” going to see in me? My clothes are the generic dust jacket on a textbook about abnormal psychology.

      Historical events prove I’m incapable of normal interaction with the opposite sex. I’m going to babble about the bread sticks or confess I don’t like football or admit my addiction to chick lit or blurt my desire to get married and have kids as soon as possible. Or any number of other things that have had past dates nervously eyeing the door and muttering excuses about “early mornings.” Early mornings that have nothing to do with waking up next to me.

      I’m suddenly about a million times more insecure than I was before I talked to Nick. This date holds so much more—yet so much less—significance somehow. Part of me wants to call her and cancel; nothing’s going to come of tonight, anyway, except more opportunities for me to humiliate myself in front of a stranger. But another part of me taunts that this could be my last chance at that life I desperately want.

      I have three choices: I can stay home and sulk, go on the date and do my usual sabotage job, or show up and prove everyone wrong.

      I dress with the urgency of someone escaping a burning building, my fingers shaking as they work feverishly on my shirt buttons.

      Screw sulking.
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      Good news: I haven’t made any of my usual first-date verbal gaffes so far.

      Bad news: That’s because I haven’t been able to get a word in edgewise.

      Worse news: I don’t care.

      Worst news: Sulking at home alone would have made for a more interesting, enjoyable evening.

      I nod and make encouraging noises from my side of the table while Frankie yammers on and on about her job as a traveling corporate trainer for Green Bay’s only pharmaceutical drug supplier. I swallow the food I don’t taste, and I pray for time to speed toward a socially acceptable date-ending hour.

      It’s not that she’s awful; she’s quite attractive, or “hot,” as less evolved members of my sex would say. I suspect her verbosity has more to do with nerves than her natural personality. But my heart’s not in this. My heart is at home, under the covers, wallowing.

      My brain’s pretty pissed off, too. After all, I’m botching what I know is my best chance at getting laid in… well, I’m not going to do the math, because that’s crude. Suffice it to say, it’s been a long time. I wasn’t expecting it to happen tonight (hoping, maybe), but it’ll never happen if I don’t get past the first date with anyone.

      Nick claims I’m impossible to please, nobody will ever be good enough, and I’ll die alone. (Okay, I added that last part.) I’m not impossible to please. Do I have standards? Doesn’t everyone? The women I’ve dated had standards, too. They seemed to spend a lot of time trying to mold me to fit them. (Ahem, Heidi!) So I don’t think it’s asking a person too much to cover her cough if we’re going to have a chance at forever.

      Anyway, let’s say I did get past the first date, and even the second and third dates. Even if I’m willing to invest the time and energy it takes to form a bond strong enough to lead to physical intimacy, and then further, to a long-term relationship, who’s to say that person won’t tell me it’s still not good enough, after months of my trying to be everything she wants me to be? Frankly, it’s not worth it. That’s what I read in a self-help book about commitment-phobia and self-sabotage.

      Fine, it was an article in Cosmo, and it was written with a female audience in mind, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t apply.

      Tonight, the scene outside the restaurant window—a usually bland view of the strip mall parking lot—repeatedly pulls my attention from my date’s face. Mini mountains of plowed snow lend an otherworldly, unfamiliar feel. Everything’s already decked out for Christmas, although we’re still a week away from Thanksgiving. With all the snow on the ground, though, we feel more justified hastening the arrival of the holidays than cities in more temperate climates. Winter is more than a season here; it’s a way of life.

      Looking at the white scene makes me cold. I’m not sure I’m ready for the next six months of snow chains and snow plows and snow shovels and snow and snow… and snow. As if on cue, the flurries ramp up their intensity into a full-out shower, coating the cars in a matter of seconds. I sigh.

      That’s when I notice how loud it was, because for the first time all night, the other side of the table is quiet.

      As if in a trance, I slowly turn my head to look at my dinner companion.

      Her jaw juts to the side and then resets so she can suck her lips into her mouth, clamping her teeth down on them. Not a good look, even on someone as pretty as she is.

