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1.  ​Our Standing Thursday Night Date
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“YOU KNOW WHAT I love about Valentine’s Day?”

It’s rhetorical seeing as I have absolutely no idea that he loves anything about Valentine’s Day. He takes a sip of his drink, surveying the packed restaurant. And continues. “All the premature proposals. A guy thinks he needs to do something to the woman he really likes and almost loves so he pops the question.”

“What’s wrong with that?” I ask.

He turns to look at me and I know it’s going to be one of his smart-ass comments.

“It’s too early. Half of them won’t make it to the altar and half of the other half won’t make it to five years. Trust me.”

Where he gets his data is a mystery. But he seems convinced. He always seems convinced. I have long since given up trying to third-degree him so I simply roll my eyes.

He can’t quite hide his smirk and soldiers on: “It’s what I like to call”—he turns back to look out at the diners and waves his hand across—“the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre.”

He’s pleased with his little witticism I groan. I’ll never give him the satisfaction of informing him I’m often pleased with his little jokes.

We have a 7:30 reservation, and it’s nearing 7:45. We’re in no hurry though. He and I have been meeting in this place on the second and fourth Thursday of each month for a year-and-a-half—except for Thanksgiving—when we’re both in town. He’s my oldest and closest friend.

His name is Thomas but everyone but his mom call him Tom. Except me. To me, he’s always been Tommy and I’ve always been Lizzy to him, though I’m Liz to everyone else.

It's become our little intimacy, the uniqueness of what we call each other, and especially since we’ve moved to the City it’s become important to us.  As have our standing Thursday night dinners.

This week, though, I’d panicked when I realized that this Thursday happens to be Valentine’s Day. He said we’d be fine. If we sit at the bar, we sit at the bar. Which is what we are doing.

Still, I’m a little late, arriving about five minutes ago. The subway was held at 59th Street but at least I texted him from the street. The restaurant isn’t far from our apartments. It’s medium-sized, on Amsterdam Avenue, serving standard American fare. There isn’t anything special about the place except it’s our place. The bar is to the left when you walk in, past a few small round tables in the corner.

The restaurant itself, much of which you can see from the bar, is to the right. The prime tables, including our usual, are in the front by the windows that face out to Amsterdam and the side street. The windows in front are tall, often open, except in winter, to an outside seating area. Ours is the one in the very corner. The other tables stretch out to the back and the door to the kitchen. Unlike those by the bar, they have white tablecloths. The walls are a light cream colored with sconces above darker cream wainscoting.

The subway was stifling while I was stuck, standing overdressed among the masses grasping poles and leaning against doors and my rush to the restaurant has left me uncomfortably sweaty. Once I was through the door, I’d handed my coat to Marie to check it and after nodding to Tommy as I passed I dabbed myself strategically in the ladies’ room.

More decent, I returned to Tommy at the bar and the vodka tonic he’d ordered for me was ready for me on the wooden surface. I gave him a kiss on or near his cheek. This is our drink. Generally, it’s just wine for me and generally just on the weekends but at some point we’d adopted vodka tonics for our biweekly Thursday Date.

“Relax. It’s not ready,” he says, nodding in the general direction of our table. I look over and see a couple, late forties/early fifties, on their desserts at our table. The place is packed and there are other couples at the bar and standing near it waiting for tables themselves.

He had nursed his drink, so I don’t have to hurry to catch up. I was two or three sips in when he pontificates on his theory about Valentine’s Day. He’s been making his little jokes since I met him in freshman year at Boston College. We happened to be next to one another on a bench in Economics 101. It was towards the back, and I got to know him through his little, sotto voce comments. They were almost but not quite mean and always clever. 

Of course, I was afraid he was just another frat boy, and his somewhat sloppiness of dress with his faded and frayed T-shirts and ever present (and perhaps only) pair of jeans over white Chuck Taylors were not encouraging.

I liked sitting next to him, though, and began noticing a gradual, I guess, evolution in his style and polo shirts began replacing his various band t-shirts and he sometimes wore actual shoes and socks instead of sneakers. Still always jeans, though, but they weren’t as frayed and dingey. I was willing to cut him some slack in what he wore because he was in good shape with good hair and a nice smile. 

I noticed him in a certain way and I noticed that other girls in the class noticed him in that certain way but it never got past the me-noticing stage when we’d settled into the friend category. And in our case, the friend category did not come with benefits. Oh, well. Which in the end I was glad about. I’m not a fan of complications.

