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BFFs

We slept in the same bed just that once, memorably, as it was so unexpected: | knew Gus
loved my best friend more. On the road trip up | had watched his eyes dolefully follow Jen’s
footsteps as she walked away to take her turn at the restroom while | stayed back with him on his
short leash; flirting, |1 admit, because, honestly, it felt like he couldn’t stand to be without Jen for
even a minute so it felt safe to imagine the flirts would go nowhere. He even moaned a little as
she went off without him though I could tell he also didn’t want to hurt my feelings, “third
wheel” that I was on this journey north to Maine, stopping frequently at rest areas to let Gus
relieve himself, always first, though no one mocked his extra neediness. Gus had his dignity, and
we aimed to maintain it.

Inn By the Sea on the coast near Portland caters to those like Gus who enjoy their
amenities: welcomed into the dining room trailing beach sand after an afternoon romp at the
edge of the waves, treats delivered without asking to the room at dusk, the best bedding; not to
mention the delightful company of other guests of the Inn who appreciate such pleasures.

That night at dinner Jen and | indulged our every desire: oysters, champagne, chocolate,
and more: generous rapport. Gus, on the other hand, was watching his weight and rolling his
eyes at the fact they let children — of all creatures — into a fine dining establishment. Indeed, Jen
and | felt trapped having to appear interested in the family at the next table, with their overly
friendly menagerie of youngsters who were used to people exclaiming over their cute
precociousness as they tried to impress Gus with their ball-on-a-paddle and yoyo routines while
their parents beamed. It was all Gus could do not to latch onto the red rubber ball-on-a-string and

tear it to pieces with his teeth, but Jen had trained him well so Gus behaved.



Following a last morsel of mousse and the departure-at-last of the annoying bright
children, Jen and Gus went off for a post-dinner beach walk while I went upstairs to read
Dostoevsky. | felt like an idiot: white terry cloth robe and slippers, after-dinner mints, Bocelli
streaming through high-fidelity speakers, balcony, sunset view: super romantic and no guy of my
own. Jen’s first marriage had lasted a lifetime: they met at age thirteen and stayed together till
death do you part. Gus was new, an attempt to fill the empty space in her heart and bed with a
new mate to care for, play with, reprimand, feel exasperated by, and love. Gus was no Bob, for
sure, though he was more willing to obey if you used the right tone of voice. I claimed I didn’t
want the burden, and most of the time this was true: I liked my freedom. I’d been married, done
that; this was a whole new phase of life, uncharted as far as | could tell, no rules for what we
were “supposed to do” now. Jen and | got together as often in the year as distance allows, for
locavore food, excellent wine, wide open landscapes, and nonstop conversation. But it was hard:
she was east coast, | was west, plus now she had Gus, who did not like to fly.

Gus burst through the door first, windblown, lively, his energy a mismatch to the spa
ambiance I’d created. Jen looked tired but happy, with the vibrant glow of cool salty air on her
cheekbones. All she wanted was a hot bath and her own terry cloth robe.

“You look so comfy,” she said to me, maybe a little jealous of my unburdened
appearance, while I envied her willing ability to take Gus on and adapt her needs to his:
companions, bedfellows.

She went upstairs to enjoy the fantastic Inn By the Sea bathtub and Gus moved around
like a whirlwind in the room where I’d been reading my book, exciting the air around me with
his good looks and dynamism.

Did I want one of these for myself?



No, I thought, no, not for me.

The room was a suite, with two queen-size beds. Jen and | had been friends since college
so over the years we had slept often in the same room while traveling, as good friends do, talking
in pajamas into the night until one drifts to sleep with the other’s voice still going on about the
urgent matter of the moment: our kids, world crises, where our next trip should be, our bodies,
what to look forward to.

We were doing just that while Gus did his own bedtime routine. | am not sure which one
of us fell asleep first or whether it was a dream when suddenly | felt this body on the bed beside
me, warm comfort, muscular form, a shape molding itself around mine. I shifted, conscious or
unconscious, not sure, making room for this unfamiliar feeling, though I could vaguely
remember how it felt to be married. After my husband left | had slept with my cat Billy for years,
until he died, but this was different: more substantial; I could feel the heart beating in rhythm
with mine, the healthy breath, the desire to move closer against my resistance.

Even asleep | could imagine Jen’s feeling of betrayal if she woke up and found the two of
us in bed together. Much as | may have craved unconditional love, even just for a night, | did not
return the gestures of affection. Gus remained on top of the blankets and eventually started to

snore at my feet, Good Dog.

STORY BEHIND THE STORY: FICTION SOUTHEAST

| set myself the task of writing something funny that also contained honest rumination about
love, loneliness, and friendship. | have read this flash fiction at a couple of Open Mics, since it
fits their time limitations well, and it is always a pleasure to witness the "aha" moment when
Gus's true identity is revealed at the end. Then you can go back and notice how the clues were
present all along. With thanks to Joan Axelrod! And to Fiction Southeast for choosing this piece
as a Finalist for the Ernest Hemingway Flash Fiction Prize 2018.
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