      After an awkward pause that I’m too apathetic to fill, she opens her mouth and says primly, “I’m sorry. Am I boring you?”

      “No!” I lie.

      She starts to get up, but I place my hand over hers, which has landed on top of the table between us, and is now gripping her clutch purse.

      “No, please. Don’t leave,” I implore.

      What are you doing, fool? Let her go! Then you can end this nightmare date and do what you really want to do: throw yourself a giant pity party at home. Alone.

      Lowering her chin, she looks at me through her eyelashes. “And why should I stay? I might as well be talking to myself in my own apartment.”

      I blush and sweat as my normal personality finally struggles to take control of this runaway jerk train. “I know. I’m sorry. I just… I got some really bad news right before coming here, and—well, it wasn’t bad news, I guess. More like weird news. My brother’s getting married. Not that my brother is weird or it’s weird that he’s getting married. Actually, he’s kind of a catch—a real doctor, not ‘just a nurse,’ like me—but his choice of bride is… unnerving. Not because I still have feelings for my former fiancée.”

      “Your brother’s marrying your ex-fiancée?” I feel her muscles slacken slightly under my hand as she decides to keep her seat, for now.

      The sick knot in my stomach tightens. “Yes. It was years ago, but still…”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Still,” she agrees. “You and she… I mean, I’m assuming.”

      I shake my head and close my eyes, hoping she’ll stop. When she mercifully does, I say, “Right. Exactly. We have memories of each other.”

      Now I feel her hand slide out from under mine and cover it. “I’m sorry. I can see why you’re distracted.”

      With a weak smile, I open my eyes and lift my left shoulder in a half-shrug. “Yeah, well, it’s no excuse for being rude. I’m sorry. I just can’t help feeling like she traded me in for my more masculine, more successful older brother.”

      “Do you think they were… you know… while you and she were still together?” Her eyes widen at a possibility I hadn’t even gotten around to contemplating. (I’m sure it would have hit me eventually—maybe at 2 a.m.)

      Immediately, though, I dismiss the theory. “No! I mean…” I try to think about it more objectively, remembering their rare interactions with each other back then. “No,” I answer more surely. “Nick had just graduated from med school. He was working insane hours, and we never saw him.”

      “You never saw him,” she points out, smirking and leaning forward in her chair.

      If I didn’t know better—which I don’t—I’d say she was starting to enjoy this.

      I shake my head. “No way. Anyway, that was three years ago. Even if they had been doing something behind my back—which neither of them would ever do—it wouldn’t have taken them this long to go public. That’s extra-sneaky. Like, diabolical. Nick’s not smart enough to be diabolical.”

      Still looking skeptical, she says, “I thought you said he was a doctor. You have to be smart to be a doctor.”

      “He’s a surgeon, and yes, he’s book-smart, but he’s straightforward. And not very imaginative. He doesn’t have it in him to be deceitful. Or to keep a relationship with someone like Heidi a secret for three years.”

      She finally seems to believe me, and that’s when her interest in the topic wanes. “Well, then. What can you do? I know all about selfish family members, trust me.”

      “Nick’s not selfish,” I feel I need to state. “He’s a good guy, mostly. You can’t help who you fall in love with, but… Yeah, I wish they would have widened their dating pool a little to try to fall in love with other, newer people.”

      Her laugh is tinged with sympathy. “Again, I’m sorry.”

      I rub my hand over my face. “No, I’m sorry. I really have heard everything you’ve said. You’re an only child, born and raised here in Green Bay, but your parents have lived out in Arizona for several years now. You work at Quimby-Rex, traveling during the week to educate sales reps about new product lines. Why is it that all prescription drug names sound like stripper names? Or is that just me? You’re a University of Wisconsin alum—Go Badgers! You love the Packers. What else?” I tap my lips, frantically searching my memory.

      “Okay, okay. Please!” She laughs. “You’ve proven you can listen while moping.”

      Fingering the edge of my frayed cloth napkin, I mumble, “Ouch. I guess I deserved that.”

