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The Last Laugh

 

By Eva Muñoz

 

Can fake fiancées find lasting love—together?

Travel agent Dina dreams of a promotion that will allow her to see the world in person instead of from her computer screen. When Dina’s boss invites her on the partners trip, Dina is over the moon. There’s just one catch: the invite is for her and her fiancée—a woman who doesn’t exist. Dina hits a comedy club to distract herself from her problem… and runs into the perfect solution.

The Edinburgh Comedy Festival could be comedian Claire’s big break—if only she could get in. Dina can make that happen for her. All Claire has to do is pretend to be her fiancée.

Dina and Claire make an odd couple—organized versus spontaneous, prim versus outrageous—but they agree to the bargain for the sake of their careers. After all, how hard can it be to pretend to be in love on the most romantic vacation ever? What could possibly go wrong?


Chapter One

 

 

Dina

 

ASK ANYONE what their greatest dream is, and more often than not the answer you’ll get is to travel the world. In a recent survey, travel was listed in the top three leisure activities of people in America. And when someone comes into money, what’s the thing they do after they buy the expensive car and the extravagant house? They travel.

Let’s not forget all those travel extravaganza prizes you see on the Wheel of Fortune. You name it. From a once-in-a-lifetime trip to Paris or an all-expenses-paid family vacation to the happiest place on earth, I’ve curated it all. You won’t believe how many times I answered the phone to someone wanting the exact package mentioned on some game show or another.

There isn’t a person in the world who doesn’t have aspirations of seeing the Eiffel Tower or walking the Great Wall of China or taking the Haunted Mansion ride at Disneyland—when it’s operational, anyway. Anyone who works hard treats themselves to a vacation at least once a year if they can afford it. There are so many promos now that it’s as easy as clicking a button. You’ll be on a plane in no time.

I’m on a call with a client early Thursday morning assisting with just that—making travel arrangements. You might say, “But Dina, with the internet, why would someone still call a travel agency for assistance? Isn’t your line of work moot at this point?”

First of all, I’ll have to commend you on the use of the word “moot.” Second of all, yes, the internet has made my work a dying art form. But we travel agents are still a necessary service for those who don’t know how to book a flight via the airline website of their choice.

At the same time, we provide packages. You don’t have to think of a single thing when you book your plans with us. We even give you the best perks and travel insurance. How can you beat that?

Like seventy-six-year-old Mrs. Miller, who’s booking an all-expenses-paid European adventure package for her granddaughter because she’s graduating valedictorian. Mrs. Miller wants round-trip tickets at a reasonable price with hotel accommodations and a suite of guided tours.

I’d like to see you book an eight-country, multiple-city tour with connections that will take you from London all the way to Switzerland and back in a month. Like I said, it’s an art form. I need to make sure that everything interconnects or I will have lost a seventeen-year-old abroad and Mrs. Miller will be very upset.

“Okay, Mrs. Miller, the itinerary for Jemma is all set. Would you like me to email it to you?” I ask, clicking into my agent mode and forgetting for a moment that the woman doesn’t have email.

“Can you mail it to me, dear?” she says in the nicest voice.

I honestly want her to be my grandmother. I’m just not sure she’ll take kindly to the fact that I eat pussy instead of dick. I sigh inwardly.

I wish I had someone who would buy me an all-expenses-paid tour of Europe. Sometimes I hate my job. I get to create these elaborate dream vacations for people without actually being able to go to the places I book for them. At least, not until I make partner at the agency. Partners get invited to all the best places—for free, I might add—in order to better promote them when a traveler asks.

For once I want to see the Mediterranean and maybe even swim in it. I’d certainly look good topless along the beaches of southern France. Maybe I’ll even meet a nice French girl who will school me in French Kissing 101. Even if I’m proficient, I wouldn’t mind a master’s degree.

Unfortunately, there’s a slight snag to my making partner—you need to be a member of a club I’m not part of. Mind you, it’s not really a requirement… because that would involve HR. It’s more like a reality, and I’m currently lacking in that department.

“Okay, Mrs. Miller, I’ll have everything printed out and overnighted to you. I’ve also taken the liberty of preboarding your granddaughter so all she needs to do is show up at the airport and check in her luggage.”

