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“Missing Scene” 

When he says my name, I stare for a minute before believing it’s really him. We are in 

the lobby of an elementary school some forty-five miles from where we grew up.  

“What are the odds?” He grins and I think maybe he doesn’t feel the awkwardness I feel. 

Then someone small pulls on his hand and he looks down and when he looks back up, it’s there. 

Brian is still handsome: dirty blonde hair and grey-blue eyes like a character in a book. He has 

always had the pouty lips with a tinge of red that made him look just-kissed. His visitor sticker is 

crooked over a crisply ironed pocket. 

I’m holding two plastic containers of mini cupcakes and I gesture toward my own small 

person who is standing in front of the school’s trophy display case a few feet away.  

“Not your birthday.” He glances at the cupcakes. 

“First day.” I’m wearing a slim flower-print skirt and pink top and feel suddenly like the 

outfit screams MOM! My own visitor sticker is already peeling away from my breast. 

My little girl runs over chattering about the people she recognized in the photos and then 

stops mid-sentence upon seeing Brian and his son. 

“Sophie,” I say, “this is Mr. Miller and…” 

“Dawkins,” Brian says. “He’s in kindergarten.” 

“Dawkins,” I repeat. 

“My wife’s maiden name.” 

“Hi, Dawkins. Sophie’s in kindergarten, too. Mrs. Creech’s class.” 

“Us, too.” Brian smiles at my daughter and me. 

I don’t know what to say so I just smile back and then we turn together, the four of us, to 

walk toward Sophie’s classroom. She runs ahead, remembering the path from orientation, and 
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after a backwards glance, Dawkins follows her. The hallways swim with people. Brian and I 

duck around them, keeping visual pace with the children. The crowd pushes us closer together 

and the uncertainty from before deepens into discomfort. The hallway seems to lengthen. The 

noise of the other parents and children and the first day of school mutes inexplicably. 

Best-friends-since-kindergarten is how I used to describe Brian Miller and me. Our 

families lived next door and we spent every day together in the clubhouse, on bikes, in the woods 

behind his house playing Narnia and Capture the Flag. Then after fifth grade my family moved 

away and we wrote letters: 

Were you in the earthquake in Santa Cruz? Yep. No school for a whole week. 

What happened to the Redskins in the Super Bowl? Disaster. 

Why doesn’t your mom like California? I guess because she’s crazy. 

Since when do you like baseball? Since now. 

A year later, my family moved back but we lived across town from our old 

neighborhood. Brian and I went to different schools. Lived separate lives. Drifted further apart. 

Our six years of history became a small span while we graduated high school, attended college, 

got married and started families. All without witnessing one another’s efforts. And now, like the 

worst kind of strangers, people who used to know each other, we have been reunited. I feel 

unexpectedly grateful and curious. There are not enough questions to cover the gap between then 

and now. 

And there’s a scene missing. Between our elementary school days and ushering our 

children into the same kindergarten class there’s another brief reunion. And I thought I’d tucked 

it away in the locked wooden box covered with stickers, under his letters and my sixth-grade 

diary. But here it is again, as anxious and unlikely as before. 
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In 1998, we were home from college on Christmas break and wound up in the same bar. 

After the bar, the 7-Eleven. Then the basement of his brother’s townhouse under the Christmas 

lights. And after that, a very quiet ride home. 

“Mom! Mom, look!” My daughter is jumping, pointing to her name written in teacher 

script across a cut-out balloon shape stapled to a bulletin board. 

In the chaos of Sophie’s first-day-ness, competing memories simmer within me. When I 

focus on a particular strain, it’s finding the desk with my name on it and glancing over to see 

who would sit next to me, the excitement of new toys to play with, new friends to make, hoping 

I’ll be strong enough to climb the rope to the top this year. It’s Sophie’s first day but the 

familiarity of it is intoxicating. Almost every aspect of Sophie lately sends me into the tailspin of 

my own cyclonic childhood. I watch her and try to soak up some of her excitement. But mostly I 

want to stare at Brian. Really stare at him.  