      “Maybe I’ll give you a pass, since your situation is unique. You seem like a nice guy otherwise; maybe I just caught you on a bad night.”

      I look away. “Oh, I probably would have done or said something even more repulsive if I’d been focused on this date. You’re… Well, you’re gorgeous. And smart. It’s a combination that usually results in my making a complete ass of myself.” I chance a peek at her reaction to my confession. I can’t tell if she’s skeptical or scared.

      “Are you always this honest?” she asks, making it sound like it’s not necessarily a good thing.

      “What’s the point in lying about myself?”

      “Usually on first dates, guys try to put their best foot forward.”

      I wince. “This is my best foot.”

      She nudges my real foot under the table with hers. “So far, I’m intrigued. You’re not like other guys.”

      God, if she only knew.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two hours later, our server is giving us dirty looks. I guess now that I’ve paid the tab, she’s annoyed we’re still breathing her air. Too bad. I’m amazed at my recovery. I thought this date was going to rank in the Top 5 Worst, up there with the one during which I talked about resuscitating a newborn who had stopped breathing in the office, and I started crying. In my defense, it had just happened earlier that week, and I was still shaken up from it.

      And she didn’t have to laugh at me. After all, I didn’t make her feel bad about her thinning hair, did I? No, I didn’t. I didn’t even mention it or recommend some simple changes in her diet to try before taking a more drastic approach, like investing in hair plugs. I stared at her three-inch part and nearly bit through my tongue, but I didn’t say anything. Why? Because I have feelings and also care about other people’s feelings.

      Anyway, the point is, this date is going much better than that one did. Frankie seems fascinated by my unmanly (or what I like to call “non-traditional”) quirks. Her intense interest encourages me to keep finding more ways to surprise and delight her, too.

      “Oh! I just thought of something else! I love chick lit!” I boom, as if that’s the most brag-worthy trait of them all.

      This revelation garners more disdainful glares from our server and rapid blinks from Frankie over the edge of her water glass.

      Sure I’ve finally said too much, I laugh nervously. “I know… one more strike against my man card.”

      She sets down her glass and narrows her eyes at me. Rubbing her chin in an exaggerated fashion, she studies my face. “Chick lit, huh? You know, you could sell a million books with that face.”

      “No! I’m definitely not a writer. But every time I read something from another genre—what some may say is a more gender-appropriate genre—I find myself wishing I were reading something a little funnier, a little more romantic, and a little more hopeful and happy.”

      “How did you find this out about yourself, though? I mean, most guys wouldn’t even pick up a pastel-colored book to read the first paragraph, much less read the whole thing to see if they enjoyed it.”

      “I was in college; it was a confusing time,” I joke. Then I say, more seriously, “It was during college, though. Freshman year. I was taking a gender studies course as part of my general education requirements. One of the assignments was to read a mass market work of fiction geared toward the opposite sex. I picked up Good in Bed, by Jennifer Weiner, thinking I would at least get to read some steamy sex scenes.”

      “No steamy sex scenes,” she says, acknowledging what my initially disappointed nineteen-year-old self discovered.

      “Nope. But an addiction was born.” My face burns. I’m committed to owning this peculiarity, though. “I mean, in what other genre do nice guys more consistently get the girl?”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “The good guys always win in those action books. You know, the ones with the complex military maps inside their front covers?”

      I dismissively wave my hand in front of myself. “I didn’t say good guys. I said nice guys.”

      She squints an eye at me.

      “It’s not the same thing!” I insist. “James Bond is a ‘good guy,’ but I wouldn’t call him a ‘nice guy.’ As a matter of fact, he’s sort of a d-bag.’”

      She nods. “Yeah, well, most love interests in chick lit start out that way, too, right? The guy’s a jerk, usually some bossy cop or ranch foreman or some other macho profession; he and the protagonist don’t get along, they’re like fire and ice, blah, blah, blah—”

      I wrinkle my nose. We may have a problem here. If she lumps all women’s fiction—including those Harlequin Romance things—under the heading “chick lit,” that could be a deal-breaker.

