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[image: E:\DEV LOVE PRESS\Authors\Annabelle Costa\Cover\Reasons.jpg]OneI wasn’t too happy when my parents told me that I had to try to make friends with the crippled kid who just moved in next door.
 
   I was eight years old. For my entire life thus far, living in a suburb of Pittsburgh, our next-door neighbor was an ornery old woman named Agnes. Why are all old people named Agnes, for some reason? Not that I’m prejudiced against old people or anything. My grandmother, Nana, lived with us and was never an ornery old woman, and probably still the best cook I’ve ever known. Anyway, Agnes failed to wake up one morning, and the house got sold off to a young family with two kids.
 
   I was initially really psyched to find out that the family had two kids, one of whom was allegedly my age. I pictured a girl with blond pigtails who would be my best friend, and we’d make each other friendship bracelets, have sleepovers, and all that fun stuff. 
 
   But then my fantasy was crushed when I found out that my new eight-year-old neighbor was a boy. And not just a boy. A boy in a wheelchair.
 
   His name was Jason and I saw him a few times from afar. He went to a different school than I did, and there was a special school bus that picked him up. I saw him waiting with his parents at the curb for the special bus, which was about half the length of the bus that picked me up. My parents told me it was a bus for disabled kids. When it arrived, a ramp would be lowered mechanically and Jason would wheel into it, and the driver would help him get arranged in the bus. My mother yelled at me not to stare, but how could I not stare?
 
   When the Foxes had been living next door for a few weeks, we came over for a visit and to bring them a welcome basket. 
 
   My little sister Lydia and I were dressed up in uncomfortable pink clothes, and I was firmly instructed to play with Jason. Lydia, who was only four, was totally off the hook since the older Fox child was a 13-year-old boy.
 
   “I don’t want to play with Jason,” I whined, as my mother did up the buttons on my dress. “He’s weird.”
 
   “Oh, stop it,” my mother said. “He’s not weird.”
 
   “He’s in a wheelchair,” I pointed out.
 
   “Don’t you dare mention that,” my mother snapped.
 
   “Why not?” spoke up my Nana, who was listening in. “I’m sure the boy knows he’s in a wheelchair. It’s not a secret, is it?”
 
   Despite everything, I giggled. I wished my mother would let Nana come along, but they were too worried about her making a comment like that. Apparently, she lost her self-censor somewhat as she got older, although Daddy said she’d always kind of been like that.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, my mother was shoving Lydia and me in the direction of the house next door. We rang the bell and Mrs. Fox answered, greeting us warmly. “Jill!” she cried. “I’m so glad you could make it.”
 
   “This is for you,” my mother said, handing over the basket of fruit and muffins. “You met my husband, Gerald. And these are my daughters, Lydia and Tasha.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, girls,” Mrs. Fox said. “My older son Randy isn’t here now, but Jason is very excited to meet you.”
 
   My eyes met those of the boy sitting in a small, simple wheelchair several yards behind his mother. I could tell by his khaki slacks and lame sweater-vest that he too had been forced to dress up for the occasion. He looked just as miserable as I did.
 
   “He’s eight, isn’t he?” Mom asked. “Tasha is eight as well.”
 
   “Yes, that’s wonderful,” Mrs. Fox said. “They could play together.” She lowered her voice to a stage whisper that people a mile away could hear loud and clear: “Jason hasn’t been having an easy time making new friends.”
 
   Yeah. What a shock.
 
   With that sentiment, Jason and I were herded off in the direction of his bedroom, presumably for me to be his new best friend. We both went, sort of like lambs being led to the slaughter. 
 
   Once we were alone in Jason’s room, we both just sat there awkwardly, not saying anything to each other. We were too young to even know how to make polite conversation.
 
   I tried not to stare at Jason, but it was hard not to. I mean, really hard. Why did he need a wheelchair anyway? Maybe he had some awful disease where he was dying. Maybe it was contagious! Maybe he had some contagious fatal disease and my mother had locked me alone in a room with him. She’d be so sorry when I died.
 
   Although to be honest, Jason didn’t really look like he was dying. He looked pretty much like a normal kid, but he was sitting in a wheelchair. He had short brown hair that it looked like his mother had attempted to comb, yet he’d managed to get it messy again before our arrival. He had green eyes that were bright, even in spite of how clearly miserable he was at the moment. And then there were the freckles that were sprinkled down either side of his nose, although those disappeared years later.
 
   I was perched gingerly on Jason’s bed. He had Star Wars blankets. Actually, I had to admit, he had some pretty cool toys. 
 
   My mother always bought me dolls, but the thing is, dolls didn’t do much. Maybe these days, dolls cry and piss their diapers or whatever, but back then, in the eighties, dolls were much less interesting. But Jason had toys that did cool stuff. He had toy cars and trucks, he had a rocket, and a huge box of Legos. But what really piqued my interest was that he had what looked like a huge box of TRANSFORMERS.
 
   Confession time: I loved Transformers. I watched the TV show religiously every Saturday, rooting for the Autobots to defeat the evil Decepticons. But nobody would buy me any Transformers because I was a girl and obviously it’s not an appropriate toy for girls. So I had about half a dozen My Little Ponies and at least a dozen Barbie dolls, but no cars that turned into robots. It was a source of frustration for me. Every time I asked my mother, she’d say, “What do you want one of those awful toys for? You’re a girl!”
 
   But Jason, he owned the mother lode.
 
   “Um,” I said, working up my nerve. “Are those, um, Transformers?”
 
   Jason brightened. “Yeah. You like Transformers?”
 
   I nodded shyly.
 
   To my delight, Jason grabbed the whole big box and dumped them out on his bed. He seriously had every Transformer in existence. He had Optimus Prime, of course, most of the Autobots, Megatron, the Decepticons including the cassette spies, plus a bunch of the newer ones like the Dinobots, the Insecticons, and even Devastator. I was majorly impressed. If I were a little older, I would have creamed myself or something.
 
   “Oh my God,” I breathed. “You’re the luckiest person alive.”
 
   Jason grinned. “Wanna play with them?”
 
   I nodded eagerly.
 
   I would say that Jason’s knowledge of the Transformers was possibly better than mine, and he even clued me in to the exciting news that that summer Transformers: The Movie would be coming out, and would take place in the year 2005, which seemed almost ridiculously futuristic back then. Two hours later, when my parents were ready to go home, they had to literally drag me out of Jason’s room, only quieting my whining when they promised to let me come back the next day.
 
   Strangely enough, I got my wish: I became best friends with my next-door neighbor. A boy, of all things. I played at Jason’s house practically every day after school that year, and when the summer came, we went to see the Transformers movie together and were collectively blown away. (I saw it again years later and thought it was the most god-awful stupid thing I’d ever seen in my life.) Jason, whose father was a surgeon and spoiled him a little because of his disability, always had the newest and best toys. He even got a small television for his room with a VCR! Jason and I would beg his mom to take us to the video store and rent movies to watch in his room.
 
   We even had sleepovers. I know what you’re thinking: a little boy and a girl having a sleepover is weird. But actually, nobody seemed that concerned. After all, we were only eight-years-old and even though we had the anatomy, we had no idea what to do with it. Plus, I get the feeling that the fact that Jason was in wheelchair kind of desexualized him in the minds of our parents. A crippled boy couldn’t possibly be lusting after any little girls. The only person who ever questioned it was Nana.
 
   “You’re really going to let Tasha spend a night alone with a boy?” Nana asked my mother in amazement.
 
   “It’s okay,” Mom said. “It’s just Jason. The boy in the wheelchair.”
 
   “You know, his wiener might not work, but I bet his tongue still does.”
 
   “Nana!” Mom cried, glancing at me nervously. “Will you stop it? They’re only eight years old!”
 
   Fortunately, I was allowed to go, despite Nana’s warnings. Jason’s mother helped him change into pajamas in the bathroom, which is how I figured out that he couldn’t dress himself, at least back then. He was able to transfer himself into bed, but his mother looked on nervously. It was pretty clear we weren’t going to be sneaking to the kitchen to raid the refrigerator at any point that night.
 
   I watched as Jason arranged his legs on the bed as I snuggled into my sleeping bag. I lay staring at the ceiling for a few minutes before I decided I couldn’t take it another minute. “Why can’t you walk?” I asked, finally verbalizing the question that was in my head for months.
 
   “I was in a car accident when I was five,” he told me. “I can’t move or feel my legs.”
 
   “Oh my gosh!” I exclaimed. “You can’t feel them at all?”
 
   Jason shook his head. “It’s not a big deal. I’m used to it.”
 
   I looked at Jason’s feet, knocking together slightly from their position at the end of the bed. On a whim, I reached out and grabbed his ankle. “So you can’t feel me touching you?”
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   My hand traveled up his leg to his knee. “How about here?”
 
   “No,” he said again. He held his hand up to his mid-chest. “Nothing below here.”
 
   My eyes widened and I said the first thing that popped into my eight-year-old head: “So how do you know when you need to go to the bathroom?”
 
   Jason’s face turned bright red. “I . . .” he stammered. “I just . . .” His voice trailed off, never answering my question. Actually, I think I really didn’t want to know the answer to my own question. And I was kind of relieved when he covered his legs back up with his Star Wars blanket.
 
   ***
 
   Jason managed to make some friends of his own over the next several years, more gender-appropriate ones, but we remained best friends. After all, he still had the best toys. And he was located very conveniently next door.
 
   When I was eleven and in middle school, I grew breasts. It happened pretty quickly, practically overnight it felt like. One day I had these tiny little mosquito bites on my chest and the next, bam: breasts. I’m not going to lie: I was attractive to guys. I had blond hair and a cute face and now, breasts, all of which contributed to a significant popularity with boys. “This one’s going to be trouble,” Nana used to say practically every day. On my second week of middle school, I was asked out by an older boy at school, a really cute guy named Steve who was universally thought of as being “cool.” I accepted, of course.
 
   I told Jason about my impending date with Steve. My relationship with Jason was 100% nonsexual. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure if he could have sex, what with being paralyzed and all, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to ask him. I had at least a little bit of tact by now. In any case, he had never shown the slightest bit of interest in me in that way. I hadn’t entirely eliminated the possibility that he was gay, but I was pretty sure he wasn’t, because any time I brought up how sexy Tom Cruise was, he made a face and barfing noises.
 
   Jason was the only person in whom I felt comfortable confiding how nervous I was about the date. “He’s so mature,” I said, while we were talking within the confines of his bedroom. “What if we go out and he thinks I’m just a baby?”
 
   “I’m sure that won’t happen, Tasha,” Jason assured me.
 
   “I’ve never even kissed a boy,” I confessed, even though Jason undoubtedly knew it must be true. “What if I suck at it?”
 
   He laughed. “You won’t suck at it.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Why would you?”
 
   I wiped my palms on my jeans. They were perpetually sweaty lately. I had never been so nervous about anything in my life. Math tests suddenly seemed entirely insignificant.
 
   “Maybe I should practice?” I suggested.
 
   Jason frowned. “Like on your pillow?”
 
   “No, like, for real,” I said. “We could practice together.”
 
   Jason’s eyes widened and I wondered again if maybe he was gay. “I don’t think . . .”
 
   “Come on, it would really help me,” I begged him.
 
   I hadn’t really thought this out, but Jason and I were best friends, so it seemed like an obvious thing for best friends to help each other out with. Way better experience than kissing a pillow or my hand. Anyway, it wouldn’t be that bad having to kiss Jason. He wasn’t gross or anything, like some guys. Not as cute as Steve, obviously, but not bad looking.
 
   “Well, um . . .” Jason scratched his head, making his hair stand up a bit. “I guess if it would really help you . . .”
 
   “Awesome!” I clasped my hands together excitedly.
 
   I couldn’t help but notice that Jason’s cheeks were a little pink. “So, um, what do you want me to do?”
 
   “Well . . .” I thought about it a minute. “I guess just you sit there and I’ll sit on your bed and we’ll just . . . do it.”
 
   I put my hands on Jason’s shoulders. His green eyes were still wide and I was pretty sure you were supposed to close your eyes to kiss, but then again, I was the one with the date coming up and needed to practice, not him. I leaned in toward him and pressed my lips against his. He barely moved, so I had to do most of the work. His lips were soft and I slipped my tongue inside his mouth. We kissed for, I don’t know, thirty seconds or so.
 
   “How was that?” I asked him when I pulled away.
 
   “Um,” he said. “That was . . . fine.”
 
   “Just fine?” I asked, disappointed.
 
   Jason shrugged, but when he pulled at his collar, I noticed his hands were shaking.
 
   “Can we try again?”
 
   Jason and I spent the better part of thirty minutes kissing. I think I got better at it, and moreover, it seemed like he got better at it too. He didn’t just sit there motionless, he actually moved his tongue in my mouth and put his hands on my shoulders and back. I actually think he was doing a pretty good job towards the end.
 
   Unfortunately, when we were mid lip lock, his mother did her usual knock-and-immediately-enter routine. I could see her mouth fall open when she saw us and Jason’s face turned red like a beet. “Mom,” he gasped. “Tasha has a date coming up and we were just practicing, so . . .”
 
   Even though it was entirely innocent, needless to say, we weren’t allowed to have any more sleepovers after that.
 
   In high school, Jason and my paths diverged even further, though we were finally at the same school. I really embraced the whole grunge look, dating guys with long messy hair and ripped jeans. I actually cried when Kurt Cobain died and I tried my damnedest to look as much like Courtney Love as I could manage. I wore ripped fishnet stockings and way, way too much eye makeup. I mean, at the time, it seemed like the right amount of eye makeup, but in retrospect I’m majorly embarrassed.
 
   Jason, on the other hand, descended into geekdom. He had a computer before anyone else I knew and he spent an unhealthy amount of time on that thing. His friends were the biggest pimple-faced losers in the school. He committed further social suicide by joining math team and then even something called the Computer Club. If he was anyone else, I wouldn’t have been caught dead with him. As it was, we barely talked while we were at school.
 
   When we were about fifteen-years-old, I came by Jason’s room to hang out and he was wearing glasses. I gasped in horror. “Take those off!” I cried. “Come on, you look like a total nerd! You don’t really need those, do you?”
 
   Jason raised his eyebrows at me. “Um, yeah, I do.”
 
   “That’s because you spend too much time on the computer,” I said.
 
   “You’re probably right,” he said, and pulled off the lenses. He didn’t look that bad with them, I guess, but it was really hard to keep Jason from turning into a complete nerd. He just didn’t seem to get it. Or care. But that didn’t stop me from making an effort.
 
   “That’s better,” I said. “After all, how are you going to get a girlfriend wearing those?”
 
   Jason just laughed. As far as I knew, he’d never had a date. I was pretty sure he was straight because I once found some issues of Playboy stuffed into his pillowcase, but he seemed totally unconcerned with his dateless status. I guess he figured that being a geek in a wheelchair wasn’t likely to land him a date.
 
   I sat cross-legged on Jason’s bed and rolled a joint. He went through his drawer and pulled out a lighter and tossed it to me. I took a deep drag and handed the joint to Jason, who took an impressive drag of his own. He blinked and I could almost see his eyes turning bloodshot. “Ah, Tasha,” he muttered. “You get the best weed.”
 
   “As if any of your loser friends could score you weed,” I retorted, slugging him gently in the shoulder.
 
   “You’re right, Tash,” he said. “What would I do without you?”
 
   I have to admit, there were few people I had as much fun getting high with as Jason. He was one of the few people I felt I could really be myself around, maybe the only person. Plus, his parents didn’t get home from work till totally late and gave us more than enough time to clear out the smell of the pot.
 
   Despite being a picture of teen angst, I still wanted to go to our senior prom. The hottest guy in our class asked me to be his date (under the assumption that he’d get a little post-prom action . . . I was not exactly chaste). I even picked out a black dress at the local department store that flattered my figure and made my (now quite large) breasts look amazing.
 
   I didn’t even have to ask Jason if he intended to go to prom. I was 99.9% sure he hadn’t asked a girl out during all of high school, so I doubted he had managed to get himself a prom date. I guessed he was going to spend prom night on the computer, chatting online with his other nerdy buddies. It bothered me to think about that. Jason was cute and he was a great guy—he deserved to get a date. So what if he was a bit of a geek and he was disabled? Those were qualities that could be overlooked, at least for one night.
 
   “Forget it, Tasha,” Jason said to me when I brought it up to him. “The only way I’m going to have a date for prom is if I go with my mom.”
 
   “Oh, stop it,” I said. “There are tons of girls who would go out with you.”
 
   Jason snorted. “No,” he said, “there aren’t.”
 
   “You’re selling yourself short.”
 
   “I’m realistic. I mean, look at me.”
 
   I gave Jason a quick once over, trying to see him from the eyes of a girl who hadn’t been best friends with him for the past ten years. He had good qualities, speaking objectively. His short hair was always adorably mussed and he had really vivid green eyes, even though he unfortunately hid them behind glasses all the time these days. From the neck up, he was cute, even very cute. He had this sort of half-smile he gave that was very endearing. And from the times I’d seen him in a T-shirt, I could testify that he had some impressive muscles in his arms. Unfortunately, if the T-shirt didn’t fit quite right, I could also see the paunch in his abdomen from muscles that obviously didn’t exist anymore.
 
   And when he shifted in his chair, which he did a lot, it was kind of weird the way his legs didn’t move on their own. It was a little strange, if you’re not used to it. I was used to it. But other girls weren’t. And it was probably true that the presence of the chair itself made people uncomfortable.
 
   “What about that girl Sofia?” I suggested. “From the math team?”
 
   “You mean the one who speaks like five words of English?”
 
   “Um, I guess. . . .”
 
   “She’s got a date.”
 
   “Oh.” I bit my lip, thinking through the less-desirable members of our class. “What about that girl Chelsea?”
 
   “The one who’s autistic?”
 
   “She’s not autistic,” I protested. “Just . . . keeps to herself.”
 
   “Please, Tasha,” he said. “This is getting insulting.” He looked at my face and flashed me that half-smile. “It’s okay, really. Prom’s not a big deal to me. I don’t even want to go, to be honest.”
 
   “Well, is there any girl that you like?” I asked him. “I mean, you’re not gay, right?”
 
   “Christ, Tasha,” Jason said, shaking his head.
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Then there must be someone you like,” I deduced. I caught Jason’s hesitation. “There is! I knew it!”
 
   He bit his lip. “Yeah, well, it doesn’t really matter.”
 
   “Come on,” I said. “You really think a girl would turn you down just because you’re in a wheelchair?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter why,” he said. “I just know for a fact that she would.”
 
   He seemed so sure of himself that I didn’t even argue with him. “Well, if that’s the case,” I said, “she’s not worth it.”
 
   “That,” he said, “is definitely debatable.”
 
   Prom was basically my life for the next couple of months. I always thought I was the kind of girl who was too cool to be excited about the prom, but there it was. On the night of the dance, Nana volunteered to help me get into my dress. She had gotten older, but still had as much energy as ever. “I’d tell you not to have sex tonight,” she said, “but I know it’s a lost cause.”
 
   I didn’t say anything, just smiled at my reflection in the full length mirror. I looked hot.
 
   “So who’s the lucky guy?” Nana asked me. “You going with that Fox boy from next door? The crippled one? You certainly spend enough time with him.”
 
   “Jason?” I turned to look at Nana in surprise. Usually she was pretty perceptive about stuff. “You know he and I are just friends.”
 
   “Sure,” Nana said.
 
   “We are!” I insisted.
 
   “Uh huh,” Nana said. “And I’d bet your inheritance that the boy thinks about you and only you when he pleasures himself.”
 
   “Nana!” I blushed under my makeup. “He does not! We don’t feel that way about each other. We’ve known each other too long.”
 
   Nana shrugged. “Believe what you want, Natasha.”
 
   I felt a moment of hesitation. But really, I was pretty sure Jason wasn’t in love with me. I would have known if he felt that way about me. I’d have sensed it. Anyway, even if he did, there was nothing I could do about it now.
 
   I had a great time at prom. My date made me the envy of pretty much every girl in the room, then afterwards I gave him what I promised in the men’s room. He even drove me home, and told me he’d call me, even though I wasn’t dumb enough to think he would.
 
   I didn’t go straight home, though. I had an hour left on my prom night curfew, so instead I went next door and knocked on Jason’s first-floor window. I peered inside and saw he was in bed. With the lights out. He sat up in bed as I shimmied the window open. “Are you burglarizing me?” he asked.
 
   “Why?” I retorted. “You got anything worth stealing?”
 
   “Well, you’ve had your eye on my Nintendo for years. . . .”
 
   I laughed. Jason rubbed his eyes and smiled at me. He looked adorably sleepy. I remembered what Nana said about him earlier in the night and decided she had to be mistaken. “I take it you had a good time?”
 
   I nodded eagerly. “I wish you had been there.”
 
   “Isn’t it better this way?” he asked, smiling. “This way you get to tell me about it.”
 
   I laughed again because he was absolutely right. I wanted nothing more than to recount every minute of my fantastic evening to my best friend. He listened dutifully as I sat perched at the edge of his bed, giving him an animated account of the night until the time was up on my curfew and I snuck back out the window and went home.
 
   Jason, the smart bastard, got into Yale for college, while I ended up at the city college, living at home. The first two years of college, we emailed each other nearly constantly. Although Jason wasn’t introverted or anything, he had a lot of trouble making friends due to his disability. He did make friends, but they were the same type of loser-guy computer geeks he hung out with in high school. But the difference was that while in high school, he had accepted his status as perpetually dateless, now that he was in college, he was talking about girls more and more. I could hear him getting frustrated. My heart went out to him.
 
   Then one day during our junior year, he emailed me that a girl named Sally in his computation theory class had accepted a dinner invitation. I imagined that Sally, a computer science major, was hideously ugly and probably had a moustache or something, yet I found myself feeling . . . well, I’m not sure if jealous is the right word, but . . . I don’t know. Every time Jason mentioned Sally in an email, I’d feel myself cringe. Even though he continued to respond quickly to all my emails, I felt like I had lost my desire to keep in touch with him. Eventually, it just seemed like so much effort to keep writing to my (former) best friend. So I stopped. No explanation, no apology. . . . I just stopped writing to him.
 
   After college, I got the hell out of Pittsburgh and moved to New York City. I had taught myself to play the electric guitar in college and I agreed to front a band called (much to my current embarrassment) Cynthia’s Armpit. I’m mortified by the band name now, but at the time it seemed impossibly cool, as did the guys in the band, which is why I had fucked pretty much all of them within a month’s time.
 
   I used to describe Cynthia’s Armpit as an edgier version of the band Garbage. I thought of myself as a young Shirley Manson (who was probably actually not that much older than me) and even dyed my hair red to emulate her. You can imagine that Cynthia’s Armpit was not a raging success. We got a few gigs playing bars and coffee shops, usually for no payment except free drinks, and sometimes not even that. I supported myself by waitressing.
 
   When I think of how I used to get up there in front of huge crowds dressed in slutty, skintight outfits, my eyes caked in black makeup, shouting out lyrics because I couldn’t really sing. . . . Well, it’s not something I like to go around telling people. But at the time, I totally thought I was The Shit.
 
   One night, a couple of years into the band’s trajectory toward failure, Cynthia’s Armpit was playing at some seedy bar in the village. It was the kind of bar where I had to take a trench coat with me to immediately drape around myself so I didn’t get raped the second I got off the stage. But within the crowd of would-be rapists watching me sing, I saw one guy who seemed incredibly out of place.
 
   The guy was wearing a suit and tie, for one thing, rather than a wife-beater T-shirt. The suit looked expensive too. It was hard to see him due to the lighting in the bar, but he seemed really cute too, if a bit too clean cut. I could see him bobbing his head to our cacophonous music and I was pleased that a cute, well dressed guy was digging us. Or maybe just digging me. I hadn’t dated a cute, successful guy in . . . well, ever.
 
   As soon as our set was over, I put away my guitar in its case and went over to say hello to the mysterious stranger. But before his face became clear from within the shadows of the bar, I saw the wheels on the ground below him and my heart leapt. As I got closer and saw those bright green eyes behind the rimless frames, I realized I wasn’t looking at a stranger. “Jason?” I said in amazement. “What are you doing here?”
 
   He flashed that endearing half-grin. “Well, I came to listen to the great Tasha Moran sing, of course.”
 
   I couldn’t help myself—I threw my arms around him in a great big bear hug, which he returned with equal eagerness. The hug lasted like five minutes, I was so happy to see him. When it was finally over, I dropped into the chair next to him. “It’s so good to see you!” I sighed. “How did you find me?”
 
   He shrugged. “Our mothers live next door to each other. It wasn’t hard. Cynthia’s Armpit is the kind of name that bears repeating.”
 
   I blushed. “I know. It seemed so cool at first, but now . . .”
 
   “I like it,” Jason said. “You just need to make sure to copyright it before someone steals it.”
 
   I slugged him in the arm. “Oh my God, shut up!”
 
   Jason grinned at me. “It’s good to see you too, Tash. Love the red hair.”
 
   “It’s not too red?” I asked self-consciously. Yesterday I’d been at Macy’s and some old woman was shaking her head at me disapprovingly. A few years ago, I would have thrived on a look like that, but now it was beginning to bother me.
 
   “Hair can never be too red, can it?” Jason asked, smiling. “Anyway, you can pull it off.”
 
   I looked him up and down, confirming that his suit was as expensive as it appeared from afar. “You look like you’re doing well.”
 
   He pulled at his tie. “Investment banking. I know, don’t say it.”
 
   “Say what?”
 
   “That I’ve sold out to corporate America to make money.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to say that.”
 
   “Well, you’d be the first,” Jason said. “But this is all part of my plan to retire at forty and then do something really worthwhile.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Christ, I don’t know,” he said. “Open an orphanage? Rescue lost puppies? I’m only 25; I’ve got some time to think about it.”
 
   As Jason loosened his tie again with his left hand, I couldn’t help but notice the lack of a ring on his fourth finger. He wasn’t married. Actually, I was surprised. Despite his failure with girls in high school, I had always thought he’d meet some girl in college, fall head over heels for her, and they’d get hitched after graduation. Part of the reason I stopped writing to him was that I didn’t know if I wanted to hear about it when it happened. Not that I didn’t want Jason to be happy, because I did. But I felt like losing my best friend to another woman would be more than I could handle. It was easier to give him up voluntarily first.
 
   “So,” Jason said, “are you done for the night? Can I buy you a drink?”
 
   Our eyes met and for a moment, it was very clear that he hadn’t come here for the sake of friendship. My heart leaped in my chest as I contemplated my answer, but before I could say anything, our drummer Sonny plopped down next to me and threw a hand around my shoulder. Then, to make matters worse, he planted a big sloppy kiss on the corner of my mouth.
 
   “Hey, Tasha,” Sonny said. “This guy bothering you?”
 
   “No,” I said quickly, as Sonny started flexing his tattooed biceps. “This is my, um, old friend Jason.”
 
   “Cool,” Sonny said. He held out his hand and Jason shook it. “I’m Sonny, Tasha’s boyfriend.”
 
   Sonny’s statement wasn’t entirely false. We were sleeping together (and he gave me Chlamydia, thank you very much) and occasionally we had dinner or hit a party or club together. So I couldn’t really deny it. Especially since Cynthia’s Armpit was going through some inner turmoil recently and I didn’t want to do anything to upset the balance further.
 
   “Oh,” Jason said. He seemed slightly taken aback, but recovered quickly. “Well, it’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “We’ve got to go back on in five,” Sonny said, running a hand over his shaved head. He wanted people to think he was Michael Stipe, but really, he was just hiding his thinning hair.
 
   “Don’t let me keep you, Tasha,” Jason said quickly. He glanced down at his watch. “I’ve got an early meeting tomorrow and I actually kind of need to head out soon.”
 
   As I looked at Jason’s familiar face, I knew I couldn’t let him out of my life again. “Let me give you my cell number,” I said. “We could, um, have lunch sometime.”
 
   Jason smiled. “That would be great. I’ll call you this weekend.” And he programmed my number into his phone.
 
   Jason backed away from his table and wheeled toward the door as we were setting up our instruments again. Sonny’s eyes widened when he saw Jason’s exit. “Holy shit,” he said. “I didn’t realize that guy was crippled. I thought he was hitting on you or something.”
 
   “No,” I said quietly, feeling a twinge of regret. “We’re just old friends.”
 
   As promised, Jason called me that weekend and we had lunch on Sunday. We caught up on old times, but nothing more. Somehow if there had been a chance for Jason and I to be more than friends, the opportunity had passed us by. But that lunch succeeded in rekindling our lost friendship, and within a few months, Jason had been promoted back to Best Friend, a status he has retained to this day.
 
   Which made it only fitting that he should be the one throwing my 32nd birthday party.
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Two
 
   We’re celebrating my birthday at a bar near where Jason works in the financial district. It was my idea to be closer to his work because me and my teacher friends get out of work at 3PM, while he and his i-banker friends get out of work much later. I want the i-bankers to be there because they’re young and cute and available. I’m never going to get a boyfriend at a bar full of teachers.
 
   Yes, I’m single on this particular birthday. I’m not feeling terribly great about it either, especially since two weeks ago, I caught my handsome doctor boyfriend cheating on me with a nurse. No doctors. Never again. They are way too full of themselves.
 
   So far, I’m not having that much fun. I’m sipping a Daiquiri, sharing a table with Patti, a second grade teacher at my school. Patti keeps looking at her watch because she promised her husband she’d be home by ten, and it’s pissing me off. She’s 35 years old . . . why does she have a curfew? I feel like she’s rubbing my nose in the fact that she’s married and I’m not.
 
   I teach music at an elementary school. It’s not my dream job, but it’s okay work. I have to thank Jason for it actually, because he’s the one who encouraged (i.e., pushed) me to go to Baruch and get a teaching degree. If not for him, I’d probably still be waiting tables.
 
   The Katy Perry song “Teenage Dream” comes on the radio for what feels like the tenth time since I’ve been here. I hate this song and I hate Katy Perry. She’s like 25 and pretty much everything I wanted to be when I was 25: pretty, rich, and a famous recording artist. I guess I still sort of wish for all those things, but it seems far less likely now than back when I was in my early twenties and actually in a band. Back then, I had hopes of being another Katy Perry. Now it’s pretty damn obvious that will never happen. Therefore, I hate her. Plus her music sucks.
 
   I look up from my drink and see Jason throwing darts across the room. He seems to be winning and I hear a cheer as he throws a bull’s-eye. I can tell by the sounds of the squeal that it’s his girlfriend Melissa. Jason and Melissa have been going out for just over a year now. I’ll withhold sharing my opinions about Melissa for the moment.
 
   As for Jason, he looks good tonight. Every year I seem to look older, while Jason somehow just gets better looking. I’m not sure how that works but it seems to be true. We both have early crow’s feet around our eyes, but while his make him look sexier, mine just age me. And unlike me, he hasn’t been yanking out the few gray hairs that have emerged from his scalp, and once again, the effect is sexy. No wonder he has a significant other while I don’t. He even manages to look good in his stiff, button down shirt from work, that’s now rolled up at the sleeves to reveal his tight forearm muscles from years of wheeling himself around.
 
   When the game is over, Jason navigates his wheelchair through the bar. His latest wheelchair was acquired roughly a year ago, and it’s a much more streamlined and sporty version of the sometimes awkward wheelchairs he had as a kid. He always opts for plain gray and steel, as opposed to the brighter colors in his childhood (the worst was bright yellow once). Back then, the backrest of his chair used to rise up to his shoulder level with large handlebars sticking out so that his parents could push him if need be. Now the back rises only up to the blades of his scapula, which I think is the minimal back support he can tolerate, and there are definitely no handlebars.
 
