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By Harry Thompson, Jr.

Something was missing. 

Music spilled playfully from the speakers from their perch atop the bookcase. The 

playlist was a mix of old and new – some obscure tunes that Thomas loved peppered the 

jazzy pop that Vivian insisted made for a great party. Thomas would have been happy with 

the addition of some George Formby, but Vivian drew the line, insisting that the banjolele was 

not the ideal background noise for a sophisticated party. It was one of several arguments they 

had leading up to Thomas' thirty sixth birthday.

The food was a long spread that threatened to make the folding banquet tables 

collapse. Deviled eggs sat on their special egg-shaped plate, while fruit plates, meat plates, 

and cheese plates seemed to clamber over each other, struggling to find some space on the 

table to call their own. Thomas didn't know he owned so many plates. Guests hovered by the 

tables, pouring drinks and filling the plastic plates he had insisted on using despite Vivian's 

protests. 

“Guhd fhud,” mumbled Jarrod, his mouth full. Flushed cheeks, thick glasses, stubbly 

beard, and portly, Jarrod was Thomas' best friend since high school. After nearly twenty 

years, their friendship seemed to have became more of a gesture than a relationship. All their 

conversations were about the past, and neither was willing to admit that it meant their 

friendship had no future. Still, there was safety in what was familiar. That is why Thomas still 

lived in the cusp-of-the-suburbs town of New Leeds.

Thomas smiled and gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up to Jarrod as he worked his way 

around the room. 

“You need to mingle,” instructed Vivian before the party. “You always settle down 



somewhere at these things, and that's why you never have a good time. You wait for people 

to come to you. You can't do that. Especially not for your own birthday party. At the least, I 

want you to say hi to everyone. Even if it's just a smile and nod.”

Parties were Vivian's natural habitat. She fluttered around the room with ease, her 

contagious laughter weaving its way through loud conversations. She was wearing a frilly 

hostess apron that Thomas bought for her on their last vacation. Her pale blonde hair had a 

sheen and life of its own, her eyes sparkled from across the room, and her smile was a 

testament to her vivacity. Thomas wasn't sure how they wound up together. He had chased 

her, but he wasn't sure how he caught her.

Thomas was a grim contrast to Vivian, and he knew it. His beard could have used 

some trimming, his dark hair was mussed, and his suit had grown a little too small for him 

since the last time he wore it. He smiled without showing his teeth, and usually looked like 

he'd be more at home living in an alley than in the suburbs. He had meant to clean-up better, 

but never got around to it. Secretly, he was proud that he had made time to shower before the 

party. 

Thomas looked around the living room. All of his furniture was occupied by guests. 

They were mostly friends from college and their significant others. 

Mark and George, who were twins born from different mothers, were talking about 

zombies. Mark groaned “Brains!” sarcastically while George laughed so hard that he almost 

folded in two. 

Sandra looked like a queen holding court. Seated on a leather couch, surrounded by 

her attentive subjects, she spoke softly so that they would all lean in close. She was telling a 

story, and Thomas knew the funny part was told when the whole group erupted in laughter.

“These are my people,” thought Thomas. “I picked every one of them up as I rolled 

through life, and I have no idea why they're still here. I feel like one of those water buffaloes 



that birds ride on. People have a way of hanging on, I guess.” 

He stood in the room for a short while, standing near Mark and George, but not 

interrupting their conversation. When he was small, Thomas was taught that you never 

interrupted adults while they were talking, and figured that the rule was not repealed just 

because he was almost thirty six. 

A baby cried in the kitchen, and Thomas poked his head in to see which one it was. It 

was Trevor, who was Anne and Joe's kid. He was the newest of the youngsters that had 

inexplicably started turning up at parties since Thomas turned thirty four. He had heard that 

there would be a point when it felt like everyone around you suddenly had babies in their 

arms, but he never imagined it would actually happen.

Trevor screamed and wailed.

“It only gets worse from here, kid,” said Thomas quietly.

Thomas squeezed through the crowded kitchen. It seemed impossible that he knew so 

many people. He was certain that well-dressed transients were roaming in from the streets, 

trying to see how many people they could fit into his tiny home before it exploded. He 

recognized some faces, but struggled to remember a few of the names. 