      That’s one of the hundreds of reasons it never would have worked out between Heidi and me. She thought the epitome of a romantic lead was a stalker-esque, sparkly vampire with control issues. She and Nick, who probably hasn’t read a book for pleasure—ever—will make a great couple.

      “You’re describing a romance novel,” I point out. “Chick lit is not strictly about romance. You don’t read it?”

      She smiles and looks at me through her eyelashes. “Of course I do. I just wanted to make sure you really do, that you’re not feeding me a line.”

      My relief makes me laugh louder than I probably should. “Not a line. Haven’t I given you enough first-date confessions to reassure you that I’m not gonna hand you any lines?”

      The way she pushes her lips together and looks askance at me makes me think she still doesn’t believe me, but then her face relaxes into a broad smile. “Hmm. True.”

      “So why don’t you return the favor, then?” I say.

      Her mouth drops open. “What do you mean? I spent the first forty-five minutes of this date telling you everything about me.”

      I fake a yawn. “I don’t mean your eHarmony profile.” When her eyes widen, and her tongue peeks at me from between her teeth, I laugh to let her know my teasing is in good fun. “I mean, tell me something you don’t tell just anyone.”

      Her smile completely gone now, she stares me down, and to keep from squirming, I analyze the precise shade of her irises. (Nutmeg? Milk chocolate?) Finally, though, I give up on classifying her eye color and getting more information from her. “Never mind.”

      “No,” she quickly capitulates. “I’m thinking, that’s all. Trying to decide if I want to tell you this. It’s something I’ve only told one other person, my best friend I’ve known since second grade.”

      I swallow loudly, suddenly afraid of the intensity radiating from her. “It doesn’t have to be something that secret. I was thinking more along the lines of, ‘I get chills when I hold babies,’ or ‘I pee in the shower.’”

      “Eww.”

      “I know, right? It was just an example. I don’t do that.” I rub my neck and continue to wait as she taps the toe of her shoe against the table leg. Here it comes. The deal-breaker to end all deal-breakers. “I’m married,” springs horrifyingly to mind, along with, “I used to be a man;” “I am a man;” “I came on this date on a dare;” “I don’t shave my underarms;” and “I’m a chip double-dipper.” (Because that’s just nasty.) Or worse, “I love Nascar romance novels.”

      Oblivious to my building panic—or getting off on it—she takes a deep breath and her sweet time before saying, “I don’t just read chick lit; I write it.”

      “Okay…” Still bracing for the bombshell, I ask, “So, why’s this such a big secret?”

      With a toss of her hair, she answers, “I don’t know. I could wallpaper Buckingham Palace with my rejection letters.”

      “Idiots, all of them. I’m sure you’re a great writer.”

      I’m not sure at all, but that’s what you say, right? I mean, for all I know, she’s terrible. It seems everyone—except me—fancies themselves a writer nowadays. There’s a ton of shit out there. I’ve read half a ton of it.

      She folds her hands on the table in front of her. “Oh, I’m an excellent writer.”

      Something tells me not to say, “Oh-ho!” or anything equally deprecating, and I’m glad I don’t when she continues, and it becomes obvious she’s being completely earnest in her self-assessment.

      “My writing’s not the problem; my image is the problem. I’m another thirty-something woman writing about women finding their way in their late twenties and early thirties, you know? I’m a staticky television in a sea of white noise. Not enough of a standout.”

      “A staticky television in a sea of white noise”? Yikes. I know it’s not fair to judge everything that comes out of her mouth based on the new knowledge that she’s a writer, but she invited it with her “I’m an excellent writer” boast. Bragging is such a turn-off.

      Still, I feel obliged to ask, “Can I read something you’ve written?”

      “No, I hardly know you. Plus, what if you didn’t like it? I mean, it would be totally subjective, and I know it wouldn’t be a reflection of my talent, but you’d be put in the position of lying to spare my feelings.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t lie. I’m picky about my chick lit.”

      “Then definitely no.”

      I laugh, suddenly understanding how “great” her writing must be. It’s not nice to pick on someone’s weaknesses, so I steer the conversation back to the facts.