   If you or me were trying to get across a crowded bar like this in a wheelchair, it would probably take like an hour of bumping into people, tables, and chairs. But Jason’s been doing this a long time and has expert control of his wheels, and knows when to grab onto furniture to help propel himself, so roughly a minute later, Jason joins me at our table. Melissa doesn’t follow him, which doesn’t surprise me at all. When he gets to our table, he kisses me on the cheek. “How’s the birthday girl?” he says, as Patti gets up to call her husband for the millionth time.
 
   “Lousy,” I say, taking a big swig of my drink. Although it doesn’t look especially tough swigging from a lime-flavored cocktail.
 
   “Poor Tasha,” he says, gently rubbing my shoulder. “I hope you’re not thinking too much about that asshole Doug.”
 
   I wince at the name of Dr. Two-Timer. “Please don’t remind me.”
 
   “Sorry,” Jason says quickly. “But look, there are tons of great guys here. I told them how hot the birthday girl is and they were tripping over each other to get here.”
 
   “That’s a start,” I say, allowing a smile to touch my lips. “So give me the L.D. on the guys.”
 
   Jason’s forehead scrunches up. “The L.D.?”
 
   “Lowdown.”
 
   He laughs. “I think you’re spending too much time around grade-schoolers.”
 
   “God, I know,” I murmur. “So what about that guy at the pool table? With the blond hair?”
 
   Jason shakes his head. “Nuh uh. He’ll say he’s not married, but he is. Very married. Three kids.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I say. “Well, what about the guy at the dart board? He’s really hot.”
 
   “Yeah, and he knows it,” Jason says. “Total player. Steer clear. Unless you want a one night stand and a scorching case of herpes.”
 
   I make a face at Jason. “Tempting as that is, I’ll pass. Okay, what about that guy standing by the bar? The one in the brown suit. What’s wrong with that one? Serial killer? Robot in human body?”
 
   “No, actually,” Jason says. “That’s Larry Gold. He’s . . . a pretty nice guy.”
 
   “Really?” I look at this Larry guy a little closer. He’s no heartthrob, but he’s not ugly. He’s maybe in his mid-thirties. A nice, normal, single guy in his mid-thirties? I’m very suspicious. Yes, Jason is nice and he’s single in his mid-(almost)-thirties, but he’s a paraplegic, so not entirely normal. “What’s wrong with him?”
 
   “Well,” Jason says slowly. I knew it. “The only thing is, he’s kind of . . .”
 
   “Kind of what? Spit it out, Fox.”
 
   “Kind of boring.”
 
   “Boring?” Right now, “boring” doesn’t sound like a bad thing at all. Actually, it kind of sounds like a blessing. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”
 
   Jason shrugs. “Yeah, it’s not, I guess. Just that sometimes when I’m talking to him, I sort of . . .”
 
   “Sort of what?”
 
   “Want to shoot myself in the head.” Jason flashes me a half smile. “But hey, that’s just me. And he’s really nice. I don’t think he’d ever cheat.”
 
   I think about it for a minute. “Okay, introduce me.”
 
   I can’t help but think that 25-year-old Tasha never would have allowed herself to be introduced to a man who someone else said made him want to shoot himself in the head. But 32-year-old Tasha has different priorities.
 
   Up close, Larry Gold has a very disarming appearance. His hair is slightly thinning, and his hairline is pushed back, but not unattractively. His mild blue eyes aren’t the kind that would make a girl’s heart thud in her chest, but are, again, not unattractive. He’s in decent shape—clearly not someone who goes to the gym with any regularity, but also someone who watches his waistline.
 
   Larry seems pleased when I approach him. Well, why shouldn’t he be? Despite my crow’s feet, for 32, I look great. I go to the gym regularly and I pay a fortune (that I don’t have) to get my hair highlighted and cut in a flattering, layered fashion.
 
   “Hi, Larry,” Jason says. “I wanted to introduce you to Tasha Moran. She’s the one having a birthday today. Tasha, this is Larry Gold.”
 
   “Hi, Tasha,” Larry says, sticking out his hand, which I shake. His palm is kind of dry. “It’s very nice to meet you. I’ve heard Jason talk about you before.”
 
   This statement makes Jason color a bit. “Well, anyway,” he says, “I’m going to see how Melissa is doing. I’ll catch up with you later, Tash.”
 
   For a moment, I want to cry for Jason not to leave us alone. But before I can say anything, he’s wheeling away. Probably not a moment too soon, because Melissa has that look on her face that she always gets when Jason is talking to me. I get the feeling I’m not Melissa’s favorite person in the world.
 
   “So how do you know Jason?” Larry asks.
 
   “We were next-door neighbors as kids,” I say. “So we’ve known each other… forever, I guess.”
 
   Larry nods, and there’s a long, awkward silence.
 
   Finally, Larry says, “I suppose I should buy you a drink, then? Since it’s your birthday.”
 
   “Um, you don’t have to,” I say.
 
   “No, I would like to,” he says.
 
   With that charming offer, Larry purchases me a Midori Sour and himself a beer. I wait for the drinks eagerly, hoping it will spark more free-flowing conversation. Like I said, if I were 25-years-old, I wouldn’t be wasting my time on this guy. But right now, boring equals safe. Boring means he won’t break my heart.
 
   “So where are you from?” Larry asks me. Ah, conversation staples.
 
   “Pittsburgh,” I reply.
 
   “Oh, like Jason.”
 
   “Right,” I say. “Um, how about you?”
 
   “Baltimore,” he says. For a moment, I’m hopeful he’ll expand on this information, but he doesn’t. Baltimore, that’s it.
 
   For a minute, I try to think of a follow-up question, but I don’t know anything about Baltimore. Wait, Baltimore’s in Maryland, right? Don’t they have, like, a lot of crabs there? Maybe I should ask about crabs. Or maybe “crabs” isn’t the best word to say when you’re trying to get to know a guy.
 
   “So, how is it being an investment banker?” I finally ask him.
 
   Larry shrugs. “Oh, it’s fine.”
 
   God, this is like pulling teeth. “I’m a teacher.”
 
   “Yeah, I think Jason mentioned that once.”
 
   For a moment, I’m thrown off that Jason has been talking about me enough for random people from his work to know that I’m a teacher.
 
   “Music, right?” he says.
 
   “Oh, um, yeah.” I clear my throat. “It’s a lot of, you know, getting kids to sing songs and stuff. Nothing too hardcore.”
 
   “Oh,” Larry says.
 
   “But it’s important,” I say. “It’s sort of a release for kids, to get to express themselves, you know, musically.”
 
   “Right,” he says.
 
   Oh God, I am going to shoot myself in the head. “So what kind of music do you like?”
 
   “Oh, whatever’s playing,” Larry says.
 
   “Like, any particular bands?”
 
   Larry thinks for a second. “I like Michael Bolton.”
 
   Okay, I can’t stand this for another second. I’m about to make up an excuse and leave, but then I see Jason across the room, giving me an enthusiastic thumbs up. Then a second later, I see Melissa put her hands on his shoulders, then slide into his lap.
 
   I am so sick of being single. And dating jerks.
 
   “Listen, Tasha,” Larry is saying. “Do you think maybe I could have your phone number?”
 
   Oh, what the hell. I’m not getting any younger.
 
   When I walk in the door that night, my phone is ringing. I nearly trip over the cord of my lamp racing to answer it on time. The only reason I have a home phone is that it doubles as an intercom. Mostly I just get calls from telemarketers on the phone, yet for some reason, I still run to answer it.
 
   “Hello?” I answer breathlessly, as I toss my light jacket onto my futon sofa. I hate the fact that I live in a studio apartment, but it’s better than having a roommate or living in Brooklyn (or God forbid, Jersey). Like all studios, it’s one room, but with little alcoves. It’s got a little alcove that’s the kitchen, a little alcove that’s my living room and bedroom and foyer and whatever else. Also, there’s a bathroom, thank God. It’s small and horrible, but I’ve done my best to decorate it in the time I’ve been here. At first, I was going to go for a flower theme, but then I decided solid colors would make it look more spacious.
 
   Of course, there’s not a whole lot you can do to “decorate” a tiny studio. It involves mostly bedspreads and curtains.
 
   “What are you doing home so early, Natasha?” The scratchy voice on the other line belongs to my grandmother, who is pushing 90, yet still is as interested in my love life as she’s ever been.
 
   “It’s 11 o’clock,” I say with a sigh. I kick off my heels and breathe a sigh of glorious relief. Walking on the hardwood floor in my bare feet feels like I’m stepping on pillows. “It’s Monday night and I have work tomorrow.”
 
   “You’re a young woman and you should be staying out late on your birthday,” Nana says firmly.
 
   “Thanks for the birthday wishes, Nana.” I sigh. “Why don’t you call me on my cell phone?”
 
   “Those things cause brain tumors,” Nana says. “Besides, if you were on your cellular phone, you could still pretend you were out even if you weren’t.”
 
   That’s probably exactly what I would have done. She knows me pretty well. “So,” Nana says, “did you meet someone, at least?”
 
   “Sort of,” I say, thinking of the number I scribbled down for Larry Gold. It’s even my correct number.
 
   “Don’t be too picky,” Nana says. “I know you like the guys who are drop-dead handsome, but you know those guys are all a bunch of pricks.”
 
   “Nana!” I cry. “Where did you learn that word?”
 
   “I don’t know, probably picked it up on TV or something,” Nana says. “Anyway, Tasha, next time you need to pick an ugly one. The uglier the better.”
 
   “Okay, Nana.”
 
   “But not as ugly as your sister Lydia’s boyfriend,” she says. “Yeesh, that one is hard on the eyes. . . .”
 
   Nana spends a few more minutes ranting about how ugly Lydia’s boyfriend is (he is pretty ugly) before I manage to get her off the phone. While I’m relieved to have ended the conversation, my apartment seems strangely empty. I go to the window and look outside and think how much it sucks to be spending another birthday essentially alone.
 
   The phone rings again and this time I’m ready for it. I grab it off the couch and say, “Nana, I’m exhausted.”
 
   “It’s not your grandmother,” a tinny voice says, which I realize must be coming from my intercom. “It’s Jason. Can you buzz me up?”
 
   Despite how exhausted I am, I feel my face lighting up in a smile. I press “nine” to buzz him up. Although I’m not in the nicest building ever, I purposely picked a place with a decent elevator so that Jason wouldn’t have any trouble getting up to see me. After all, he spends enough time here, even now that he’s dating Melissa kind of seriously.
 
   I hear a knock at the door and throw it open to see Jason sitting in front of me with a cake on his lap. I know he wakes up really early for work, and I can tell he’s had a long day judging by the way his hair and clothes are slightly rumpled, which is all the more reason I’m touched he showed up here with a cake. Then again, he always does. Every year.
 
   There are six candles on the cake, not 32 (thank God), and they’re lit. I’m touched by the gesture, considering there was a noticeable lack of cake at the bar. “You weren’t wheeling down the street with the candles lit like that, were you?” I ask him.
 
   Jason grins. “Yeah, I even took it on the subway. Wasn’t easy, but it was worth it.” When I stick out my tongue at him, he says, “Okay, I lit it just now.”
 
   I step back and he wheels inside to place the cake on my dining/coffee/everything table. “I got your favorite,” he says. “Carrot cake.”
 
   “You liar,” I say. I hate carrot cake and he knows it. For some reason, my mother couldn’t get it through her head that I hated it and made it for me for like four birthdays in a row. I want to vomit at the thought of carrot cake. Or any cake that might be make from a vegetable.
 
   “Okay, it’s chocolate,” he admits.
 
   “And where’s my gift?” I say.
 
   “Wow, you’re demanding,” Jason says. He reaches into the backpack on the back of his wheelchair and pulls out a wrapped gift with a red bow on it. He hands it to me.
 
   I eye the rectangular present. “What is it?”
 
   “Uh, that’s why you’re supposed to open it.”
 
   At first I’m worried it’s a really thick book, but then I get it open and see that it’s the entire Back to the Future trilogy. Jason and I probably watched this trilogy five-thousand times as kids. I can still hear his mom screaming at us, “Don’t you kids ever get sick of that stupid movie?”
 
   “This is awesome,” I breathe.
 
   “We’re going to watch it this weekend, right?” he says. “I mean, I mostly bought it for you so that I could see it.”
 
   “Saturday?”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   I smile wryly. “Don’t you need to check with Melissa?”
 
   “Why?” he asks blankly. I feel a flash of relief that he’d say something like that. He’s been with Melissa for over a year, which is one of the longest relationships he’s had since we reconnected. He seems to like her a lot and I get the feeling that at some point, they’re going to decide to move in together or even get married, and at that point, I don’t know what will become of my friendship with Jason. Melissa’s made it no secret that I’m not her favorite person. But I guess if he’s agreeing to hang out with me on a Saturday without even checking with Melissa, things can’t be too serious. Also, she’s obviously not spending tonight at his apartment, so that’s another good sign.
 
   “So are you going to blow out the candles?” Jason asks me. “In another two minutes, you’re going to have a wax cake.”
 
   “Right,” I say, sliding into the chair next to the table.
 
   “Don’t forget to make a wish,” he says.
 
   A wish. I close my eyes and wish for the most clichéd thing a 32-year-old woman could possibly wish for, something I would never admit, even to Jason: I wish to get married by my next birthday.
 
   
 
   

Three
 
   As promised, Larry calls me. I’d been half hoping he wouldn’t, but that would have made me feel totally awful about myself. If a guy like Larry won’t even call me back, what does that say about me? Anyway, he called me and sounded enthusiastic, and before I could stop myself, I was agreeing to a Friday night date.
 
   I’m embarrassed to admit I kind of put a lot of thought into what to wear for the date. The thing is, I’ve always been pretty. I don’t mean that in a stuck-up way, it’s just a fact. And at 32, I think I still look good. I don’t look old. Okay, they don’t card me at bars anymore, but I think I could easily pass for mid-twenties. But when I went to my ten-year college reunion recently, there were lots of girls there from my class who looked like they were forty. The ones with three or four kids, who’d been married since age 22. Let me tell you, if you want to stay young looking, don’t get married, and don’t have kids.
 
   A few years ago, I might have felt smug about my wrinkled classmates, but I don’t anymore. I was one of the prettiest girls in my class, and it just doesn’t make sense to me that practically everyone is married except me. I mean, there were girls that nobody would touch with a fifty-foot pole and even those girls got married. I don’t get it. Seriously. People think I’m picky, but it’s not like I’ve turned down any marriage proposals.
 
   The only thing I can think of is that I’m picking the wrong guys. I’m picking the good-looking, successful guys who are commitment-phobes and jerks. I need to pick nice, boring guys. Like Larry.
 
   So when Larry picks me up at my apartment on Friday night, I’m wearing an eye-popping, slinky red dress and red fuck-me pumps. Not that I intend to let Larry fuck me tonight, but I want him to want to.
 
   I meet Larry downstairs because he says he’s got a cab waiting. When he sees me, his eyes widen. “Wow, Tasha,” he says. “You look amazing.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say graciously. Larry doesn’t look too bad himself, and I can tell he made an effort. He’s wearing a nice, green silk shirt, brown tie, and pressed slacks. I’m big on noticing shoes because I think they say a lot about a guy, and I can’t help but be impressed by Larry’s shoes. If I’m not mistaken, they’re Louis Vuitton and look like they cost a bundle.
 
   Not that I’m surprised, but Larry didn’t bring anything for me. I always think it’s a nice touch when a guy shows up with a single rose or something like that. It doesn’t cost much, but it’s just a sign that he’s trying to make an effort. I told Jason this tip and he says most girls love it when he hands them the single rose.
 
   Larry herds me into the cab, which takes us to a small Italian restaurant in the village. Like every other place in the village, it’s warm and tiny, with most tables seating only two people. Each table has a candle in the middle, which provides most of the light in the restaurant. They must save a fortune on electricity, but when I see the prices on the menu, I see they haven’t passed on any of the savings to the customers.
 
   “Do you want to get wine for the table?” Larry asks me, when we’re seated.
 
   “Yes, please,” I say, a little too eagerly.
 
   When the red wine arrives, Larry and I have barely exchanged two words and I can’t gulp down my glass fast enough. “Good wine,” I comment, trying to smile.
 
   Larry nods. “Delicious.”
 
   “It’s, um, fruity.”
 
   “I suppose,” Larry says, pulling on his tie to straighten it.
 
   I fiddle with a button on my dress. At that moment, I hear my purse chirp. My cell phone. I reach into my purse and pull out my phone: it’s a message from Jason. How’s date?
 
   Of course I told him about the date. How could I not? We have a full-disclosure policy when it comes to first dates.
 
   Usually I don’t text people at dinner, especially on a date, but I can’t help myself. I say to Larry, “Hang on, this is important.” Then I quickly text, Disaster.
 
   A few seconds later, Jason writes back, Need call?
 
   During dates, we provide each other with rescue calls if needed. If things are going really awful, Jason will call me with an emergency situation. Everyone does it. And God, I kind of need it right now. But something tells me to try to see this date through to the end, so I write back, Not yet.
 
   Jason instantly replies, OK, standing by.
 
   Of course, I can’t help but wonder what Melissa is doing while Jason is texting me. It’s Friday night, after all. Presumably they have a standing Friday night date. There’s no way he’s home alone.
 
   “I’ve never met anyone named Tasha before,” Larry says as I stuff my phone back into my purse.
 
   “It’s short for Natasha,” I say.
 
   “Natasha Moran,” he muses. “That’s interesting.”
 
   “My mother is Russian and my father is Irish,” I explain. “I know, it’s a ridiculous name.”
 
   “It’s not ridiculous,” Larry says. “Natasha is very pretty.”
 
   “It sounds like I’m some Russian cartoon spy or something,” I say.
 
   Larry looks at me blankly.
 
   “You know,” I say. “Like Boris and Natasha.” Jason laughed his ass off the first time I made that joke. But he was about ten.
 
   Larry is still looking at me like he has no idea what I’m talking about, so I add, “From Rocky and Bullwinkle?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Larry says, although I’m not convinced he isn’t just pretending to know what I mean to end this painful exchange. He then adds, “I was named after my great-grandfather. He died when my mother was pregnant.”
 
   “Oh,” I say, because what the hell else do you say to that?
 
   Over the next hour or so, I discover that Larry doesn’t eat red meat, that he likes documentaries, except ones in English (“Americans just don’t know how to make proper documentaries”), he has an appointment with a podiatrist next week for a toenail clipping, he doesn’t like mushrooms (and thus had to remove about two dozen mushrooms from his dish. Tell me, why order a dish with mushrooms if you hate mushrooms?), and his apartment probably needs to be repainted in the next year or so. I also discover that I can drink three quarters of a bottle of wine in an hour. (Actually, I already knew that. I am a woman who can hold my alcohol.)
 
   It was a bad date. The old Tasha would have never considered going out with Larry Gold ever again. But the new Tasha (who is coincidentally the older Tasha) just blew a birthday wish saying she wanted to get married. And Larry has some redeeming qualities.
 
   For example, I’ve been out with plenty of hot guys who wanted to split the check when we went out to eat. But when the check arrives, I make a reach for it and Larry gives me a shocked look. “Tasha,” he says, “it’s my treat, of course.”
 
   “I could pay the tip,” I offer.
 
   “Absolutely not,” Larry says as he plunks down his credit card.
 
   And that bill—well, I know what our food cost and what the wine costs, and that bill was nothing to sneeze it. Larry paid it without a second thought. I guess, much like Jason, who pays bills the same way, money isn’t such a big deal to him.
 
   Larry also hails us a cab and takes us right to my building, then lets the cab go so he can walk me to my door. Even though I tell him it’s practically impossible to find cabs in my neighborhood at night.
 
   “I had a really good time tonight,” Larry says to me at my door. He hasn’t asked to come inside. Yet.
 
   “Me too,” I lie, but it feels like less of a lie than it would have fifteen minutes earlier.
 
   “Can I call you again?” he asks.
 
   “Um, yes, of course,” I hear myself saying.
 
   “Wonderful,” Larry says. He looks down, then back at the elevator, as if debating something. Finally, he says, “Would it be all right if I kissed you goodnight?”
 
   I don’t think any guy in my entire life has ever asked permission to kiss me. The kind of guys I tend to date don’t ask permission. They just stick their tongue down your throat. I’m oddly touched by Larry’s consideration.
 
   “All right,” I say.
 
   And then Larry kisses me. On the lips. There’s no tongue, but it’s not a peck either. It doesn’t make my knees go weak, but it’s not horrible either. It’s an entirely pleasant kiss.
 
   When our lips separate, he looks at me for a minute, then smiles and says, “It was a pleasure, Tasha.”
 
   “Likewise,” I say, feeling a bit like a tool.
 
   Then I go into my apartment and Larry goes home, presumably spending the better part of the next hour searching for a cab.
 
   ***
 
    “See,” Jason says, “the second one really bothers me because when Biff comes back to 2015, shouldn’t he return to the new 2015, instead of the old one? I think if this movie has done one thing, it’s convince me that time travel isn’t really possible because it’s just too damn confusing.”
 
   “None of this bothered you when you were twelve,” I say.
 
   “When I was twelve, I thought The ‘Burbs was the greatest movie ever made,” he points out. “People grow. Mature. Realize inconsistencies in time-travel movies.”
 
   We’re sitting in Jason’s living room, roughly halfway through the Back to the Future trilogy. He’s transferred out of his wheelchair onto the couch next to me and we’re sharing a giant bag of buttered popcorn I just popped in the microwave.
 
   “All right,” Jason says, grabbing the remote and stopping the movie. “Break time. I need to hear the, um, L.D. on last night’s date.”
 
   Jason thinks he’s being funny. I grab a handful of popcorn and throw it at him. “Hey!” Jason cries, picking up kernels from his black leather couch. I have no idea what this couch cost, but it’s the most comfortable thing I’ve ever sat on so I think it was a bundle. “Easy on the popcorn flinging. We can have a food fight when we’re at your apartment, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” I say. “You were right about him. He’s boring.”
 
   “But?”
 
   “He’s a gentleman,” I say. “And that’s not such a bad thing.”
 
   Jason nods. “He’s a good guy. I can vouch for that.”
 
   “So I guess I’ll give him another chance.”
 
   Jason smiles. “Good.”
 
   “And how are things going with you and Melissa?” I can’t help but ask.
 
   “Oh,” he says and scratches his head till his hair sticks up. “Uh, okay, I guess. More or less.”
 
   “More or less?”
 
   Jason gives me a half-smile. “Well, you know. Every relationship has ups and downs.”
 
   “So this is a down?” I ask, perhaps a little bit too hopefully.
 
   Jason studies my face. “You really don’t like Melissa, do you?”
 
   “Hey, she’s the one who doesn’t like me,” I point out.
 
   This is a point of contention between Jason and me. I know for a fact that Melissa hates me and Jason thinks I’m out of my mind. I have tons of evidence, though. For example, last year she threw a New Year’s Eve party at her huge apartment (she’s an i-banker, like Jason) and invited practically everyone in the city. I didn’t even know about the party until Jason mentioned it casually in conversation and was shocked I wasn’t invited. He said Melissa must have just forgotten, but that doesn’t explain the fact that she barely speaks to me when we’re together, and once, when I put on a little bit of weight, she actually had the nerve to point it out to everyone in the room. Loudly.
 
   The thing is, I don’t know why she hates me. Melissa doesn’t seem like the kind of person who should be jealous of anyone, especially me. She’s got it over me in every way. She’s got a better job, she’s got tons more money, she’s skinnier, and she’s actually very pretty. Really, if anything, I should be jealous of her. The only thing I can think of is that she’s jealous of my relationship with Jason, but that’s totally crazy, because we are completely platonic friends. Nothing has ever even remotely happened between the two of us, and it never will.
 
   I get worried though, because if things go to the next level between Melissa and Jason, which is beginning to seem inevitable, I think she’ll try to end our friendship. And I do rely on Jason a lot. He’s the closest friend I’ve got by a mile. I can’t stand the idea of losing him.
 
   “Melissa likes you,” Jason insists. “Why are you so paranoid?”
 
   “Please,” I say.
 
   “You know what we should do?” Jason says. “We should double date. Me and Melissa, and you and Larry. I always just felt like you need to spend more time with Melissa to get to know her better.”
 
   “Hmm,” I say.
 
   “Come on, Tasha,” he says. “You’re my best friend and it kills me that you don’t get along with my girlfriend. It’s important to me.”
 
   I hear myself agreeing to his request, because it’s honestly very hard to say no to anything Jason asks of me. Even though I know this is going to be one of the most painful dinners on record.
 
   Before you think I’m some kind of evil person trying to wreck all of Jason’s relationships, let me assure you that I’ve actually made an effort in the past to get him to hook up.
 
   I know Jason dated some girls in college, but when we first reconnected in the city, he was very single. He also seemed to have zero interest in dating, which seemed crazy for a virile, young 25-year-old banker. He might have been a paraplegic, but he was also pretty good looking. I had to believe that some girl would fall in love with those green eyes. But he said that his work kept him way too busy, which I guess was true to some extent. He worked pretty much 16-hour days or longer, and often both days of the weekend.
 
   “Aren’t you horny?” I asked him. I still wasn’t entirely sure what sort of action Jason had going on below the belt, but I was pretty sure there was something going on. After all, he kept those Playboys around for some purpose.
 
   “It’s not like going without food,” Jason replied, despite the fact that sometimes it seemed like he was going without food a lot of days too. And sleep.
 
   I was on a personal mission to sleep with every guy in the city (or at least every musician) so it seemed criminal to me that Jason obviously hadn’t had sex in probably over a year. “I’m going to hook you up,” I said.
 
   “Uh, that’s okay,” Jason said.
 
   “I want to,” I insisted. “Tell me what your type is.” I really had no idea, since Jason had never expressed any interest in any girl in high school and I’d never met any of his college girlfriends.
 
   “I don’t think I have a type,” he said, which I never really believed to be true, although I’ve admittedly never figured out what his type is.
 
   Somehow I zeroed in on my roommate Alyssa. Alyssa was also a waitress, which is how I met her, when we were briefly working at the same restaurant and hit it off. She was trying to make a go of it as an actress, thinking maybe the competition would be less in New York than in LA. Alyssa loved to act, but I never had the heart to tell her that she probably wasn’t pretty enough to be an actress. Actually, Alyssa and I lost touch and I have no idea what happened to her acting dream, but I’m fairly sure she hasn’t made it big or anything. I mean, you haven’t seen any movies or TV shows with an Alyssa Robertson in it, have you?
 
   Anyway, while Alyssa and I were watching Frasier reruns one night, I said to her, “You’re not seeing anyone, are you?”
 
   I was pretty sure she wasn’t. Alyssa’s love life was usually about as dire as Jason’s.
 
   “No,” she said, munching on one of the granola bars that she seemed to eat about a dozen of per day. “Why?”
 
   “Would you go out with a friend of mine?”
 
   “Depends who.”
 
   “His name is Jason.”
 
   Alyssa swallowed some granola. “The guy in the wheelchair? Nuh uh.”
 
   “What? He’s cute.”
 
   “I’m not going out with any disabled guys,” Alyssa said, crinkling her nose. “Christ.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Alyssa shook her head. “If he’s so great, why don’t you go out with him, Tasha?”
 
   Alyssa’s reaction was typical of what I got from all the rest of my friends. There were even a few girls who I knew for a fact were not very discerning, and even they said no. I didn’t get it, except maybe they equated his disability with being mentally challenged. Which was ridiculous, since Jason was one of the smartest guys I knew.
 
   A few weeks later, I was at dinner with Jason and he casually asked, “So how’s the hunt to set me up going?”
 
   And I burst into tears.
 
   Jason was shocked. He rubbed my shoulder while I sobbed, “I’m sorry, Jason. I can’t. . . . Nobody will . . .”
 
   “Hey,” he said. “Tasha, it’s okay. Geez, I didn’t expect you to set me up. I can get my own dates.”
 
   I looked at him skeptically.
 
   “I can,” he insisted. “Really.”
 
   The truth was, I didn’t believe him. I thought Jason was destined to always be alone because no girl could look beyond his disability, realize how awesome he was, and fall madly in love with him.
 
   Even, I guess, me.
 
   But anyway, Jason did manage to prove me wrong. About six months later, he started dating some girl named Rachel. A librarian. The Rachel relationship seemed a little rocky from the start, though, and they broke up a few months later. Then there was Carol. And Ann. And Yvette, the masseuse.
 
   Prior to Melissa, Jason’s longest relationship was with a girl named Danielle. I know you’re going to say it’s a pattern, but I almost immediately despised Danielle. There were a few reasons for that, all of which I think were very good reasons. Danielle wasn’t terribly pretty, but there was something kind of perfect about her. She had this perfect, straight blond hair; perfect, straight white teeth (caps?); a perfect, straight nose (rhinoplasty, I’m pretty sure); and perfect, pert boobs (boob job, I’m positive).
 
   Jason, while an amazing person, is not perfect. That kind of goes without saying. I think she liked him because he had a great job and made a lot of money, and was very generous, but I don’t think she liked him very much. And that’s why I grew to hate her. I think the first time I really disliked Danielle was when we took a drive down to Coney Island together: her, Jason, me, and my current boyfriend, this Latin type named Mario who was a model/waiter. Jason wanted to stick to the boardwalk, but Danielle was really adamant about wanting to get a great tan. I could see Jason struggling to wheel in the sand, and she just didn’t give a shit.
 
   When we finally reached a location on the beach that was acceptable to Danielle, she quickly stripped down to her bikini. I have to admit that Danielle had a fantastic body, between the silicon boobs, eating only carrots, and the gym work that left her without an ounce of cellulite. Then again, I have a great body too--even more so back then--and I think my red string bikini gave Danielle’s a run for her money.
 
   Mario probably was the winner between the three of us, though. When he pulled off his T-shirt, Danielle’s jaw dropped when she saw his bronze Latin body, with the six-pack, the bulging biceps, and the snake tattoos. Yes, my boyfriend was mega hot. You can still see that incredible body in magazine ads.
 
   Then Jason took his shirt off, which, you know, was a perfectly natural thing to do at the beach and all. But the timing just kind of sucked because Mario had just taken his shirt off and Jason kind of paled in comparison. He paled a lot, actually, both literally and figuratively. Obviously, Jason spent nowhere near as much time with his shirt off as Mario did and didn’t have the advantage of a naturally dark skin tone, so his skin was very white. I’d seen Jason with his shirt off several times so I knew what to expect, and he’d also told me that due to the level of his injury, he had no muscles from about mid-chest down. That’s why he needed a wheelchair with a bit more back support. Anyway, as a result, he had what I guess looked like a beer gut bulging out (despite not being a particularly heavy drinker).
 
   Jason’s chest wasn’t anything that would cause you to want to lose your lunch or anything. I mean, looking around the beach, there were plenty of not-so-attractive people out there with huge guts and cellulite and whatever. But like I said, Mario had just taken off his shirt.
 
   “Please, honey,” Danielle said to Jason, shaking her head at him. “Put your shirt back on. Nobody wants to see that.”
 
   And I could see Jason’s pale skin turn bright red as he quickly obliged and threw his shirt back on over his head.
 
   And then when Danielle and I were alone together later, buying ourselves some low-fat frozen yogurt, she made a comment to me, “Honestly, sometimes I’m not even sure it’s worth it. He does give excellent oral sex, though. Best I’ve ever had.”
 
   To top it off, Danielle spent the rest of the day flirting shamelessly with Mario. I’m still not entirely sure if the two of them ended up hooking up. It wouldn’t surprise me.
 