I want to fall back into 1998. 

 

*** 

 

“How’s school?” 

I had rolled my eyes. “Can’t do any better than that?” 

“I want you. How about that?” 

I grinned. “Okay, then. Let’s make that happen. Buy me a drink.” 

And he did. Clyde’s was packed and we had staked out a couple of barstools. I scored 

mine because I’d gotten there before the crowd. Brian lucked out. As he elbowed his way toward 

me, the couple next to me cashed out and left.  
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When we were kids, he sported a one-eye haircut, long over the left side, which required 

a sling of the head to keep it out of his eyes. Tony Hawk-inspired of course and so cool I could 

barely stand it. In 1998, he’d cut it all short and it spiked up on top of his head in gelled peaks. 

“You’re still so fucking hot,” I said. “How is that possible?” 

He grinned. “Don’t give it all away yet.” 

“Hard not to just say what I’m thinking when I’m around you.” 

“Yeah, still feels that way. Weird, huh?” He tipped a tall Sam Adams draft toward his 

mouth and drank deeply. 

“You ever see anyone else you know?” 

“From elementary school? No.” 

“You know your brother swam on my winter team for a while, before he went to the Hill 

School with you.” 

“Yeah, I know. He told me.” 

“And?” 

Brian ducked his head, looked down the bar. 

“And?” I insisted again. 

“Nothing. Too early. Too sober for that.” 

“We need shots.” I flagged Dan, the bartender, down and asked for a pair of shooters and 

another beer.  

Brian sat next to me, smiling. He’d gone to a boarding school in Pennsylvania because he 

thought it would give him an advantage getting into West Point. I didn’t ask him if he’d gone to 

West Point, I could see from his hair cut that he hadn’t.  

“Who are you meeting here?” 
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“No one,” I said. “Came to see Dan.” 

“Not much of a date while he’s working.” 

“We don’t date. Just old friends.” 

Brian raised his glass. “To old friends.” 

After nearly ten years, it felt as if we’d never parted. The melody of his voice, the steady 

rhythm of conversation, had the happy familiarity of a favorite song. 

“No more boring what-have-you-been-doing lately shit,” I said. 

“Okay. Tell me what you’re writing.” 

“How do you know I’m writing?” 

He rolled his eyes.  

“Okay, I’m writing,” I admitted. “Maybe I’ll write about this.” 

“Oh, the pressure’s on. Better make it a good story.” 

“It’s already a good story,” I said quietly. 

 

*** 

 

Back in the children’s classroom, Sophie discovers she and Dawkins will sit at the same 

table with a girl she knows from summer swim league. She’s introducing them and the grown up 

way she explains how she knows them both echoes conversations I’ve had. Seeing myself in her 

has become habit, too. She’s a mini-me in so many ways: hates to brush her hair, wants to be a 

writer, swims like she was a fish in a former life. All those ways I was before the wild aged out 

of me. Before pink blouses, flowered skirts, and first day cupcakes. 

Mrs. Creech approaches us and says, “You’re Sophie’s parents?” 
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“Brian Miller. This one’s mine.” He squeezes the boy’s shoulder then extends his hand to 

the teacher. “We missed open house, sorry.” 

“Of course, no problem. I’m Mrs. Creech. Welcome to kindergarten.” 

“Hello again. I’m Sophie’s mom.” I extend the cupcakes to her. “If the kids aren’t excited 

enough, maybe a dose of sugar will help.” 

Mrs. Creech smiles and takes the treats. “You must have been a teacher.” 

“Third grade,” I say. 

Brian looks at me with surprise. 

Mrs. Creech reminds us to sign the volunteer list and walks away. 

“Teachers hate teaching teachers’ kids,” I say to Brian. 

“Why is that?” The surprise lingers as a crinkle just above his nose. 

“Because we’re the worst kind of interfering, excuse-making, nuisances.” 

“Then the cupcakes are a bribe?” 