      “Your best friend is the only person who’s read your books?” I ask.

      “Betty’s the only one who knows about my writing, period. Or did. I guess you know now. Not even my parents know.”

      “For real?”

      I can’t relate to that at all. It was only until recently that my parents didn’t know everything about me, unfortunately. I think I’ll keep that information to myself.

      In response to my shock, Frankie asks, “Do your parents know about your hobbies?”

      “My parents are psychiatrists. They helped me choose my hobbies when I was a kid, based on complex profiling and personality algorithms.” I punctuate that with a laugh and turn it back around on her before she has a chance to think about how messed-up it is. “Man, I feel bad that I know something about you that your parents don’t even know.”

      “Well, don’t. Why would they even need to know? I’m not sure they’d be interested, anyway.” The way she says it brings the conversation to an abrupt halt. She smiles tightly. “That’s not a first-date conversation, anyway. Let’s save something to talk about on our second date.”

      Hmmm… Do I want a second date? Ah, what the hell else do I have to do?

      I grin across the table at her. “Deal.”
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      Pastel-colored balloons tied to the mailbox sway in the cold November wind. Wedding-themed paraphernalia dots the snow-dusted front lawn and lines the cleared and salted concrete walkway. Even if I’d forgotten in the past three years where my former future in-laws lived, there would be no mistaking which house on the block is hosting the engagement party of the year.

      Heidi’s parents, Walter and Mary Jo, know how to do this, having married off two other daughters already. Not to mention, this isn’t Heidi’s first engagement party. Let’s not forget that. Yeah. This may be a tad more awkward than I even imagined, and I imagined “awkward” on the scale of chirping crickets, fake laughter, sweaty armpits, and the kind of drinking that usually ends badly.

      As my Prius glides to a stop and I jam it into park next to the curb, a voice as real as the one on the radio says to me, “It’s not too late to drive away. Nobody’s seen you yet. Pull a U-turn, and—“

      “Nate!”

      My brother bursts through the front door and tiptoes through the yard ornaments and muddy snow to get to the salt-stained sidewalk. A goofy grin on his face, he peers through the passenger window and shouts, “C’mon! What’re you doing out here? We’re waiting for you!”

      I alight from my car. “Hey,” I say, failing to achieve the level of I’m-cool-with-this enthusiasm I was aiming for, but he has enough energy for both of us.

      “I’m so glad you came, man. I was starting to think you weren’t going to.” He meets me at the front of the car and grabs my arm, as if making sure I’m not going to bolt.

      I run my hand through my hair. “Uh, yeah. I, uh, overslept.”

      I was in bed, with the covers over my head, until less than an hour ago, so it’s almost the truth. Close enough for today.

      He pretends to believe me. “Well, come on in. The party’s in full swing. Plus, the game’s about to start. We need to get all the crappy speeches out of the way so we can turn on the TV.”

      My brain almost doesn’t know which part of his statement to hate the most. “The party’s in full swing” means several of our relatives are already loudly drunk; “the game’s about to start” refers to the Packers game I’m going to have to get drunk to pretend to care about; and “all the crappy speeches” may refer to something I’m supposed to take part in, but I don’t have anything prepared, and there’s no way I can wing something gracious and coherent.

      I decide to focus on the most alarming thing:  “Speeches? Am I expected to say something?”

      While dragging me into the house, he laughs, but he doesn’t turn around, so he can’t see the growing terror on my face. “Good one, best man! No, this is my gig. You already had your chance with Heidi.”

      I laugh nervously and try to stay conscious as I remember with relief that the bride- and groom-to-be are the ones who talk at the engagement party. “Yep. Blew it,” I mutter, barely getting the words out before he comes to a stop, pulls me forward to stand next to him, and puts his arm around my shoulders in a jovial squeeze.

      “Hey, guys! Look who finally decided to show up!” he practically yells into the crowded open-plan living/dining/kitchen area of the Plotzler home.

      The room falls quiet.

      “My brother and best man!” Nick announces, squeezing me harder.