“Oh, that’s mighty nice of you, Dina. My Jemma will be so happy when I give her this gift.”

“It’s my pleasure, Mrs. Miller. Thank you for booking with us at Sunset Vacations. We are always happy to serve you.” I pause. “Should you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to call. You have my direct line.”

“I might just take that cruise I’ve always been wanting to go on.”

I smile. “I’m just one call away. I’ll have you breathing in that sea air in no time.”

“I’m sure you will. Thank you, dear.”

I slump in my seat the moment the call ends. So early on a Thursday and already I envy a girl who could have been my daughter. Good thing I figured out early in my life that I’m a muff diver and someone uninclined to breed. One day I’ll find a bumper sticker that says Honk if you like pussies and drive around proudly.

Leaning forward, I cover my face with both hands and say to myself over and over again, “I love my job. I love my job. I love my job.”

“Good,” my boss says behind me. “Can you step into my office for a moment, Ms. Oliver?”

Startled, I jump off my seat and slip on my heels. I don’t think this day can get any worse for me. Envy is a horrible feeling to have in your gut before lunch. It’s like drinking a soda without eating anything. The acid eats away at your stomach lining, giving you the sensation of popping bubbles running up your throat.

Wishing that the pencil skirt I wore today had an adequate slit, I teeter into my boss’s office. He gestures at the door and I close it behind me. Then he points at one of the chairs opposite from where he sits behind his desk.

Behind him stand shelves filled with every award imaginable. Sunset Vacations couldn’t have stayed competitive without Bob at the helm. Want to go around the world? Bob’s your guy. Even I find myself weak at the knees just thinking of the logistics of planning a tour package that massive. He can do it in his sleep.

Speaking of starting to feel weak at the knees, and grateful I don’t have to stand the entire time—stilettos aren’t exactly the most comfortable shoe choice, but they do make my legs look a mile long—I take a seat. Just because I sit at a desk all day doesn’t mean I can’t dress like a jet-setter ready to hop onto a private plane and sip champagne. “Always dress for success, Dina,” my pops drilled into me every chance he got.

“Is something the matter, Bob?” I ask, breaking the silence that’s stretched out a little too long. At this point, I would have been checking if the line was cut if I were on a call.

“Did I just hear you book an entire European trip?” he asks, eyeing me intently.

“Yes. Thirty days, eight countries.”

“The commission on that is—”

“Quite substantial,” I say, cutting him off.

I’m already planning what I’m going to do with that money. It’s going to my dream vacation fund. Or several pairs of ridiculously expensive shoes. I haven’t decided yet.

“Good. I always said you were my best agent.”

“I try to do what I can to please the client, sir.” I nod. “Can I know what you called me here for?”

“Always direct to the point.”

“My desk is unmanned.” I hike my thumb over my shoulder. “I’d hate to miss an incoming call.”

It means business, and Bob knows that. The more commissions I make, the better. It’s a win-win for the both of us.

“I’m guessing you know what time of the year it is?” he asks.

Of course I remember. It’s the time of year when the partners fly off on a sponsored retreat. A travel-agent open house, if you will, where they get to experience a new resort, hotel, or travel destination. It’s one of the reasons why agents like myself grab at any opportunity to become partner. But I don’t say any of that. Instead, I sit at the edge of my seat.

My throat closes. Is this it? The moment I’ve been waiting for?

“Well, we were really impressed by your work,” he says, prolonging my torture. Is he going to say what I think he’s about to say? “Which is why I’d like you to be the one to confirm all the details of the trip.”

In my head I’m doing cartwheels and dancing the Running Man until his words actually sink in. “You….” I have to convince my mouth to actually work to form the proper words. “You want me to plan the trip?”

My heart sinks. I don’t know what I was thinking. Certainly not that they’d make me partner or anything.

He shakes his head. “Chateau Blanc has graciously invited us to stay and experience what they call a romantic lifestyle. Everything has already been planned. I just need someone I can rely on to make sure all the details are correct. The names of partners, the tickets, the reservations. You know the drill.”

