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Small world, isn’t it?

I mean, what are the chances?  My niece is getting married—fourth niece to tie the knot in two years—and I’m at the point where I don’t look good in anything I own. I don’t look good in anything they carry in stores either, and damned if I’m going to pull out the old sewing machine. (Does it even work anymore? And do I really have the patience to thread a needle?)  

So, in my frustration, I wear black. To a wedding.  Not even a dress!  Black pants, and a top with enough ruffles to hide my belly.

When my daughter arrives to pick me up, she says I look fine.  She says a lot of people wear black to weddings now.  But look at her!  Summery floral fabric, little white shoes.  She looks like a million bucks and she isn’t even wearing makeup.

At the ceremony, I feel conspicuous beyond belief.  As my niece and the dumbo she’s marrying recite their vows, I gaze across the space searching for someone else, anyone else, in black.  Men are wearing black, sure, but men can get away with anything. Lucky bastards.

And then I spot one!  A woman my age, and she’s dressed just like me.  She’s watching the ceremony with a serene smile, and suddenly I’m staring, fixating, because I recognize her from somewhere.  From where?

She walks up to me at the reception with her arms wide open.  “Marcie Sedgewood! I thought it was you.  It’s been... how long?  Almost fifty years!”

I ask, “Fifty?” and finally realize who I’d spent most of the ceremony staring at.  “Zelda, you always were prone to exaggeration.”

“Who, me?”  She wraps me in an enthusiastic hug and squeezes me tight. “I never exaggerate.”

It’s strange, meeting up with someone I knew as a child.  I can’t help wondering if everybody stays the same, as Zelda has.  Am I the same Marcie I was in grade school?

“I looked for you on Facebook, thought you must have changed your name.”

“I did, when I got married.  Probably should have changed it back after the divorce, but never got around to that.  Anyway, you won’t find me on Facebook. I don’t have an account.”

As we join the line for the open bar, Zelda says, “You were never so behind the times back when we were kids.”

I can’t help laughing.  “We were all such straight-laced children—you, me, William, Laurel. Strange to think we were pegged as the naughty bunch.”

“Two black kids and two white kids who had the audacity to intermingle!”  Zelda tosses her head back and laughs.  “At that age, I couldn’t figure out why the teachers always frowned on us.”

“I know what you mean.”  As we approach the front of the line, I ask Zelda what brings her to the wedding—she’s Dumbo’s boss, apparently—and then we find two empty seats together and I say, “Tell me all about Facebook.”

She’s been in touch with the kids we knew before we went to different high schools and lost contact.  Laurel now lives clear across the country—with another woman, no less!—and owns some kind of design business.  Zelda goes on and on about the other kids, kids we didn’t hang out with very much, but she never mentions William.  William, the one boy in our foursome.  The boy we all would have fought over if we’d lived in a day where twelve-year-olds had boyfriends.  Well, perhaps Laurel wouldn’t have fought for him, but Zelda and I would have put our dukes up for sure.

Finally, I ask, “How about William?  Is he married?  What’s he up to?”

Zelda’s face becomes a mask and she says, “Oh, you didn’t hear... honey, William died.”

A million questions spill out of my mouth. I can’t keep up with myself.  I want to know everything: when did this happen, how did it happen, why him, so young?  And when Zelda tells me William’s wife died at an early age, even before I split with Jack, my head starts ringing like a bell.

And the only question left is why didn’t we find each other?  In all those years, when I thought about William—and I did think about him, often—why didn’t I open the phone book?  When I was single and he was a widower we could have softened the edges of each other’s lives.  And now that would never happen, because he’s departed this Earth.

I drown my grief in red wine, and not merely for William’s sake.  It’s my own despair, as well.  Everything that might have been, gone.  Suddenly I see a perfect life together.  I see the life I want for myself right now, and I know I can’t have it.  Because he’s gone. He’s dead. He’s never coming back.