      Mom tilts her head, squints, smiles, and mouths an, “Oh!” as in, “Look at my darling boys, such good friends!” when I know she’s really thinking, “Oh, poor Nate. As soon as things settle down, I need to corner him and interrogate him about his mental state.”

      My other head-shrink parent is strangely absent, I note, searching the room for Dad. Before I can get too far into my survey, though, Heidi almost tackles me with a hug.

      “Hey, Nate! Thanks so much for coming and for agreeing to be Nicky’s best man!”

      Please, make it stop. The public Nate sandwich is unbearable. It’s going on forever.

      Finally, I wiggle loose and give what I hope is a bemused chuckle. “You may not be thanking me after you hear what I have in mind for the bachelor party.”

      Heidi’s megawatt smile freezes, and her eyes deaden. Uh-oh. I know that look all too well.

      “Just kidding,” I say unconvincingly, pulling her back toward me and giving her a fierce noogie.

      She ducks from my reach, trying to smooth her long, blonde, shiny locks. “Nate!”

      Nick shoots me a dirty look and lets go of my arm, raising his voice to be heard over the guests who have returned to their conversation and plates of food during our threesome. “Now that everyone’s here…”

      He launches into a long, sappy speech, including the entire story of his and Heidi’s relationship to date, starting at The Cheesehead over a year ago (What the fuh?) and ending at Lake Wenskaug, where he proposed to her during a romantic picnic. The women are lapping it up, complete with goo-goo eyes and oohs and aahs. Heidi looks like she could probably have an orgasm in the middle of her parents’ living room.

      The men, on the other hand, are looking longingly towards the den, where they’ll be watching the football game after Nick shuts up. Or they focus on the food on their plates, or employ their best poker faces to hide their “Can-you-effing-believe-this-guy?” reactions to Nick’s smooth delivery. I hope my poker face is working better than Uncle Mort’s. I also hope it’s better than the face I used when I lost all that money to Uncle Mort in an actual poker match at my parents’ Fourth of July barbecue.

      Finally, Nick stops talking, and he and Heidi kiss like they’re alone in the room. After about ten seconds, my psychological discomfort manifests itself into physical fidgeting. I avert my eyes and scratch my ear, willing the two lovebirds to stop making out. Much longer, and I’m not going to be able to silence the annoying voice in my head that wants me to acknowledge that I know exactly what it’s like to kiss those lips (Heidi’s, not Nick’s). And other things.

      “Oh, shit, I need a beer,” I hiss, wishing I hadn’t said it out loud but figuring the resultant end to the makeout session is worth it.

      While I’m cracking open a beer and chugging it with my back turned to the rest of the guests (as if that means they can’t see me), Heidi begins her speech. I’m congratulating myself on how well I’m not listening to what she has to say when some of her words filter through.

      “…and I thought I’d never find a man who would measure up to the example of husband and father my dad has always been, until Nicky.”

      My fist tightens around the empty beer can, creating a loud, metallic crunch. I don’t have to turn around to know everyone’s staring at me.

      Heidi giggles. “Oops. No offense, Nate.”

      Everyone else nervously titters, too.

      I take a deep breath through my nostrils and face the audience. “Hey, none taken. I think it sort of went without saying, but… Please. Go on.”

      To everyone’s chagrin, she does go on. And on. And on. And on. Finally, after several choke-ups and restarts, she wraps it up, and we endure a slightly shorter, more chaste kiss to underscore her love for my brother.

      “All right, then. Go, Pack, Go!” Uncle Mort says, making a beeline for the den. Several people, including Heidi’s siblings, Hans, Greta, and Sonya, follow.

      I dig in the ice-filled sink for another beer.

      Mom sidles up to me. “I’m proud of you,” she says in greeting.

      “You have such low standards.” After three long gulps from my drink, I rest, stifling a carbonated burp behind my fist.

      She rubs my upper arm. “I know this isn’t easy—”

      “It’s not about ‘easy’ or ‘hard.’ It’s uncomfortable. That’s all. Everyone’s staring at me, expecting me to… I don’t know. Break down sobbing? Punch Nick in the throat? Beg Heidi to take me back? What are they expecting?”