Oh, I know the drill, all right. I swallow down the massive rock of emotion that’s formed in my throat and manage to cobble together a decent smile. “I can certainly do that for you.”

Bob nods. “Good. Can it be ready by the time we all meet at Bar Rafael this evening?”

I make the mental calculations. Four partners plus their spouses. It will mean having lunch at my desk and forwarding all my calls to someone else. I bite the inside of my cheek.

“It’s doable,” I say.

“Perfect.” Bob flashes a blinding smile. “Make sure to bring the details over to me. We’ll discuss them over drinks.”

Drinks. Sure. Some consolation prize that is.

Fate is such a fickle bitch. She dangles what I want most in front of me but then yanks it just out of reach. Unable to maintain my carefully constructed unaffected mask of professionalism much longer, I push up off the chair and stand.

“If you don’t need anything else…?” I start backing toward the door, which isn’t easy in a pencil skirt and sky-high stilettos. “I’ll get right on confirming those travel details for you.”

“Go get ’em, Tiger.”

I hate that he calls me Tiger. It’s so condescending. But he is also the man who holds my dream of traveling the world in the palms of his hands. I need to knock this one out of the park. Then he’ll see my value as a partner in this agency.

I hurry to my seat and kick off my shoes. I pick up the phone and call one of the other agents to let them know I’ll be transferring my calls to them. Once that’s done, I order a salad from the nice lady who brings her sandwich cart into the office, and get to work.

 

 

DRINKS AT Bar Rafael is a weekly hang for everyone at Sunset Vacations. I’m not sure when it first started, but Bob encouraged it as a way for the agents and partners to socialize outside of work. For the company to succeed, everyone must function as a team. “Think of it as a bonding exercise,” Bob told me when I first started as an assistant straight out of college.

Attendance isn’t mandatory, but not showing up does send the wrong message. Not that anyone ever misses a meetup. Going to a bar to unwind after a hard day is just what the doctor ordered. I think that’s why Bob picked the end of the week for a casual get-together.

And what a great place to hang out. Bar Rafael boasts the best cocktails and the finest selection of whiskey in the city. For New York? That’s saying something.

With the folder of travel details safely tucked under my arm, I push through the door. Merry cheer and glasses clinking greet me, along with a soft smooth jazz piped in from invisible speakers on the ceiling.

The hardwood floors and handsome bar speak of elegance. The moss-green leather booths and stools combine vintage with cozy comfort. Every bottle of alcohol worth having lines an entire wall, spanning one end of the space to the other.

Perfume, aftershave, and musky notes of cedar commingle in the air. My favorite bartender spots me from a mile away. I already sent him my order via text right as I left our office. He pushes a Grey Goose martini to me.

I slide a crisp twenty his way and pick up the glass. He tilts his head toward the booth at the back where the partners have gathered. They start the evening amongst themselves; then they adjourn and mingle.

I take a sip from my drink, the orange bitters and the subtle nut and pepper flavors of the vodka giving me the courage I need. I catch the tail end of a conversation between Bob and one of the partners.

“Parker’s already been packing for a week, and still he’s not done.” Bob shakes his head.

“My wife’s the same way.” The partner chuckles. “She’s already bought an entirely new wardrobe for this trip.”

They all laugh.

“These couples’ retreats are always the highlight of my travel calendar,” another partner says.

An idea clicks in my mind. If there’s any chance of me making partner, then I have to take it. I start speaking before common sense overrides my brain.

“You’re lucky,” I say. “My fiancée always waits until the last minute to pack for a trip.”

As one, all the heads of the partners swivel toward me. I pause, martini in hand. The intimidation brought about by the attention of all the best travel agents in the business borders on overwhelming. It’s an unseen force that can knock you over.

I, on the other hand, take one more sip and stand my ground. This is it. The lie is out there.

Bob eyes me with interest. “You never told me you have a fiancée, Ms. Oliver.” His gaze travels to my ring finger.

I fight a blush and think fast. “It’s new. So new, in fact, that we don’t even have rings yet.”

“Ah, one of those spur-of-the-moment proposals,” the last of the partners fills in, much to my relief. “Those are the most romantic.”