That was when he casually caught a glance of Charlotte and Joy. Vivian's dearest 

friends, Charlotte and Joy were nearly inseparable, and both of them were like vipers. They 

were poised and glamorous, drinking out of glasses that Thomas was pretty sure he and 

Vivian didn't own. The pair eyed Thomas like hungry serpents would eye a pudgy, lame 

mouse. 

He considered walking by without a word, pretending that he didn't notice them. 

Instead, he smiled and nodded to them, trying to hustle past before they smiled back. Their 

glittering smiles screamed “Vivian married the wrong guy.” Thomas knew Charlotte and Joy 

didn't want their Vivian to marry a putz like him. 



“Hi Tom,” said Charlotte. 

She was wearing a glittery dress and had elbow length gloves on. Her hair was done 

so she looked like she was right out of old Hollywood. She spoke with the same phony accent 

that actors used in the forties, probably to complete her look.

“Hi Charlotte,” responded Thomas neutrally, “I hope you're having a good time tonight.”

A jolt of panic shot through Thomas – he had just used all of the conversation he could 

think of in one sentence. 

“Vi's done a great job putting this together,” remarked Joy. Her hair was dark and shiny, 

her dress a little too short, the neckline a little too low.

“She always does a great job,” offered Thomas.

Thomas noticed that he was nodding more than he probably should have been. He felt 

like he turned into a crazed, hand-wringing caricature of Renfield. He studied Joy and 

Charlotte's faces, wondering if they noticed. It seemed like his secret was safe.

“So,” said Thomas. He had nothing else to add to it. He wondered if he should mention 

his poetry, but he thought better of it, figuring that he would sound like a pompous ass if he 

went on and on about his work. Not that it even was really work – it was just something he did 

because he liked it. It was a hobby he got payed for, no more and no less.

“I read that piece you sent to Dinsdale's,” said Charlotte.

“Did you?” responded Thomas. 

“Yes. It was horrible. How could you write such things. Everyone knows that it was 

about Vi.” Charlotte smirked smugly.

Thomas nearly forgot about the poem he sent to Dinsdale's, a tiny poetry journal that 

operated in Northern Vermont. He had written a poem that almost destroyed his marriage. 

Vivian hated it, felt like she was being portrayed as Thomas' cross to bear. Thomas refused to 

relent, and for three days he lived at the New Leeds Motor Inn. They worked through their 



problems with therapy, but it was clear that Charlotte didn't think that Thomas should have 

been let off so easily.

“What was it you said? 'Atrophy sets in, Tumbling through a dry gulch, No sweets, No 

succor'? Why didn't you just stab her in the back, draw out her blood, and sign your divorce 

papers with it?”

“It really was unfair,” chimed Joy, “With the problems that Vi has had, it's just wrong.”

Thomas turned red, uttered nonsense, and pushed his way out of the room. He heard 

the light giggles of the women and felt their eyes watching him. He turned to give them a stern 

look, but they were already looking the other way. 

The hall leading to his study was dark and devoid of party-goers. He walked past the 

clustered pictures of his and Vivian's life together. Snapshots from when they were dating, 

photos from their wedding, their honeymoon in Germany, pictures of the day they closed on 

the house, and then nothing. There was still a good four feet of wall that could hold new 

memories, but Thomas wasn't optimistic. He considered buying a big print of something to fill 

the space. Maybe a mirror?

Vivian had told Thomas that he wasn't to go into his study during the party. He was 

supposed to be a good and attentive host. He was to mingle, smile, and enjoy himself. The 

door was slightly ajar, so Thomas used it as an excuse to check inside. He was prepared to 

explain that he just wanted to make sure that no one was poking around in his papers.

He closed the door, but didn't lock it. He opened the window and let the cool February 

air in. He stood at the window, looking at the moonlight yard where skeletal trees patiently 

waited for Spring. The air was crisp and bracing, with the scent of coming snow on it. The 

pale light of the moon shone into the room. The shadowy bookcases swallowed up the light;  

the silver pen set on his cherry desk glinted brilliantly next to an antique typewriter and a 

charging laptop. Thomas considered the crystal bar set that stood in one corner and thought 



better of it. 