      “I think they want you to give them a sign that you’re okay, that you’re happy.”

      I snort. “I’d be a lot happier if I weren’t under the microscope. Oh, and if people wouldn’t tiptoe around me. Or treat me like the second-place finisher in an arm wrestling competition. It’s been three years. I’m okay. Really.”

      I feel her staring at my profile, so I force myself to turn my head and look down into her eyes, eyes that are so much like mine, it’s almost creepy. Holding her gaze, I say firmly, as if saying it to both of us, “I’m okay. It’s fresh, all right? He just told me Friday night. I’ve hardly had time to process the news, you know?”

      “I do know.”

      “Yeah. Everyone knows. Everyone’s known for a while, obviously. This is not an impromptu party.” I wave my hand at the bedecked room.

      I shut up and stop gesturing when two of Heidi’s siblings come closer to graze at the buffet. We smile painfully at each other and make stupid small talk.

      “Still a nurse, Nate?”

      “Yep. Still nosy and self-righteous, Greta?”

      OK, I don’t really say that, but I want to. I actually say, “Yep. Nothing’s changed for me. For the most part.”

      Heidi’s big brother, Hans, pops a cheese cube in his mouth and says while chewing, “I see you still don’t watch football.”

      “And I see you’re still thirty pounds overweight, carrying that ‘sympathy weight’ from your wife’s last pregnancy four years ago.”

      Yeah, I don’t say that either.

      Admitting to not liking football in this town—especially if you also possess male genitalia—is tantamount to treason and blasphemy combined. It’s another favorite pastime of the other 99.5% of people in this town to give people like me shit for not liking football. As if it’s the worst thing possible, ranking right up there with pedophilia and being a Vikings fan. I’m surprised I haven’t been strung up or at least evicted from the city.

      “Right-o. Still not my thing. I do enjoy fútbol, though.”

      This prompts a disgusted snort from Hans. “Soccer. A bunch of pansies, compared to American football players.”

      I’d like to see him sprint up and down a soccer pitch for nearly ninety minutes straight and see if he still thinks soccer players are pansies, but I merely concede, “If you say so,” since it’s not worth my breath to argue with him.

      “Good seeing you again,” Greta and Hans say at nearly the same time, making us all chuckle woodenly before they head back to the den.

      As soon as they leave, I return to my conversation with Mom. “Don’t worry about me, all right? I’m fine. Do I wish you hadn’t made Nick ask me to be his best man?” She opens her mouth to protest, but I cut her off, laughing. “Trust me, I know that was your doing. I’m sure he has six or seven golfing buddies he’d rather have asked.”

      “He only has one brother.”

      “And I bet he’s thankful for that most days.”

      “You joke, but he loves you. This has been stressful for him. You know, he almost broke up with Heidi before it got too serious because he was so worried about you. I convinced him you’d be fine, that you only wanted him—and Heidi—to be happy.” She hugs my arm. “Don’t prove me wrong.”

      Pulling my third beer from the ice, I say, “I am fine,” punctuating my statement with the hiss and pop of the can’s pull tab. “I’d be better if they’d refrain from playing tonsil hockey in front of everyone, but I guess you can’t have everything.”

      She laughs. “Gosh, that went on forever! I almost reminded them their parents were in the room, but I didn’t want to sound like a fuddy-duddy.”

      “Speaking of parents, plural, where’s Dad?” I ask, hoping to permanently change the subject.

      “Oh, he’s around somewhere. Watching the game, most likely.”

      I’m not all that concerned or interested in his whereabouts, although I’m curious, as it relates to me. I’d prefer not to be cornered for a man-to-man today. I know he’s trying to help, but sometimes his heavy-handed pep talks do just the opposite, and they depress the crap out of me.

      With a parting pat on my bicep, Mom says, “Slow down on those beers, huh? Load up a plate and go watch the game.” She moves off, flagging down Heidi’s mother to compliment her on the food and the decorations.