I go with it. “Exactly.”

“Is that the travel itinerary I asked you to finalize?” Bob asks, indicating the folder tucked away at my side.

“Oh yes.” I use my free hand to pull it from my side.

The partners look to Bob, and a silent communication that I don’t quite understand happens between all of them. In my mind, I’m scrambling. Have they seen through my lie? Will they expose me for the charlatan that I am?

The thought of getting fired sends a chill down my spine. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth. I thought that by mentioning a fiancée I’d fit in with the partners. That they’d see me as someone capable of joining their ranks.

Instead, they stand and leave me alone with Bob.

Normally I’d think nothing of this since Bob said we’d discuss the travel details over drinks. Yet the shift in the air from convivial to serious says otherwise.

“Join me?”

The question sounds more like a statement than a request. I slide into the now vacant side of the booth and hand over the folder. Bob flips it open and starts scanning the pages.

“Remind me again, Ms. Oliver, how long have you been working with Sunset?” Bob asks, keeping his eyes on the folder and the papers within.

“A little….” I clear my throat and start over. “A little over seven years.”

“And in those seven years, I trust that you’ve found fulfilment in what you do?”

The question takes me by surprise, but the answer comes quicker than a snap. “I love it.”

“Even if it’s hard work?”

“Even so.” I take a deep breath and let it out nice and slow. “Being able to put together a trip that I’m sure the client has been yearning for brings me so much joy.”

The corners of Bob’s lips lift slightly. “And what is the best part of this job?”

Again, the answer comes to me without an ounce of hesitation. “Surprising the client with the unexpected. A perk they didn’t know about. Or adding a tour to their itinerary that I know they will love. It’s like I’m taking the trip with them.”

Even if that’s far from the case. I plan the trips. But one day I will finally take them.

Bob nods. “This is great work.”

I lean forward. “I made sure to organize everything from pickup to airport drop-off and luggage check-in. All the first-class tickets have been confirmed. And I’ve spoken to the liaison officer over at Chateau Blanc to make sure airport pickup will be there as soon as you land at Charles de Gaulle Airport.”

To a client on the phone, I’d be using the abbreviation, which is CDG, but I just love saying the name of the Paris airport. Charles de Gaulle. It has such an elegant ring to it.

“I never doubted your skill,” Bob says. “You remind me so much of myself when I was first starting out.”

My heart swells. “Thank you. That means a lot coming from you.”

“That being said, there is one more slot on this trip,” he continues. “I’d like for you and your fiancée to join us.”

I almost slip off the edge of the booth. “Sir?”

“I assume this will not be a problem?”

“Of—of course not.” My throat dries for a whole different reason. “My fiancée is just out of the state on a business trip, but I expect her to be back soon. She’ll be overjoyed about the idea. Again, thank you, sir.”

“Make sure to add yourself and your fiancée to the itinerary.” Bob grins. “It’s going to be one romantic trip.”

On jelly legs, I manage to stand and make my way back to the bar. My favorite bartender is already placing another martini in front of me. I slump into the seat.

“You don’t look so good,” he says.

I huff into my second drink. “You wouldn’t know where I could find a fiancée on short notice, would you?”

He laughs, thinking I’m joking. I should have known my lie would bite me in the butt. I need to find myself a fiancée. Shouldn’t be hard, right? If only these things could be arranged online…. 


Chapter Two

 

 

Claire

 

COMEDY IS a funny thing, and I don’t mean that as a joke. It’s the kind of lifestyle you don’t think about until you’re standing on stage for what seems like the hundredth time and you actually get your first standing O. It doesn’t get addictive until you get your first laugh.

Weird thing is? I wasn’t the funny kid in school. I was the shy one, content to be by herself. I had friends, sure. But I’m not the life of the party by any means.

In my yearbook it actually says Most Forgettable. Yeah. That’s what it says. Not that I did anything particularly memorable. Basically, I went to school and then I went home. Rinse and repeat. I don’t even think they remembered I belonged to the graduating class until I took my yearbook photo. Sad but true.

