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Evan set her bags down in the guest room and closed the door on his way out.  They exchanged no words; there was no need.  He didn’t question.  He never did.  He didn’t question her when she called from the airport and asked him if he was busy.  He didn’t question if she needed a place to stay.  He didn’t ask why she was there or how long she would be staying.  There was plenty of time for that later.  For now sleep came easy to her.

* * * * * * * * *

When she woke, she instantly felt the silence in the house.  She knew that he had probably left for work hours ago, but she found her breakfast of French toast still warm on the kitchen table.  As she ate, she looked around the house and realized that she had missed about him.  She had not been out here in years and by simply looking around she knew how much things had changed in his life — how much things had changed in general.  She walked around the room, gingerly touching each object as if she was trying to trace the lost years.  

Jesse cleaned off the table and was now at a loss with what to do.  Stepping out on the beach, she took a quick breath of sea air and began to run.  She had no direction.  There didn’t seem to be direction — the shore stretched on for miles on either side.  She stopped when she came upon a man and what appeared to be his daughter, playing on the beach.  Gasping for air, she tried to become unobtrusive as she watched their interaction.  The girl would run to the edge of the water and just as the tide washed over her feet, she would retreat backwards, giggling.  The man was desperately trying to save the sandcastle built earlier in the day.  The girl ran up to him, grabbed his hand, silently bidding him to come and wade in the water.  Together, they laughed as they chased the tide up and down the beach.  Jesse got up and started running again. 

When she arrived back at his house, exhausted and free, she instantly felt his presence.  However, instead of entering the house, she felt as if escaping to the ocean was her only option.  Stripping off her clothing, she dove into the white foam waves.  She looked back at the shore and saw him standing there with a towel in his hand.  This was her cue to get out.  She swam back, accepted the towel silently, and followed him inside.  The table was set and the meal lay out before her like a banquet.  She suddenly realized how hungry she was, since she hadn’t eaten since breakfast.  He pulled out her chair for her and she collapsed into it.  

* * * * * * * * *

The conversation was banal, both saying only as much as they had to.  It was almost as if they had never missed a beat.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“I spent it in an office — uneventful. And yours?”

“Pleasant.”

“I couldn’t remember what you like to eat so I --” 

“Oh no, this is fine.  It’s delicious.  I set some flowers in water.  I didn’t know which vase to use, so I picked the nicest one.”

“That’s fine.  Thank you.  They’re beautiful.”  With that, he stood up and took their plates to the sink.  He didn’t ask if she was finished.  It didn’t matter.  He took her by the hand and the two walked out onto the beach.

* * * * * * * * *

“I don’t know where you want me to start,” she whispered, knowing that it was time to talk.  She had to escape her world of silence.

“At the beginning,” he answered without giving her a look.

“He proposed to me.”

“I see.”

She was aggravated with this answer.  She expected more from him, but no, nothing. “Well, what else was I supposed to do?”

“So you told him you would think about it and hopped on a plane and came to see me?”

“Yes.”

“That makes sense.”

“I had no other choice.”

“You never do.  That’s always your excuse.  For you the pattern is simple — something happens, you get on a plane.  It’s been that way for your whole life.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

The two stopped walking and he motioned her to sit down.  “You have never dealt with a problem.”

“That’s not true.”

“Damn! Jesse, just look at your pattern throughout your life.  You go to college.  And where do you go to college?  Across the country.”

“So what?”

“And grad school in England?!”

“It was a really good program!” she protested. 

“I’m not finished.  You’ve been traveling for the last two years.  Sure you claim it’s for business, but we all know that you had to beg for those assignments.  Anytime something happens that you’re not prepared for, you escape.  That’s always been your way.  With your family, with your guys, with your friends.  I can’t believe I let you do it to me as well...” His voice trailed off.

Jesse swallowed hard and fought back tears.  She needed his help now; why did he have to go and bring up the past?  “What do you mean I did it to you?! You’re the one who had to move across the country to get over some dumb girl who broke your heart.  You left everything behind.  Do you even speak to anyone from your past?”

“Don’t you dare turn this on me.  We both know that it’s not about me.  Fine.  You want to play dumb with me — go right ahead.  But you and I both know that this was going to come up eventually.”  He turned towards her, but she couldn’t look at him.  Evan sighed.  “So, how is Leah?”

“Please, you know very well how she is.  She’s happy, Evan, honestly and truly happy.  Her sons are beautiful and she is deeply in love with her husband.  She is still with the same publishing firm.  We met for lunch the other week — yes, she still looks radiant.”

Of course, Evan was dying to know every little detail about Leah.  It pained him to know that Jesse was still good friends with her after all these years.  He had learned to live with the daily heartache that she was with another man.  He moved past the fact he was probably the one who destroyed their relationship.  He dealt with the thought that she could be truly happy without him.  But all this time he had dealt with it alone; without anyone entering his bubble.  Now he had to hear all this from Jesse.  It stung.  The truth hurt so much more when said aloud.

“I see.  Then I’m delighted that she’s happy.  That’s all I ever wished for her.  If she couldn’t be happy with me, then she deserved it in some other way.”  He had said it.  Hell, he had said the exact same thing hundreds of times, but he still wasn’t sure that he fully believed it.  

Jesse knew better.  “I don’t believe you.”

“We’re on analyzing your life, not mine, OK?  Truth time here — why did you run out on him?  And while we’re at it, can we give this him a name?”

Jumping to her feet, she cried out, “His name is Craig and you know him.  I left because I can’t marry him!”  She was so flustered.  