We make eye contact. He winks and the familiarity is too much, I have to look away.  

“You’re not writing?” he asks.  

Yes, I am. Modestly and with no ambition but I don’t say this. We are not our sixth-grade 

selves but I don’t say that either. Before I can say anything, Sophie tugs on my hand and asks if 

she can please have her backpack so she can put her school supplies away. I take the feint and for 

a few moments, I’m occupied by her and only slightly aware of Brian in the room. 

 

*** 
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Fifteen years ago, at Clyde’s, I could feel him sitting so near to me our legs pressed 

together. When he told an animated story, he touched my arm, my hand, my shoulder, my back. 

Every touch caused my pulse to cease. 

He’d given up baseball for skateboarding and had competed in an X Games qualifier. He 

had given up on the military mostly because his dad was pushing it. He still swam, like me, and 

he wanted to know if I’d had anything published. I had quit swimming, started smoking, and 

begun to believe being a writer would just be too hard. I didn’t share those things. I parried his 

fantastic with more questions and met each amazing story with wide-eyed admiration and 

another round of shots. 

After the third drink, I excused myself to the bathroom and when I came out, he stood in 

the vestibule waiting. Before I could ask if he’d given up our coveted seats, he pulled me against 

him and kissed me so fully and tenderly I thought I might faint. 

“I’ve been wanting to do that since I saw you,” he said against my lips, still holding me 

tightly to him. 

“Again,” I murmured and he kissed me again. 

He’d paid our check. The pretense of the crowded bar had gone on long enough. He 

helped me into my coat. I popped a mint in my mouth and we pushed our way through the 

revolving door. The ice skating rink sat abandoned to our right. Clyde’s patio awnings had been 

tied up, put away. Old snow clung to the brick walk and the fountain had run dry.  

“One time after you moved back we came here, remember? Hung out, ate Twizzlers, 

made some trouble for the security guards. Eighth grader stuff.” He smiled, shoving his hands 

into the pockets of his coat. 
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The December air froze my ears and cheeks. Beyond the height of the tall office 

buildings and hotels of Towncenter twinkled the brightest stars not washed out by the suburban 

light pollution. The Orion constellation hung above us and I thought about looking up at it all 

these years and wondering if Brian saw it, too. My mind conjured Artemis, Goddess of the Moon 

and the Hunt who made me want to write and all those letters I’d written to Brian from 

California. I felt a little drunk and not drunk enough at the same time. 

We reached a sleek black sedan; a UPenn Dad sticker clung to the back windshield. Brian 

opened the door for me and I folded into the passenger seat, feeling suddenly conscious of my 

liberal arts college, my credit card debt, my pack of cigarettes, my parents’ divorce, and my three 

ear piercings.  

“I like this,” he said, settling in behind the wheel. “It’s like a little mystery. I have to 

guess things about you.” 

“What kind of things?” 

“Where’s your tattoo?” 

“Hip. Yours?” 

“Shoulder. A crescent moon?” 

“And stars. Black and white yin yang?” 

He expelled air like a scoff and then laughed genuinely. Brian drove his father’s car 

through the light over Baron Cameron and down Sunset Hills to the 7-Eleven.  

I watched through the glass as he filled two small Slurpees. Then the clerk passed a box 

of condoms over the counter and Brian dropped it into his jacket pocket. A nauseated mix of 

embarrassment and anticipation washed over me. 
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He handed me a tiny cola-flavored Slurpee. He drank the cherry one. Two slurps and then 

we switched. The trade-off made the flavors mix like Cherry Coke and we passed them back and 

forth until they were gone and our tongues were frozen. 

 

*** 

 

The first bell rings and Mrs. Creech thanks the parents for coming and ushers us toward 

the door. Brian high fives his kid. I hug Sophie tightly against me and tell her we’ll meet at the 

bus stop. Her scent is familiar and I breathe it in as if it might erase the memory that’s crawling 

in the back of my mind like a spider. Too quickly, though, she’s gone, and with her the most 

obvious evidence of time elapsed. 