Well, now I’m doing something that’s worth remembering. I sure showed them. They don’t call me the Taylor Swift of comedy for nothing. Not the fame—not yet, anyway. Still working on that. More like my content.

I tell jokes about my exes for a living. My parents barely talk to me because of it. Let’s not even discuss the fact that I’m a lesbian. That they can tolerate. But become a comedian? Good luck.

“Yeah,” I tell the audience at the Funny Bone, a comedy club downtown. “My parents wanted me to be a doctor.”

I get a couple of groans, the usual reaction when I start down this road.

“I gave it the good college try, I really did,” I say. “Unfortunately, I was more there for the hot interns than the studying. When I started trading giving head for copying assignments, I knew something had to change.”

A chorus of laughter follows my punch line. My style of comedy follows my life experiences. Mostly the myriad of girlfriends who have come and gone. The more complicated the better. Back when I was starting out, I was what they called a topical comic, meaning if there was something happening right that moment, I made a joke about it.

Well, try doing that when nothing particularly interesting is happening. Not so funny then. I totally bombed. Then I started talking about this one ex I broke up with at the time. The laughs I got changed the trajectory of my career. For the better, really.

So I revamped my act. I looked at the comics I admired and saw they were talking about their life and their experiences. That was easy enough to do. I turned my inner pain into situations that made others laugh.

Pretty soon after that, the clubs I went to for sets started getting packed. There were some nights when the club owners would beg me for another show because there was still a line around the block waiting to see me. That totally blew my mind.

“I dated a girl once who didn’t eat carbs,” I say, moving into my closing joke.

Already the crowd is laughing.

“What? Didn’t think I dated girls, or didn’t think because of my juicy candy thighs that I’d be able to give up eating carbs just to date someone?”

The question gets me more laughs. This is good.

My show is called Fat, Fun, and Single because I’m all three of those things. But I prefer to call myself Rubenesque. Yes, I’m on the heavy side, but I can still fit into those sexy skinny jeans. Now, if only I was a little taller than my five foot three, I’d be golden.

“So I was dating her, and you guessed it, I stopped eating carbs. It was getting that serious between us.”

I put two fingers to my lips and stick my tongue in between them. I get the typical whistles and hollers at that. The crowd tonight is awesome, and I’m on fire.

“We’re getting all hot and heavy, but what she doesn’t know is that I’ve been sneaking bites of bread at night when she’s asleep. Because come on….” I trace my curves with the hand not holding the mic. “I got to maintain these rolls, baby.”

I get cheers.

“Yeah, I was eating rolls at that time too.”

More laughter. One lady in front spits out her drink she’s laughing so hard. Her friend smacks her back several times as she lapses into a coughing fit. She’s my kind of audience member. If someone isn’t red in the face by the end of the night, I consider it a failure on my part.

“Anyway, one night after we make sweet, sweet love….” I pause for the cheers and jeers. “I wait a couple of minutes to make sure she’s asleep, and I tiptoe to the kitchen to visit my mistress. They were having a sale on white bread that day.”

The roar of laughter is like a wave coming at me. It’s a total rush. I can feel it like sparks underneath my skin.

“As I take a bite of the bread, the lights come on. I’m caught with my mouth deep into this slice. My then girlfriend says to me, ‘You’re cheating on me with bread?’ To which I respond, ‘Honey, it’s not you, it’s me. I really like bread.’ She narrows her eyes at me and says, ‘More than me?’ I looked from her to the bread and I knew I had to make a decision. I broke up with her that night.”

The crowd leaps up and starts clapping, the inside of the club going wild.

I raise my hand and say, “That’s it for me. My name’s Claire Rox. Good night!”

I walk off the stage while the entire room is still on their feet. It’s a heady feeling to know you have them in the palm of your hand. I wouldn’t give up doing comedy for anything.

The other performers that night come up and congratulate me. I take in all their adulation. Some of them, I know, are genuine. The rest are green with envy.

I don’t mind. They want to be where I am. That’s understandable. It’s part of the gig.

I head into the greenroom at the back to get my stuff. My phone rings right as my hand closes around my bag. I fish it out and my eyes beam at the sight of my agent’s name.

