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Hello, Thirteen

Bumping into a childhood crush brings adolescent intensity rushing back. sy saNora a. miLLer

was visiting my mom last weekend in the town I moved away from
almost three decades ago. After our usual round of errands fol-
lowed by a pizza lunch, I dashed into a nearby grocery store to buy

her amousetrap. While scanning the aisles, heard aman callingmy -

name. “Sandy?”

Iturned toward the voice at
the checkout. He was lanky, with a
tousle of graying hair. After paying,
he strolled toward me, shaking his
" head and chuckling to himself.

“Imafraid I have noideawho
youare,” I started to confess. But
then, ashe came closer, the years
fell away from his face. “Dean?”

We didn’t quite knowwhat to
do. Shake hands? Hug? He was
sweaty from working out, buta
reunion with a childhood friend -
OK, crush - after 28 years merited
some kind of physical greeting. I
took hishand and clutched it fora
few awkward seconds.

We’d gone to school together
until eighth grade, when he attend-
ed publichigh and Iwentacross
town to a private school. We might
have seen each other a fewtimesin
church after that, but I don’t think
* we ever spoke again. Yet the con-
nection, as we stood in front ofa
rack of suntan lotion, was as real as
anyunbroken friendship.

There is something about
looking into your past through an-
other person’s eyes, I kept think-
ing. There are bonds with the kids
you grew up with, then eventually
grew away from. You remain the
custodians of one another’s earli-
est memories —your shared piece
of history that, in many ways,
shapes the person you become.

Istopped short of admitting
to Dean thatIliked him, asin
like like, all those years ago. That
seemed to be thekind of thing
unhappily married people blurt
outiftheyare looking to have an
affair. Iwas nuts about youin fifth
grade,now let’shook up! I've been
with my husband, Mark, for17
happyyears. Dean’s wife was his
high school sweetheart. We both
had kids around the same age and
nointerestin turning our encoun-
ter into a sappy pop ballad.

AndyetIwondered howIap-
peared. DidIlook as frazzled as
Ifeltonahot summer Sunday?

I hoped notas I fiddled with my
hair and remembered out loud
that our second-grade teacher
once saw him turning his shirt
around while still keeping it on his
neck, then made him doitin front
of the class. He remembered, too.
And we kept remembering funny
little stories from when we were 5,
and 10,and 13,ayear when Iwould
have traded my prized ticket to
the Styx concert for a single kiss.

Ilooked down the aisle. “Help
me find amousetrap?” I asked.I
wasn’t ready to say good-bye. It
was sucharare treat to find myself
in that faraway place of innocence
and longing, where I had never
quite expected tobe again. This
wasn’tareunion manufactured on
Facebook. It was chance and funny
and so so sweet.

Onthedrive home, Iwasas
giddyasa teenager, searching
the radio for ’7os love songs that
would keep me in that 13-year-old
world. Back then, crusheswerea
mixed bag of deliciousness and tor-
ture. At 46, the memories remind-
ed me that I was verymuch alive
and luckyto have the real thing.

Backathome, Itold myhusband
and 10-year-old daughter about
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running into Dean. “Should I feel
threatened?” Mark joked.

“Hardly. He’s happily married,”
Iassured him. “Like me.”

“Who is this guy?” my daughter
wanted to know.

“An old friend,” I answered.
While crushes still seem silly to
her, she does understand them.
What she might not understand
isthat her parents occasionally
have innocent ones that appear in
aburstlike the fleeting glow of a
sparkler on an August night.

“How long before you're
friends on Facebook?” Mark
asked. Aboutaday or so, Ifigured,
but that seemed irrelevant. In fact,
talking about it suddenly seemed
irrelevant. It was impossible to ex-
plainhow 15 minutes in a grocery
store could mean so much.

What wasn’tirrelevantwas
how Dean and I said goodbye.
“Seeyouin28yearsorso,” he’d
called across the parking lot.

“OK,” I called back, assured
thatatiny piece of my girlhood
heartwas in safe hands.

Sandra A. Miller is a freelance writer
in Arlington. Send comments to
coupling@globe.com.
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