      I look down into the nearly empty can in my grip and sigh. She’s right; nothing good will come from getting drunk. At the very least, I’ll have to get someone to drive me home. But I’ll need to keep drinking to watch the game. It’s a conundrum.

      Not hungry—at all—I decide to seek out some different company, some people with whom I’m more comfortable. Since I’ll be forever relegated to the kids’ table at these joint family things, I might as well get chummy with my peers.
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      When I round the bottom of the basement stairs, I see ten kids, aged nine and younger, clustered around a board game on the floor. It physically hurts to look at Heidi’s sister Sonya’s three blond boys, because they look like the mental image I had of the kids in my fantasy life with Heidi.

      Most of her nieces and nephews were babies when she and I broke up, so they don’t remember me, but the older ones do. I stitched Kingsley’s eyebrow when he split it open on the corner of a coffee table one Christmas. He’s the first one to acknowledge me.

      “Hey, Uncle Nate!” The nine-year-old, unaware the title he’s given me no longer fits, scrambles to his feet and points to the board on the floor. “We’re gonna talk to dead people with the Ouija board.”

      His announcement shakes loose my irrational and self-indulgent melancholy, and I have to stifle a laugh. “Cool. Mind if I play?”

      Seven-year-old Remus scoots so I can squeeze between him and his four-year-old brother, Percy. I place my hand on the pointer, or planchette, and wiggle my eyebrows across the board at Hermione. The eight-year-old giggles.

      “We’re gonna ask to talk to our Grandma June. She died,” Hermione informs me.

      “I heard about that,” I say seriously, “and it made me sad. I liked Grandma June.”

      June, who’s been dead for a couple of years now, was Heidi’s grandmother and the kids’ great-grandmother. She and I kept in touch after the break-up, and she once confided in me that she thought I was probably better off without Heidi.

      Oh, Grandma June, I wish you were here today.

      In addition to Greta’s gang, Hans’s three daughters—Amber (eight), Ruby (six), and Violet (four)—and Sonya’s three—Jude (six), Justin (five), and Jeremiah (three)—surround the old Parker Brothers game board. Since Kingsley’s the oldest, he takes charge of asking the questions of dearly departed Grandma. Hermione has a pencil and a pad of paper, which she says she’ll use to write down the letters for the longer answers.

      “Grandma June, are you in Heaven?” Kingsley intones earnestly.

      Nothing happens. Bless their hearts, none of them has figured out that someone has to move the planchette. I gladly take up that responsibility and move it to Yes.

      The kids squeal, and I struggle to keep a straight face.

      “Do you like it in Heaven?”

      I slowly and smoothly nudge the pointer around the board, resting briefly on each of the letters: F-O-O-D-I-S-G-O-O-D.

      When Hermione reads the words in their entirety, she glances at me, as if to verify that’s what Grandma June meant.

      I shrug and pull the corners of my mouth down in a contemplative frown. “I hear the food’s excellent in Heaven, so that makes sense,” I state.

      She nods earnestly.

      Next question: “Are you here in this room with us?”

      Yes.

      More squeals.

      “What do you want us to know?”

      The felt pads on the legs of the pointer squeak against the laminated game board. E-A-T Y-O-U-R V-E-G-E-T-A-B-L-E-S.

      “Eat your vegetables?” Remus questions, his freckled nose scrunched up. “Grandma June’s upsessed with eating.”

      I hang my head and cough to hide my laughter.

      Amber pipes up, “Let me ask the questions. You ask dumb ones, Kingsley.”

      Seemingly unoffended, Kingsley yields to his peer.

      “Grandma June. Who do you think is more handsomer, Nick or Nate?” she asks, all business-like. I can tell by the giggles from the girls that this is not a new topic.

      “Now, guys,” I say. “Grandma June doesn’t—”

      I jerk the planchette into motion, making a beeline for the “N” on the board. Widening my eyes at the kids, I say, “The next letter will give us our answer,” pretending to anxiously wonder. Our hands take the quick jump from the lower
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