   But what really made me hate Danielle, what really made me despise her with every bone in my body was this:
 
   I was having dinner with Jason, Danielle, and yet another of my boyfriends. (God, I had a lot of boyfriends back then. What a slut I was.) Anyway, the restaurant, chosen by Danielle, had two steps to get inside. Jason can manage two steps, but it took him a bit of effort and he wasn’t terribly happy about it, I could tell. And then when we got seated at our table, Danielle said, “Won’t it be nice when you won’t have to worry about stairs anymore?”
 
   I looked at Jason, who was shaking his head like this was something he really, really didn’t want to talk about. But curiosity got the better of me. “What do you mean?” I asked her.
 
   Danielle brightened. “Well, there’s this new experimental treatment that Jason’s going to try. It’s in very early stages, but the success rate’s been really good and they’ve been able to get a lot of paraplegics walking again. I pulled some strings and Jason’s been enrolled in the study.”
 
   I looked at him in shock. I couldn’t even imagine Jason not being in a wheelchair.
 
   “I’m not doing it, Danielle,” he said tightly.
 
   My boyfriend, Rob, spoke up, “What are you—nuts? Wouldn’t you want to walk again?”
 
   “Exactly!” Danielle said triumphantly.
 
   Jason’s green eyes met mine. “This study is time consuming and . . . and painful. And the success they’ve had is with people who have been injured less than six months. I was injured over twenty years ago.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean they won’t have success with you,” Danielle said.
 
   “Didn’t you read the information they gave us?” Jason said. “It said some of the subjects, especially the ones with older injuries, were left with chronic pain.”
 
   “There are always risks,” Danielle snapped. “Isn’t it worth it? For the chance to walk again?”
 
   “No,” Jason said. “It’s not.”
 
   Danielle later laid down an ultimatum for him: either he enrolled in the study or they broke up. Since they’re not together now, you can guess what Jason’s choice was. When we talked about it, he said that he couldn’t be with a woman who wouldn’t accept that he was disabled. He’d been in a wheelchair practically his whole life, after all, and he was totally comfortable with it. He didn’t feel like it was something about him that needed to be changed.
 
   So I guess in that sense, Melissa is a huge improvement over previous girlfriends. As far as I can tell, she actually really likes him and has no issues with his being in a wheelchair. She’s as big a financial success as he is, so she’s obviously not using him for his money. She’s actually, in many ways, the perfect girl for him. The only problem with her is that she doesn’t seem to like me. But I’m not going to make a big thing about it, because Jason’s had so much bad luck that I’d never begrudge him a great girl.
 
   So I guess we’re going to have a double date.
 
   
 
   

Four
 
   Faithful and reliable as always, Larry calls me again the next day. He reiterates that he had a great time and he’d love to see me again. “I’d love to see you again too,” I say, still lying through my teeth.
 
   “Wonderful,” Larry says.
 
   “So, Jason and Melissa were thinking that we could double date with them,” I suggest.
 
   “Oh,” Larry says. “Wonderful.” That must be his favorite word, which is funny, because he says it with so little enthusiasm.
 
   So that’s how we end up next Saturday night at a Greek diner in Midtown, the four of us: Jason, Melissa, Larry, and me. We didn’t want to go anywhere fancy, and this is a diner Jason and I have been to a lot, and we know it’s wheelchair accessible (a lot of places in Manhattan are not). Another point in Melissa’s favor is that she isn’t the kind of woman who seems to need to be taken out to expensive places. And Larry, of course, doesn’t care either way.
 
   I feel a little awkward at dinner because I am the least dressed-up person at the table. Larry, Jason, and Melissa are all wearing suits, because, believe it or not, they all just came from work. That’s right, all three of them were working all day on Saturday. Jason’s lucky he’s dating another banker, otherwise he’d never be able to get away with being such a workaholic.
 
   I’m actually amazed and envious at how crisp and fresh Melissa looks, despite the fact that she tells us she’s been up since six this morning. She’s wearing an expensive-looking dark suit with a skirt that falls to a respectable level just above her knees, which is long enough to show off her spectacular legs. She’s naturally pretty and doesn’t usually wear much makeup, although lately I’ve noticed she’s started wearing a little more around the eyes. Her long, dark hair is swept back into an elaborate bun that I think you’d call a chignon. . . . In any case, it’s very elaborate looking. I could never even figure out a French braid, although it doesn’t really matter since my hair is too short for much beyond a small ponytail.
 
   Larry also looks nice in his suit, but he definitely seems a bit tired compared with the eternally fresh Melissa. Jason looks tired too, but he’s sort of cute when he looks tired. Also, he’s wearing the green tie I love that is the exact same shade of green as his eyes. That tie is fantastic on him. I wouldn’t admit this, but every time I see him wearing that tie, my heart does a little thud in my chest, despite the fact that I’ve known him forever and I obviously don’t feel that way about him. But just objectively, Jason is a pretty cute guy.
 
   I’ve told Jason about the impact of the green tie, omitting the part about how much I personally like it. Truthfully, back in his single days, I used to help Jason pick out outfits for a lot of his dates. And don’t say that’s weird, because women help their male friends do that all the time. Jason doesn’t have the greatest sense of style, although it’s extremely fun to pick outfits out for him, because his wardrobe is so classy and expensive. If we ventured out to a department store, he’d buy anything I told him I liked, without even looking at the price tag.
 
   That, by the way, is how I’ve managed to see Jason shirtless so many times. The first few times I was helping him pick out clothes in his apartment, he wasn’t too keen on the idea of changing in front of me. But I told him to get over himself and reminded him that we’re practically like brother and sister, so that convinced him. Now it’s no big deal to either of us. But of course, since he has a steady girlfriend, there’s no reason for me to be picking out clothes for him. And I’m sure Melissa wouldn’t appreciate it either.
 
   As we’re sitting in the restaurant waiting to order, Huey Lewis’s “Power of Love” comes on the radio. I see Jason’s face light up and I’m feeling the same way inside. I love this song, especially after our Back to the Future marathon, but just in general. It’s one of my favorite workout songs.
 
   “This is the greatest song of all time,” Jason announces.
 
   Melissa rolls her eyes. “Does it make you want to get up and play the guitar to your sixteen-year-old mother at her prom?”
 
   Jason looks horrified. “That wasn’t the prom, it was the Enchantment Under the Sea dance. And Marty doesn’t sing this song at the dance. He sings ‘Johnny B Goode,’ which is also, by the way, a great song.”
 
   “They play ‘Power of Love’ when Marty is skateboarding to school at the beginning,” I chip in. “And also when he’s trying out to play at his own school dance.”
 
   “You know what?” Melissa says. “You two are ridiculous with that stupid movie.”
 
   “How could you say that?” Jason says. He turns to his girlfriend with a very serious look on his face and says, “Melissa, you are my density.”
 
   “Oh God,” Melissa says. She looks at Larry. “The two of them get together and quote these eighties movies like it’s the Bible or something. It’s really . . .”
 
   “Endearing?” Jason asks, blinking innocently.
 
   “That wasn’t the word I was going to use,” Melissa mumbles.
 
   “How about you, Lars?” Jason says. “You like eighties movies?”
 
   Larry frowns. “Like what?”
 
   “You know,” Jason says. “Like Ghostbusters, Spaceballs, Ferris Bueller . . .”
 
   Larry has this blank look on his face and is shaking his head.
 
   “Well, you’ve heard of those movies, right?” Jason asks.
 
   Larry is still shaking his head. I swear, he must have grown up in a sound-proof bubble or something. Which he still lives in most of the time, I think. “I mostly like documentaries,” he says apologetically.
 
   “In other languages,” I add.
 
   There’s an awkward silence at the table, which is broken by Melissa saying, “Don’t feel bad. That’s still infinitely cooler than being obsessed with eighties movies, believe me.”
 
   “Watch out,” Jason says to Larry. “Tasha will probably make you watch all the movies with her.”
 
   “Probably not,” Melissa says. “After all, she’s got Jason to watch them all with her any time she wants.”
 
   I try to flash Jason a look as if to say “see?” But of course, he’s totally oblivious. He thinks this is all Melissa teasing us, but it’s not. I swear it’s not.
 
   “I wouldn’t mind watching them,” Larry says. “What was that movie called? Ghoulcatchers?”
 
   Jason is cracking up and even Melissa looks sort of amazed. Larry has got to be punking me. I mean, who hasn’t at least heard of Ghostbusters in thirty-something years of life? Even Nana knows who the Ghostbusters are.
 
   “Ghostbusters,” I say. “You know, like, ‘Who’re you gonna call? Ghostbusters!’”
 
   Larry still has that blank look.
 
   “‘Something strange in the neighborhood?’” I say, hoping to jog his memory, even though it’s becoming clear that it’s a lost cause.
 
   “I didn’t see a lot of movies growing up,” Larry says. “Also, we didn’t have a TV at home. My parents didn’t believe in it. But that Ghostbusters movie sounds . . .very interesting.”
 
   Well, he’s trying. I’ve got to give him that, at least. Maybe it will be fun to introduce Larry to all the movies I like. Maybe he’ll love them and then he’ll become a more interesting person, and he’ll have me to thank.
 
   What? That could totally happen.
 
   By the end of the night, I’m kind of wanting Larry to have an opinion about something, anything. Both Jason and Melissa are fairly talkative and breeze through a number of topics, from politics to entertainment. Melissa especially is this staunch fiscal conservative, and she goes on a ten-minute monologue about how she feels this country is moving towards a socialist system and we’re all going to be in trouble. Jason once joked that she’s like a smart version of Sarah Palin, which made me laugh, because she actually sort of looks like a younger version of Sarah Palin.
 
   It gets a little heated between me and Melissa, because I’m a liberal and I disagree with everything she says. But of course, she’s much better at arguing than I am.
 
   Through the whole discussion, Larry remains completely silent. He apparently has nothing to say about anything. He has zero opinions. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like him.
 
   But as usual, Larry isn’t a total zero. When dinner is over, he quickly offers to pay for the whole thing. Jason and Melissa both argue with him, but he actually insists. I mean, it wasn’t a super expensive meal or anything . . . it was just burgers. But still, it was nice of him.
 
   And then when I tell him I’m going to get a taxi home, he quickly says he’ll take me home, which means he’ll pay for the taxi too. Also, it’s nice that he wants to make sure I get home safely, although I’m suspecting he wants a goodnight kiss.
 
   “It was really nice seeing you two for dinner again,” I say, as I stand up and put on my jacket.
 
   “Yes, it was,” Melissa says, her lips curled into a phony smile. “It’s so rare I get to have a dinner with Jason without him text-messaging you all night.”
 
   Okay, that is so not fair. Jason and I exchange maybe five text messages per day. Definitely no more than ten. Admittedly, I did have to purchase a phone plan that included text messaging because of him, but I also use it for other things, like sometimes I text my sister.
 
   Like I said, Melissa hates me.
 
   Jason once again doesn’t seem to notice Melissa’s comment. But it kind of leaves me steaming because the second I get in the taxi, the first thing I say to Larry is, “What do you think of Melissa?”
 
   “Oh,” Larry says. “She’s great at investment banking. Her clients really love her. She has a natural talent.”
 
   I don’t see how it’s possible for someone to have a natural talent at investment banking. I mean, you can be a natural chef or a natural artist. But a natural investment banker? Come on. I guess he means she’s good with numbers, which I really don’t give a shit about.
 
   “I meant, like, personally,” I say.
 
   “Oh,” Larry says again. “Well, she’s all right. I’m kind of surprised she and Jason have been going out so long.”
 
   Finally, Larry has said something that interests me! “Really? Why?”
 
   Larry shrugs. “I don’t know. They seem to fight a lot.”
 
   Wow. Major gossip. I feel bad that this fact makes me kind of happy. “What do they fight about?”
 
   “I don’t really listen,” Larry says. “But I think I heard them saying something about Thanksgiving.”
 
   Oh crap.
 
   See, the thing is, I kind of messed up Thanksgiving for them last year. It totally wasn’t my fault. I invited Jason to Thanksgiving dinner at my house last year, which I do almost every year. His parents still live there anyway, so it’s sort of like he was spending the holiday at home. Except that his parents recently retired and have been spending the winters in Florida, so they weren’t home.
 
   I had no idea that Melissa invited him to her parents’ house for Thanksgiving. How was I supposed to know that? Besides, it’s his fault for saying no to her and then going with me. Melissa’s family is all the way back west in California, and it’s just a short flight to Pittsburgh (although we ended up driving together), and Jason hates the hassle of long plane flights. Plus, they’d only been going out a few months and I don’t think he felt ready to meet her parents.
 
   But somehow, it’s all my fault, right? Yet another reason why Melissa hates me.
 
   I’m unable to pry any more gossip out of Larry during our cab ride. He has the cab take me to the building again and takes the elevator up with me to my floor. This time he doesn’t ask permission and just kisses me, but it’s a pleasant, respectful kiss. It’s not a grabby kiss at all.
 
   For a moment, I debate if I should ask Larry inside. It’s not that I’m worried about fending off his advances; it’s more that I’m not eager about having to talk to him any longer. “I’d invite you in,” I say, “but my place is such a mess.”
 
   “That’s all right,” Larry says graciously. “Maybe next time.”
 
   I sort of love the guy but at the same time I can’t stand him.
 
   ***
 
   Larry said that it would be okay if I showed him some movies that I liked, so Jason comes over the next weekend to help me pick out a few from my collection. Somehow it takes us three hours to do this. But Jason insists this is a really important decision. “You’re taking this very seriously,” I comment.
 
   “You show him one movie he hates and that’s it,” he says. “He’ll tune out for the rest of the session.”
 
   Jason ends up with a big stack of movies on his lap, which he ordered by the amount he thought Larry would like each movie. See, this is why Melissa had no reason to be jealous. Jason is making a genuine effort to help me connect with another guy. If we were into each other, I wouldn’t help him dress for dates and he wouldn’t help me pick out movies that Larry would like.
 
   As his top pick, he has Fargo, which he claims that Larry will like because, although it’s not foreign, all the characters have accents. (That made sense when he first said it, I swear.) Then his next pick is Pulp Fiction, because it’s the “ultimate guy’s movie.” Last, we had This Is Spinal Tap, because it actually is filmed like a documentary, which Larry apparently likes.
 
   “I’m jealous,” Jason says, fingering the DVD boxes. “You guys are going to have an awesome time. I haven’t seen Pulp Fiction in ages. Melissa thinks it’s too violent.”
 
   “Well, it’s pretty violent.”
 
   “No more so than real life,” Jason says, shifting in his chair.
 
   Jason and I watched Pulp Fiction probably a dozen times before Melissa came into the picture. We had this ritual we used to do when we watched the movie. There’s a scene in the beginning of the movie where Samuel L. Jackson takes a bite out of the Big Kahuna burger of the guy he’s about to kill. Jason and I always used to order fast food burgers and keep them in the bag until we got to that scene, then we’d eat the burgers with Samuel L. Jackson. And a tasty beverage to go with them.
 
   “I feel like a burger,” Jason says as he gazes down at the movie.
 
   “Me too,” I admit.
 
   So I make a run down to Burger King, which is down the block from me, and get us two bacon cheeseburgers, French fries, and two Cokes. Burgers are not a great way to maintain my figure, but what the hell. How often do I get to have burgers and watch Pulp Fiction with Jason?
 
   We lay out the burgers on the table and keep ‘em wrapped till Samuel L. Jackson starts eating his burger. We then each take big bites. Jason is so eager that a little bit of ketchup dribbles down his chin. I start laughing. “You’ve got ketchup on your face.”
 
   “Oh . . .” Jason swipes at his chin and totally misses the ketchup. I start laughing again and reach out with my thumb to get it for him. As my finger brushes against the slight stubble on his chin, I can’t help but feel like if Melissa were seeing this, she wouldn’t be too happy.
 
   “You shouldn’t worry about Melissa,” he says, as if reading my mind.
 
   “I just don’t want to lose you,” I say.
 
   “Come on, you’re never going to lose me,” Jason says. And I think that he believes it, but I’m not so sure. I think before Melissa will commit to him, there’s going to be an ultimatum, and it’s going to include my name.
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FiveLarry is gawking at my television set as Samuel L. Jackson and John Travolta are unloading their pistols at the screen. Needless to say, we’re not eating burgers. To be honest, Larry looks pretty green.
 
   “This is so violent,” he says. “It’s horrible.”
 
   Damn. I told Jason it was too violent.
 
   “And they keep swearing,” Larry adds. “Like every other word.”
 
   Oh my God, who is this guy? My mother?
 
   “You really like this movie, Tasha?” Larry says in amazement.
 
   “Um, kind of,” I say.
 
   He didn’t like Fargo much either. Again, too violent. He had to leave the room during the wood chipper scene, presumably to vomit or something.
 
   We’ve got plenty of movies that aren’t violent, but I kind of feel like there’s no point in trying anymore. Larry isn’t going to like anything I show him. This is just painful.
 
   My cell phone chirps and I look at the text message, which is from Jason, Having fun?
 
   I text back, PF too violent.
 
   Jason writes back, Bullshit.
 
   I giggle, and Larry looks at me in surprise. I quickly put my phone down next to me on the couch.
 
   I really want to make this work with Larry, but I feel like I’m at a loss. We don’t seem to connect even on any of the most basic things. I guess this is why such a decent guy is still single in his mid-thirties. Obviously, other women had the same issue as I did.
 
   I guess this means I need to break up with Larry.
 
   “Would you mind if I shut this movie off?” Larry asks me, a pained expression on his face.
 
   “Um, sure,” I said. Except once the TV is off, there’s going to be nothing left to do but break up with him.
 
   I turn the television off with the remote control. Larry turns to face me and wipes his palms on his slacks. “Tasha,” he says, and for a second I’m sure he’s going to tell me he wants to break up with me, which would have been a huge relief, but then he kind of does the opposite when he leans forward and kisses me. I’m shocked. Someone getting his face blown off in the back of a car doesn’t seem like a good segue into kissing.
 
   A few minutes later, we’re doing slightly more than kissing—we’re actually making out on my couch. And I have to admit, this is not entirely unpleasant. Larry is not a bad kisser. He’s not amazing or anything, but he’s okay at it.
 
   And I like that he’s respectful. He doesn’t push me to do anything I don’t feel comfortable with. I know I’m not going to have sex with him today, although I suspect that would also be a not unpleasant experience.
 
   ***
 
   Every woman has a secret number: the number of men she’s had sex with.
 
   Very few people know my secret number. Actually, the only person aside from myself who knows it is Jason. I first revealed it to him a few years after we reconnected in New York and we were out drinking at a bar one night and had The Sex Talk. Not that Jason and I never talked about sex before, but this was probably the most explicit conversation we’d ever had.
 
   I had just broken up with another guy—a musician with a pierced ear and too many tattoos. As I had my fourth whiskey shot of the evening, I moaned to Jason, “I can’t believe I slept with that asshole. I feel like I’ve slept with half the guys in Manhattan.”
 
   Jason laughed. “Half? Are you sure it’s not more like three-quarters?”
 
   “Shut up,” I slurred. “It’s not that bad.”
 
   “Is that so?” he retorted. “Well, how many have there been?”
 
   “Hey, that’s personal!” I cried. Then I lowered my voice. “Okay, I’ll tell you if you tell me.”
 
   “That seems fair.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “Eighteen.”
 
   Jason let out a low whistle.
 
   “Oh, stop it,” I said, slugging him in the arm. “Okay, now you tell me.”
 
   That’s when Jason’s face colored slightly and something terrible occurred to me. “Oh my God,” I said. “You can have sex, right?”
 
   “Tasha!” He colored even deeper. “Of course I can.”
 
   “Sorry,” I said. “I just . . . you know, since you’re paralyzed and all. . . . I mean, I wasn’t sure if you could even feel your . . . you know . . .” Somehow I couldn’t bring myself to say “penis,” even though I was drunk and he was at least a little drunk.
 
   “Well, I can’t,” he said.
 
   I gasped, “You can’t?”
 
   “It’s not a big deal,” Jason said quickly. “I mean, it’s always been that way for me, at least as long as I can remember. Like you said, I’m paralyzed, so . . . you know, I can’t feel anything from the mid-chest down.” He took a drink of his beer. “To be honest, when I was twelve-years-old, my pediatrician told my mom I wouldn’t be able to have sex. Ever. You know how much that sucked? Twelve-year-olds are totally obsessed with sex. I spent most of my teenage years thinking I was some kind of freak who’d never be able to have sex. I didn’t even want to think about dating because it felt like there was no point.”
 
   “But you said you can, right?” I wanted reassurance.
 
   He nodded. “I went to a urologist when I turned eighteen and he introduced me to . . . you know . . .”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Viagra.”
 
   “Oh.” I always thought of Viagra as something that old men took. It was weird to think of someone young like Jason needing it. “So you’re avoiding the question. How many girls have you boinked?”
 
   “Boinked?”
 
   “You know what I mean. Fucked. Banged. Shtupped. Shagged. Whatever.”
 
   “Shagged? Are you Austin Powers?”
 
   “Stop stalling. Spill it, Fox.”
 
   He hesitated. “Okay, two.”
 
   “Two?” I had slept with nine times as many people as Jason had? That made me feel like the whore of Babylon.
 
   “Well,” he said. “It’s different for me. I mean, you’re a hot girl and I’m . . . definitely not a hot girl. It’s a little harder for me to find women to have sex with.”
 
   The idea of not being able to find someone to have sex with seemed so foreign to me. But I guessed he was right.
 
   “Anyway,” he added. “Considering I don’t feel much, sex isn’t that incredibly important to me.” Then he grinned. “Actually, what I really like is eating girls out.”
 
   I never admitted to Jason how much that last admission intrigued me. Especially since with all the guys I had slept with, I had never been on the receiving end of really great oral sex.
 
   I’d like to say that after that night, I made an effort to sleep with fewer guys. But that didn’t happen. Things only started to taper off after I turned thirty. I think Jason has been keeping track, though, so like I said, he knows my secret number. He’s a little bit more close-lipped, so I’m not entirely sure about his anymore. I can ballpark it, though.
 
   I’m fairly sure I’m going to end up sleeping with Larry. I can see it happening and I know he’ll call me the next day, and he probably isn’t ravaged by STDs or anything. Considering most of my relationships were a crazy emotional rollercoaster, it’s kind of a relief to be with Boring Larry.
 
   Larry and I continue seeing each other. Sometimes he’s kind of maddening, but there are other times when he’s incredibly sweet. Just when I’d feel like I couldn’t stand it another second, he’d do something to redeem himself and make me think I was lucky to have him.
 
   After we’ve been dating for a month, Larry and I are making out on his couch (he has an incredible apartment by Central Park, which is another plus for him). It’s that chaste, sweet making out, where neither of us are getting hot or sweaty. He pulls away from me and says, “Tasha, will you . . . ?”
 
   I’m sure he’s going to say that he wants me to have sex with him, but then he says, “Will you be my girlfriend?”
 
   Wow. This is so . . . high school. I can’t remember the last time anyone explicitly asked me to be his girlfriend. Generally, you just kind of dated more and more often until it gradually became exclusive, and you had to decide if it would be too forward to change your Facebook status. But I have to admit, there’s something sweet about the way he asked.
 
   “Okay,” I say, and his face lights up.
 
   “Is there anything I can do?” he asks. “To be a good boyfriend?”
 
   Again, I’m not sure if I want to kiss him or shake him. Instead, I say, “Well, maybe you could be a little more romantic.”
 
   “Okay,” he says. “Um, what do you mean?”
 
   “Like, you could buy me flowers.”
 
   “Flowers, right,” Larry says, as if making a note of it in his head. Actually, I’m almost expecting him to whip out his laptop and start taking notes. Flowers for Tasha.
 
   All of a sudden, I’m scared he’s going to go totally overboard with flowers, so I quickly say, “But not too often.”
 
   “Oh, okay.”
 
   “The important thing is to be spontaneous,” I say. “Like you know the movie Say Anything?” Of course he doesn’t. “Well, anyway, there’s a scene in the movie where John Cusack stands outside his girlfriend’s window, holding up a boom box, playing a Peter Gabriel song. It’s really romantic.”
 
   Larry gives me that blank look again. “Peter Gabriel?”
 
   Guh! It gets really frustrating sometimes that Larry doesn’t know absolutely anything about pop culture. It’s like talking to either a small child or a really old person. Although I’m pretty sure that a small child would know more than Larry. I was at the bank yesterday and I heard a toddler singing Lady Gaga.
 
   “Peter Gabriel is a singer,” I say.
 
   Larry thinks for a minute. “But you’re on the tenth floor. I don’t think you’d even be able to hear a boom box from the street.”
 
   “You’re missing the point,” I say through my teeth. “The point is that it was spontaneous, sweet, and romantic.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” Larry says. Then he kisses me again, “I just want to make you happy, Tasha.”
 
   Aw.
 
   And for the record, we do end up having sex after that, because how could I not? And it’s totally satisfactory and not bad at all.
 
   ***
 
   I confess that Jason’s text messages to me throughout the day are what keep me sane sometimes. Sometimes they’re funny, but often they’re a reminder that he’s even more miserable at his job than I am. He hates being an investment banker. I sort of like being a teacher, but as far as I can tell, there’s absolutely nothing he likes about his job.
 
   He text messages me often on Monday evenings. I think those are the worst days for him, because he works a lot during the weekend, so he returns to work on Monday feeling entirely unrefreshed and depressed. Somehow Monday is even more painful after working all weekend.
 
   He texts me tonight at close to 10PM, U free?
 
   I text him back, Sure. Drinks?
 
   He replies, ASAP.
 
   We meet at our usual late-night place, a bar near my apartment that has one step to enter, but Jason in his wheelchair can get over one step without a problem. I sometimes get the feeling that everyone in the bar thinks we’re a couple because we come here so much together. Somehow this doesn’t bother me at all.
 
   When Jason arrives, he looks very rumpled and tired. His hair is kind of sticking up and his navy blue shirt looks like he slept in it last night. He’s slouched a bit in his wheelchair, and it seems like the effort of wheeling himself across the room is practically killing him. When he gets to our table, I slide over the Corona I ordered for him.
 
   “Thanks, Tasha,” he says, throwing the lime on the table and taking a long swig. His green eyes seem glazed and are lined by purple circles underneath. “I swear to God, I don’t think I can stand another minute.” He loosens his tie, then buries his face in his hands, taking deep breaths.
 
   “What happened?” I ask gently.
 
   “My new boss is a slavedriver,” he replies. “And what’s worse, he’s so fucking patronizing. You know what he said to me today? He said that he knows I can’t work as hard because of my disability, but he can’t allow me to compromise our clients’ accounts.” He takes another swig of beer. “Can you fucking believe that horseshit? I worked all fucking weekend, and he was out on a boat trip with his family.”
 
   I’m quiet as he shakes his head. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take. I’ve been doing this for ten years and I feel like I’m fucking fifty-years-old.”
 
   “So quit,” I say. “You’ve already made a bundle of money.”
 
   “I probably should,” he says. “Melissa says it’s worth it to hang on till we’re forty, while we still have the energy to keep up this pace.”
 
   I feel irked by his use of the word “we” to refer to him and Melissa, as if they’ve already planned out their lives together. “That’s ridiculous,” I say. “You’re miserable. I mean, what if you died tomorrow? You should do something you really love.”
 
   Jason is nodding, but he seems unsure of himself.
 
   “What would you do?” I ask him. “If you weren’t doing banking anymore?”
 
   “I’d get a PhD in computer science,” he says without even hesitating.
 
   I smile. “You’ve thought about this, I see.”
 
   He blushes. “A little. I was a computer major in college and I did my senior thesis on artificial intelligence. I’d really love to do more research on that. That was probably the happiest time in my life, at least intellectually. But I can’t even imagine going back to a shit grad-school salary.”
 
   “Well, it’s not like you have huge expenses,” I point out.
 
   “Not right now,” he says. “But in the future . . .  I mean, weddings are expensive.”
 
   My stomach sinks. I’ve never heard him mention the idea of a wedding before. “Are you and Melissa . . . ?”
 
   “Not right now,” he says quickly. “But maybe in the future. . . . I mean, she’s got this idea about having a hundred-thousand-dollar wedding and inviting everyone on the planet.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like something you’d want.”
 
   He shrugs. “Well, no. But I don’t want her to be deprived of something she’s always dreamed about.”
 
   “In that case,” I say, “it looks like you’re stuck.”
 
   Jason stares down at his drink, looking miserable. Jason always loved school so much, it’s kind of crazy that he should be so unhappy in a job and have his talents wasted making more money for rich people. I think something he worries about but doesn’t want to say is that he worries at some point his body will give out on him, and he won’t be able to hold a job, so he wants to make money while he still can.
 
   ***
 
   I’m almost as interested in Jason and Melissa’s relationship as I am in my own. Jason flies out to Melissa’s house for Thanksgiving this year, and then the two of them go down to Florida to see his parents for Christmas. In my book, that’s a major commitment evolving. By my count, they’ve been dating well over a year, and I know Melissa is in her mid-thirties, so I doubt she wants to mess around.
 
   In other words, I think Melissa might be The One. I think Jason’s going to marry her.
 
   When I think about Jason and Melissa getting married, a cold sweat breaks out on the back of my neck. Jason and I still hang out a lot, but I don’t think that will continue when they get married. If his wife doesn’t even like me, I can’t see us spending a lot of time together. I mean, what woman would let her husband spend tons of time with a cute single girl? He’s going to get married, and I’m going to get left behind.
 
   The only thing I can hope is that if things work out between me and Larry, maybe we’ll get married too. Then we’ll just be two married couples and we could hang out, and our kids could play together or something cutesy like that.
 
   Yet, no matter what context I put it in, the thought of Jason getting married just makes me feel incredibly sad.
 
   Several months after Larry and I started dating, I’m shopping at Macy’s and I happen to see Melissa standing in front of the jewelry counter. She’s wearing her skirt suit from work without so much as a stray hair out of place in her perfectly shiny chignon. It occurs to me that there have been very few times that I’ve seen Melissa when she wasn’t wearing a suit. Well, she does look pretty good in it.
 
   I get a little closer to Melissa and I realize, to my horror, that she’s looking at rings. Engagement rings. She’s completely absorbed in the display case, her brown eyes appraising each ring with that cool, calculated look that I’ve come to associate with Melissa. At one point, she holds out her left hand and examines it critically.
 
   That could only mean one thing. She’s expecting that Jason will pop the question in the near future. And if that’s the case, I’ve got to make nice to Melissa in order to keep my best friend. I’ve got to swallow my pride and do whatever it takes.
 
   “Hi, Melissa!” I say brightly, alerting her to my presence.
 
   Melissa jumps slightly and jerks away from the jewelry display, looking slightly guilty. “Oh, uh, hi, Tasha.”
 
   “It’s so great to see you,” I say with forced enthusiasm. “We hardly ever see each other, just the two of us.”
 
   Melissa’s smile is just as forced as mine. “Yes.” She glances at the rings again. “I was just, you know, browsing.”
 
   “Of course,” I say. As if I didn’t realize exactly what she was doing. I’m a woman, after all.
 
   Melissa pats her shiny brown hair. “Well, Tasha, I should probably get going . . .”
 
   “Why don’t we go up to the food court and get some coffee?” I suggest cheerfully, despite the fact that I’d rather slit my wrists than hang out with Melissa. I’m doing this for Jason. “Or maybe some smoothies?”
 
   Melissa’s nose crinkles up, as if she just smelled something distasteful. “I, uh, I don’t think I can.”
 
   Okay, so she isn’t even going to make an effort.
 