And as time passed, we’d share laughs about our respective dating disasters. Which was pretty much where things stood while we were in college and had continued when we both got jobs in the city after graduating and helped each other find apartments not far from one another. And that’s when we agreed to our Thursday dates. We spoke often and hung out together on most weekends too, of course, but it wasn’t long before our date became one of my favorite things to do. With anyone.

It was par for the course that a not insignificant percentage of our talk at those dinners was along the same lines as when we were in college. It happened that the Valentine’s Day when he made his pronouncement that both of us were in long dry spells. I couldn’t even remember his last “girlfriend” and sadly I couldn’t forget my last “boyfriend.” Though not in a good, I-miss-him way. He had, that is to say the creep someone in my office set me up with, a creepiness that took over a month for me to discover.

Oh, how Tommy laughed at that little story and his manner was such that I couldn’t help but join him. And in the end I think that was one of the things I most love about him.

We’ve now slid into our routine. Tommy codes for a tech company on the West Side and I’m an insurance adjuster. Our work lives are incredibly boring. When there are no new romance nightmares to dissect, we spend a disproportionate amount of time talking about the mundaneness of our careers and the peculiarities of our co-workers. We both make enough, if barely after student-loan payments, to afford our tiny places. Mine is in a mid-block brownstone while he’s a bit larger, a one-bedroom on the ninth floor of a newish apartment building on Columbus Avenue. Over the years, apart from four or five conversations and meetings that stand out, what we do and say together is in some ways as mundane as our careers.

That does not sound good, I know. What I mean is that we had hundreds, thousands of exchanges that became what he as a coder might call the layer that gave a part, and eventually a dominant part, of our lives meaning. Every once in a while, I would see something or hear something that would remind me of a pleasant incident with him. He is, as I say, my best friend.

And now we’re sitting at the bar waiting for our table and he’s enjoying my skeptical stare at his sudden lack of romance, on Valentine’s Day, no less. He changes the subject.

“I’ve been thinking,” he says. “Maybe we should have a thirty- or forty-year deal.”

He sees my confusion.

“You know. If neither of us is married when we turn thirty or forty, we marry each other.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I say.

“Hey. It’s me too.”

Before we go further, just before eight, the couple leaves our table. A twosome standing by the bar is eying it, but it’s not to be. June, our waitress, tells them it’s a standing reservation and leads us over when it’s ready. We carry our drinks.

He asks June how things are in the mayhem of the day.

“If it were this busy every day, I’d be all-in with tax cuts for the rich.” She laughs as she hands us menus. We don’t need them, but it’s part of the date.

“The usual?” and we nod and soon she returns with our second vodka tonics and a busboy brings us bread and fills our water glasses.

“Yes! Yes! For real?”

We hear this from a table toward the back. He turns to me.

“Do they make it to the altar? Yes or no?”

I tell him how evil he is, but he pushes the issue. I turn to see the couple. Both young but not too young. She admires her held-up ring as several other couples look over to them, assessing their chances. Wondering whether they were ever so young.

“They look like a couple. I say ‘yes.’”

He reaches over and extends his pinky. I hook it with mine.

“You’re on,” he says.

How we will learn who wins is unsaid.

“Do you wonder if were you and Harry”—Harry was the latest creep—“were still an item—”

“We were never an item.”

“Whatever. If you were still to-ge-ther tonight whether he would have popped the question?”

I glare at him.

“I take that as a ‘no,’” he says and takes sip from his vodka tonic and is uncharacteristically quiet for a moment. 

He returns to his early query.

“Let’s do it at forty.”

“What?”

“The us getting married.”

I extend my hand. I’ll compromise. Thirty-five, and he shakes it and we have a deal. Perhaps a bet. Maybe a Valentine’s Day proposal?

By eight-fifteen, the restaurant is far more crowded than is usual for a Thursday, and the din of the room is loud, the clattering of silverware on plates and the occasional shout from the kitchen. A very slight string quartet recording under everything.

As usual, we skip dessert. Instead, we head to a small patisserie on Eighty-Second Street. It was made famous by You’ve Got Mail—there’s a plaque—and there are a few empty tables. You would recognize it. It’s up a flight of steps and the décor is wood paneling. It has a big display case as you walk in, showing a variety of pastries and other desserts. Against the far wall are espresso and other coffee machines. It has eight or nine small tables and we take one by the front window, looking out onto the street. I get a decaf
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