This is it. The call I’ve been waiting all night for. A bout of nerves tingle in my stomach. I take a couple of steadying breaths before I answer. “Hey, Dwight,” I say. “How’s it hanging?”

“How did the show go?” he asks. It’s a usual question. He’s the one responsible for my career, after all.

“Murdered.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” Then a pause. “I’ve got some bad news.”

Remember the nerves in my stomach? Well, they just became rocks.

I puff out a breath and say, “I didn’t get in.”

“Maybe next year.”

“That’s what you said last year.”

Look. I’m an entertainer. You’d think that I would be used to rejection by now. I mean, we get rejected on an almost daily basis. Hell, I created an entire act about being rejected and being the one doing the rejecting. But I’ve always wanted to be a part of the Edinburgh Comedy Festival. It’s the gateway to the world.

It opens up a chance to participate in Just For Laughs in Toronto. And from there I can move on to selling out theaters and not just clubs. Then from there? Arenas, baby!

How long do I have to wait to take my career to the next level? I certainly have the comedy chops. I kill every damn night.

“I do have an audition for you if you’re interested,” Dwight says. “The production is even willing to fly you out to LA.”

“You know acting isn’t my thing,” I say.

“It’s a way to get your foot in the door, Claire.”

Dwight keeps insisting that if I make it in acting it will boost my comedy career. Sure. Chris Rock did it. Kevin Hart too. But as much as possible, that’s not the route I want to take. I want acting to be a last resort.

Then the thought hits me. What if this is my last resort? Do I have it in me to wait another year for a chance at Edinburgh? What if all my chances dry up and I’m forever stuck playing clubs?

A shudder runs through me. “Give me time to think about it?”

“You have until next week,” he says, hope clear in his tone.

“All right. Next week it is.”

I hang up the phone, stuff it in my back pocket, and leave my stuff in the greenroom. I head from backstage to the bar. I need one giant stiff drink. Or two.


Chapter Three

 

 

Dina

 

WHEN I was a little girl, I got really good at hide-and-seek. It was so much fun finding the right hiding place, because if you’re not found, you win. And I always won. I think a part of my competitive streak comes from that experience.

One time, my friends and I gathered to play. The second one of the girls started counting down, I went in search of my hiding spot. Somehow, I knew they’d never look up. So instead of going far, I climbed the tree my friend used to lean against during the countdown.

I totally won the game that day. They searched high and low for me. Even the girls who were already found joined in on looking for me. Only my uncontrollable giggles gave me away in the end. Ah, I miss those days.

Adults play a game of hide-and-seek too. There are several versions of this. One, you call in sick. Two, you hide in the staff room. Three, you pretend to be busy.

The third example is what I employ as a way to avoid any more questions about my fiancée from Bob.

Of course, that doesn’t stop the itinerary of the couples retreat from magically appearing in my inbox by the end of the next day. There’s no hiding from walking tours of the town where the chateau is located. A personalized orientation of the resort. A day at the vineyard, complete with wine tasting. Oh my! I read each and every item with the gusto of a starving man at a buffet.

The next email contains information about Chateau Blanc, located in the picturesque Loire Valley. It was built in two phases by architects Philibert de l’Orme and Jean Bullant in the mid-sixteenth century. According to the chateau’s history, Henry II’s mistress Diane de Poitiers oversaw everything. Over the centuries, the palace became the property of a number of notable women, including Catherine de’ Medici. Its new owners saw the potential of the space and made it the premier resort it is today, providing many couple-centric activities.

The last email asks for the complete information of my fiancée. This is so Bob can send everything to Chateau Blanc and all the arrangements can be made. My stomach tumbles. How can I send information that doesn’t exist?

“I’m so getting fired,” I whisper under my breath.

That’s when shit gets real for me. I pack up my desk, shut down my computer, and call it a day. I need to find a fiancée ASAP.

I might be crafty, but I’m not that duplicitous. I’d like to maintain a shred of dignity, please. Anyway, I don’t think I can fake having fun with someone who’s not actually there with me. Why did I have to say fiancée? It makes things so much more complicated.