   “Listen, Melissa,” I say, taking a different approach. “I know we both care about Jason a lot, and I think it’s in his best interest for us to . . .  to try to be friends.”
 
   Melissa looks at me, her eyes flashing. “You really want to act in Jason’s best interests, Tasha?”
 
   Oh God, what the hell did I unleash here? I wish I had just left Melissa to her fake ring shopping. “Um, yeah. I do.”
 
   “If you want to do what’s best for Jason,” she says, “you can get the hell out of his life. Permanently.”
 
   I stare at her, gobsmacked. “What? How is that in his best interest?”
 
   She folds her arms across her chest. “Why do you think he’s 32 and not married yet? You’ve single-handedly wrecked every relationship he’s ever been in.”
 
   My stomach sinks. “That is so not true.”
 
   “It’s one-hundred-percent true,” Melissa says. “What woman wants to get involved with a guy who’s clearly deeply in love with another woman?”
 
   “That’s not . . .” I clear my throat. “Jason isn’t in love with me. He’s like my brother.”
 
   “Yeah, well, he doesn’t think of you like a sister, believe me,” Melissa says. “I mean, if you want to date him, fine. But don’t string him along, torturing him, for twenty years. That’s just selfish.”
 
   “I would never do anything to hurt Jason,” I insist.
 
   Melissa shakes her head. “I can’t tell if you’re lying or just oblivious. Honestly, Tasha. You realize how much time he spends talking about you, texting you, and calling you? You think I want to be with a guy who would ditch me at a moment’s notice if you asked him to come over?”
 
   “He wouldn’t . . .” Except I know he would. He has.
 
   “I’ll be civil to you for his sake,” Melissa says. “But don’t ever act like the two of us can be friends.” She tugs her coat closed. “Goodbye, Tasha.”
 
   With those words, Melissa spins on her heels and leaves me standing awkwardly at the jewelry counter.
 
   Between you and me, I know Melissa’s out of her mind. She’s jealous and that’s making her see things that aren’t there. I absolutely know Jason isn’t in love with me. That’s totally crazy. We’re just really good friends.
 
   But something about her words resonate with me. I don’t want to be responsible for ruining Jason’s relationship. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I do need to back off a bit.
 
   
 
   

SixLarry and I have a standing date on Saturday nights, but that still leaves Sunday night free for Jason and me to hang out. When I meet him at the usual place (the diner) on Sunday, I can’t help but wonder if Melissa wanted to spend the evening with him. Maybe I’m monopolizing too much of his time.
 
   I beat Jason to the restaurant and I find us a table. While I’m waiting, I notice a few tables away, there’s a boy--maybe eleven- or twelve-years-old--in a power wheelchair with his family. He’s got splints on his hands, and he looks like he’s eating his meal with a lot of difficulty. As I watch, another little kid of about five with his mom starts gawking at the older boy in the wheelchair. He loudly asks his mother, “What’s wrong with him?”
 
   The mother apologetically hustles her little son out of the restaurant, but I can see how embarrassed the older boy is. His cheeks turn pink and he looks like he’s going to burst into tears. “Mom,” I hear him say, “can’t we just go?”
 
   Somehow, I’m reminded of Jason when he was younger. He was pretty well adjusted, but there were times when we were out in public and I could see him getting flustered over things, especially when people stared at him. Kids just want to blend in, I guess.
 
   At that moment, Jason wheels in. Even though it’s Sunday, he’s dressed up formally enough that I could tell he was at work until now, although his shirt is un-ironed and he’s not wearing a tie or anything. As he waves to me, the boy in the power wheelchair stares at him. Jason, who’s usually pretty good at ignoring stares, notices the boy looking at him. He makes eye contact, and to my surprise, wheels over to the other table. “Hey,” he says to the boy. “I like your wheelchair. It’s really cool.”
 
   The boy blushes. “Thanks. I like yours too.”
 
   I listen in fascination as Jason and the boy (who is named Andrew, I discover) have an animated conversation about wheelchairs that lasts a good five minutes. To hear Jason talk about it, it really sounds like being in a wheelchair is the coolest thing in the world. At one point, I see him doing a wheelie. When Jason finally comes over to my table, the boy is beaming. “Sorry about that,” he says.
 
   “It’s totally okay,” I say. “That was actually really sweet.”
 
   “That kid ought to be in a manual chair,” he says. “He seemed to have good upper-arm strength for it. And he can actually get some exercise.”
 
   “I didn’t know you were such a wheelchair advice guru,” I say.
 
   He grins. “Well, I’ve been in one long enough.”
 
   “You ever use a power wheelchair?” I ask. I can’t remember ever seeing him in one, but he seemed to know a lot about them when he was talking to the boy.
 
   “For a little bit in college,” he says. “I tore up my shoulder kind of bad, so I used a rental powerchair for a short time to give it a chance to heal. I really hated it, though. I felt like it was harder to maneuver, harder to get through doorways, and impossible to hop curbs. Plus it ran out of batteries on me once.”
 
   “Oh God,” I say. “What were you doing when it ran out of batteries?”
 
   “That’s the best part,” he says. “I was on a date. A first date.”
 
   I can’t help myself. I start giggling. “Oh no, that’s awful.”
 
   He makes a face. “I’m glad you’re amused.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I had to switch the chair to manual,” he says, “and ask my date to push me back home so I could get recharged. My shoulder was still kind of bothering me, but the next day, I started using my regular chair again.”
 
   “Well,” I say, “for what it’s worth, I really like your chair.”
 
   “You do, eh?” Jason says.
 
   “Definitely,” I say. “It’s sort of sexy.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a total chick magnet,” he says, flashing me a half grin. “I have to beat ‘em off with a stick.”
 
   Suddenly, I feel a bit guilty. Telling Jason that he’s sexy, even as a joke, is not the kind of thing that totally platonic friends should be doing. Maybe Melissa really does have a point.
 
   “Jason,” I say, “do you think we spend too much time together?”
 
   He seems shocked. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “It’s just that,” I begin, “you and Melissa are obviously getting more serious about each other, and I’m worried that maybe I’m . . .  monopolizing you.”
 
   “What?” He shakes his head, looking upset. “Who told you that? Melissa?”
 
   “No, no,” I say quickly. I know I’m not going to make things better by ratting out Melissa. “It’s just this sense I get.”
 
   “Well, don’t worry about it,” Jason assures me. “I don’t think we’re doing anything wrong. And Melissa’s fine with it. And if she isn’t, then to hell with her.”
 
   I’m kind of shocked by his last statement. I have to admit, though, it makes me kind of happy to hear him say something like that. Maybe he’s thinking about breaking up with Melissa. That would be great. Well, not great. It would suck for Jason for a little while, but I really just don’t think she’s the right woman for him. “Is everything okay with you and Melissa?”
 
   “I don’t know. . . .” He rubs his forehead. “Ever since she turned 35, she’s been really leaning on me to . . . move in together or propose or . . . something.”
 
   I grin, “Why, Mr. Fox, I didn’t realize you were such a commitment phobe.”
 
   “I’m not,” he says quickly. “I mean, I want to get married. I fucking hate dating, seriously. It’s just . . . can you really see Melissa as my wife?”
 
   God, no. “Um, maybe?”
 
   “Well,” he says, “it looks like I’m going to have to make a decision pretty soon. And I don’t want to lose her, so . . .” He lifts his green eyes to meet mine. “I’m probably going to ask her to marry me.”
 
   No. No, this can’t be happening.
 
   I want to throw up. I really do. I didn’t think I’d feel quite this awful, but somehow I do. I do NOT want him to marry Melissa. She’s entirely wrong for him. She’s a total bitch, and if she marries him, I’ll never get to see him again. She pretty much said that much to me. But how could I say that to him? I don’t want to be selfish. And it’s not like he has tons of options.
 
   “Um, when?” I ask.
 
   Jason grins sheepishly. “I’ve been looking at engagement rings a little bit. Actually, I was sort of hoping you’d help me. Give me your opinion.”
 
   I feel like I’m about to burst into tears. Jason can’t be getting married. He can’t! But apparently, he’s decided to ask her. And since Melissa’s obviously going to say yes, that will be it for our friendship. And then I’ll just be a lonely old maid. Oh God, this sucks.
 
   “That would be wonderful,” I say.
 
   I should have guessed that looking at rings meant looking at photos of rings online, which I guess is better than going to a store and the salesman assuming that I’m the one getting the beautiful ring, which I know I’m not. We go back to Jason’s apartment after our dinner and we browse through dozens of pictures of rings. When I see the price range he’s considering, I feel a little ill. I can’t believe he’s going to spend that much money on a ring for Melissa.
 
   “They’re all really beautiful,” I tell him after we’ve been looking for about thirty minutes.
 
   “That’s not helpful,” he says.
 
   “I don’t know,” I say. I look at Jason and decided that if I can’t be honest with him, I can’t be honest with anyone. “Truthfully, it’s just kind of depressing that I don’t see any guy buying me rings in my future.”
 
   “You’re nuts, Tash,” he says, shaking his head as if baffled. “You’re gorgeous. And you’re awesome. You could be married in five minutes if you wanted.”
 
   I can tell Jason isn’t just being nice. He actually believes that.
 
   “Unfortunately, that’s not even remotely true,” I say. “There are lots of guys who want to date me or sleep with me, but I really can’t envision a guy wanting to spend his life with me ever. It seems impossible.”
 
   Jason frowns at me. “Tasha,” he murmurs. “I really don’t know how you could say things like that. You know, I would . . .”
 
   He stops speaking abruptly and looks down at his hands. I’m watching him and I suddenly realize I’ve been holding my breath.
 
   “You would what?” I say.
 
   “Nothing,” he mumbles, after a long pause. “I just think you’re selling yourself short, that’s all.”
 
   I feel a flash of disappointment, although I’m not entirely sure why. What did I think he was going to say to me? Jason and I are good friends, nothing more: period, end of story.
 
   For the next several weeks, I keep expecting to see Melissa wearing an engagement ring. Each time I see her, I hold my breath and feel this intense sense of dread. But somehow it doesn’t happen and Jason doesn’t offer any explanation to me. I do notice, however, that when I spend time with the two of them, they seem to be fighting more.
 
   Like for example, she picks on him for every little thing. Stupid things that nobody in their right mind could possibly get upset about.
 
   For example, the four of us are out at dinner, and Jason orders a burger with fries. Melissa gets this disgusted look on her face and says, “So I guess you’ve just entirely given up on your health.”
 
   “What?” Jason says, baffled.
 
   “You just don’t care,” she says. “You don’t care that you’re clogging up your arteries and gaining weight.”
 
   Larry, who ordered a chicken-fried steak, remains silent.
 
   “I haven’t gained any weight,” Jason says.
 
   “How do you know?” Melissa retorts.
 
   Jason sighs. “Look, I’m only 32-years-old. I can eat a burger and fries sometimes if I want.”
 
   Melissa’s face turns red. “Are you saying that I’m OLD?”
 
   Jason stares at her. “No, I . . . I . . .  what? What are you talking about, Melissa?”
 
   At that point, Melissa storms off and goes to the ladies room. Despite the fact that she hates me, I feel somehow compelled to follow her. I find her in front of the mirror, dabbing at her makeup. Although she has completely mastered the “natural look,” Melissa has been wearing more makeup lately.
 
   “Hey, Melissa,” I say.
 
   She glares at me. “What do you want?”
 
   It may be anti-feminist, but I seriously want to ask her if she’s on her period. “Listen,” I say, “you should probably know that the other day, Jason made me help him look at engagement rings. So that’s it. You won.”
 
   I’ve never seen Melissa flash me a smile that genuine. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really.”
 
   When we get out of the bathroom, Melissa is all over Jason. She’s incredibly affectionate and basically can’t keep her hands off him. Looks like I helped him get lucky tonight.
 
   It turns out I jumped the gun, though, because the next few months go by and Jason never pops the question to Melissa. She’s nice to him for about a week, then ends up even more pissed off than she was before. I feel like I should tell Jason he needs to hurry up and propose, but then again, I don’t want to push him into it. Especially since I don’t want him to marry Melissa in the first place.
 
   As for me, my relationship with Larry always seems to be teetering on the brink of breaking up, although I don’t know if he has any idea. My grandmother called one Saturday night when I’d just come back from seeing Larry, and she said triumphantly, “I knew it! Home on a Saturday night!”
 
   “I was out,” I protested.
 
   “Not with anyone good,” Nana said. “Not if you’re home at ten o’clock. Tasha, you’re the prettiest girl in any room. You need yourself a good boyfriend.”
 
   “I have a boyfriend,” I said, unable to modify “boyfriend” with the word “good.”
 
   “Dump him,” Nana said. “Trade him in for someone you really like.”
 
   Of course, it would have been easy enough to dump Larry. I felt like if I said the word, he’d just fade away into the background. But I spent a lifetime going out with good-looking, exciting men, who were the exact opposite of Larry, and look where it got me. Still single at age 32.
 
   I think that being a teacher for little kids is probably the worst job you can have when you’re single. Because kids ask questions and have zero tact. Sometimes they’ll ask things that are flattering and other times they’ll ask things that are so insulting, you want to cry. I’ve been asked more than once how could I sing so off tune. But on the other hand, several kids have told me I look pretty, and I even had one or two boys in kindergarten say they wanted me to marry them.
 
   So it’s only natural that kids in my classes would ask me if I’m married. Frequently. I pretty much expect it at this point. But every once in a while, they catch me off guard.
 
   Last week, one of the first grade girls said to me, “Miss Moran, do you have children?”
 
   “No, I don’t,” I said.
 
   “Why not?” she asked.
 
   “Well,” I said, “because I’m not married.”
 
   “Oh,” the girl said. “Are you going to get married?”
 
   “No, she’s not,” a boy said. “She’s too old to get married.”
 
   Of course, I laughed at the time. But as soon as the bell rang, I ran to the bathroom and cried for most of my free period. I know he was just six-years-old, but sometimes kids say really wise things. And I thought this kid just hit the nail on the head.
 
   ***
 
   Larry takes me out to dinner to celebrate our six-month dating anniversary. Actually, it’s sweet that he remembered. I know he’s trying to be romantic, but the restaurant he takes me to is just so tacky. It’s this Mexican place with a Mariachi band and the salsa comes in a little hat-shaped bowl. The whole thing is so cheesy that he may as well have taken me to Taco Bell or something.
 
   I order a giant Margarita and am taking sips of it when Larry reaches across the table and takes my hand. “Tasha,” he says. “These last six months have been magical for me.”
 
   “Oh,” I say. “Um, me too.”
 
   “I got you a present,” Larry says.
 
   I’m actually kind of touched. And then as Larry reaches into his jacket pocket, he pulls out a little square box and all I can think is, “Oh, hell no. He’s not asking me to marry him.”
 
   For a minute, I think I’m going to pass out.
 
   “Go ahead,” Larry urges. “Open it.”
 
   Oh God, what if it’s a ring? What will I say? I mean, I don’t want to marry Larry, but God knows, it’s not like anyone else great is coming along. Maybe I should just . . . I don’t know. Oh God, why is he doing this to me? We’ve only been together six months!
 
   I open up the box with slightly shaking fingers. My shoulders sag in relief. It’s not a ring. Instead it’s a hideous, giant gold pin, shaped like a musical note.
 
   “Because you teach music,” Larry says.
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “Thanks.” This pin is the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I mean, in general, I don’t really like pins. I think they’re things you don’t wear before age sixty. But even if I liked pins, this one is really awful.
 
   “Do you want to put it on?” Larry asks eagerly.
 
   God, no. “Um, all right.”
 
   I struggle to get the giant pin through the delicate fabric of my dress. I’ve probably ruined my dress forever because of this stupid pin. But I have to paste a smile on my face for Larry’s sake.
 
   “You like it?” he asks.
 
   “Um, yes, of course,” I say. The problem with saying that I like a gift that I actually hate is that now he’ll be encouraged to buy me more horrible pins. But I’m not sure it will end up being that big a problem, considering I’m not sure how much longer Larry and I will be together. I’d be shocked if we’re still dating a month from now. “I, uh, didn’t get anything for you. I’m sorry.”
 
   “That’s all right,” he says cheerfully.
 
   “But I’ll make it up to you tonight,” I say.
 
   Larry’s face lights up. I have to say, Larry is definitely a guy who really appreciates a blow job.
 
   
 
   

SevenEven with dinner and the blow job, Larry and I are pretty much done by 10PM. He occasionally spends the night at my place, but he likes to shower in his own bathroom, and he doesn’t have a change of clothes at my apartment, so he decides to head home. Which means I’m rid of him by 10:30.
 
   I make myself a little bag of popcorn in the microwave and I settle down in front of the television to watch reruns of Family Guy. I’m mid-episode when the house phone rings. I consider letting the machine get it, but I’m overcome by curiosity as to who would call me at 11 on a weeknight. I should have guessed though: it’s my grandmother.
 
   “Tasha,” she says. “Are you alone?”
 
   “Nana, why don’t you call me on my cell phone?” I ask irritably.
 
   “So you could screen the call?” she asks.
 
   “I’d never screen your call,” I say, even though I probably would. No, definitely.
 
   “Tasha,” she says. “There’s something I need to tell you. Before you hear it from someone else.”
 
   She’s got my full attention now. I even shut off Family Guy. “What is it? Is something wrong?”
 
   “Lydia’s getting married.”
 
   At first, I feel relief. I mean, I thought she was going to tell me she was dying or something. But then I absorb what she just said. My baby sister is getting married. Lydia’s getting married, and I am so far from something like that, it’s not even funny.
 
   How could this possibly be happening? How could Lydia be getting married before me? I’m the pretty one! Everyone said so. Lydia was the smart one or the one with good personality or whatever. Anyway, she was fat. I always had boys chasing after me and Lydia could never get a date to save her life. I remember my mother telling me that she sat at home during prom night.
 
   How the fuck is Lydia getting married?
 
   “You met the guy,” Nana says. “It’s that stiff Duncan who was there at Thanksgiving.”
 
   Duncan. I remember him vaguely. If possible, Duncan was even worse than Larry. He was bucktoothed and balding, and I think he worked as a plumber. I wouldn’t want to be marrying Duncan, that’s for sure. But what I really don’t want is to have everyone whispering about me at Lydia’s wedding, how I used to be so pretty but I was so picky, and now I’m an old maid.
 
   “Look, I know how you feel,” Nana says. “I was the oldest of my sisters and also the last to get married.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “It’s true,” Nana says. “And it was much less acceptable to be unmarried back then. But I wasn’t about to compromise and marry some dirtbag just so people wouldn’t call me an old maid. My sisters married a drunk and a gambler. I was the only one who married a decent guy.”
 
   I take a deep breath. I don’t even trust myself to talk because there are tears rising in my eyes. I can’t even believe I’m crying over this. As much as I feel like a loser for getting married after my baby sister, I feel like even more of a loser for crying over it.
 
   “If you want to get married so bad,” Nana says, “go ahead and do it.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” I say. “I’ll just kidnap a random guy off the street and drag him to the altar.”
 
   “Marry that guy you brought to Thanksgiving last year,” Nana says. “The crippled one who lived in the house next door. He’d marry you in a second.”
 
   “Jason?”
 
   “Sure, why not?” Nana says. “He was nice looking and you could tell from his clothes that he’s got money. And he sure likes you. He couldn’t take his eyes off you all night.”
 
   “Jason doesn’t like me that way,” I say. “He’s the kid from next door. He’s like . . . my brother.”
 
   Nana snorts. “Is that what you tell him? Poor guy.”
 
   “Nana, seriously,” I say. How come nobody except Jason and I seem to realize that our relationship is entirely platonic?
 
   “You think you can get to 87 without learning a few things?” Nana says. “Least of all, I can figure out when a young man likes a girl. I learned that when I was younger than you, Tasha.”
 
   “Trust me on this one, Nana,” I say.
 
   “No, you trust me, Tasha,” she says. “You offer that boy a roll in the hay, and you’ll see I’m right.”
 
   I can’t even imagine offering Jason a “roll in the hay” without bursting out laughing. I’m sure he’d laugh just as hard. Especially if I called it a roll in the hay.
 
   “I’ve been seeing that boy come around since you were a kid,” she goes on. “He’s head over heels for you, and aside from the wheelchair, he’s very good looking. And you can just tell by looking at him that he’d treat you good.” She adds thoughtfully, “These boys who can’t walk, I hear they learn to do amazing things with their mouths. He’d probably give you quite a thrill.”
 
   “Nana!” I shriek, trying not to hear the words that came out of my elderly grandmother’s mouth.
 
   “Well, I was a girl right around World War II,” she says. “So there were lots of them coming back like that. One of my girlfriends told me—”
 
   “Please stop, Nana,” I beg her. I’m about one second away from sticking my fingers in my ears and singing loudly.
 
   “I just want you to see you’ve got options,” Nana says. “Lydia just grabbed the first man who’d have her.”
 
   I’m sure Nana’s right about that, but it still doesn’t make me feel any better. Because I’ve never dated a man who wanted to marry me. (She’s entirely wrong about Jason.) I’ve been dating for like twenty years, and not one proposal. I mean, what’s wrong with me? Is there something fundamentally unmarriageable about me? Sure, I’m pretty, but there’s obviously something about me that makes men decide that I’m not the one they want to spend their lives with.
 
   “Nana, I’ve got to go,” I say, feeling the tears getting dangerously close to the surface.
 
   “You all right, Tasha?” she asks.
 
   “Yes,” I manage, just a few seconds before I slam down the phone and start to outright bawl.
 
   I sit in my jammies crying for fifteen straight minutes. It goes without saying that the person I always call when I feel like shit is Jason. Yet with his relationship with Melissa growing closer recently, I feel hesitant calling him. He’s not even married yet and already we’re growing apart.
 
   I type“two,” which is Jason’s speed dial number on my phone and stare at it for several minutes. I imagine the sound of his reassuring voice, a voice that’s been in my life for about 25 years. I know it’s the only thing that will make me feel better right now. I complete the call.
 
   It rings a few times and for a moment I’m terrified that Jason isn’t going to answer. Maybe he’s having sex with Melissa right now. I feel ill at the thought. But then I hear his breathless voice. “Tasha?” he says. “What’s wrong? Why are you calling so late?”
 
   “Lydia’s getting married,” I sob.
 
   Anyone else would probably be perplexed or think I was a nut job, but Jason seems to know exactly what I’m upset about. “Oh, Tasha,” he murmurs. “It’ll be okay. I’m sure she’s marrying some loser.”
 
   “Nobody cares who she’s marrying,” I say. “I’m five years older than she is, 32-years-old, and I’m still single! I feel like the biggest loser on the planet.”
 
   “I’m 32-years-old too,” he points out. “So that makes me at least as big a loser as you. At least you’re hot.”
 
   “It’s different for men,” I say. “Anyway, you’re going to get married soon.”
 
   “Listen,” he says, “I’m not getting married so fast.”
 
   “You were looking at rings,” I say accusingly.
 
   “I know, but . . .” He sighs. “I’m not so sure anymore.”
 
   “Really?” I say, sniffling. I’m trying my best not to sound happy about this development, but it’s hard. “Why not?”
 
   “I just . . .” He hesitates. “I wish the two of you got along better. I mean, you’re my best friend and for some reason, you don’t like each other. It doesn’t feel right.” He sighs again. “Maybe we should just break up.”
 
   I remember what Melissa said to me all those months ago, about how the reason Jason wasn’t married was because of me, how I’d wrecked every relationship he’d ever had. And here I am, on the brink of wrecking yet another one. Melissa isn’t my favorite person in the world, but she isn’t awful. She seems to love Jason a lot. As crappy as I feel, I can’t be so selfish as to wreck another relationship for him.
 
   “You shouldn’t worry about it,” I say. “I’m sure Melissa and I will get along eventually.”
 
   “And I don’t want you to worry about Lydia,” he says. “Worst comes to worst, you can bring me to the wedding. Nobody will care about Lydia if there’s a guy in a wheelchair to stare at.”
 
   “Oh, stop it,” I say, but he’s gotten me to laugh a little bit.
 
   “You know, Tasha,” he says. “Melissa may be my girlfriend, but you’ve been my best friend practically my whole life. You’re the most important person in the world to me.”
 
   That might be true now, but once he marries Melissa, I get the feeling that my role in his life is going to be significantly diminished.
 
   I guess that’s something I’m just going to have to deal with.
 
   I spend most of the week feeling depressed about Lydia. I’m glad Nana called me to give me a warning, because I don’t think I could have dealt with Lydia popping the news on me like that, all excited and full of wedding plans. Despite our age difference, Lydia and I always had a bit of a rivalry. I think she always sort of resented my being the pretty one and getting relegated to being the smart one, especially since she wasn’t terribly smart. This is her moment to finally stick it to me that she managed to get hitched before I did.
 
   I’m going to be a bridesmaid. Not the maid of honor, which is being given to Lydia’s chubby friend Erica. But I still get to walk down the aisle in a puffy, lacy pink dress, which I am going to have to fly out to Pittsburgh to get fitted for, then have to pay for myself. I can’t wait for this damn thing to be over.
 
   ***
 
   Larry takes me out to dinner the next Saturday night, and he can tell something isn’t right. I spend a lot of time moping, and since Larry isn’t the most talkative guy in the world (to put it mildly), it’s pretty weird that he’s carrying the conversation.
 
   “Tasha,” he finally says, “are you okay?”
 
   “Yes,” I say mopily.
 
   “You seem upset about something.”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Yes,” Larry says. “You know, if something is upsetting you, you can tell me about it.”
 
   “Can I?”
 
   “Of course,” Larry says, missing the sarcasm in my voice.
 
   I know that whining about being single is the best man repellent, but I don’t even care anymore. “My baby sister is getting married.”
 
   Larry’s face lights up. “Mazel tov!” he says. Then he frowns. “So what’s wrong?”
 
   “That’s it,” I say. “She’s five years younger than me and she’s getting married.”
 
   “Oh,” Larry says. He still doesn’t get it.
 
   “Look,” I say, “it’s not like I want to get married or anything. But . . . it just makes me feel lousy about myself that she’s so much younger, yet she’s getting married first.”
 
   “Oh,” Larry says again. “Well, you shouldn’t feel bad. My younger brother and sister are both married.”
 
   “Yeah, well. . . .” I say. “It’s different for men.”
 
   “It is?” He seems mystified.
 
   I look at Larry and wonder if I’m talking to the wrong person. Actually, I’m definitely talking to the wrong person. Whether he cares about getting married or not, I’m sure no woman is going to be jumping to tie the knot with a guy like Larry.
 
   ***
 
   Because he knows I love it, Jason suggests we go out to karaoke the next weekend. I would have preferred it be the two of us alone, but somehow it ends up being all four of us on a double date. It’s actually my fault, because when I mention karaoke to Larry, he somehow gets all excited and says he wants to go. I can’t say no to him because he’s practically never been excited about anything before ever, so Jason invites Melissa too.
 
   The karaoke bar is a small place in the village that Jason and I have been going to for years. I don’t think he’s ever taken Melissa here, because she shows up looking really overdressed in a tight black dress and sexy pumps. In contract, I’m wearing jeans and a tank top. But she doesn’t seem at all upset at being the most dressed up person at the bar. In fact, when she sees me, she flashes me a big smile for perhaps the first time ever.
 
   The smile disturbs me so much that I anxiously search her fingers for sign of an engagement ring. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see her fingers are bare.
 
   We get a table near the front, and quickly order alcohol. There’s no way you can sing karaoke without being pretty drunk. Jason inexplicably has a great voice and always sounds fantastic when he sings, but it usually takes at least four or five drinks to get him up there. Despite being lead singer of a band and a music teacher, I can’t sing nearly as well as Jason, but I always end up making a showing.
 
   “Tasha,” Melissa says as she sips her drink, smearing her glass slightly with her red lipstick. “I heard about your sister, Lydia. Congratulations!”
 
   I stare at her in surprise. “Oh, um, thanks.”
 
   “And don’t worry,” she adds. “I’m sure it will be your turn eventually.” As she says that, she puts her hand on Jason’s forearm possessively.
 
   Oh my God. I am going to kill Jason. How could he tell her that? He knows how sensitive I am about this wedding! I raise my eyes to give him a dirty look, but he’s shaking his head with an exaggerated expression of innocence on his face.
 
   So if Jason didn’t tell her, then. . . .
 
   I look over at Larry, who’s taking a swig of his beer. I give him a questioning look. He shrugs and says, “Oh, I told Melissa about your sister. I hope that was okay. Or did you want to tell her?”
 
   Could my boyfriend seriously be this clueless? Seriously??
 
   “So what song are you singing, Tasha?” Jason asks me, swiftly changing the subject.
 
   “I have a few thoughts,” I say.
 
   “How about you, Melissa?” he asks.
 
   “Are you joking?” Melissa snorts. “I’m not getting up there and making a fool out of myself.”
 
   “But it’s really fun,” Jason points out.
 
   “So is jumping out of a plane,” she says.
 
   “We’ll see,” he says. “I bet if we get a few more drinks in you, you’ll sing something.”
 
   “Not a chance in hell,” Melissa says, and I’m pretty sure she means it. Melissa’s a little too uptight to belt out a song in front of a large audience.
 
   After my third beer, I’m ready to put in my dollar and select my choice of songs. The DJ sees the song and grins at me. “I can’t wait to hear you sing this,” he says.
 
   Jason looks intrigued when I get back to the table. “What are you going to sing?” he asks me.
 
   “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
 
   Larry doesn’t even seem to be paying attention to me. He seems very distracted by something.
 
   About fifteen minutes later, I hear the DJ call my name and I get up on the stage. To be honest, I love being up on the stage. I’m kind of an exhibitionist. Despite how awful Cynthia’s Armpit was, I loved the rush of singing in front of a crowd. And yes, I love the way the men in the crowd look at me. Maybe when I’m forty, a pair of tight jeans and a tank top may not be enough to attract howls from men, but right now, it still does.
 
   The words to the song appear on the teleprompter, but I don’t need them. I know this song by heart.
 
   “‘Oh my God, Becky,’” I say into the microphone, putting my hand on my hip. “‘Look at her butt. It’s so big! She looks like one of those rap guys’ girlfriends. But, you know, who understands those rap guys? They only talk to her because she looks like a total prostitute!’”
 
   Jason is cracking up at our table, while Melissa has her usual look of hatred/disapproval. I can see Larry, and he’s got this bemused expression on his face, and his eyes widen when I burst out with, “‘I like big butts!’”
 
   I’ve sung “Baby Got Back” a few times, and it’s the one song that never fails to amuse the crowd. Especially because my butt, while not especially large, is pretty nice, if I do say so myself, and I don’t terribly mind putting it on display a bit. I’ve got people in the room actually dancing by the time the song comes to an end.
 
   When I get back to my table, I expect Larry to react with horror and maybe send me to my room without supper, but instead he puts his arm around me and kisses me. “I have the coolest girlfriend in the room!” he announces, and for a moment, I’m happy he’s my boyfriend too.
 
   I smile at him. “Are you going to sing something?”
 
   “Yes,” he says. “As a matter of fact, I am.”
 
   I am totally shocked. I thought Larry would have to be totally wasted to get up there on the karaoke stage. But without any other prompting, he gets up and gives the DJ his song request.
 
   “Wow,” Jason says. “He’s got more balls than I would have thought.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say and somehow feel a little uneasy.
 
   Larry quickly downs another beer while we’re waiting for his song to come up. He keeps his arm around me, which is also kind of unusual behavior for him. I catch Jason’s eye, and he kind of shrugs and grins at me. I wonder if Jason’s planning to sing anything. He should do Bon Jovi. He’s great at singing Bon Jovi.
 