Throughout my niece’s wedding reception, I hold back tears.  Look how young they are!  She loves Dumbo, God only knows why.  Maybe they’ll be happy together for the rest of their days.  But not me.  I’m old and shrivelled, and the one man who might have made me happy is gone.  

I drink and drink and drink, but every glass of merlot makes matters worse.

My daughter’s still dancing with the young people when I’m ready to stumble home, so Zelda drops me off at my dark and gloomy house. Alone, I sit on the stairs and try to get my shoes off, but my drunken fingers refuse.  My dizzy brain swerves to the left, and teardrops land on my hands as I crawl up the stairs. My legs are done for the day. I’m not sure how I manage to haul myself into bed, but I’m still fully dressed when my head hits the pillow.

I’m out like a light.

When I wake up, my mouth feels full of cotton.  Water?  Can I get some water over here?

My heavy eyelids take their time, but when they open I see... no, it couldn’t be.  There’s a figure standing in the doorway: a tall black man with a kind face and a heart that glows as brightly as his soul.  

I’m not afraid, because I know this man.  I knew him.

It’s William.

I sit up in bed.  My head should be throbbing, but it’s not. I blink rapidly, but the figure doesn’t disappear.  He steps forward, not like a spectre, but like a man.  

He looks at me and I look at him, and I say, “Zelda told me you were dead.”

“Did she, now?”  He sits at the foot of my bed, and the mattress dips under his weight.  

I can’t stop staring at him. He doesn’t look exactly the way I’d pictured him.  The adorably chubby boy gained a good deal of muscle, from what I can see of his abs through his white T-shirt.  If only he’d take it off I could find out for certain.

“Take it off?” he asks, with that boyish smile I knew so well as a child.  “If you insist...”

I can’t say no.  I don’t want to say no.  I want him to undress himself, undress me.  And he does.  He strips slowly, and I watch his muscles ripple as he moves.  He unbuckles his belt and lets his pants slide down his legs. He steps out of them, stands beside my bed in black jockeys.  

How old is he?  He looks so much younger than the woman in my mirror.  He could be twenty-five, easily.

“Let me help you with these shoes,” he says, and slides the tongue through the finicky little buckle. “In school, you girls always wore Mary Janes. Remember that?  Little leather schoolyard shoes.”

“I wish I’d thought ahead, back then.”  I’m starting to panic, and I don’t know why.  “My marriage was awful, William. Do you know how many times I thought about you?  We were so happy, as children. We were such good friends.  I married a brutal man.  What I wanted was friendship.”

My shoes tumble to the floor as William takes my hand and brings it to his lips.  He kisses my knuckles, kisses my palm. Fireworks explode across the surface of my skin. I can feel him inside me already, and I’m still fully dressed.

“How are you here?” I ask, hoping he’s not really dead, hoping Zelda had somehow reached out to him and he’d come to me straightaway and I’d drunkenly left the front door open and he’d shown himself inside. 

A girl can dream...

“I’m here because you needed me.”  He slides my top button through its hole, gently, taking the greatest care with those big hands. “You’ve devoted yourself to others, Marcie. I don’t want you to feel overwhelmed just because I’ve left the land of the living. It’s not so bad...”

When he undoes another two buttons, I gaze down to see my breasts heaving inside the sturdy black cups of my bra. They don’t often do that, and I’m surprised by how sexy I look. 

William must know what I’m thinking, because he says, “You look incredible.”

“You too.”

I can barely breathe as his fingers swipe my belly. He’s opened my top all the way and now he’s working on the black button on my pants.  From this angle, my stomach curves gently.  This is the first time in my life I’ve found my fat in any way attractive.  

When he tears off my pants and I shrug off my top and I’m left in nothing but my sturdy black panties and bra, I feel like a pin-up girl from a time before my own.  I’m lovely and vivacious and full and fleshy and great.  This is the best I’ve felt since I don’t know when.

“Look at you in the moonlight,” William says.

“Look at you,” I reply, afraid to touch him. If I make the wrong move and he disappears, then how will I feel? I’ve already missed my
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