It’s going to involve staring lovingly into each other’s eyes. Lots of hugging. And a kiss or two just to make it look like we are truly in love. How the hell am I supposed to pull that off when I’m currently as single as a yolk in an egg? Although, my mom did say finding a double-yolked egg brought good luck. Right now? I need all the luck I can get.

I’m both excited and terrified at this new stage of my life. To the point where every time I think about it, I actually feel the need to pee. I’m racking my brain on how to accomplish this without being seen as the total liar that I am.

Oh, who am I kidding? I’m going to have to smoke-and-mirrors this shit. I’ve bullshitted my way out of many things in my life—a speeding ticket, jury duty, a class photo because my outfit just wasn’t right—but this might be my biggest challenge yet.

Can I actually get on that plane sans a fiancée and get away with it? What if I do a good enough job representing the agency? Would they forgive me for lying about my relationship status?

In an ideal world, I would go on this trip, schmooze the other partners, and make an amazing impression on our hosts. I can see it now. My boss kissing the ground I walk on while I strike a power pose like the lesbian Superman.

Sadly for me, we don’t live in an ideal world, do we? If I go on this trip without a fiancée, I could get spectacularly fired. Not only would I be out of a job, they might even ask me to pay back all the money they spent. And that’s not going to come cheap, because it’s a trip of a lifetime experience. Calculating the expenses makes my head spin.

I grab my jacket and my purse and leave. When I reach street level, I breathe in for what seems like the first time since leaving Bar Rafael last night. My shoulders are totally in knots as I begin to walk.

I can do this. I will find a solution that will get me everything I want. I’m not about to let this opportunity slip away over the lack of a fiancée.

As I cross the street, I notice a flier taped to a post. The picture of a woman on a stage catches my attention. I take down the flier and look over it. My eyebrows rise.

“The Fat, Fun, and Single comedy show with Claire Rox,” I say to myself.

Something about this Claire Rox intrigues me. I can’t stop staring at her picture. There’s a charisma about her that I feel even through a flier.

She certainly looks like she’s a lot of fun. Her smile alone could melt hearts. And as the title of her show promises, she’s gorgeously curvy. She’s the type of woman who makes an impression.

Single? I find that hard to believe. But it’s certainly interesting. What I know for sure is I want to know more about this Claire Rox.

It says on the flier that her show is all about her exes. I’m not a stranger when it comes to that subject. I’m a gorgeous woman who happens to be working for an agency that sees being in a relationship as a step up. At least, that’s the impression I’m getting. None of the partners are single. And in the years I’ve worked there, no one single has been promoted to partner. You do the math.

I make up my mind then and there. This comedy show is exactly the kind of distraction I need right now.

I have to be honest and say that I’ve never been to the Funny Bone. I’m not one for comedy, I guess. But I don’t see the harm in trying out one show. What do I have to lose? At least I can get some drinks, hopefully have some laughs, and maybe, just maybe, at the end of the night, I’ll feel good enough to solve this lack of a fiancée problem of mine.

 

 

GROWING UP, I knew early on that I liked things regimented. If something didn’t go as planned—like waking up early so I wouldn’t miss the bus—it threw off my equilibrium for the entire day. My parents said I should be more flexible. Learn to go with the flow.

What I took away from that advice? To have a Plan A, Plan B, Plan C… however many plans it would take for my day to go just right. I call this coming prepared. Others call it being anal. I never liked anal, so let’s stick to being prepared.

It’s what makes me good at my job. I make sure every aspect of a trip goes exactly the way a client expects it to, all the way down to accounting for the weather conditions on a given day. That’s why clients book more trips with me and even recommend me to their friends. That’s why I deserve to be partner, dammit.

If only I hadn’t opened my big mouth and let an even bigger lie fall out. Why the hell did I get myself into this situation? I ask myself this question after each subway stop until I reach the one that will drop me a block away from my destination.

Unfortunately for me, as I climb the steps back to street level, I have no answers. Instead, I get a text from Bob reminding me to submit my fiancée’s information by Monday. In the back of my mind, I contemplate not responding, but I also know he knows that I’ve seen the message. Damn technology and its advances.
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