Evan kept his tone even and tried to keep calm.  Yes, he did know Craig.  Very well in fact, the two of them had graduated from the same business school.  “You don’t want to marry him?”

“No, I can’t!  I just can’t!”  Damn you, Evan.  Out of all the people in the world, why didn’t you understand?  I was counting on you, she thought.

He could read her mind.  “Jesse, I am trying so hard to understand, but I have no idea where you are coming from.  You pop back into my life and expect me just to pick up everything exactly the way it was.  I can’t do that.  I don’t know what you and Craig are like.”

“Well you knew me pretty damn well two seconds ago when you were analyzing my huge problem.  My stupid escapist flaw.  And now all of the sudden I’m a stranger?”

“Oh, don’t pull all this crap on me.  You’re the one who ... left my life.”  He hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but it was about time they discussed this.  

“Fine, you want to do this to me for some reason, then fine.  I’ll play your game.  I know things got weird the last time I was out here.  I don’t regret anything that happened between us.  I loved knowing you were there for me physically as well as mentally.  Do I think our relationship should have gone to the next level?  Well, I guess I already answered that question a long time ago.  I left because I had to — I had no choice.  Maybe I couldn’t handle what had happened between us or maybe I just didn’t want to face the truth.  Regardless, I knew that every time I would speak to you in the future I would only be able to think about that night and I didn’t want our friendship to revolve around that.”

“So you shut me out?”

“Look Evan, I didn’t see you come chasing after me either.  It was almost as if you were relieved that I didn’t bother you anymore.”

“I wasn’t going to fight with you, Jesse.”  Tears started welling up in her eyes.  She didn’t want to revisit that night.  Her past was decided; she was set on concentrating on the future.  It had happened.  Couldn’t he get past that?

“Why do you think you stopped talking to me?” he asked, afraid of the answer.

“I told you why I did it.”

“The truth now.”

“What truth?  What difference does it make?  It happened!  It’s over.  The end.”

Evan rolled his eyes.  Jesse had always been like this: Always live in the future.  Move forward.  Going backward was too difficult; not worth the pain.  He had no choice but to humor her for the time being.  “I don’t see that you have any other choice but to marry him.  Proposals don’t just come around every day.  I know you love him or you wouldn’t be here.”  The truth was that he didn’t want Jesse to marry Craig.  While they had gotten along all right in school, there was always something about Craig that bothered Evan.  He certainly knew he was uncomfortable with Jesse ending up with this man, but he didn’t know exactly why.  Still, she was in love.  He knew that – even if she didn’t.  She hadn’t really come out here with a problem.  She needed his approval.   And something else, but he wasn’t quite sure what.  

Jesse was taken aback that he could so easily jump to this solution.  He was right; he had no clue about her relationship with Craig.  Maybe she had made a mistake by coming out here.  No, getting away was never a mistake, she told herself.  The easiest ways to make decisions are to remove yourself from the situation and reflect on it.  That was why she was there.  “And what if I don’t want to marry him?”

“Then you won’t.  You’ve never been a fan of permanence and that’s why he scares you.  But you love him.”

“I know don’t anymore.  I don’t know anything anymore.”

“I do.”

“Why did he have to go and screw everything up by proposing?  We were happy.  Now things are just a mess.”

Evan was tired of playing this game.  He knew in the end that she would listen to his advice — she always did.  But she liked to be melodramatic about it too.  It hurt him so much to give this advice but there was no other option for her.  Evan would not sit by and let her give up love.  He had done that one too many times and she would not make the same mistake.  He would not let her be alone.

She was whispering now. “Sometimes I think that it would just be easier if I didn’t have anyone in my life.  But then I get scared.  I can’t be by myself.  I no longer know how to, which makes me even more frightened.  How can I give myself to someone else if I can’t even be by myself?” Jesse was shivering now, not from the cool sea air, but from a fear that emerged from deep inside.

“Jesse, you know yourself so well and it’s about time that you admit that.  Dammit, for once in your life be honest with yourself!  Look around you, you know exactly what you’re about and you need to let someone else know that as well.”  He couldn’t look at her anymore.  He hated dealing with her when she became so timid and anxious.  That wasn’t the Jesse he knew.  She was strong and independent.  When she crumbled, his world went upside down.  He didn’t know how to act and felt really uncomfortable.  But she was done too.  “It’s getting cold outside.  I’m going in.”

“I’m going to walk a little bit.  I’ll be in soon.”  With that, he started strolling down the beach, away from the house.

* * * * * * * *

By the time he got back to the house, her bags where packed and she had called a cab.  He was surprised she had stayed around long enough to say goodbye.

“Let me drive you to the airport,” he knew she would refuse, but he was obligated to ask.

She shook her head.  “I’ve already put you out.  Just let me get out of your hair.”

He nodded and just stood there, unsure of what to do.

The taxi honked, and she gathered her things to leave.  “Thank you.”

“For what?  I missed you.”  There.  He had said it.  It never meant to come out, but it finally did.

“I know.  I’m sorry.”  She kissed him gently on the cheek.  “Goodbye.”

“I’ll miss you.”  He watched her get in the cab and he watched it turn the corner of his street.

They both knew this was the last time they would see each other.  Sure, she would send him a wedding invitation, but just as a formality.  She knew he wouldn’t come.  He knew he was not supposed to come.  Jesse could never see Evan again.  He represented something she could never have, and he needed to be in the past.  And now he was. 