   I hear Larry’s name called out, and he hurries up to the stage. He takes the microphone with slightly shaking hands. “Um,” he says. “I want to dedicate this song to my wonderful girlfriend, Tasha.”
 
   Aw. I think.
 
   The music starts up and Larry is clutching the microphone in both hands. I recognize the melody immediately and my heart skips a beat. “Love,” he sings, “I get so lost sometimes . . .”
 
   “Holy fuck,” Jason says. “He’s singing Peter Gabriel!”
 
   Larry is, in fact, singing Peter Gabriel. I’m totally amazed. He somehow remembered what I said about John Cusack and Say Anything and playing Peter Gabriel below her window being the most romantic thing in the world. I look at Jason, who is shaking his head, because John Cusack movies are the one thing we disagree on. I think they’re romantic and he thinks they’re cheesy as all hell, which is probably because I think John Cusack is hot and he doesn’t. But he knows I love this song, and I think he’s kind of amazed that Larry knows it too.
 
   In all honestly, Larry isn’t a great singer. He’s got an okay voice. It isn’t painful to listen to or anything, but he’s no Peter Gabriel. But even so, I feel myself kind of melting. This may be the most romantic thing anyone has ever done for me, ever.
 
   The song comes to a close, and I have to say, I kind of have tears in my eyes. Maybe I misjudged Larry. Okay, he’s not the most interesting guy in the world. But he’s really thoughtful. Who else would get on a stage and sing Peter Gabriel to me?
 
   “Tasha,” he says into the microphone after the music stops. “I just want to say these last six months with you have been the best time in my entire life. I . . . I love you, Tasha. And I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will . . . will you marry me?”
 
   And Larry reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a blue velvet box that sure as hell doesn’t contain a stupid gold pin this time.
 
   I look up at Jason, whose jaw is hanging open, and Melissa looks equally stunned. Jason shakes his head and I hear him quietly say the word, “No.”
 
   Except that’s not the word I’m thinking.
 
   The whole bar is looking on as I slowly make my way to the front of the room. I hear someone yell, “Hey, it’s the big-butt girl!” But other than that, it’s a totally romantic moment. And Larry is gazing at me like he really loves me. “I love you, Tasha,” he says again. Never mind the fact that I’ve never actually told him that I loved him. “Will you be my wife?”
 
   Larry opens up the box and I see the ring and . . . it’s beautiful. It’s not overly extravagant, but it’s really quite tasteful and lovely. I can almost see it on my ring finger. And as for Larry being my husband, I can almost see that as well. It wouldn’t be so bad. Larry would take good care of me. I don’t think I’d be unhappy. Most of the time.
 
   Natasha Gold. That has a ring to it.
 
   “Okay,” I say.
 
   The room bursts into applause as Larry slides the ring onto my finger. Everyone starts chanting, “Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” So we engage in a kind of sloppy kiss in front of the whole crowd. I’m kissing my fiancé, I think to myself. And I feel kind of happy.
 
   When we get back to the table, Jason and Melissa are staring at us. Neither of them looks too pleased. “I can’t fucking believe that just happened,” Jason says.
 
   “Well, why not?” Melissa retorts. “They’ve been going out for six months. For many guys, that’s plenty of time to decide to make a commitment.”
 
   Jason’s face turns red because he knows he’s in for it. He takes a deep breath and holds out his hand for Larry to shake. “Congratulations, man,” he says. “You’ve got yourself a great girl there.”
 
   “I know,” Larry says, beaming.
 
   Jason holds his hand out to me next. “Congratulations, Tash,” he says. I feel his warm rough palm in mine, and I know that it’s not my imagination that he’s hanging on extra long. His gaze meets mine and I can see the disapproval in his green eyes as he shakes his head almost imperceptibly.
 
   “Well, it’s wonderful news,” Melissa says. She’s practically turning green with envy. Honestly, it’s almost worth it just to see the look on her face.
 
   After the next round of drinks, Jason says he’s tired and wants to go home. Larry, who’s really wired, tries to convince them to stay, but it’s no use. I’m actually kind of glad to be rid of Jason’s disapproving looks.
 
   “Do you want to come to my place?” I hear Melissa murmur to him as they’re putting on their jackets.
 
   “Not really,” Jason murmurs back. “I’m kind of tired.”
 
   “How convenient,” Melissa says.
 
   Melissa walks several feet behind Jason as he wheels toward the door. Larry, of course, is totally oblivious to any friction between the two of them. “They’re such nice people,” he says. “I’m going to ask Jason to be my best man. After all, he introduced us.”
 
   I muse that Larry and my engagement will surely be the impetus for Melissa and Jason getting engaged too. After that showing, he pretty much has no choice. If he doesn’t propose to her, I’m pretty sure his ass is getting dumped.
 
   “Hey,” Larry says, touching my chin. “You want to get out of here?”
 
   He’s smiling at me, and now it doesn’t take a genius to figure out what he’s planning. We’re going to have some fucking fantastic sex tonight.
 
   
 
   

[image: E:\DEV LOVE PRESS\Authors\Annabelle Costa\marry.png]EightI’m on the phone with my mother and she’s discussing the flower arrangement for Lydia’s wedding. The only reason I’m even tolerating this is that I know I’ve got my secret engagement. I’m dying to tell her, but I’m waiting for the exact right moment.
 
   “Of course, you know Lydia is crazy about pink,” my mother is saying, “but I said to her that every flower can’t be pink! I mean, she’s not five-years-old.”
 
   “Uh huh,” I say politely.
 
   Mom hesitates. “Tasha, honey, I know this is hard for you. But I promise you, you’ll get married someday too. It’s just not as easy for some people as it is for others. It’s just taking you a little longer to find the right guy.”
 
   Ordinarily, this patronizing talk from my mother would have made me want to slam the phone down. But not today. Thank you, Larry!
 
   “I know,” I say casually. “Actually, I already found the right guy.”
 
   “You . . . you did?” Mom asks. She sounds skeptical.
 
   “Yes, his name is Larry,” I say. “And . . . he asked me to marry him and I said yes.”
 
   There’s a long pause on the other line. Finally, my mother says, “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really!” God, is it so hard to believe someone would want to marry me?
 
   “I’m sorry, Tasha,” she says. “It’s just that I never heard you mention this man before. How long have you been dating?”
 
   “Six months,” I reply.
 
   “Oh,” she says, sounding a little gobsmacked. “And when did he ask you to marry him?”
 
   “Just last night.”
 
   “Tasha,” she says. “I would hate to think you’re rushing into anything because of Lydia. If you’re not ready to get married . . .”
 
   “I’m ready,” I insist. “Larry’s a great guy. He’s an investment banker and I met him through Jason Fox.”
 
   “You met him through Jason?” she asks, her tone changing slightly. My mother loves Jason and has made no secret of the fact that, like Nana, she thinks he and I should be more than friends.
 
   “Yes,” I say. “Jason told me he was a great guy.”
 
   “Well, if Jason likes him . . .” My mother is likely just about to give her tentative approval, but then I hear a beep and realize I’ve got another call on my cell. Speaking of the devil, it’s Jason’s number.
 
   “Mom,” I say. “I’ve got another call. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “But wait! What does Larry—”
 
   I cut her off mid-sentence, not really to face a barrage of Larry-related questions. Not that it would be so bad. On paper, Larry comes off as totally amazing. I just wasn’t looking forward to introducing him to the family.
 
   “Jason, hey,” I say. “What’s up?”
 
   His voice is low. “Tasha, I need to talk to you.”
 
   “Okay, what about?”
 
   “In person.”
 
   “Oh,” I say. “Well, when are you free?”
 
   “Right now.”
 
   His voice sounds weird and he’s acting weird and the only thing I can think of is that maybe he and Melissa finally got engaged. Yes, that’s probably it. And when he tells me, I’m going to act happy for him. Because I am happy. We’re both going to get married. This is great news, right?
 
   “All right,” I agree. “Where do you want to meet?”
 
   “The bar near your apartment,” he says. “I’m in a cab. I’ll be there in five minutes.”
 
   I have barely enough time to grab my purse and run out the door.
 
   My best description of how Jason looks would be “rumpled.” His hair is mussed, there are purplish circles under his eyes, and his T-shirt is wrinkled like he slept in it. Actually, now that I’m closer, I realize it’s the same T-shirt he was wearing last night, so he actually did sleep in it. Even his glasses seem a little off-kilter on his face. I’ve seen him look like this during busy times at work, but I don’t even think he went to work today. He’s shifting in his wheelchair, looking very anxious. If he were anyone else, I’d think he was on drugs.
 
   “Jason?” I say, sliding into the seat next to him. “Are you okay?”
 
   He’s already had time to order a drink and I see it was in a shot glass, which is not really like him. He’s usually more of a beer man. “Not exactly,” he says.
 
   “Did something happen with Melissa?” I ask. I take a stab in the dark: “Did you guys get engaged?”
 
   He snorts. “Not quite. We broke up.”
 
   “Oh, Jason,” I murmur. I reach across the table and give him a hug, which he returns without enthusiasm. “What happened?”
 
   “After Larry proposed to you, she got really worked up,” he explains, running his hand absently through his hair. “She told me that I had to make a decision. Either we moved forward, like got engaged or moved in together, or she wanted to break up. I couldn’t propose or ask her to move in, so she dumped me.”
 
   “Oh, Jason,” I say again. “But . . . I mean, you liked Melissa. . . . Why didn’t you . . . ?”
 
   He stares down into the shot glass. “I don’t know. She wasn’t The One, I guess.”
 
   “How do you know?” I ask. Of course, I can’t help but think about me and Larry. Is he The One? The thing about The One is that there’s only one. Out of all the men out there in the world, is he really the only one I’m meant to spend my life with?
 
   Then again, I already said yes to his proposal. It’s a little late to be second guessing myself.
 
   “I just know,” he says. “I mean, she’s pretty and she’s smart, but she’s not . . .”
 
   I frown. I’m curious what elusive quality Jason is looking for in the opposite sex that the perfect Melissa doesn’t seem to satisfy for some reason. “Not what?”
 
   Our eyes meet for a second. Jason’s are a touch bloodshot. “Never mind,” he mumbles. “I can’t do this.”
 
   “Do what?” I’ve never seen Jason act like this before. I guess it’s hard on him breaking up with Melissa after so long. “Come on, tell me what’s so wrong with Melissa?”
 
   He takes a deep breath. “She’s not you.”
 
   My heart sinks into my stomach. What is that supposed to mean?
 
   “You know,” he says quietly. “When Melissa left, she said a lot of things that weren’t particularly nice. But some of those things were true. She told me that I was too in love with you to ever settle for any other woman.”
 
   I study his face, trying to find signs that this is some sort of elaborate joke. “Oh come on, that’s not true.”
 
   “It is true, Tasha,” Jason says. He’s looking at me with his intense green eyes and I realize that he means it. Or at least, he thinks he does.
 
   “That’s totally crazy,” I say. “I mean, you’re like a brother to me.”
 
   “I know you think that,” he says. “That’s why I never told you.”
 
   I look down at my hands and see that they’re shaking. “Jason, I don’t . . . this is a little hard to . . . you know . . .”
 
   “I know,” he says quietly. “Look, Tasha, I don’t expect you to leap into my arms and make passionate love to me or anything. I never expected that, even though it would obviously be, well, great.”
 
   I stare at Jason, unable to believe that he can think of something like that. Of the two of us making love. That this is something that’s been on his mind for the last . . . God knows how long. Maybe forever. I’ve never thought of him that way. Never.
 
   “How long have you felt this way?” I ask him.
 
   “I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe twenty years.”
 
   “Twenty years?”
 
   “I never meant to tell you,” he says. “I figured eventually you’d meet some great guy, get hitched, and I could be happy knowing that at least you were with someone really wonderful. That’s what I wanted for you, Tasha.” He takes a deep breath. “But when I saw you agree to get engaged to Larry . . .”
 
   “What’s wrong with Larry?” I ask weakly.
 
   Jason snorts. “Are you seriously going to insult us both by forcing me to answer that? Larry’s a nice guy, but I’m not even sure you like him, much less love him. He’s the most boring person I’ve ever met, and you’d be miserable if you married him.”
 
   “He’d never cheat on me,” I say.
 
   “And that’s all that’s important, huh?” Jason leans forward, closer to me, and I’m suddenly suspicious that the shot on the table is not his first of the night. His face is dangerously close to mine and I can smell the whiskey, strong enough that it seems like it might be enough to get me a little drunk too.
 
   “It’s important,” I say quietly.
 
   “Tasha,” he says. “What kind of friend would I be if I let you marry this guy? You deserve better.”
 
   “And that’s you?” I retort.
 
   Jason jerks his head back as if I slapped him. “Okay, point taken,” he says.
 
   I instantly feel guilty. This isn’t some jerk hitting on me in a bar. This is Jason, who I adore. I may not be in love with him, but I don’t want to hurt him. “I’m sorry,” I say. “You know I love you like family. But I just don’t feel that way about you, and I don’t think I ever will.”
 
   “Yeah, I figured,” he says. He gives me his half smile, but this one is kind of sad. “I had to try, though. I mean, if you have any shot in hell with the girl you’ve been in love with for twenty years, you have to take it, right?”
 
   I don’t want to tell Jason that he really didn’t ever actually have a shot in hell.
 
   “But fine,” he says. “Forget about me for a minute. Please don’t marry Larry, Tasha. He’s awful. He’s totally wrong for you.”
 
   “Larry has a lot of good qualities,” I say. “He’s kind, he’s intelligent, he has a good career, and he’s . . . fairly attractive. And he cares a lot about me.”
 
   “But he’s not fun,” Jason says. “Tasha, I’ve known you for 25 years, and one of the reasons I love you is that you’re probably the most fun girl I’ve ever met. I don’t know what will happen to you if you marry someone like Larry. I’m worried he’ll suck the life out of you.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Okay, let me ask you this,” he says. “Have you ever actually had fun with Larry?”
 
   I want to say yes, of course. But I start thinking back to my six months with Larry and I really have to wonder: have I? Have I really actually ever had fun with him? Have I ever been doing something where I felt the need to throw my head back and laugh because I was having such a great time?
 
   There must have been a time like that. I just can’t happen to think of it right now.
 
   “Yes, I have,” I answer indignantly.
 
   Jason looks skeptical.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about you and Melissa,” I say, and Jason winces as I say her name. “But Larry and I are genuinely very happy together. I just wish you could be happy for us. You’re my best friend and I think . . . I think you owe me that.”
 
   Jason frowns at me. He fingers the empty shot glass of whiskey in front of him. “Tasha, if you’re happy, then I’m happy for you. I just . . .”
 
   “Then that’s all there is to it,” I say. I’ve noticed my voice has become angry, abrupt. “There’s no reason for you to attack my choices like this.”
 
   “Tasha,” he says quietly. “I understand on some level why you’re doing this, but I think I’d be a pretty shitty best friend if I stood aside and let you make the biggest mistake of your life.”
 
   “Well, maybe we shouldn’t be best friends anymore,” I say. I grab my purse off the back of my chair and Jason looks at me with alarm. “Friends are supposed to support each other. This . . . what you’re doing right now . . . it isn’t supportive. I know what I’m doing, Jason.”
 
   I expect him to back down and apologize, but instead he says, “You’re wrong, Tasha.”
 
   “I’m not wrong,” I shoot back. “And . . . I’m leaving.”
 
   I practically knock over the drink of the person at the next table in my haste to get out of there. When I get outside the bar, I see my hands are shaking. I’ve never fought with Jason before. But then again, today was a lot of firsts for our relationship, I guess.
 
   ***
 
    “Engaged? How are you engaged?!”
 
   It’s bad enough that I had to take shit from Jason, but now my grandmother seems determined to do the same. I was sort of hoping she’d be happy for me or something, but somehow this reaction doesn’t particularly surprise me.
 
   “People get engaged,” I say. “I’m 32-years-old, after all.”
 
   “You’re doing this because of Lydia,” Nana says. “You’re ruining your whole life just because your sister is getting married before you. Really, Natasha, I thought you were smarter than that.”
 
   “I’m not ruining my life,” I insist. “I met a great guy.”
 
   “And how come I never heard of this great guy till this minute?”
 
   “Because I don’t tell you everything.”
 
   Nana huffs. “What’s his name again?”
 
   “Larry Gold,” I say.
 
   “Sounds like a used car salesman.”
 
   “He’s an investment banker,” I say. “Just like Jason, who you apparently like so much.”
 
   “Jason’s a good kid,” Nana says. “If you were marrying him, I wouldn’t have any problem.”
 
   “Well, I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t feel that way about Jason.”
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “Nana, I don’t!” I take a deep breath. “I’m in love with Larry. I want to spend my life with him.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Nana!”
 
   “Tasha, I’ve know you since you were in diapers,” she reminds me. “You think I don’t know when you’re kidding yourself?”
 
   “Okay,” I finally concede. “Larry isn’t the greatest guy in the world. But he’s a good person and I do like him. I mean, what am I waiting for at this point?”
 
   “I miss the old Tasha,” Nana grumbled. “The one who liked to have a good time and wasn’t settling for some loser because he has a good job. It’s one thing for Lydia to settle. She’s ugly. But you shouldn’t.”
 
   I’m blushing. “Nana, don’t say that about Lydia.”
 
   “What? It’s true. She’s ugly, her fiancé is ugly, and you can bet their kids will be ugly.”
 
   I groan inwardly. I would say that Nana had lost her censor as she got old, but it’s not entirely clear to me that she ever had a censor. In any case, I’m convinced that she’s wrong. And Jason’s wrong. I know what’s best for me. After all, who knows me better than me?
 
   
 
   

NineNow that I know Jason’s been in love with me our whole lives, I feel like I’ve been re-analyzing every interaction we’ve ever had. It seems like everything he’s ever said to me takes on a new meaning.
 
   For instance, I remember one summer when we were thirteen, our parents decided to take our families on a group trip to a large amusement park. Now, you have to understand something, and I say this with all modesty: when I was thirteen, I was hot. I wasn’t awkward or frizzy haired or whatever like a lot of other thirteen-year-olds. I was freaking hot. My mother rejected three outfits I tried on before she finally approved a skin-tight pair of jeans and a tank top that clearly outlined my perky little nipples. (God, I’m a little jealous of my thirteen-year-old self.) I was wearing my usual globs of black eye makeup, which I had only recently discovered and was smearing on without much restraint. I don’t think it looked bad, but in retrospect, I’m sure I looked like a huge whore.
 
   Jason’s older brother Randy was sixteen, and he had begged out of the trip, saying there was “no fucking way” he was going to a lame amusement park with his parents. He was sitting in the living room watching football when I walked in with my parents and I could see his jaw drop open. He sat up straight on the couch and practically did a wolf howl at me. “Wow, Tasha,” he said. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”
 
   “Well,” I replied, trying my best to act cool around Randy. “You’re seeing me now.”
 
   “I sure am,” he said. He looked me up and down. “You going to that amusement park?”
 
   “Yes,” I said.
 
   He grinned at me. “Well, maybe I am too, then.”
 
   Now as you recall, Jason was (and is) a good-looking guy, and there was a strong family resemblance between him and his brother. Except Randy Fox wasn’t in a wheelchair, so there was nothing to get in the way of his hotness. He actually had a reputation at the local high school for being kind of a ladies’ man, a reputation that I knew about and excited me. I never thought that I had a chance of dating Randy, but now it seemed like it might actually happen.
 
   Of course, Jason was in the room, and he looked really upset by our interaction. He took his brother aside, and naïve me, I thought he was putting in a good word for me or something. After all, Jason knew I dated and I didn’t think he’d deprive me of going out with one of the hottest guys at the high school. But when I listened in to their conversation, I was surprised and angered to find that this wasn’t at all Jason’s intention.
 
   “What are you doing?” I could hear Jason hiss.
 
   “What do you think?” Randy retorted. “How come you never told me how hot Tasha was?”
 
   A hot flush came into my cheeks. Randy Fox thought I was hot! Even though I was just a dorky middle-school kid.
 
   “Look,” Jason said. “Tasha doesn’t want to get hit on by some creepy high-school guy.”
 
   “Yes, I do!” I almost yelled, just as Randy said, “It doesn’t look like she minds so much.”
 
   Jason was quiet then and I could hear Randy laugh. “Come on, Jason,” he said. “You don’t think that you have a chance with her, do you?”
 
   “No, of course not,” Jason said. At the time I didn’t think much of it, but in retrospect, I remember the frustration and pain in his voice.
 
   “So, what’s the problem?”
 
   “Randy,” Jason said. “I’m begging you. Please, please don’t hit on Tasha. Please.”
 
   I was holding my breath too. I wanted Randy to tell his brother to fuck off and say that I was too spectacular and he had to have me. But instead, Randy laughed again. “Shit, I never saw you get like this about a girl, bro. Okay, I won’t.”
 
   Randy backed out of the trip, declaring once again that it was “stupid,” but I knew the truth and I was really pissed off at Jason. I was fully prepared not to speak to him the entire day. And I probably would have stuck to that if we hadn’t arrived at the entrance to the park to see huge lines to get admission.
 
   Jason’s father clapped his hand on his son’s shoulder. “Hey, let’s go to the front. I’m sure they’ll let us all right in when they see you.”
 
   It was obvious what Mr. Fox was getting at. Jason was in a wheelchair, so they’d never make him wait in line with everyone else. He and his family would get instant admission. Probably free admission.
 
   “No, Dad,” Jason said quietly. “Let’s just wait in line like everyone else.”
 
   “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Jason,” Mr. Fox said. “The line is huge. Don’t be difficult about this. What’s the big deal?”
 
   I could see Jason’s cheeks turn red and my anger at him melted away. I guessed his dad made him do this all the time and he hated it. Jason finally mumbled an okay, and I watched as he and his father made their way to the front entrance and spoke to a manager about Jason’s disability, possibly throwing in some story about how he was dying and this trip was his last request. A minute later, we were all waved inside, free of charge.
 
   When we got inside, I could see Jason eying the roller coaster and the accompanying worried look on his mother’s face. “We talked about this,” she said to him. “I told you that if we were going to go, no fast rides. There’s plenty for you . . . the carousel, the Ferris wheel . . .”
 
   Jason made a face. “The carousel? Come on, Mom, that’s for kids. I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Jason . . .” his mother said in a warning voice.
 
   Except, unlike me, Jason always did what his parents told him. So he was stuck riding the carousel. And he didn’t even get to ride the horses. He had to sit in a stationary carriage, after his parents instructed the ride operators on helping him inside. They stood on the sidelines, watching us and holding Jason’s wheelchair. “This is ridiculous,” Jason mumbled to me, since I had agreed to sit next to him. “Paraplegics ride horses. I mean, real horses. Not just fake ones that only go up and down.”
 
   “If it were me,” I told him, “I’d give them the finger and ride whatever the hell I want.”
 
   Jason grinned at me. “I know you would. But I’m not like that.”
 
   “You should be!” I said.
 
   “No, I’m a wuss,” he said. “I was just hoping they’d change their minds.”
 
   “Parents never change their minds,” I told him. “That’s never stopped me from doing what I wanted to do.”
 
   Jason eyed my outfit. “Yeah, I can see that.”
 
   At that moment, a wonderful inspiration struck me. After we got off the carousel, I told Jason’s parents that we were going to go get corndogs, and of course, they believed us, having an undying trust in their youngest son (who actually also believed that we were going to get corndogs). Except instead of corndogs, I led Jason to the biggest roller coaster in the whole park.
 
   “Tasha,” he murmured, looking nervous. “I’m not supposed to.”
 
   “Oh, shut the fuck up,” I said. “I’ll never respect you if you do everything your parents say all the time.”
 
   Jason smiled weakly. “Yeah, but it’s really . . . big.”
 
   I shrugged. “So what? What’s the worst that could happen? You’re already paralyzed.”
 
   Jason laughed and agreed that I was absolutely right. We got on line with everyone else in preparation to ride the freaking-huge roller coaster. Jason was practically giddy and I was pretty damn proud of myself until we got to the front of the line, the conductor looked Jason over, and shook his head.
 
   “You allowed to ride on this?” he asked.
 
   Jason nodded, although the hesitation was clear on his face. “Yeah, I just need some help getting on.”
 
   I knew right away that wasn’t going to work. “Where’s your parents?” the conductor asked.
 
   Jason’s face turned white and I spoke up, “It’s okay. He’s with me.”
 
   The conductor looked me up and down, then turned back to Jason. “I’m going to need to get permission from your parents before you can ride.”
 
   “That’s bullshit!” I cried. “You’re letting lots of kids younger than he is ride without their parents’ permission.”
 
   “Look, miss,” the guy said. “Our insurance doesn’t cover this. So if you want to ride yourself, go ahead. Otherwise, please step aside.”
 
   I heard a voice from within the line yell out: “You can ride with me, baby!” My face burned and I was ready to start giving the conductor and everybody on line a piece of my mind, but I could see Jason shaking his head. “Let’s just go, Tasha,” he said. “It’s not worth it. Let’s get corndogs.”
 
   I realized that my getting pissed off was just going to end up making a huge scene, which was the last thing that Jason wanted. So instead of riding the roller coaster, we ended up going to get corndogs, just like we promised our parents we would. Jason ate two of them and I just ate a half because even at age thirteen, I was watching my weight.
 
   “Sorry, Jason,” I said. “I feel like I dragged you all the way over to that ride and then we didn’t end up getting on.”
 
   “Well, you did drag me all the way over to that ride,” he said. “But that’s okay. I mean, it’s just a ride. Who cares?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Roller coasters suck anyway. I hate them.” That wasn’t really true, but I felt like I should say it, considering Jason had never experienced one and probably wouldn’t for a long time, if ever. “But if you really want, when we turn eighteen, we can go to Great Adventure or something and just go nuts.” (We actually did end up doing this the summer after high school ended. We went to a smaller amusement park and rode a couple of roller coasters and some other rides. It was a blast.)
 
   Jason smiled at me and reached across the table at the snack bar to give my hand a squeeze. “Thanks, Tasha,” he said.
 
   I remember at that moment, thinking how glad I was that Jason was my best friend. And at the time, I assumed he was thinking the exact same thing. Except little did I know, he was probably just thinking about what I looked like naked or something.
 
   ***
 
   I had no idea how much I talked to Jason in the course of a day until we stopped speaking to each other. It felt like there were at least a dozen times when I reached for my cell phone to text him, then I remembered and put it down. On his part, he didn’t text me either. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gone a whole week without talking to him at all.
 
   I was beginning to wonder how long our mutual silence was going to last when Larry said he invited Jason out to dinner with us. “You did?” I asked, trying not to let on that I was actually really pleased.
 
   “Well, yeah,” Larry said. “He’s seemed really down lately, what with breaking up with Melissa and all. He’s such a nice guy and I hate to see him seem so depressed. I’ll bet you could cheer him up.”
 
   Yeah, I’ll bet I could.
 
   We meet at a restaurant after work. Larry and Jason go together after work and are already seated at a table when I arrive. I’m not sure why, but somehow my eyes are drawn to Jason when I walk in. I haven’t seen him in a couple of weeks now and sometimes I forget how good looking he is. I mean, if he weren’t in a wheelchair, he’d have absolutely no trouble meeting women. He’s wearing one of his green ties and it makes his eyes seem really green, and it looks like he got a haircut since I last saw him. He smiles at Larry and his eyes crinkle adorably. He looks . . . hot. Not devastatingly, dangerously sexy like Hugh Jackman or something, but he’s very “boy next door” kind of hot. Well, objectively speaking, at least.
 
   “Tasha, hi,” Larry says when I come in. He stands up and gives me a chaste peck on the lips. Larry isn’t ugly or anything, but he’s definitely not what anyone would call sexy. “You look great.”
 
   Jason doesn’t stand up, obviously, but he gives me one of his half smiles. “Hey, there,” he says.
 
   “Hi,” I say, my voice catching a bit in my throat.
 
   As I slide into my seat, Larry conveniently excuses himself to use the restroom, leaving Jason and me alone. I was feeling angry at him last week, but I don’t feel that way now. I’m just incredibly glad to see him again. “I’m sorry I was a bitch last week,” I say.
 
   Jason grins. “You were, weren’t you?”
 
   I feel my shoulders relax. “Look,” I say. “I know you were kind of drunk and you were upset about Melissa, and I know you didn’t mean what you said.”
 
   He raises his eyebrows. “What I said?”
 
   “You know, about . . .” I blush. “Being in love with me.”
 
   “Oh.” Jason leans back in his wheelchair and stares at me. In that position, I can slightly see his gut through his expensive shirt and somehow it makes him seem kind of vulnerable. He grabs his beer off the table and takes a swig. “No, I meant that.”
 
   He’s not drunk and he’s entirely serious. I know him long enough to know the difference. “Jason . . .”
 
   He blinks his green eyes. “What?”
 
   I have always loved Jason’s eyes. They’re so earnest and vividly green—although he’s cute overall, his eyes are his best feature. As I look into his eyes, I feel my heart speed up a notch. His face is close to mine—too close. If he leaned in to kiss me, I don’t think I could react fast enough to stop him. I’m not even sure if I’d want to stop him.
 
   Except, of course I’d stop him. What am I thinking?
 
   I clear my throat. “I think you’re depressed,” I say, pulling my face away from kissing distance. “I don’t think you really mean any of this.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m a little depressed,” he says. “I mean, the woman I’ve been in love with most of my life wants to marry a guy who’s going to make her miserable. I think I have a right.”
 
   “A right to what?”
 
   I jump as I notice Larry has re-emerged from the bathroom. He’s wiping his hands on his slacks, which is a habit that annoys me a lot, but I know it’s dumb so I never say anything. I mean, what are paper towels or hand dryers for?
 
   “A right to . . .” A right to what? I look at Jason, who doesn’t seem like he’s going to help me out. “A right to . . . be part of the wedding.”
 
   “Oh!” Larry’s face lights up. “Well, actually, I don’t know if Tasha mentioned it to you, Jason, but I was hoping you’d be my best man.”
 
   Jason spits out the mouthful of beer he’d been drinking. He wipes his mouth on the back of his sleeve. I’m a little amused to see him lose his composure like that.
 
   “Uh, what?”
 
   “It would mean a lot to us,” Larry says. “It’s because of you that Tasha and I met.”
 
   “Right, well . . .” Jason mumbles. “I’m really flattered but . . . don’t you have any closer friends who you should ask?”
 
   “To be honest, not really,” Larry says. “You’re my closest friend at work, Jason. And I know you’re one of Tasha’s closest friends, but you can’t be in the bridal party, so . . .”
 
   I smile, knowing that I’ve got Jason in a corner now. If he’s the best man, he can’t try to break up Larry and me. Ha.
 
   “Um,” Jason says. “You have a brother, don’t you?”
 
   “Mark and I aren’t close,” Larry says. “Really, I feel much closer to you.”
 
   I can see Jason searching for some kind of excuse, but he knows he’s stuck. “In that case,” he says, “yeah, sure, I’d love to.”
 
   “Wonderful!” Larry beams.
 
   As Larry takes another swig of his drink, I just barely hear Jason whisper in my ear: “Don’t think you’re off the hook.”
 
   
 
   

TenTrue to his word, Jason calls me the next night and I can tell he has an agenda. It’s been noticeable that he hasn’t called me in several days because of our fight, and despite the fact that I know he’s going to bother me, I’m glad to hear the sound of his familiar voice. But I won’t admit that to him.
 
   “I wish Larry were more of an asshole,” Jason says. “That would make it easier. Why does he have to be such a nice guy?”
 