This was supposed to be his life; a quiet place out in the country where he could write. 

However, life got in the way. Vivian, who was the breadwinner, got sick. Thomas took a job as 

a high school teacher, and when that wasn't enough, he took a part time job at Quality Drug. It 

left him with no time for what he loved. He used to have intense writing sessions while school 

was out, but now he just picked-up more hours at the store. The writing wasn't paying, and so 

it had to go.

Thomas resented Vivian's illness, and sometimes he resented Vivian. That's what 

made him write that damned poem, the one that almost ruined his marriage. The war of the 

poem was a tough one; Thomas knew why he went to battle, but he never talked about it, 

even with the therapist. Part of him wanted everything to end – the marriage, his friendships, 

even his life. He figured that if he spent most of his life in his head, well, he could still do that 

in the grave.

Vivian called him when he was staying at the Motor Inn, and she apologized. Thomas 

said he was sorry, even though he wasn't. After he hung up, he weighed his options. He 

decided to go get a doughnut and coffee. 

Thomas sat in the chair behind his desk and thought about that cup of coffee. He 

remembered the taste, the smell, and the awkward girl behind the counter that gave it to him. 

She had confided in him that she was new to the job, and hadn't managed to get anything 

right all day long. Thomas's order was the first one she completed perfectly, and she was 

giddy about it. This had been enough to get Thomas through the day and back home.

“Thomas?” asked Vivian, peeking into the study.

“Yeah?” answered Thomas. He had been caught out.

“Why are you in here?” she asked, “We're doing cake soon.”

Vivian wasn't as angry as Thomas thought she would be. She wasn't angry at all.



“I needed some time alone,” admitted Thomas, forgetting to lie.

Vivian walked in, the noise of the party following her until she closed the door. She sat 

in a plush chair across from Thomas. She looked tired. She had been running around all day, 

and it looked like things caught-up to her.

“You alright, Vi?” asked Thomas.

“Yeah,” she answered. 

'It's a nice party so far,” remarked Thomas, resting his elbows on the desk, leaning 

forward. In the soft light, Vivian's skin had a unearthly pallor. She looked magical.

“It's a little too much,” said Vivian, “we're going to have left-overs for a week.”

Thomas reached out with his hand, and Vivian did the same. He felt her soft, cool hand 

on his own, and smiled. 

“Better too much than too little,” Thomas said.

“What's wrong Thomas?” asked Vivian.

Thomas closed his eyes, his smile fading.

“I don't know, Vi. Nothing seems right. It's like something's missing. I know this is what I 

should want. I mean, parties, celebrations – it's what people do. Being out there though, it just 

feels off. I don't have anything to say, and I'm afraid I'm going to say the wrong thing when I 

do have something to say. It's like I'm walking through a minefield.”

Vivian inhaled. She wanted to say something, to react. Instead, she sat quietly and let 

Thomas speak.

“Then there's Charlotte and Joy.” continued Thomas. “They just don't know when to 

give-up. They've been digging their heels into me ever since we met.”

“Don't let them bother you,” offered Vivian. “They just want what they think is best for 

me, but they don't know where to draw the line. After all, it's not like they know what it's like for 

us. Part of me thinks that they just want me to be single again so that it can be like the old 



days, you know?”

“Yeah.” 

The couple sat quietly in the darkened room, talking quietly until Vivian noticed the 

time.

“They're going to miss us,” announced Vivian.

“They're going to miss you,” remarked Thomas.

Vivian clenched Thomas' hand.

“Thomas, don't be silly,” she said with a smile.

Thomas looked at his wife, her eyes glistening in the moonlight. She was the person he 

loved, and he would do anything for her, even pretend that he was happy.

“Okay,” Thomas said, forcing a smirk as he stood-up.

Vivian beamed and wrapped her arms around Thomas. She pressed her head into his 

chest as he slowly embraced her. 

“I love you Thomas,” she said softly.

“I love you too, Vi,” said Thomas, giving her a kiss on the forehead.

The pair held hands as they walked to the door and back into the party. They walked 

into the kitchen and were greeted by smiles and hoots. Laughing and joking, Thomas 

celebrated his thirty-sixth birthday with Vivian by his side.  

   

           