In the hallway, Brian and I are surrounded by other parents braving it out. We walk 

slowly toward the main office. 

“She couldn’t take it,” Brian says. “My wife. She cried before we left the house. I told 

her to stay home.” 

I nod as if such grief is understandable. “I could use a Slurpee,” I say. 

He laughs and then stops abruptly and stares at the floor. He’d forgotten. Until now. 

 

*** 

 

Brian had led me through the front door of his brother’s townhouse to the kitchen, 

snagged a couple of beers from the fridge, and then galloped down the basement stairs. He 
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flipped a switch illuminating a string of Christmas lights and a shelf of liquor bottles that ran the 

perimeter of the room then tossed his coat on the floor.  

I didn’t make it all the way down the steps before his arm slipped around my waist and 

pulled me against him. With a deep kiss, he took my breath from me and the urgency surged 

between us. Brian tore at my coat and threw it aside. I lifted his shirt over his head. He peeled 

my sweater off and we held one another in the soft glow of the Christmas lights. Everything I’d 

ever done had been repealed. I had never touched anyone until now and I faced Brian new and 

completely untried. I could feel myself shaking. 

“You never wrote to me,” he said. “At school.” 

“I didn’t know you wanted me.” 

His mouth took mine fully and I tasted the sweetness of the Slurpees and the chill of the 

ice still on his tongue. The hook of my bra came undone and I shimmied out of it and we were 

chest to chest, skin to skin, for the first time outside of my fantasies. 

“I’ve always wanted you,” but I can’t remember who said it. 

My fingers worked his belt and button loose and his peeled my jeans down. I cringed 

thinking of the prim pink panties I’d chosen and pressed my thighs together wondering whether 

I’d gotten my bikini line with the razor that morning. Saying a quiet thank you to the dimness of 

Christmas lights, I followed him to the mattress on the floor. The covers were in disarray but I 

sat down anyway. He left me quickly to grab the box of condoms from his jacket pocket. I closed 

my eyes tightly, waiting for him and not believing this was happening. He tore the box open and 

tucked one square into his palm before crawling over the bed, over me, and smiling that perfect 

Brian smile I have never actually gotten over. 
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More kissing, more groping, discarding of the boxer shorts and the low-expectation 

panties. Teasing kisses on his shoulders and collar bone and the smell of latex and lubricant as he 

worked the condom on. Then him, fully, everything he had to give, all at once, surging within 

me, and I lost my breath for the millionth time. 

“So many nights,” he said as he kissed my neck and jaw, held me tightly against him. 

“Telling myself you’d be like this.” 

“Like what?” 

“Like mine. Still.” 

And I was. Fully his between the sheets of the bed he’d been staying in, under those 

lights, in his arms, my first real love realized and perfected after all that time. 

The missing scene. 

 

*** 

 

I see it now looking at him in the hallway of our children’s school and assume he sees it 

staring at the floor. We are walking slowly toward the exit where the principal holds a tissue box 

out toward me. I haven’t had time to cry over Sophie’s first day of kindergarten. I’ve been 

remembering Brian. Then I’m swept with shame and I take a tissue, press it to my nose, and 

murmur thanks. 

We step outside onto the sidewalk and he finally looks at me. 

“I don’t know what to say.” 

“Me neither.” 

“It’s been a long time.” 
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I can’t really remember what happened after that night. Why we didn’t meet again, why 

we just went back to school without exchanging phone numbers or email addresses or plans for 

the future. I don’t really know how we ended up here, like this, fifteen years later. 

“I wouldn’t trade it.” 

“Of course not.” Then I touch him, just my fingertips on his bicep, and say, “It was good 

to see you.” 

He laughs, a genuine laugh that I remember from forever ago and lays his hand on mine. 

I want him to raise it to his lips and kiss it, press it to his cheek. But he doesn’t.  

We step away from one another and share the same smile.  

And I think it has to be enough. 

 