   “Kind of makes you feel bad, doesn’t it?” I retort. “Doing something so shitty to such a nice guy.”
 
   “In a way,” Jason says thoughtfully. “But really, it’s for his own good too. I don’t want Larry to be miserable any more than I want you to be miserable.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “But you’re not . . . interested in Larry.” I still feel my cheeks turn pink when I say the words.
 
   “Look,” he says. “Larry likes the idea of you, but he barely knows you. You guys have been together for six months. That’s not long enough to know another person.”
 
   “So what’s long enough? Twenty-five years?”
 
   “Well, you have to admit,” he says, “nobody knows you better than me.”
 
   “Oh, please.”
 
   “It’s true. I know everything about you.”
 
   “Everything?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay,” I say, playing along. “If you know everything about me, then how old was I when I got my first period, smartass?” I figure if you want to turn a guy off, the best thing to do is to talk about your period.
 
   “Oh God,” Jason says. “You were twelve. I know because I overheard your mother telling my mother about it in excruciating detail that I really didn’t need or want to know.”
 
   “Fine,” I grumble, because he’s right. “So what’s my bra size? Larry knows that one.”
 
   “So do I,” he says. “You’re 34C. That’s what you get for making me help you with laundry.”
 
   Okay, yes, there were a few times when I had an overwhelming quantity of laundry and Jason had nothing to do, so I convinced him to come over and help me out. That’s not too weird, is it? I guess I never thought about the fact that he was touching my bras and panties. I always felt like Jason and I had this platonic relationship, but now when I think of how I made him fold up my silky red thongs . . . oh Christ. I encouraged his crush, didn’t I?
 
   Just to be fair, I’ve helped Jason with his laundry too. He has a washer and dryer in his apartment, and I’ve helped him hang up some of his shirts on laundry day. For some reason, I think of the feel of the fabric of Jason’s large button-up work shirt in his hand, with the scent of his detergent mingled with the faint smell of his aftershave. Jason’s been wearing the same brand of aftershave ever since I can remember, and there’s something kind of comforting about that smell. There’s something comforting about Jason in general.
 
   “Name my five biggest celebrity crushes,” I say.
 
   Jason laughs. “Seriously?”
 
   “If you know me so well, then it should be easy.”
 
   “Sadly, it is,” he says. “You’re not exactly subtle.” He thinks for a second. “Obviously, John Cusack, first and foremost, although God knows why. You love John Travolta, especially in Grease, and in Welcome Back, Kotter, even though you won’t admit you like that show. You also like that weird, blond elf guy from Lord of the Rings, which is why you dragged me to that three-hour movie like five times.”
 
   “Oh, come on,” I say. “You know you loved that movie, you nerd.”
 
   “Whatever,” he says. “It’s nine hours of looking for a ring. You really think I liked it? Anyway, so that’s three.” He thinks for a minute. “Oh, I know, you like that gay cowboy.”
 
   “Jake Gyllenhaal is not a gay cowboy! It was a movie.”
 
   “Okay, sure,” he says. “So that’s four. Oh, I know. You’re always talking about how you wish your boyfriend were more like Jim from The Office. So I’m pretty sure you like him too. So there, that’s five.”
 
   I huff at him. “First of all, John Travolta has gotten old and fat. Second, the elf’s name is Orlando Bloom, and he’s universally regarded as sexy. And third, I don’t like Jim from The Office anymore since he changed his hair. I like Puck from Glee.”
 
   “I still think I did pretty good,” Jason says. “I’m sure Larry couldn’t even come up with one.”
 
   “Maybe,” I say. “But I’ll tell you this: he’s seen me naked and you haven’t.”
 
   There’s a long pause on the other line. In a panic, I run through all the times Jason and I have been drunk together and try to remember if I ever started stripping. I’m pretty sure I didn’t. But not absolutely positive. Did I ever take off my clothes in front of Jason? I haven’t. I know it. . . .
 
   “You’ve seen me naked?” I ask, a sick feeling in my stomach.
 
   “Well,” he says slowly. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this . . .”
 
   “Oh my God, tell me!”
 
   He lowers his voice. “See, the thing is, back home, your bedroom window was actually visible from mine and . . .”
 
   “Jason, no!” I’m furious. Was he seriously peeping on me throughout our teenage years? I never would have thought he’d do something like that. “You didn’t!”
 
   “Quit being such a prude,” he says. “It’s not like I got binoculars or something. But, yeah, I mean, I was a teenager with absolutely no prospects for meeting a girl, and the girl of my dreams was doing a little naked dance outside my window. Do you really blame me for looking?”
 
   Okay, yes, sometimes I used to strip and dance to music in what I thought was the privacy of my bedroom. Come on, you’ve done it too. Don’t lie. “Jason, that’s really sick.”
 
   “Believe me,” he says, “I felt like a total loser when I was watching you. Here I was, this computer dork in a wheelchair whose closest thing to getting any action was watching the neighbor through her bedroom window.”
 
   “Couldn’t you have just read Playboy?” I say.
 
   “You were hotter than any girl in Playboy,” he says softly.
 
   Don’t get me wrong, I’m pissed off at Jason. I can’t even believe he spied on me through the window when we were kids. But then again, he was just a kid. Kids do dumb things. God knows, I did. And in a way, I guess it’s sort of flattering.
 
   “You forgive me?” he asks.
 
   I huff again. “I suppose.”
 
   “I’d offer to let you see me naked,” he says, “but I’m getting the feeling that you’re not too enthusiastic about that idea.”
 
   “No,” I say, feeling a little awkward. Even if I had known that I could see into Jason’s window, I never would have looked in a million years. I had no desire to see him naked.
 
   And now, well . . . I’m pretty sure I don’t now, either. I mean, I definitely don’t. I’m engaged, for Christ’s sake.
 
   ***
 
   Larry and I have an unofficial engagement party at the bar near his work, which is the same place where we first met. This is less about romance and more about the bar being convenient for Larry and his friends. (Actually, I should say “colleagues,” because I’m increasingly convinced that Larry doesn’t have any friends.)
 
   It’s the same mix of teachers and bankers that were present at my birthday. Jason is there, of course (mostly hanging out with his banker friends), but Melissa is conspicuously absent. Larry told me they don’t seem like they’re on speaking terms. “I don’t get it,” he said. “They seemed like a good couple.” Of course, I’m not going to tell him the truth about why they broke up.
 
   Larry doesn’t leave my side through the entire evening. I suppose some girls would say that’s sweet, but I was beginning to get annoyed. We had a few drinks and I was hoping he’d loosen up, but he was like a piece of gum I couldn’t get off my shoe. I finally had to escape to the ladies room in order to get a moment to myself. For a second, I was worried Larry was going to follow me inside.
 
   While in the bathroom, I run into my friend Jeannie from work. Jeannie teaches art at my school, so her job is just about as useless as mine. She’s single, a couple of years younger than me, and more cute than pretty. She’s also one of the nicest women I know. “Larry seems so wonderful,” Jeannie tells me as she washes her hands. She glances at her reflection in the mirror, but doesn’t make any adjustments because the girl doesn’t wear a stitch of makeup. “He’s so attentive to you!”
 
   “Yeah,” I mumble, forcing a smile.
 
   “I’m so jealous,” Jeannie says, without a hint of jealousy in her voice. “He’s really cute, too.”
 
   “Mmm,” is all I can manage. “Are there, um, any guys you like here?”
 
   Jeannie laughs. “I don’t know. Aside from Larry, they mostly seem like the usual group of egotistical i-banker assholes.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agree, thinking Jeannie is pretty perceptive.
 
   “But there is one guy,” she says thoughtfully. “Do you know the guy in the blue striped shirt? The one who’s been playing pool most of the night?”
 
   I’m stumped for a second, then she smiles and adds, “You know, the one in the wheelchair.”
 
   I stare at her, totally shocked. “Jason? You like him?”
 
   “Well,” she says, “sort of. I played a game of pool and he was on my team and he seemed really nice. Good at pool too.”
 
   “Yeah, he is,” I say. And add, “Good at pool, that is.”
 
   Jeannie raises her eyebrows. “He’s not nice?”
 
   I can’t tell her she’s wrong. Jason is really nice. One of the nicest guys I know. Especially to me.
 
   “No, he’s nice,” I say. “But, um, you’re okay with the whole . . . wheelchair thing?”
 
   Jeannie nods. “Absolutely. My brother has spina bifida, so that kind of thing is no big deal to me.” She tucks her clean, brown hair behind her ear. “I feel like a lot of single guys in their thirties have serious issues, and that’s why they’re not married. But a guy in a wheelchair can be a wonderful guy and still have trouble because women are so superficial that they can’t see through such a minor issue.” She smiles brightly. “So in that sense, it’s a plus.”
 
   Yeah, except that Jason has one major issue: me.
 
   I look at Jeannie’s face. She’s a great girl, lightyears better than anyone he’s ever dated. If I introduce her to Jason, they could totally hit it off and maybe she’d make him forget all about me. That would be great for Jason.
 
   Except somehow, when I look at Jeannie’s sweet, earnest face, I’m having a lot of trouble just handing Jason over to her.
 
   “The thing about Jason,” I say, “is that he just got out of a long-term relationship and he’s pretty bitter. Plus he’s a total workaholic. I just don’t think now is a good time.”
 
   “Oh.” Jeannie’s brown eyes widened. “That’s a shame. Surprising, though. I got the vibe that he was sort of, you know, flirting with me a bit.”
 
   Jason was flirting? But he’s supposed to like me! Why is he flirting with other women?
 
   Okay, I am being ridiculous. I’m engaged to another guy. Why the hell do I care who Jason flirts with? I should be happy he’s flirting with Jeannie. That’s healthy. He shouldn’t be obsessed with me. I should tell Jeannie to just . . . go for it.
 
   Except I can’t.
 
   “Well, that’s the way he is,” I say. “He’s kind of a flirt. But he’s totally still obsessed with this other girl. I just don’t think it’s a great idea.”
 
   Jeannie sighs. “That’s too bad. I really kind of dug him.”
 
   I’m awful. I should be shot.
 
   I clear my throat. “Well, if you really like him, you should still try to go for it. Don’t let what I said stop you.”
 
   “No, I trust you, Tasha,” Jeannie says.
 
   Oh God, I really suck. Shooting is too good for me. I’m such a horrible person. How could Jason even like me?
 
   I know I should tell Jeannie I made a mistake and shove her in Jason’s direction, but I can’t make myself do it. Maybe Melissa was right. Maybe I’m just selfish. I don’t want Jason for myself, but I don’t want anyone else to have him.
 
   I wander over to Jason at the pool table after leaving Jeannie in the ladies room. I’ve somehow managed to shake Larry for the moment, and I want to take advantage of the few moments I have to myself. I pick up a pool cue and join Jason, who is currently alone, trying to clear the table on his own.
 
   “Interested in a game?” I ask him.
 
   Jason looks up at me and grins. “Naw, you suck. It wouldn’t be a challenge.”
 
   “Humor me,” I say.
 
   I set up the balls and Jason breaks. He has a powerful break, sinking three balls in the process, followed by two solids in a row. Jason is a bit of a pool shark, or at least, he used to be. The wheelchair might fool you, but he has wicked aim. Maybe it’s his math and physics background, because he knows exactly where to bank the shots off the wall to sink them in the corner pocket. When we first reconnected in New York, Jason and I used to play pool all the time at a pool hall downtown and he used to kick my ass regularly, except for the times we played against another couple and kicked their ass. I’ve barely played since, and I feel a little nostalgic as I lean over the table to try to sink a shot and miss.
 
   “You still suck, Tash,” he comments.
 
   “Shut up,” I say.
 
   He smiles. “So what did your friend say about me in the ladies room?”
 
   I stare at him in surprise. “Um, what?”
 
   “That girl Jeannie,” he says. “She was here earlier and I definitely got the vibe that she was flirting. Did she say anything?”
 
   “Uh, no,” I lie.
 
   “Oh,” he says and frowns. “Huh.”
 
   “Were you . . . interested in her?” I ask, trying to sound casual.
 
   “Well, yeah, kind of,” he says. “I mean, you’ve made it pretty obvious that nothing is going to happen between the two of us. So . . . why not?”
 
   I know I should just ‘fess up what I did. But then again, that would be way too embarrassing. I can’t confess that I did anything to keep him from meeting a woman who would likely be perfect for him. If I did that, it would be like admitting everything he said to me the other day was right. And it would totally give him the wrong idea. “Well, there are lots of other girls out there,” I say. “But I guess Jeannie wasn’t interested.”
 
   Jason reaches into his shirt pocket and pulls out a scrap of paper. “So are you saying I shouldn’t call her?”
 
   I stare at the piece of paper. “She . . . she gave you her number?”
 
   He winks at me. “Yep. And I told her to go ahead and use you as a reference that I’m a great guy. But I’m thinking you didn’t give me such a good reference.”
 
   Shit.
 
   I stare down at the pool table. “I’m sorry. Do you hate me?”
 
   “Hate you?” Jason raises his eyebrows. “No, I don’t hate you. I just find it a little perplexing that you shot me down, yet you don’t want me to go out with any other girls.”
 
   I feel my cheeks turning red. “I know it’s selfish, but I just . . . didn’t want you to like Jeannie more than you like me.”
 
   When I lift my eyes, Jason is looking at me with this really tender expression on his face. “That’s impossible,” he says softly.
 
   I turn even redder. I must look like a beet. “Listen, I’ll go over to Jeannie and tell her I made a mistake.”
 
   “No,” he says. “Don’t do that.”
 
   “Why not? You like her, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, but . . .” He gives me that half smile. “If I have any shot whatsoever with you, no matter how small, I’d rather just stay single. So, I’ll pass on Jeannie.”
 
   I try to get my lips to form the words, “You don’t have a shot with me.” But I can’t do it. Somehow I can’t say that to him, and I’m not entirely sure why.
 
   
 
   

ElevenOne ritual Jason and I have together is watching The Daily Show together every night before going to bed. Well, we don’t watch it together in that we’re not actually together, but we often call each other if we’re not with our significant other. Which is actually pretty frequently.
 
   We’ve been watching The Daily Show together for years. I can’t even remember how long we’ve been doing this. At least five years. Sometimes we argue, though, because Jason thinks that The Colbert Report is a better show, but I think The Colbert Report is too much Colbert and you just kind of get overwhelmed. Not that Colbert isn’t funny or anything, but it’s just sort of too much.
 
   Lately though, Larry and I have been spending the night together more and more, and I feel like it’s not appropriate to spend thirty minutes on the phone with another guy while I’m with my boyfriend. So our Daily Show ritual hasn’t been happening much lately.
 
   Tonight, while Larry is in his bathroom, brushing his teeth, I turn on the television in his bedroom to Comedy Central. Jon Stewart is just starting up his monologue. I love Jon Stewart. He’s funny, but there’s also something sexy about him. Not enough to make my top five, but he’s definitely hot.
 
   Larry comes out of the bathroom and sees what I’m watching. He looks sort of dismayed. “What is that?” he asks.
 
   “It’s The Daily Show,” I say.
 
   Larry frowns. “I always watch The Tonight Show.”
 
   “The Tonight Show?” I stare at him. “What are you—middle-aged?”
 
   “It’s a really good show,” he says, a little sheepishly. “Leno is really funny. I like it when he does headlines.”
 
   “Seriously?” I’m having trouble wrapping my head around this. My parents like Leno. People my age don’t like that show. Why are Larry’s tastes so weird? Why can’t we have one goddamn thing in common?
 
   And I’m also kind of irked by the way he takes the remote and just changes the channel. I mean, he could at least try to like what I like. Or at least let me enjoy watching my show, considering I was here first.
 
   My cell phone beeps and I see the text message from Jason pop up, Daily Show?
 
   I reply, Larry watching Leno
 
   Jason writes back, Leno is for old people
 
   See? Jason gets it.
 
   I’m about to text him further insults about Leno and people who watch Leno, but Larry crawls into bed with me, and I can’t very well do this in front of him. So I reluctantly put the phone down on my night table.
 
   Larry fluffs his pillow, then lays his head next to mine. He’s a pillow fluffer. He wants his pillow to be maximally puffy before he lays his head down on it. I expect him to start watching Leno’s monologue, but instead he has this weird frown on his face, almost like he’s constipated or something. Finally, I say, “What is it?”
 
   “Tasha,” he says. “How come you always wear your socks to bed?”
 
   What? What kind of stupid question is that? “I don’t know,” I say. “I guess my feet get cold.”
 
   “It’s pretty unsanitary.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   Larry nods. “I mean, you wear the same shoes every day and then your socks are in those shoes. That’s kind of gross, don’t you think?”
 
   “You should talk!” I cry. “You cut your toenails in bed!” And I don’t even want to add that after cutting his toenails, he will then touch me without washing his hands. I feel like shuddering at the thought of it.
 
   Larry looks at me and I feel my hands balling into fists. I’m ready to fight with Larry. I want him to retort with someone else I do wrong so I can start ticking off his faults on my fingers. And there are a lot. I’ve got the next three lingering on the tip of my tongue.
 
   “You’re right,” Larry says. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”
 
   Fight averted. My shoulders sag and I can’t help but feel slightly disappointed.
 
   My cell rings and for a moment, I’m hoping it’s Jason, but I know he won’t call while Larry is here. I’m shocked instead to see my parents’ phone number pop up. Why would my parents call at 11 at night? They go to bed at like nine every night.
 
   “Tasha?” I hear my mother’s voice on the other line, sounding small.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask her, my heart pounding. If this is some sort of Lydia wedding disaster, I will kill her.
 
   “Tasha,” she says, “Nana died.”
 
   I feel stunned, which is probably a weird reaction considering Nana was about ninety years old. She was incredibly old. This was inevitable. I should have expected it. But I didn’t. “How . . . ?”
 
   “She took a nap this afternoon and I couldn’t wake her up,” Mom says. “The doctors said she had a stroke in her sleep. It was very peaceful.”
 
   My mother’s voice breaks, and that’s what gets me. The tears rise up in my eyes and in a second, they’re spilling over onto my cheeks. Larry looks at me in surprise and gives me a “what’s wrong” expression.
 
   “Tasha?” I hear my mother’s voice. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes,” I manage to say. “I’ll call you back later.”
 
   I put down the phone and now the tears are flowing freely. I bury my face in my hands and sob.
 
   “Tasha,” Larry is saying. I’d practically forgotten he was there. “Are you okay? What happened?”
 
   “My grandmother died,” I say between sobs.
 
   “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” Larry says. He puts his arm around my shoulders and I cringe. I don’t want Larry near me right now. I don’t even want him in the same room. His presence feels stifling. “Can I do anything?”
 
   I shake my head. “Can . . . can I just be alone?”
 
   Larry seems a little taken aback, but he nods. “Um, okay. Do . . . do you want me to shut the TV off?”
 
   What kind of stupid question is that? I nod.
 
   Larry turns the television off and crawls out of bed. He leaves the room and gently shuts the door behind him. I feel a little guilty, but not that guilty. More than that, I feel perplexed by how much my fiancé’s presence annoyed me. If Larry’s the guy I’m spending the rest of my life with, shouldn’t I want him to comfort me when I’m upset? But I know that anything Larry says will just make me feel worse.
 
   The thing is, when I close my eyes and think about who in the world would make me feel better right now, there’s only one person who comes to mind. My best friend.
 
   I reach for my phone and call Jason on speed dial. He answers right away, “Tasha, what’s up? Did Larry let you shut off Leno?”
 
   I answer him with a sob.
 
   His voice sobers up immediately. “Tash, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nana died,” I say, and then the tears turn into full wracking sobs. I’m crying my guts out and it lasts long enough that I start to feel self-conscious that I’ve been on the phone just crying for so long. Jason doesn’t say much, but the thing is, just knowing he’s there on the other line makes me feel comforted somewhat. Especially since during one of my last conversations with Nana, she talked about what a great guy Jason was and how she wished I’d end up with him. Nana really liked Jason.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I finally say, when I’ve recovered enough to speak again.
 
   “Can I come over?” he asks me.
 
   “No,” I say. “Larry’s here.”
 
   “He is? Where?”
 
   “I banished him to the living room,” I say, feeling slightly embarrassed.
 
   “Let me drive you to Pittsburgh,” he says.
 
   I hesitate. Actually, it would be great if Jason drove me, especially since I’m not quite sure how I’m going to scrape together enough money to fly to Pittsburgh, and the train is always agony. Plus, there’s no one I’d rather take a road trip with than Jason, even under this kind of circumstance.
 
   But I’m worried that if I let Jason drive me to Pittsburgh, it’s a slippery slope. I don’t want him to take that to mean I’m dumping Larry.
 
   “I know it doesn’t mean you’re dumping Larry,” Jason says, as if reading my mind. “I just want to help you out. And I got that car that I never drive, just racking up three-hundred dollars a month in garage fees. Let me do this for you, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” I hear myself saying, although before the word even leaves my mouth, I know this is going to be trouble.
 
   Larry seems a little miffed when I tell him that I don’t want him to come with me to the funeral, although Larry never seems to get all that terribly miffed. “Don’t you want me to meet your family?” he asks in a hurt voice.
 
   “Of course I do,” I insist, although the truth is that I’m dreading my family’s reaction to Larry. He’s so different from the guys I’ve dated in the past and I know they’ll all think I’m settling. I need to give Larry a makeover or something before anyone meets him. Or better yet, a personality transplant. “Just not under these circumstances. I don’t want them to always associate you with Nana’s death.”
 
   “Yeah, but . . .” Larry bites his lip. “Don’t you want me to be there for you? Like, for comfort?”
 
   I don’t have the heart to tell Larry that his comfort is more annoying than anything. “I’ll be okay,” I assure him. “Besides, I thought you said this was the busy time at work.”
 
   “That’s true,” Larry agrees reluctantly.
 
   In the end, Larry stays home. I tell him that Jason is giving me a ride and he finds that comforting, and says he knows I’ll be in good hands. Of course, that makes me feel guilty, because I know Jason’s intentions. But then again, I don’t have any intention of letting anything happen between me and Jason.
 
   The next morning, bright and early, Jason picks me up in his car for our trip to Pittsburgh. It’s roughly a six-hour drive, so we have plans to stop for lunch at the halfway point. I’m still sleepy when I get out to the car, and I feel resentful of how bright-eyed Jason looks for some reason. He actually looks very cute in a green T-shirt that highlights the color of his eyes.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asks me after I toss my bag in the trunk and climb into the front seat.
 
   “Been better,” I say, although I feel guilty that my exhaustion is upsetting me more than the death of my grandmother. Although I miss Nana, I realize that she was very old and lived a full life.
 
   “I was trying to think of what would cheer you up,” Jason says.
 
   “Yeah?” I ask, my interest piqued.
 
   “I wasn’t sure,” he says, “but I found this mix CD you made me in high school and I figured it might be fun to listen to.”
 
   “Oh God,” I say. “This is probably going to embarrass me, isn’t it?”
 
   “Well, let’s see,” he says and presses the play button of the CD player. We both wait, holding our breath, for the first song to start.
 
   I hear a familiar voice warbling: “I want you to know that I’m happy for you . . .”
 
   “Oh God,” I say. “It’s Alanis Morissette! You’re punking me. There’s no way I made you this CD.”
 
   “You totally did,” Jason insists. “You were really into Alanis when she first came out. You thought she was really angsty and punk.”
 
   “I did not!” I say. Although now that I think about it, I did recently discover the jewel case for Jagged Little Pill in my old bedroom at my parents’ house. “This is really embarrassing. I’m skipping it.”
 
   “Okay,” Jason says agreeably.
 
   I go to the next song and it’s Flaming Lips’ “She Don’t Use Jelly.” This isn’t quite as embarrassing as having the most overplayed song of 1996 on a mix CD that I made, so I let it play.
 
   “I can’t believe you were willing to hang out with me,” I say. “Considering the kind of crap music I made you listen to.”
 
   “Well, you were hot,” Jason says with a grin.
 
   “Were?”
 
   He laughs and doesn’t say anything else.
 
   As the CD goes on, I start to vaguely remember making this mix for him. I remember putting on some Sublime songs, thinking they would be fun to listen to while we got high together. It sort of brings me back to the days of high school, when my Nana was alive and life was . . . well, pretty damn good. High school was good for me, maybe the best time of my life, in retrospect. Studying sucked, of course, but I had a great time and my choice of the hottest guys in the school. I imagined myself being a famous musician by now, or at least something famous or at least something really cool. I definitely never saw myself at age 32 teaching grade school and engaged to some loser that I don’t even like, much less love.
 
   No, I don’t mean that.
 
   I like Larry. I sort of love him. I mean, who’s really in love when they get married? That’s something that grows over time.
 
   Anyway, I’m just . . . upset. Not at Larry.
 
   I’m staring out the window, thinking about all this when I feel tears coming to my eyes. Jason glances over at me and he can tell I’m upset. He reaches over and takes my hand for a second, but then quickly takes it back because he needs his right hand to work the accelerator.
 
   Eventually, we pull over at a McDonald’s. After we pull into the lot, Jason says to me, “You okay, Tasha?”
 
   I nod. “Sorry.”
 
   “Why are you apologizing?” he says. “Your grandmother died. I think you have a right to be upset.”
 
   I nod again, although that’s only a small part of why I’m crying. I remember how Nana was always telling me that Jason was in love with me, and how I never believed her. She was the only one who guessed. Well, except for all of Jason’s girlfriends.
 
   We order food, both of us opting for burgers and Cokes. When we’re sitting at the table, devouring our high-calorie meals, Jason looks pointedly at my meal. “You used to always order chicken nuggets when we were kids,” he notes. He’s smiling gently and I can tell he’s trying to take my mind off whatever upset me in the car.
 
   Jason will never let me forget that we knew each other back when we were two stupid kids. “I know,” I say. “But then they ruined the nuggets.”
 
   “Did they?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “They used to be juicier and greasier and even have dark-meat nuggets. Without the possibility of dark-meat nuggets, I don’t see the point.”
 
   “You realize,” Jason says, “that the reason they changed the chicken nuggets was that there was a lawsuit that said that whatever was in the nuggets before didn’t even qualify them to be called ‘chicken,’ right?”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So that doesn’t bother you? That you were basically eating mystery meat?”
 
   “Hey, I don’t come to this place to eat healthy,” I say. “Whatever was in those nuggets, it tasted good.”
 
   Jason laughs, and I realize that this isn’t the kind of easy conversation I could ever have with Larry. He’s too . . . serious. He could never joke around about chicken nuggets. Or anything, really.
 
   “So,” Jason says, chewing on a French fry. “I’ve got to ask you, what’s sex like with Larry?”
 
   I spit Coke all over my tray. Literally. I have to grab a napkin to clean it up, while Jason smirks at me and says, “That good, huh?”
 
   “It’s fine,” I say, trying to hide my pink cheeks.
 
   “Why are you so red?” he says. “We’ve talked about sex before.”
 
   “Yeah, but . . .” I don’t want to point out that we talked about sex before Jason admitted that I was the object of his desires. “You just never asked me about Larry before.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t think you’d be marrying the guy.”
 
   “Well, it’s fine,” I say again, sticking my chin out defiantly.
 
   “Fine? Wow.”
 
   “What do you expect me to say?” I retort. “That it’s mind blowing?”
 
   “No,” he says. “I definitely didn’t expect you to say that.”
 
   I take a breath. If Jason’s goal was trying to keep me from feeling sad, he’s succeeded. Now I just feel irritated. “So what are you saying?” I ask, my voice growing angry and a bit sarcastic. “You think if you and I had sex, it would be so mind blowing or something?”
 
   For a second, Jason looks stunned that I said that, enough that I feel a twinge of guilt. Finally, he recovers and says in a quiet voice, “At least I’d do my best to try.”
 
   Jason and I just stare at each other for a minute. While we’ve talked about sex before, this is the first time we’ve ever hinted at the idea of having sex together. I would have thought the idea would be weird, but it’s weirdly not weird. And my heart speeds up a bit when Jason leans forward and says in an even lower voice: “I have a mouth, after all.”
 
   I don’t even realize I’m holding my breath for a minute. I feel an almost forgotten tingling in my panties, the way I feel right before I know something is going to happen with a guy I’m really into. I don’t know why I’m feeling this way, because it’s just Jason. All I know is that I haven’t had this feeling once in the entire time I’ve been with Larry. And I’ve missed it.
 
   I think that’s all this is. There’s nothing between me and Jason, it’s just that Larry and I don’t have enough romance in our relationship. Well, maybe not romance, but heat. Once I get back, that’s just something we’ll need to work on once we get married.
 
   I clear my throat. “I don’t think that will be necessary. I’m fine, thank you very much.”
 
   “So you say,” Jason says, not looking like he believes a word of it.
 
   
 
   

TwelveWe make it to Pittsburgh in a record six hours, including our trip to McDonald’s. Jason drives fast. It’s the one way in which he’s a little reckless, since he seems so careful and conservative in most aspects of his life. Our conversation about sex gets quickly forgotten as we listen to the radio, and he lets me reminisce a little about Nana. I don’t feel so sad anymore, because I know she had a long life, but I do miss her.
 
   Jason parks in his own driveway, next door to ours, then transfers himself out of the car. There are a few layers of bricks that divide his family’s property from my family’s, which I can step over easily, but I know from experience is too high for Jason to jump over in his wheelchair. He’ll have to go around them to get to my house, but I see him hesitating.
 
   “I should probably let you go home yourself,” he says. “I don’t want to intrude.”
 
   “Intrude?” I blink at him. “Jason, you just drove me hundreds of miles, and you’re practically family. You should come inside.”
 
   He frowns at my comment. I don’t know why he’s so reluctant all of a sudden, but I finally convince him to come in. But of course, right after he agrees, I remember what the problem is and why we always used to hang out at Jason’s house and not mine. We’ve got two steps to get up our front porch.
 
   Not that Jason can’t handle two steps or anything. He can. But just barely. I watch him do a wheelie in front of the steps and his front wheels just barely catch the top step and slide off. He tries again and has the same problem. “Fuck,” I hear him mutter under his breath.
 
   On his third try, he makes it, and I’m certain for a second he’s going to slip and fall backwards or something. I’ve seen him wipe out before, but he doesn’t this time. As his back wheels land safely on my parents’ porch, I hear him breathe a sigh of relief.
 
   I ring the doorbell because I don’t have the keys anymore, and my mother answers within ten seconds, as if she’s been waiting by the door for us. Her eyes light up at the sight of me and she gives me a big hug. “Tasha!” she cries. “It’s so good to see you!”
 
   She doesn’t seem particularly sad about Nana. Of course, Nana wasn’t her mother, and I think she’s a little relieved to finally have her out of the house, one way or another. I don’t think Mom had counted on Nana living so long when she agreed to let Dad move her in with us.
 
   “Jason!” she says. “Oh my God, it’s good to see you too! It’s been over a year, hasn’t it?”
 
   He nods and gives her his half smile. “It’s nice to see you again, Mrs. Moran.”
 
   “You should call me Jill,” she says to him, even though she’s now told him that at least a dozen times. “After all, you’re all grown up now.”
 
   I know there’s no way Jason will ever call my mother Jill after twenty years of Mrs. Moran.
 
   I walk into the house and see that my mother has re-carpeted the house. It’s this fluffy white carpeting that you can only buy after your kids are already grown up and no longer in the phase where they spill every drink you pour them. I notice my mother is in her socks and I quickly take my shoes off at the door. I look behind me and see Jason hesitating in the entrance.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask him.
 
   “My wheels are pretty dirty,” he says in a low voice. “I don’t want to mess up your mom’s carpet.”
 
   “Oh,” I say.
 
   He’s running his wheels back and forth over the welcome mat and looking nervous. “Maybe I should just go,” he says.
 
   Mom comes out and sees what the problem is and she insists that he stay, bringing a towel out from the bathroom to give him a longer space to go back and forth over to clean his wheels off. She looks kind of embarrassed and says that nobody was very happy when she got that white carpet, and that it’s been impossible to keep clean. “Also, what about when Lydia has a baby? It’s going to be a mess.”
 
   My face burns. When Lydia has a baby? What about me? I’m going to get married too!
 
   “So where’s Larry?” Mom asks me, as if reading my mind. “I thought we were going to get to meet him.”
 
   “Um, no, not right now,” I mumble. “He . . . he really wanted to come, but things were extremely busy at work.” I’m not about to tell her that I asked Larry not to come because I felt like I couldn’t deal with both him and my family.
 
   “Oh,” Mom says. She looks at Jason. “But don’t you and Larry work at the same company?”
 
   Damn, when did my mother get so smart?
 
   To my surprise, Jason replies, “No, not anymore.”
 
   What?
 
   “Oh, really?” Mom asks. “Did you move to a different company?”
 
   Jason shakes his head. “No, I quit investment banking. I couldn’t take it anymore.”
 
   “Are you kidding?” I practically yell. “Why didn’t you say something?”
 
   He blinks. “I don’t know. It never came up.”
 
   “Well, when did this happen?” I sputter.
 
   “Last week,” he says. “I got accepted to NYU for a PhD program in computer science and I decided I was sick of being miserable at work. Plus, I don’t really want to be a forty-year-old student. So . . . you know, now or never.” He adds, “It’s not like I’m going to have a wedding I have to pay for in the near future.”
 
   My mother catches that last statement and says in a gentle voice, “Jason, honey, I’m sure you’ll meet a wonderful woman someday.”
 
   He ignores her patronizing tone. “Anyway, I’m going to start in a few weeks, so I figure I should take a break so I’m not burnt out on my first day.”
 
   I’m blown away. Jason has been talking about doing this for years, but I was beginning to feel pretty sure he’d never actually do it, especially when he said that Melissa wanted him to hold out at the company till he was forty. I figured at this rate, he’d be totally gray by age forty, and way too worn out to consider going back to school. I guess breaking up with Melissa did him some good. I’d noticed he seemed in a good mood during our trip, but I egotistically thought it was because we were spending time together.
 
   “So what do you think?” he asks me. He sounds a little nervous. He always wanted my approval.
 
   “Are you kidding?” I say. “I’ve been telling you to do this for years. I think it’s great.”
 
   Jason smiles, and it’s not a half smile, but he gives me the whole smile. In the last few years, I’ve been noticing his eyes crinkle a bit when he smiles. I guess it’s a sign of aging, but to be honest, it’s incredibly sexy. I try not to think about that, though, as I return his smile.
 
   Jason ends up staying for dinner. Even though Dad is too upset about his mother to say anything, I can tell he’s also wondering why I’m here with Jason instead of Larry. But of course, my family loves Jason and they’ve known him forever, so dinner is spent reminiscing about some of the dumb things the two of us did when we were kids.
 
   After dinner, Jason goes home and my mother immediately comments, “That poor boy.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I say.
 
   Mom shakes her head. “Alice keeps saying she thinks he’s lonely,” she says. Alice is Jason’s mother. “I’m sure it’s very hard for him to meet women.”
 
   “You know he had a serious girlfriend for the last year and a half,” I say. “They only recently broke up.”
 
   “You’re kidding?” Mom seems amazed. I’m not sure what’s so amazing. Okay, Jason is disabled, but he’s also pretty good looking. And nice. And funny. What girl wouldn’t want to be with a guy with all those qualities?
 
   Except me, of course. But I’m with Larry.
 
   I help my mother wash the dishes and we watch some television. I’m dreading going to sleep, mostly because sleeping in my old room always creeps me out a little. It gives me this unsettling sense of déjà vu. But I’m exhausted from waking up so early and from the drive here, so I end up turning in earlier than I usually do.
 
   My old bedroom hasn’t changed much from when I used to live here. Considering I haven’t lived here in fourteen years, that’s a little creepy. Even though I’d be a little insulted, I almost wish my mother would turn it into a sewing room or at least a normal guest room. I just feel ill when I walk into the room and see Kurt Cobain’s face plastered on the wall. I feel like I’ve stepped into a time warp.
 
   I look into the full-length mirror where I spent pretty much half my adolescence staring at myself. When I look at myself now, I don’t think I look all that different than I did then. I feel like I could still pass for sixteen, although obviously I probably couldn’t. I don’t have many wrinkles, though, and no gray hairs, because I’ve yanked them all out. Yet . . . I know I must look older somehow.
 
   My hand brushes against a dresser and I open the top drawer. Jeans. Ripped jeans. God, did I really ever think it was cool to wear these? Well, it beats eighties fashions, I guess. I pull out a pair of well-worn blue jeans and check out the label. Size two. Size two! Was I ever actually a size two? I’m not even going to attempt to squeeze into these. It would just be depressing.
 
   I remember how I used to obsessively try on all my clothes in front of the mirror and I instinctively glance over at the house across from mine. Jason’s window is just below mine. It never even occurred to me that anyone might be watching me.
 
   I crawl onto my bed next to the window and press my face against the glass to eliminate the reflection of the light in the room. He was right—I’ve got a great view of his room from here. I can see him in there right now, reading some giant book, probably about computers or something. He doesn’t know I’m watching him. I wave but he doesn’t look up.
 
   I keep watching as Jason puts down the book and yawns into his hand. I expect him to disappear and go brush his teeth or something, but instead he grabs the hem of his shirt and lifts it up over his head in one swift motion.
 
   In the past, I can’t say I was ever titillated by seeing my best friend with his shirt off. Like I said, I’ve dated some guys who were incredibly built and Jason . . . isn’t. He doesn’t work out, and even beyond that, he’s got no muscles below the mid-chest, so he’s got a gut that he probably doesn’t deserve to have, which seems out of place on a young guy who’s fairly fit. Plus, he’s really white. White like the kind of guy who knows he doesn’t have a great chest so he doesn’t spend much time exposing it to sunlight.
 
   That said, I’m finding Jason oddly sexy right now. Maybe it’s the fact that he doesn’t know I’m watching him—I’ve never spied on a guy through a window, after all. Or maybe it’s the tight muscles in his arms and upper chest that I’ve felt a few times through his shirt. I don’t know what it is about the feel of a firm biceps that makes me tingle all over, but it’s something I’ve been missing since I’ve been with Larry. As I peer out the window, my hand finds its way into my pants and I discover that I’ve become incredibly wet.
 
   I start to rub myself and then I realize what I’m doing: I’m masturbating while watching Jason undress. Jason.
 
   And it’s so fucking hot, I can hardly breathe.
 
   But at that moment, Jason suddenly looks up and out the window. And he sees me sitting there, watching him.
 
   I expect him to . . . I don’t know what. Smile knowingly? Cock his finger at me and invite me down? Except he doesn’t do either of those things. A dark look comes over his face and he reaches over and shuts his blinds with a resounding snap I can hear all the way in my room.
 
   What the fuck?
 
   I hesitate, wondering if he knew what I was doing below the lower border of the windowsill. No, he couldn’t have. Except why is he so pissed off?
 
   I push my feet into an old pair of comfortable loafers that I haven’t worn in so long that they felt a bit stiff, then I hurry downstairs. It’s a bit late to be knocking on the Foxs’s door, but I feel an almost desperate need to talk to Jason. I step over the bricks dividing our lawn from theirs, cut across their grass, trampling it like I used to do as a kid, and knock on their front door.
 
   After a brief hesitation, Mrs. Fox opens the door dressed in her housecoat. Since I usually came home in the winter, when the Foxes were in Florida, I haven’t seen her in years. I’m a little surprised by how old she looks. Her formerly black hair is threaded with at least fifty-percent gray strands and she has bags under her eyes. I’d always thought Mrs. Fox was very pretty, so it’s a bit of a shock.
 
   “Tasha!” Mrs. Fox cries. I almost forgot how I spent the majority of my childhood at her house. “How are you? It’s so great to see you again!”
 
   “I’m fine,” I say politely. “How are you, Mrs. Fox?”
 
    “Wonderful,” she says. Then her voice lowers. “Tasha, I’m so sorry to hear about your grandmother.”
 
   I nod. “Thank you. Jason was very nice to drive me out here.”
 
   “Yes,” Mrs. Fox says, and I can tell she knows that the reason Jason dropped everything to drive me here went beyond simple niceness or friendship. I guess everyone in the world knew about Jason’s crush on me. Except me.
 
   “Is Jason home?” I ask, even though I know he’s home.
 
   “Of course,” Mrs. Fox says. “I’m sure he’d love to see you, Tasha.”
 
   I wasn’t so sure all of a sudden.
 
   Mrs. Fox leads me down the hall to Jason’s room, despite the fact that I’d probably walked down that hallway a million times in the last 25 years. There’s a knot in my stomach as I knock on Jason’s old bedroom door. When he opens the door, his shirt is back on and I realize I hadn’t imagined the dark look on his face.
 
   “What is it, Tasha?” he mumbles.
 
   “Can I come in?” I ask him.
 
   He shrugs and backs up his chair so I can enter the room. I shut the door behind me. “Look, I’m sorry,” I say. “But I don’t know what you’re so pissed off about. I wouldn’t have even known I could see your room through that window if you hadn’t told me about it.”
 
   “I’m not pissed off, Tasha,” he says, except he sounds pretty pissed off. His voice is practically a monotone.
 
   “Then why are you acting this way?” I say.
 
   He stares at me a minute, then his shoulders sag and he sighs. “I’m not angry at you. I just . . . realized what a complete idiot I’ve been.”
 
   I look at him blankly.
 
   He sighs again. “I spent my teenage years staring at you out that window and thinking what a goddess you were. And . . . you still are. When I saw you watching me get underdressed, I just realized . . . I’m . . .” He lowers his green eyes.
 
   I have no idea what he’s talking about. “That you’re what?”
 
   He lifts his eyes again. “Do you remember that time when we were about nine-years-old and our families went to the beach together?”
 
   I get a sinking feeling in my chest. Even though it was a million years ago, I know exactly what he’s talking about. There are a few things in my life that I’m not proud of, and that beach trip is one of them.
 
   When we were nine-years-old, our families decided to take a trip to the beach together. I had begged my mother for a bikini, and of course, she’d said no, that I was too young, but she’d bought me a hot-pink bathing suit that I thought at the time was very adorable.
 
   At the beach, Jason’s mother was fussing and fretting over him as usual, and he was doing his best to try to get her away from him. He finally begged her to let him be, which she agreed to do as soon as she helped him out of his shirt, shoes, and socks.
 
   Jason and I had been friends for over a year at that point, and I’d come to think of him as a mostly normal kid who used a wheelchair. But when he was sitting in his chair, wearing only his swim trunks, it was obvious that wasn’t the case. His legs were much too skinny, practically bony, and the way his belly jutted out didn’t help matters. He looked so disabled. For the first time, I found myself thinking that he didn’t look so different from the kids you’d see in a Jerry Lewis telethon or something. Definitely not the kind of kid a normal girl like me would be friends with.
 
   As Mrs. Fox was digging through her bag for the sunscreen, I sat on our blanket, doing my best to avoid looking at my best friend and trying to distance myself from him as much as possible. I noticed a girl from my class, Ashley, walk by our blanket, and I excitedly called out her name.
 
   “Tasha,” she said, looking at me coolly. Ashley was, in fact, the coolest girl in our class. She had this silky blond hair and she was wearing a bikini, like I had wanted. And she actually had some breasts developing to fill out the top. By her golden tan, I could tell this wasn’t her first beach trip this summer.
 
   “Hey,” I said nervously. “It’s, um, a great day for the beach.”
 
   “I suppose,” Ashley said, shrugging.
 
   “Are you here with your family?” I asked lamely. It seemed like the more I wanted to impress Ashley, the more I seemed like an idiot.
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “But I was just about to play a game of beach volleyball with some friends.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. I took a deep breath. “I love beach volleyball. Could I play?”
 
   Ashley hesitated for a minute, then her eyes fell on Jason. I felt my cheeks turning pink, wondering what she must think of him, looking like that. I wished I had sat somewhere else, so she wouldn’t realize I knew him, much less was friends with him. “Who’s that?”
 
   At least she said “who” and not “what,” but it was obvious that was what she meant by the tone of her voice. And I was embarrassed. Embarrassed to be seen with this weird-looking crippled kid, embarrassed to admit that he was actually my best friend. “Um,” I finally said. “It’s just my neighbor.” I made a face. “My parents asked them along. So lame.”
 
   Ashley nodded in sympathy. “Poor you. Okay, you can play with us.”
 
   I was floored. Ashley was, like I said, the coolest girl in the class. If she liked me, then I would be cool by association. It did occur to me that Jason heard the comments we made, but he didn’t seem that bothered. Anyway, he had to understand that I was doing what I needed to do to be popular.
 
   I did spend the entire time at the beach playing with Ashley, but unfortunately, it didn’t ultimately end up doing much to increase my popularity. But Jason never mentioned what I said again, and it didn’t seem like our friendship was affected. I always felt really guilty about it, but I thought he’d forgotten all about it.
 
   Apparently not.
 
   “Okay, I remember,” I say to him now, avoiding his eyes. “I’m sorry about that. But we were just kids . . .”
 
   “And you pretended you didn’t know me most of the time when we were in high school together,” he reminds me.
 
   All right, that’s true too. But seriously, I had a reputation to uphold! Jason was a geek in a wheelchair and I was a cool grunge chick.
 
   “Look, what do you want me to say? I feel awful about it and I’m sorry.”
 
   “I know you are,” he says. “But there’s a reason you acted that way.” He shifts in his chair. “Sometimes I forget the way I look, the way other people see me.”
 
   “You look fine,” I insist. Fine enough that I was touching myself as I watched him undress.
 
   He shakes his head. “I don’t ‘look fine.’ I’m disabled and I look it. And to be honest, I feel like an idiot for even suggesting you might have romantic feelings for me.” He bites his lip. “I can’t believe Melissa was crazy enough to actually want to marry me and I broke up with her. I made a huge mistake.”
 
   “Jason, stop it,” I say.
 
   “Stop what?” he says, his voice laced with bitterness. “Everything I’m saying is accurate. You know it.”
 
   “It’s not. . . .”
 
   “You should marry Larry,” he says. “He’ll treat you well, at least. I’m sorry I ever said anything.”
 
   “I don’t want to marry Larry!” I cry.
 
   Jason looks up at me in surprise. As the words leave my mouth, I realize the truth in it. I don’t want to marry Larry. I don’t love him. I might even hate him. But I definitely don’t love him. The truth, which I just realized this second, is that there’s only one man I love. Only one man I’ve ever loved.
 
   And I’m looking right at him.
 
   “Tasha,” he says. “I know you feel guilty right now. I don’t want you to do anything that you don’t feel—”
 
   “Just shut up,” I say to him.
 
   With those words, I put my arms around his neck and fall into his lap. He looks at me in amazement as I press my lips against his. It occurs to me that we kissed once before, about twenty years ago, but he’s gotten much better at it. I taste his breath, warm and sweet, as he pulls me closer to him and runs his palm up my back and into my hair. “Holy shit, Tasha,” he breathes when our lips separate for a second.
 
   “I know,” I say.
 
   He’s kissing me like he’s been waiting to do this his whole life, which I guess he sort of has. And he is a great kisser. No, not just great. Amazing. I’ve kissed a lot of guys in my life—not hundreds or anything, but a lot, for sure. And of all those guys, this is the most intense kiss I’ve ever been a part of. My lips are tingling and I can feel myself shaking, my heart slamming in my chest like a hammer.
 
   Maybe part of it is that we’re in Jason’s old childhood bedroom. It makes the whole thing feel illicit in a way I haven’t felt in many years. I know that any second, Jason’s mom could do the old one-knock-and-enter bit and catch us like she did when we were eleven. Somehow that knowledge fuels the intensity, and suddenly we’re ripping each other’s clothes off.
 
   Well, actually, he’s mostly ripping my clothes off, and I’m attempting to get his off, but he’s resisting a bit. As he kisses me, he’s wheeling us toward his bed, and when his knees bump against the bed frame, he lifts me up and places me on the bed. Damn, he’s strong. He doesn’t even grunt.
 
   “You don’t know how long I’ve fantasized about this, Tasha,” Jason whispers in my ear. Although I have some idea, obviously.
 
   We kiss a little bit more and then I feel him pushing me down onto the bed and spreading my legs. I feel myself tingling all over with excitement because I know what he’s going to do. He kisses my bare knees, then the insides of my thighs as his hands caress my buttocks. I’m so wet by this point, I feel like there’s got to be a puddle under me, but he’s taking his time all of a sudden. He’s teasing me, coming close to my pussy with his mouth, then pulling back again.
 
   I’m trembling with anticipation by the time his tongue finally makes contact with my clitoris. My eyes start to water and I gasp. I don’t know what in hell he’s doing down there, but it’s the most incredibly thing I’ve ever experienced. I cannot believe this is happening to me and that Jason is the one doing it.
 
   I’ve never had a guy go down on me who seemed to have so much control. He keeps me on the delicious brink of orgasm for so long that when I finally come, it’s an explosion of pleasure like nothing I’ve ever felt before. I’ve had thousands of orgasms in my life, but never anything like this. And just as the first waves of pleasure ebb, I feel another explosion coming, then a third.
 
   When Jason finally lifts his head, I am drenched, literally drenched, with sweat. I feel kind of disgusting and sticky, but he crawls into bed next to me anyway. He puts his arm around me and I wince because I must be cold and clammy to touch. “Sorry, I’m all sweaty,” I say.
 
   “I don’t care,” he says and kisses me on the lips and my sweaty neck and shoulder.
 
   I get Jason to take off his shirt and pants, and I snuggle up to his warm body. I love his naked body. It may not be as perfect as some other guys I’ve dated, but I love it because it’s his. We fit together so well that I barely noticed that Jason’s twin bed is really only big enough for one person. In fact, I feel so cozy that I immediately fall asleep.
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   I wake up the next morning and Jason is still asleep. He’s adorable when he’s sleeping. His hair is sticking up in all directions and he seems very vulnerable with his glasses off. He doesn’t snore, but I can hear the sound of his deep breathing. I feel like I could watch him sleep for hours, but then I suddenly catch sight of the digital clock in the room reading 9:15 AM. I instantly fly into a panic.
 
   “Oh my God!” I practically scream. “It’s morning! I stayed here all night!”
 
   Jason doesn’t really react at first, because he’s asleep. He rubs his eyes with his free hand and then finally says, “Huh?”
 
   “It’s morning,” I repeat. “I spent the night in your room.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So . . .” I shake my head. He doesn’t seem to get it. “I don’t want my parents to think I slept with you. I mean, they think I’m engaged to Larry. I don’t want them to think I’m hooking up with a random guy the night before my grandmother’s funeral.”
 
   Jason grins sleepily. “I’m a random guy?”
 
   He kind of has a point. Jason is less of a random guy than Larry is. Nobody’s met Larry before, but everybody knows and loves Jason. I look at Jason now and realize I have fallen into that category as well. So much so that I don’t want to ever leave this bed, regardless of the consequences.
 
   “You’re not,” I admit. “But it’s still weird that I told them I’m engaged to someone else and now I’m spending the night with you.”
 
   “Maybe.” He shrugs, still grinning. “Maybe they won’t notice you were gone.”
 
   That doesn’t seem very likely. My mother wakes up at like 7AM every morning to start breakfast. Still, I could pretend like I got up early and went to take a walk at six in the morning. And decided to make my bed before I went. Totally believable.
 
   I get back into my clothes from last night, figuring I’ll shower and change after sneaking back across to my house. Jason gets back in his wheelchair, and slips on a T-shirt and jeans. I’m always amazed at how quickly he can get dressed. “I’ll escort you to the door,” he says.
 
   I look at him nervously. “What if your mom sees?”
 
   “Now you’re worried about my mom?”
 
   As I’m contemplating this, my cell phone rings and I see the number: Larry. I shudder inwardly at the thought of an awkward conversation with my fiancé.
 
   “Is that your mother?” Jason asks.
 
   “No.” I bite my lip. “It’s Larry.”
 
   “Oh,” he says. He avoids my eyes.
 
   “I’ll talk to him later,” I say decisively.
 
   “What are you going to say to him?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say, trying to keep the irritation out of my voice.
 
   Jason wrings his hands together. “You’re going to . . . I mean, you’re not going to still . . . marry him?”
 
   I feel a little pang in my chest. I can’t believe that after last night, Jason would think there was a chance I’d go back to Larry. That would make me the worst kind of cheater. At least now I can reassure myself that the guy I cheated with is someone that I truly love. And want to spend the rest of my life with.
 
   “Of course I’m not,” I say. “I’m going to break up with him. I just need to . . . you know, figure out what I’m going to say.
 
   Jason’s shoulders sag with relief. “Oh, okay,” he says, giving me his half smile. “I was worried that maybe last night was a one-time thing or something.”
 
   “It wasn’t for me,” I say.
 
   “Me either,” he says. He looks at me with this incredible longing in his eyes, then he grabs my hand and pulls me into his lap. He lowers his lips onto mine and my heart starts to pound. Much as I want to get back to my parents’ house and wash the grease out of my hair, I also kind of want to spend the rest of the day in bed with Jason.
 
   Naturally, Mrs. Fox would pick that moment to do the old one-knock-and-enter routine. “Jason,” she’s in the middle of saying, “I washed your—”
 
   And then she just stops talking.
 
   I scurry out of Jason’s lap, my face flushed scarlet. I can’t even bring myself to look up at Mrs. Fox. I remember how stricken she seemed when she caught Jason and me innocently kissing at age eleven. She used some choice words to describe me to my mother and although she didn’t outright ban me from her house, she devised a new rule that we weren’t allowed to hang out in his room with the door closed anymore. “Tasha!” she cries. “I didn’t know you were still here!”
 
   Meaning, she didn’t realize I spent the night in her son’s room.
 
   “Um, yeah,” is all I can manage to stammer. I can’t believe I’m 32-years-old and I just got “caught” making out like a teenager. And I’m probably going to get yelled at and tossed out of the Fox household for a second time.
 
   “Well, won’t you join us for breakfast then?”
 
   I get up the courage to look at Mrs. Fox’s face and I see that she’s absolutely beaming. To my surprise, she looks delighted to catch me and Jason kissing this time. I guess she realized how he felt about me. I was apparently the only person in the world who couldn’t see it.
 
   “I really better go,” I say, still blushing. “But, um, I’ll see you later.” And I get the hell out of there, leaving Jason to handle the third degree from his mother.
 
   It’s too much to hope for that my parents will be asleep or out when I return home. The second I walk in the door, I see Mom and Lydia sitting on the couch, looking at bridal magazines. It seems like a terribly inappropriate thing to do on the morning of a funeral, but then again, I know neither of them were close with Nana. 
 
   When Lydia sees me, she offers me a broad grin. She’s absolutely thrilled to be getting married before I am. This is like a dream come true for her.
 
   I always feel jealous of women who are really close with their sisters. Lydia and I have never been close, mostly because we’re so different. I think Lydia always sort of resented that I was the pretty one. She was always very overweight, but even if she dropped down to a size two, she wouldn’t have been pretty. Lydia went through all of high school and college without even a single date, while I was wildly popular. Well, maybe not wildly popular in general, but at least I was very popular with boys. Getting married first is Lydia’s chance to finally get her revenge, to show that men find her just as desirable as me.
 
   “Hi, Tasha!” Lydia says in an overly cheerful voice. “Where have you been all morning? We were looking for you.”
 
   “I was . . . out taking a walk,” I mumble.
 
   “For three hours?” Mom says, raising her eyebrows.
 
   I’m not about to tell them about Jason, so I just shrug. Fortunately, Mom doesn’t push it.
 
   “I was looking forward to meeting Larry,” Lydia says. “Where is he anyway?”
 
   I don’t like the tone of her voice. “He couldn’t make it,” I say. “Where’s Duncan?”
 
   “He’s still at home,” Lydia says, because of course, Duncan lives in Pittsburgh, as does Lydia. She still lives within a ten-mile radius of her childhood home. “He’ll be at the funeral, though.”
 
   I guess she’s implying that her fiancé cares about her more than mine because he’s making an effort to go to her grandmother’s funeral. Of course, Larry would have been here if I wanted him to. The problem is me.
 
   “Larry was very busy with work,” I say, trying to sound convincing.
 
   “Uh huh,” Lydia says in a totally patronizing voice.
 
   Who the hell is she to patronize me? She’s the one who could never get a date to save her life. If I had wanted to marry an ugly loser like Duncan, I could have done so years ago. Like Nana said, I had higher standards. Lydia’s just jealous of me because I would look way hotter in any of these wedding dresses than she would. She’s probably going to go for a sleeveless dress, which is a terrible idea considering her thick arms.
 
   “I’m sure we’ll meet Larry eventually,” my mother says.
 
   I grit my teeth. “I’m going to go take a shower.”
 
   Mom raises her eyebrows. “You didn’t shower when you first got up?”
 
   Crap.
 
   “I did,” I mumble. “But I’m sweaty from taking a walk, so . . .” I clear my throat. “Anyway, I’m going to take that shower now.”
 
   I leave my mother and sister staring after me, probably wondering where the hell I’d been all night. Considering what a big mouth Mrs. Fox has, there’s no doubt in my mind that they aren’t going to be wondering very long.
 
   I had no idea that Nana had so many friends until I see them all gathered at her funeral. Aside from the family, it looks like the whole town has turned up to pay their last respects to my grandmother. I guess if you were alive as long as she was, you meet a lot of people.
 
   It’s a closed casket, thank God, but I get a little teary-eyed looking at it. After my shower, I spent a long time debating whether or not to put on mascara, because even though it was “waterproof,” it wasn’t really. As a tear trickles down my cheek, I’m glad I went sans eye makeup.
 
   “You okay, Tash?”
 
   I lift my eyes and see Jason has wheeled up next to me. He’s wearing a dark suit, and while I always said green was his best color, he actually looks really sexy in black too. And he looks really good in a suit. He’s so much more attractive than Larry ever could be.
 
   “I’m okay,” I say, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand.
 
   I hear my cell phone buzzing from within my purse. I fumble to get my bag open, and when I finally wrench the phone free from between my wallet and a paperback novel I stuffed in there a few weeks ago, I see Larry’s number pop up on the screen. Jason notices the look on my face and says, “It’s Larry, isn’t it?”
 
   I nod. “He’s called a few times. . . . I should probably get it.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jason says, but his brow is furrowed. Despite what went on between the two of us last night and the fact that he knows Larry is wrong for me, he seems like he’s still worried I might not break things off with Larry. Which is crazy, because obviously I’m going to.
 
   I mean, of course I will. Eventually. Maybe not, like, this minute, because what kind of bitch breaks up with the guy she’s engaged to over the phone? But eventually, I’ll end it.
 
   I open my phone and hear Larry’s voice on the other line. “Hi, Tasha,” he says. “How are you doing?”
 
   Jason is still sort of looking at me, and I feel really uncomfortable having a conversation with Larry right in front of him. Yet, what else am I supposed to do? I can’t very well leave and go to another room.
 
   “I’m doing okay,” I say.
 
   “I really wish I could have come with you,” Larry says. He sounds very sweet on the phone and I feel almost suffocated with guilt. He has absolutely no idea what went on between me and Jason. He probably can’t even comprehend it. He probably thinks Jason is here to protect me from something like that happening.
 
   “I think it’s better this way,” I say. I glance at Jason, who’s pretending not to listen, but I’m sure he is. “Listen, I’m at the funeral right now, so . . .”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” he says. “I’ll let you go.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I love you, Tasha,” he says.
 
   Oh God. What the fuck am I supposed to say? I can’t tell him I love him right in front of Jason. But I can’t leave him hanging with an “I love you.”
 
   “Me too,” I mumble quickly.
 
   I see Jason (obviously listening) look up sharply. I’m guessing he knows what “me too” must mean. But at least he pretends not to know and doesn’t say anything to me about it.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say to him after I hang up with Larry.
 
   “It’s okay,” he says. “What do you think? I’m not going to hassle you about this at your grandmother’s funeral. I know you’ll break up with him when we get back.”
 
   He’s right. I will. Of course I will. It’s just . . . not going to be so easy. I’ve never broken off an engagement before.
 
   I sit on the aisle during the memorial service so that Jason can sit next to me. I have to be honest: this is my first funeral. I didn’t think I’d get so emotional, but I feel tears welling up in my eyes every time they say Nana’s name.
 
   As the first set of tears fall, Jason reaches out to grab my hand. I think it’s supposed to be a reassuring pat at first, but then we end up just holding hands. Jason’s palm and fingers are very rough, but his hand feels large, warm, and comforting in mine. I look over at him and smile through my tears. He smiles back. It’s sort of ironic that Nana was such a proponent of my getting together with Jason, and now it’s her funeral that finally brought us together.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I can see my sister Lydia watching us. Her little piggy eyes are all squinty and suspicious. I don’t know why the hell she cares if Jason and I are holding hands, but obviously she does. I don’t know why she feels like she has to be in competition with me all the time. She’s getting married before I am, so what more does she want?
 
   Once the service ends, Jason leans over and whispers in my ear. “Are you all right?”
 
   “Uh huh,” I say.
 
   “Because I have to drive my mother back home now,” he says. “But if you need me to stay . . .”
 
   I shake my head and glance over at Lydia, who is still staring. “No, I’m fine. Take your mother home.”
 
   Before he goes, Mrs. Fox comes over to me to give her condolences while Jason fetches the car. She reaches out and takes both my hands in her own. “I’m so sorry, Tasha,” she says. “I know you were close with your grandmother.”
 
   I nod. “Thank you.”
 
   Mrs. Fox is still holding my hands in hers and it’s making me a bit uncomfortable. Finally, she leans forward a bit and says, “If you want to spend the night again tonight, it’s okay.”
 
   My cheeks burn. “Oh, um . . .”
 
   “I can leave a fresh towel for you in the bathroom,” she offers.
 
   Oh God, this is so awkward. I wrench my hands free from hers and mumble something about “we’ll see.” She gives me this kind of tender look before she smiles at me and leaves.
 
   And of course, I turn around and there’s Lydia standing behind me, a triumphant look on her face. “I knew it,” she hisses. “You’re hooking up with Jason.”
 
   I guess I could deny it, but she just heard his mother basically admit I spent the night there. What was the point? “Okay,” I say. “I am.”
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be engaged to some other guy?” Lydia says, squinting her little piggy eyes at me. “Or is that just a story you made up to steal my thunder?”
 
   God, does everything have to be about her? This is our grandmother’s funeral, for Christ’s sake. “Steal your thunder? What are you talking about, Lydia?”
 
   “You know very well what I’m talking about, Natasha,” Lydia says, poking one of her well-bitten fingernails into my chest. I don’t think the girl has had a manicure in her whole life. She probably doesn’t even know what they are. “Everything is always about you. You’re the pretty one, the big shot who went to Manhattan. Now, finally, I’m getting married and I get to have my moment . . . and like five seconds later, you just happen to get engaged. What a coincidence.”
 
   I blink my eyes, shocked at this outburst. I quickly glance around to make sure nobody is listening. “I’m sorry you see things that way, Lydia,” I say. “The engagement just . . . happened. It’s not like I planned to get engaged at the same time as you. I just met the right guy.”
 
   Lydia folded her arms across her chest. “The right guy? And who is this right guy that you’re apparently cheating on with Jason.”
 
   I don’t really have a response to that one, actually.
 
   “Really, Tasha,” she says. “That’s the lowest of the low, using Jason like that. You know that he’s been pining after you since you guys were teenagers, and now to use him as an excuse to get out of your engagement. . . . He’s a good guy and he deserves better than that.”
 
   “I’m not.. . . .” I start to say, but then I wonder for a moment if Lydia’s right. No, she isn’t. Definitely not. “I really like Jason. I’m not using him.”
 
   “Oh, come on,” Lydia snorts. “After all these years, I honestly can’t see you ending up with Jason. Maybe when you’re forty and completely desperate. But I know you pretty well, and I know you haven’t been holding out so long just to marry a guy in a wheelchair. I don’t see your perfect honeymoon involving tread marks all over the threshold.”
 
   I want to yell at Lydia that Jason is much more than just a guy in a wheelchair. But somehow the words stick in my throat. Because as much as I dislike my sister right now, in a way she sort of hit the nail on the head. I do love Jason, but could I really have a long-term relationship with him?
 
   I picture our wedding: the groom disabled, in a wheelchair. Everyone staring at us, feeling sorry for me, like I couldn’t get anyone better. Making reservations at a hotel for our honeymoon and having to explain that my husband is in a wheelchair and they’ll have to make special accommodations. I think about the way people stare at Jason, and having to go through my whole life that way. Do I want to do that? As much as I hate to admit it, appearances are important to me.
 
   Of course, Jason and I aren’t getting married. We’re just hooking up. But I’m in my early thirties, so really, I shouldn’t be dating anyone I wouldn’t consider marrying. And if Jason doesn’t fall into that category, maybe I shouldn’t be seeing him anymore.
 
   God, I’m confused.
 
   
 
   

FourteenJason calls me later that evening, after dinner is over. I see his name appear on my cell phone and I consider letting it go straight to voicemail, but I know he’ll just call again. So I answer, putting on my best exhausted voice. “Hey,” I say.
 
   “Hi, Tasha,” Jason says, not sounding tired at all. “I miss you. Would you like to . . . come over?”
 
   “Actually, I’m really beat,” I say, giving a yawn for added effect. “We have a big drive ahead of us tomorrow, so I think I’m just going to go to sleep now.” I add, “Here.”
 
   “Oh.” Jason sounds a little surprised. And disappointed. “Uh, well, that’s understandable. Are you okay?”
 
   “Uh huh,” I say, biting my lip.
 
   “Okay,” he says quietly. “Um, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow then?”
 
   Of course, it would be incredibly weird if I booked a  flight for tomorrow, so there’s no way out of this car trip. I’m not sure what I’m going to do. Should I tell Jason that I’m having doubts? “Yeah, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   Jason hesitates, sounding like he wants to say something more, but thank God, he doesn’t.
 
   When I go up to my room to sleep, I intentionally close the blinds. Not that I think Jason’s going to be watching me, but . . . well, I feel like leaving them open is almost like taunting him. Before they snap shut, I notice that the lights are out in his bedroom.
 
   I strip down to just my bikini panties and can’t keep myself from checking out my body in the full-length mirror where I spent half my teenage years admiring myself. I’m 32-years-old and I definitely don’t look the same as I did when I was 16, despite not having borne any babies. My boobs aren’t nearly as perky as they were back then—I could never get away with going braless. And my ass isn’t as perky either. It seems like gravity has taken its toll on practically everything.
 
   I turn to the side and frown at my tummy. I had such a perfect, flat tummy when I was 16. I only weigh maybe ten pounds more than I did back then, but somehow my tummy isn’t as perfect as it used to be. It’s definitely less toned, even though I go to the gym more often now than I did back then (which was never).
 
   In profile, I can see the small, colorful tattoo that I have on my back, just above the line of my panties. It’s a butterfly. I got that tattoo when I was 26. While I was with Jason, as a matter of fact. We were wandering through the village after he’d watched Cynthia’s Armpit play a set at a random bar, and we were both slightly drunk. So when we passed the tattoo parlor, I grabbed his arm and squealed, “I have to get a tattoo!”
 
   “You don’t have one?” Jason looked shocked. It was a little surprising that I made it to 26 without a tattoo, considering I had already pierced practically everything on my body. At my piercing peak, I had five holes in each ear, a hole in my nose, my tongue, my eyebrow, my lip, and my belly button. The only thing I never pierced was my clit. Right now, all the holes have closed up aside from two in my right ear and one in my left. I guess that’s the benefit of piercings over tattoos. No laser surgery required.
 
   “I need to get one,” I told him firmly.
 
   “Absolutely you do,” he agreed. That was the best thing about Jason. As square as he seemed sometimes, he never ever tried to talk me out of doing something a little crazy and fun. In fact, he often encouraged me. I’m sure if I had ever wanted to do something really bad (like marry a boring loser), he would have taken a stand. But other than that, he was always on my side.
 
   We went into the tattoo parlor and looked at the wall of designs. “What do you think I should get?” I asked him.
 
   “The snake,” Jason said, pointing to a drawing of snake that was about three feet long. “Definitely the snake.”
 
   “Shut up. I’m not getting a huge snake tattooed on my body.”
 
   “Wuss.”
 
   I finally picked out the butterfly, which was small and pretty. The tattoo artist came out from the back, and he looked me over with my fishnet stockings, my hair dyed about five different colors, and my tiny leather skirt, and he got this big grin on his face. “Well, hi there,” he said. “I’m Greg. What can I do for you, sweetheart?”
 
   That’s the thing about going places with Jason. Nobody ever thought we were a couple. Ever.
 
   “I want the butterfly,” I told Greg. “Right here,” I said, pulling down my skirt slightly and pointing just above the string of my thong.
 
   “Excellent choice,” Greg said, grinning as he flexed his tattoo-covered arms.
 
   Despite being kind of numb from the alcohol, those needles really hurt. At one point, I wanted to turn around and punch Greg in the face. But it was over relatively quickly and then I had a butterfly on my back for all eternity. When I’m old and wrinkled, that butterfly will still be there.
 
   “How about you, man?” Greg asked Jason as he was finishing up with me. “You getting one too?”
 
   Jason shook his head. “Nah.”
 
   “Oh my God, you have to!” I cried. “Come on, just get it on your ankle. You won’t even feel it.”
 
   Jason thought about this for a minute, and he must have been drunker than I thought, because he said, “Okay.”
 
   He decided to get a Phoenix tattoo on his ankle. He rolled up his pants leg and Greg got down on the floor to do it. Unfortunately, about ten seconds after he started, Jason’s leg started moving on its own volition.
 
   Greg frowned. “You’re going to need to keep still.”
 
   “Yeah, I can’t exactly control it,” Jason explained. He leaned forward in his chair, his hands bracing his knee, but he couldn’t get it to stop jumping every time Greg touched him. Eventually, they gave up.
 
   I squared my bill for the butterfly at the counter, and Greg winked at me as he handed me my change. “So, can I have your number?” he asked.
 
   I glanced over at Jason, who was several feet away. He was looking at the tattoos on the wall again. Or at least pretending to.
 
   “You don’t even know my name,” I pointed out.
 
   “Well, what’s your name?”
 
   I looked Greg over. He was cute in kind of a grunge/punk way. I liked his dyed-black, spiky hair and I was admittedly curious to see the other tattoos on his body. “Tasha,” I said.
 
   “Well, can I have your number, Tasha?”
 
   I handed over my phone number without further resistance. Jason didn’t mention it, but I noticed he was a little subdued after we left the tattoo parlor, and our night of debauchery ended earlier than I expected. “I’m beat, Tash,” was his excuse.
 
   When I look back on all these memories I have of Jason, now colored by the knowledge that he was head over heels in love with me, I seem like such a cold-hearted bitch in my mind. How could I have let a guy pick me up right in front of him? More than once . . . hell, more than a dozen times. It must have silently driven him crazy. At the time, though, I was sure he didn’t care.
 
   Jason is a great guy. I owe him so much more than what I’ve been giving him. He deserves a wonderful girl. And I’m not sure that girl is me.
 
   I don’t have the nerve to say to Jason what I’ve been thinking about, so we spend the first two hours of our drive in silence. At first, he tries to make conversation and flirt with me, but he eventually gives up. He even tried to kiss me when I first got in the car, but I turned my head to the side and he just caught my cheek/hair.
 
   “You hungry?” Jason asks me as we pass a sign for Roy Rogers.
 
   Fast food sounds perfect. I had been worried he’d suggest a diner where we’d be stuck there for an hour. “Sure.”
 
   Jason exits the highway and locates the lot for Roy Rogers. When he puts the car in park, he doesn’t unbuckle his seatbelt. Instead, he lays his green eyes on me with a really serious expression on his face. My stomach turns to butterflies, like the one on my back. “We need to talk, Tasha.”
 
   “I’m hungry,” I say lamely.
 
   Jason frowns. “Stop it, Tasha. I’m not an idiot. I know what’s going on.”
 
   “What?” I ask innocently.
 
   “Come on,” he says, “you’ve barely said two words to me since we’ve gotten in the car. Usually you can’t shut up. So I’m getting the feeling you’re having second thoughts about . . . us.”
 
   “Well,” I mumble. “I guess . . .”
 
   He sighs and rubs his chin. “So . . . what? You want to go back to Larry?”
 
   Did I? I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Larry didn’t make my heart beat faster, and in some ways he was totally wrong for me, but he looked good on paper. “I don’t know. I just know I need some time.”
 
   He’s quiet for a second. “Okay . . . ,” he says. “How much time?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say, feeling guilty. Most guys I’ve dated would have walked away by this point in the conversation. “But I don’t expect you to wait for me or anything. I mean, if you want to date other girls . . .”
 
   Jason’s eyes are downcast. He bites his lip and shakes his head. “I don’t,” he says. “I don’t want to date anyone else but you, Tasha.” He looks up at me, and the expression in his eyes is heartbreaking. “So I’m going to wait, and you can just let me know . . .”
 
   I want to burst into tears. Here is this man who loves me more than anything, who has always loved me, who I love back. What am I doing?
 
   “I don’t want anyone else but you either,” I say. “I’m sorry I was being an idiot for a minute there.”
 
   A slow smile creeps across Jason’s face. “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, and . . .” I take a deep breath. “I don’t want to wait even another minute to be with you. I saw this sign for a Motel 6 at this rest stop . . .”
 
   The smile on Jason’s face broadens. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Hell yes.”
 
   He’s outright grinning now. He leans forward and kisses me long enough to make my toes tingle. “Well, damn. Let’s find that Motel 6!”
 
   Jason’s fingers are trembling so much as he puts the keys back in the engine that he almost drops them. I’ve done it in a lot of weird places in my day, but sex at a Motel 6 is a new one for me. An airplane, a Greyhound bus, a park, the back of a taxi, a museum, multiple public restrooms, and once a friend’s daughter’s first birthday party. But never a Motel 6.
 
   It isn’t terribly hard to find the motel. I reach out and squeeze Jason’s hand after he puts the car into park. He gives me this look like he doesn’t even want to wait till we get to the hotel and wants to jump me right in the car, which is also something I’ve done in the past, but I was more limber in those days.
 
   I honestly thought checking into the Motel 6 would have taken two seconds, but I guess they’ve upped their standards or something, because Jason is filling out paperwork for several minutes while I’m practically pacing next to him. Finally, I guess I’m making him nervous because he says, “Tasha, why don’t you sit down?”
 
   I plop down into one of the three uncomfortable wooden seats arranged by the front desk. There’s a balding, heavyset man in one of the other seats, and he starts eying me in a way I don’t particularly like. I stare ahead at Jason, willing his credit card to go through quickly.
 
   “I haven’t seen you around before,” the man says to me.
 
   I flash him a quick, noncommittal smile and try not to make eye contact.
 
   “I thought I knew most of the working girls who come here,” he goes on. “You must be new.”
 
   Oh God. Oh GOD. Does this guy think I’m a . . . a prostitute? Seriously? Ew, ew, ew! Okay, yes, it’s a little suspicious that I’m checking into a hotel in the middle of the day with no bags for the obvious purpose of having sex. With a guy who’s clearly disabled. But seriously, I’m wearing jeans, sneakers, and a sweater! I don’t think I look at all hooker-like.
 
   Thankfully, Jason finally finishes getting us the room and wheels toward me with the keys in his lap. “We’re good to go,” he says.
 
   “Here, let me give you my number,” the guy says to me, much to my horror. “Maybe when you finish up here, you can give me a call.”
 
   I’m going to throw up. Really.
 
   Jason is staring at the guy, looking baffled. “What are you doing?” he asks.
 
   The man laughs. “Don’t worry, I’m not trying to steal her away from you or anything. You can have your hour or however long you paid for.”
 
   Jason looks as sick as I feel. “She’s not . . . I mean, I’m not . . .”
 
   “Don’t feel embarrassed,” the man says. “It’s all right. Hey, I know that crippled guys gotta get laid just like the rest of us. It’s just lucky there are women like her around, huh?”
 
   Okay, I’ve had enough of this. Jason’s still too stunned to respond, but I’ve recovered enough to get to my feet and say to the man, “Not that it’s any of your business, but this is my boyfriend. And he’s fantastic in bed and would never have to pay for it.”
 
   Well, that shuts him up.
 
   Jason is kind of quiet as we search for room 126. I’m so angry at that sicko for ruining our buzz. I wish I could have punched him. When we finally get to the room, Jason is still kind of quiet and pensive. The room itself is clean, at least. It’s got the usual cheap-looking television, cheap furniture, bed with a mattress covered in plastic, and a faint smell of moldy cheese. I wouldn’t want to vacation here, but it’ll do for a few hours.
 
   I don’t so much feel bad about what that guy said to me as much as I’m worried Jason is upset by it. I’m not sure what to say about it to make him feel better, so I sit down on the bed, which is rock hard, and try to catch his eyes. That’s when I notice he’s holding back laughter.
 
   “Jason!” I cry. “Are you laughing?”
 
   “No,” he says, but then he chuckles slightly.
 
   I cross my arms and try to look angry, even though I’m not. “You think it’s funny that guy called me a prostitute?”
 
   “Of course not,” he says. He picks up my hand from the bed and holds it in his own. Jason’s hands are rough and warm. He wears gloves a lot when wheeling outside, but he couldn’t really protect them from years of wheeling as his primary mode of transportation. “You look nothing like a prostitute. He only thought that because you’re totally gorgeous and I’m disabled, and we’re hitting up a Motel 6 together. He couldn’t figure the whole thing out.”
 
   “And that’s funny?”
 
   He smiles. “Tasha, if I couldn’t find humor in other people’s idiotic assumptions about me, then I wouldn’t be a very pleasant person to be around.”
 
   He has a point. Jason has a great ability to laugh at himself. When he was younger, he got embarrassed more easily, but now things bother him less. I remember a couple of years ago, he was trying to hop a curb that was steeper than he thought, and he hit at a weird angle, and both he and the wheelchair toppled to the ground. I felt terrible, but he just laughed and got back up.
 
   And now he’s holding out his arms to me and I come into them eagerly. It amazes me how normal kissing Jason feels. It seems like after knowing him so long, there should be some awkwardness to it, but there isn’t. It feels like the most natural thing in the world, almost as if I can’t believe we haven’t been doing this all along. But then every minute or so, I think to myself, “I’m kissing Jason!” And at that moment, a tingle goes through my body.
 
   And who knew he was such a good kisser?
 
   He slides his hand up my shirt and I work at the button on his pants. Jason, apparently, wears boxers. I get my hand inside and I get a thrill as I think to myself, “I’m touching Jason’s penis!” I know that’s a weird thing to think, but it was something I never thought would happen.
 
   I can feel him getting hard in my hand, but to be entirely honest, this is one way in which he’s sort of paling in comparison to ol’ Larry. Larry would have been hard like two hours ago. But Jason is much slower to get there, and he’s nowhere near as hard as I’m used to. If he hadn’t already told me he’d had sex before, I’d be pretty worried right about now.
 
   “I want to go down on you,” Jason breathes in my ear.
 
   “Are you sure?” I say teasingly. “Because I’ve got condoms in my purse . . .”
 
   Jason’s jaw tightens. “Maybe another time . . .”
 
   I look at him in surprise. “But I thought you said you could—”
 
   His shoulders sag. For a minute, I wonder if he was lying to me when he said he’d had sex. Was it possible he couldn’t? That he was a virgin? That would . . . well, it would give me a lot of pause, that’s for sure.
 
   “Listen, Tasha,” he says, his green eyes avoiding mine. “You know I can’t feel anything down there. Sex . . . it takes some planning. And it’s not my forte.” He flashes me a half smile. “What I really enjoy is pleasuring you. I want to see you get off. That’s what turns me on.”
 
   I frown at him. “Well, what if that’s what turns me on too? Seeing you get off, that is.”
 
   Jason stares at me as if he never considered that. I wonder for a moment about him and Melissa, if their whole relationship just consisted of her getting eaten out.
 
   “You sure?” he says.
 
   I nod eagerly. “Just tell me what to do.”
 
   I get off Jason’s lap and he transfers onto the plastic mattress. I’ve seen him transfer thousands of times in our lives, but I’ve never watched with so much anticipation. I can barely wait until he’s arranged his legs on the bed and I practically pounce on top of him. He’s grinning as I unbutton his shirt and I run my hands over his chest. His skin is so familiar to me, yet not in this way. I’ve watched him topless a hundred times and never really thought about what it would be like for my lips to touch his bare skin, to feel the hair on his chest between my fingers. I keep touching him and being amazed by the idea that this is Jason. Jason, who I’ve known my whole life, my best friend. And God, he’s so sexy.
 
   I lower my lips onto his left nipple and I can tell this is the money spot by the way his fingers squeeze my shoulders. I lift my eyes and I see that his lips are parted and his breathing has quickened. Over all the years I’ve known him, I’ve never seen him like this, with his eyes squeezed shut from pleasure. I love the way that a layer of sweat accumulates at his hairline and the fact that I’m the one doing this to him.
 
   “Oh, Tasha,” he breathes. “Tasha, Tasha, Tasha . . .”
 
   At first I wasn’t sure if I’d know when to stop. Ejaculation is usually my cue that the festivities are over, and that obviously wasn’t going to happen here. But as I continue to work on Jason’s nipples, I can see from his face and his breathing that he’s working toward some sort of climax. Finally, he throws his head back and breathes, “Oh, Tasha, oh my fucking God . . .” Then his body goes limp.
 
   I lift my lips from his body and look at his face, which is shiny with sweat. He’s smiling. “That was unbelievable,” he says.
 
   “I’m very skilled,” I say with a wink as I flop down next to him on the uncomfortable mattress.
 
   “It was unbelievable because it was you,” he replies.
 
   Jason’s looking at me in a way that I don’t think any guy has ever looked at me before in my life: with complete devotion. I’ve dated a lot of men, but none of them have been this obviously crazy about me, including Larry. And I can’t help but wonder why. Why does Jason feel so strongly about me? Okay, yes, I’m pretty. But so was Melissa. That can’t be all there is to it. Yet . . . the truth is, I’m just not all that great.
 
   “I don’t get it,” I say, tracing a line up his chest with my fingernail. “What’s so great about me?”
 
   “You’re Tasha,” he says simply, as if that explains everything.
 
   And the funny thing is that it sort of does. Because it’s exactly the same way I feel about him.
 
   
 
   

FifteenOn the drive back, Jason and I are acting goofy in the kind of way I haven’t acted in a really long time. You know how it is . . . when you’re just totally floored to be with a guy and you can’t keep your hands off each other. It was annoying, because Jason needed both hands to drive, but we really couldn’t stop touching each other. At every red light, we kissed.
 
   Amazingly, we made it back to the city without dying in a car crash. Jason found a spot in front of my building, and we got out of the car together. It was cute that he wanted to carry my bags, which he did by putting them in his lap. The weight of the bags made it a little harder for him to jump the step to get inside my building, which somehow made the whole thing more endearing.
 
   “I just need to check my mail,” I tell him.
 
   He nods and takes his hand off a wheel to slide it under my shirt and up my back. My whole body tingles when he does that. “Hurry,” he says.
 
   My mailbox is filled with the usual accumulation of bills and junk mail. I toss the junk mail in the garbage and wish I could do the same with the bills. Then I see one other thing: a key. It’s the key to the large mailbox that contains packages.
 
   “I got a package!” I say excitedly. Because I’m still like five-years-old.
 
   I put the key in the large mailbox, and my heart sinks when I see the impressive array of flowers inside. It would have been great if I knew Jason sent them. But he didn’t. There was only one person who could have sent these flowers.
 
   “Wow,” Jason comments, sounding a little uneasy. “That’s a lot of flowers.”
 
   I pick up the card nestled between a rose and a daisy. I open it up.
 
   “Larry?” Jason asks.
 
   I nod.
 
   He sighs. I hate to admit it, but this huge bouquet of flowers from my fiancé has kind of killed the mood. Larry may not be the man for me, but he’s very sweet and thoughtful. He doesn’t deserve to be cheated on. What Jason and I are doing to him is really wrong.
 
   “I can’t cheat on Larry,” I blurt out. “It’s a horrible thing to do.”
 
   A shadow falls over Jason’s face. “I see . . .”
 
   “That’s not what I mean,” I quickly amend. “I mean that . . . I can’t see you while I’m still with him. It’s not right.”
 
   “So . . . you’re going to break up with him?”
 
   I take a deep breath. “Yes. I will.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Soon,” I promise. “The next time I see him, I’ll do it.”
 
   Jason gives me this look that I can only describe as pure longing. “I guess I should go then.”
 
   I don’t want him to go. I really, really don’t. But one thing I’m not is a cheater.
 
   Okay, actually, I guess I am a cheater. But I’m not going to cheat again, at least.
 
   “Yes, I think you probably should,” I say. I see the doubt on Jason’s face and say, “I swear I’m going to do it. Tomorrow.”
 
   He sighs and nods. I feel awful sending him away, but I’ve got to do this the right way. Anyway, it’s not like I’d really consider staying with Larry. Jason’s got nothing to worry about.
 
   I pick up the phone to call Larry like a hundred times the next day. And each time I put it down.
 
   It’s not like I’ve never broken up with a guy before. In my twenties, I was way picky about guys, and I once dumped a guy because his Valentine’s Day gift to me was a heart-shaped box of chocolates, probably from the drug store, which I thought was really tacky and unoriginal. Okay, I was a bit shallow back then. No wonder Lydia thought so little of me.
 
   But it’s different with Larry. I mean, he wanted to marry me. He wanted to spend his whole life with me. I need to do this right. But is there really any right way to break up with a guy?
 
   Finally, I chicken out so many times with the phone, I decide to just go to Larry’s apartment. I figure once I actually see him, I’ll somehow miraculously know what to say.
 
   I take a cab over to his apartment in the evening, because I’m way too nervous to sit through a subway ride. Unlike me, Larry has a building with a doorman rather than an intercom, which is a sign of the upper echelon of New Yorkers. Fortunately, Larry’s evening doorman knows me, so he waves me upstairs without my having to wait for the usual buzzing upstairs ritual.
 
   Larry’s apartment is on the 19th floor, high enough to have a very good view, which is yet another sign of the upper echelon. Growing up in Pittsburgh, I would have thought that being on a high floor wasn’t good, because you had to spend more time in the elevator getting to your apartment. And what if the elevator broke down or something? (This was something I was desperately afraid of when I first moved to the city.) But no. The higher up you live in this city, the more money you have. So 19 wasn’t bad at all.
 
   I ring Larry’s doorbell and he doesn’t answer right away. For a minute, I think he might be out, which is kind of weird since it’s like ten o’clock at night. It’s too late for him to still be at work (although admittedly, not impossible) and where would he go outside without me? And it’s too early for bed. I mean, Leno hasn’t even been on yet.
 
   Finally, I hear fumbling of locks turning and the door swings open. When I see Larry, I realize that he’s decided to have an earlier night. His hair is tousled and he’s wearing just a rumpled T-shirt and boxers. There’s actually something sort of sexy about the way he looks right now. His cheeks are sort of flushed and suddenly I feel sort of . . .
 
   Oh God. Stop it, Tasha. No, I’m here to break up with the guy. He’s totally wrong for me. I can’t do something stupid just because he looks sexy at this moment.
 
   “Tasha . . .” He’s looking at me in surprise. “I thought you were still in Pittsburgh.”
 
   I shake my head. “No, I’m back.” Duh.
 
   Larry wipes his hands on his boxers. “Oh, um . . . when did you get back?”
 
   I’m still standing at the doorway kind of awkwardly. Larry is completely blocking the entrance. “Can I come in?”
 
   “Oh, yeah, of course,” Larry says, backing away from the door. Although he’s still somehow kind of blocking my path and I practically have to shove him out of the way to get inside. “Uh, sit down.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say, as I plop down on his dark leather sofa. Larry is acting kind of weird. Weird even for Larry, who always acts a little subnormal. Does he know what I’m going to tell him? Did someone clue him in?
 
   “You look great,” Larry says.
 
   I don’t think I look particularly great. Actually, I was intentionally trying not to look great when I came over here, so he wouldn’t feel as bad when I dumped him. I’m not wearing any makeup, my hair is swept back in a messy ponytail, and I’m sporting my “fat” jeans. “Thanks,” I say anyway.
 
   “Hey, Tasha,” Larry says, hovering awkwardly above where I’m sitting on the couch. He scratches his face. He looks very serious all of a sudden. “Listen . . .”
 
   I’m listening, except I’m not listening to him anymore. I just heard something. A noise. Some kind of creaking noise coming from the other room. And that’s when I remember how Larry’s bathroom door always creaks when it opens.
 
   “Is there someone in your bedroom, Larry?” I ask him.
 
   Larry’s cheeks turn scarlet and I realize that there is someone in his bedroom. I look him over, from his messy hair to his rumpled underwear to the guilty look on his face, and I come to a horrible realization: Larry is cheating on me. Larry is cheating on me. What the fuck is going on here?
 
   “I’m so sorry, Tasha,” he says. He doesn’t deny it, so at least he’s not total scum. “While you were gone, it just . . . happened. I feel so awful about it.”
 
   I feel dizzy. I had pictured this scene with Larry in my head a hundred times, but I had never imagined this particular scenario. I’m having trouble wrapping my mind around it. I mean, if Larry the Golden Boy cheated on me, what chance do I have with anyone else? Jason’s probably fucking another woman as we speak.
 
   “Who is it?” I ask him.
 
   “That’s the hard part,” Larry says. “It’s . . . Melissa.”
 
   “Jason’s ex-girlfriend?” I gasp.
 
   Larry nods miserably. “The thing is, I’ve been in love with Melissa for . . . God, for years. I never thought I ever had a chance with her. And then while you were gone, she came over and . . . well . . .” He heaves a sigh. “I’m really sorry. I never meant to hurt you, but I can’t lie to you. I’m in love with Melissa.”
 
   I’m so stunned, I can only manage a squeak. I thought Larry would be on his knees, begging for forgiveness. But he’s not. He’s actually dumping me.
 
   It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. Not that I was looking forward to dumping Larry, but this is somehow way worse. I’m seized by the urge to hurt him. “You know,” I say, “she’s just doing this to get back at Jason.”
 
   Larry gives me a confused look. I guess what I’m saying doesn’t make sense to him, because he doesn’t realize that I was the cause of Jason and Melissa’s breakup. He has no idea that Melissa is totally playing him. She just wants to break up my relationship because she thinks I broke up hers. Larry’s in for a huge surprise.
 
   “I’m really sorry, Tasha,” Larry says again.
 
   “It’s okay,” I say through my teeth. I pull the ring Larry bought me from my finger and suppress the urge to hurl it at him. “Let me give this back to you.”
 
   “Oh, no,” he says quickly. “I want you to have it.”
 
   “I don’t want it,” I say. But because he seems reluctant to take the ring from me, I place it on his coffee table. I feel a rush of relief when the ring is out of my possession, like having a pair of handcuffs removed from my wrists.
 
   “Goodbye, Larry,” I say, as I stand from the sofa.
 
   “Goodbye, Tasha,” he says. I watch as his eyes flicker in the direction of the bedroom and I realize all he wants is to go back to be with her.
 
   
 
   

Sixteen “No way!”
 
   It’s a little disconcerting that when I tell Jason the story later that night in his apartment, he can’t stop laughing. I mean, I did just catch my fiancé cheating on me with another woman. I don’t know if that’s what I’d call “funny.”
 
   “It’s not funny,” I say indignantly.
 
   We’re sitting on the couch together. Jason wanted to go straight to bed when I came in, but I wasn’t in the mood. I had to get the whole story out first.
 
   “It’s a little funny,” Jason insists. “Come on, Tasha. You were going to break up with him anyway. Right?”
 
   “Yes, but . . .” My hands are still balled into tight little fists. “He was cheating on me!”
 
   “Well, weren’t you cheating on him?”
 
   “That’s entirely different.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   I sat there, struggling to figure out a way to put our cheating on a higher moral ground than Larry’s offense. “Well,” I say. “We’re in love.”
 
   “Larry’s in love with Melissa,” he points out. “I always knew he kind of was. I could tell by the way he looked at her. And at me.”
 
   “Well, maybe,” I admit. “But she’s definitely not in love with him.”
 
   “How do you know?” Jason retorts. “Maybe she really does like him. Now that I think about it, Melissa and Larry wouldn’t be such a bad match. They’re both workaholics, they both like boring documentaries, and they both want to get married ASAP. Maybe they’ll be perfect for each other.”
 
   I make a face at Jason. “Right, I forgot you’re allergic to marriage.”
 
   Jason gives me a wide-eyed look. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Nothing,” I sigh. “It just . . . kind of sucks to go from being engaged to being with a guy who has a history of commitment issues.”
 
   “Commitment issues?” Jason raises his eyebrows. “Really? That’s how you think of me?”
 
   I avoid Jason’s green eyes and fiddle with a tiny hole in the knee of my jeans. “Well, you have to admit, you’ve been with Melissa a long time . . .”
 
   “I really thought you understood,” Jason says, shaking his head. “But obviously you don’t. Look, Tasha, you really want a commitment from me? Fine. Let’s get married right now.”
 
   Well, that got my attention. I stare up at him. “What?”
 
   “I want to marry you,” he says. “I don’t want to be with anyone else. So if you want to make it official now, that’s fine. We can go down to City Hall, get a marriage license and be married by the end of the week. I’m game if you are.”
 
   I don’t know what to say. But then Jason takes my hands and I look into his eyes and I realize I feel the same way. I don’t want to be with anyone else but him. And it doesn’t make a difference if it’s official or not.
 
   “No,” I say. “I’m not letting you off the hook so easy. I want a big fancy wedding.”
 
   “A big fancy wedding?” Jason grins at me. “You realize I’m not a rich investment banker anymore? I’m just a poor graduate student.”
 
   “Okay,” I say, smiling back. “I’ll take a small wedding, but we’ve got to have a honeymoon somewhere hot with lots of beaches.”
 
   “You’re willing to be seen with me at the beach?” Jason says teasingly. “You realize I haven’t grown a six pack overnight.”
 
   I slide my hand under Jason’s shirt and feel the paunch of his abdomen, the dark hairs, and his warm skin. I feel a stirring in my panties. He’s so hot. He’s not perfect, but he’s Jason, and for that, he’s sexy.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere without you ever again,” I say as I fall into his arms.
 
   
 
   

Annabelle Costa is a teacher who writes in her free time. She enjoys the wounded-hero genre, involving male love interests with physical disabilities who don't follow the typical Hollywood perception of sexy. 
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