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Chapter one



The only source of light, besides the distant glow of the Milky Way, is a camping lantern on Zak’s back patio. It’s a cool night in early June, and we are outside baking a cake on the grill at midnight. The sweet, buttery scent wafts out into the dark backyard. 

The cake is for my sister’s bachelorette party. Earlier tonight, just after I poured the batter into a large novelty pan, the power in my apartment went out. I stood there in the dark over my raw cake for several minutes, trying to remember when I’d last paid an electricity bill. Shut-offs had happened from time to time growing up, most memorably for the first three days of eleventh grade, but not in the ten years since I’d been on my own.

I took the pan outside and walked downtown, planning to borrow the oven at the coffee shop where I work, but the lights were out all over town. So, on the bright side, probably not my fault. However, I was the one who insisted on baking my sister’s lewd cake rather than going through the awkward ordeal of ordering one.

After a moment of whispering panicked questions at the night sky, I remembered that my boyfriend’s parents bought him a huge outdoor grill for his birthday. Not at all what Zak wanted, but too much trouble to return. Lucky for me.

I lift the cover and press on the center of the cake. It’s almost done. It remains to be seen whether the party will go on as planned tomorrow, but at least there will be cake.

I swat a bug away from Zak’s arm and update him on my third cousin’s R.S.V.P. saga. “So that means I only have to make ninety-eight origami place-card holders.”

He smiles and rubs his eyes. He was asleep when I got here. His smile fades and he says, “I don’t think I can go, either.”

I stare at him, bewildered. “To the wedding?”

“Sorry,” he whispers.

I tamp down my disappointment and try to act cool about it. He was probably invited to play at some big-deal, career-making rock ’n’ roll show. “Something came up?”

He looks away, the lantern exaggerating the shadows on his face. “No, nothing came up. It’s just… It’s not me.”

A weight sinks into my stomach, like an old elevator making a jerky descent. The sadness in his voice. It’s not me. Zak’s not just declining a wedding invitation. He’s—no, he can’t be. He can’t be breaking up with me while I barbecue an inappropriate cake on his patio at midnight during a citywide blackout.

I swallow my questions, unwilling to speak this into reality. But when our eyes meet, all the answers are right there. He’s sorry. He’s made up his mind. He wants me to go home.

This is unbelievable.

I think I’ll simply choose not to believe it.








  
  
Chapter two



Iapproach the Coffee Station just before closing time the next evening, a bouquet of balloons in each hand, the ruffles of the turquoise prom dress I thrifted on a whim two years ago swishing around my knees. It’s one of those magical, rose-gold evenings just before the solstice, and if I can’t enjoy it, I am determined to pretend to. 

The Coffee Station was once a service station, gassing up big old Detroit cars at the end of Main Street before they thumped over the railroad and took off toward the highway. Now, it’s a comfortably shabby café, keeping the people of Sheldon, Michigan running on espresso and muffins. It’s changed ownership enough times that no one remembers the last time the wood floors were waxed, but I’d bet on the nineties.

I haul the cake, a karaoke machine, a bin of craft supplies, and several grocery bags out of my sister’s car, which I’ve borrowed while she gets her hair and nails done. I put on my apron to help with the closing duties and send the baristas home early.

I regret that as soon as I’m alone with my thoughts in the empty coffee shop. My brain spins back to last night: recap, word for word, instant replay, slow motion. I force my breathing to slow and visualize the tension from my body sinking into the drain in the floor near the dishwashing sink. I’ve been doing this since I woke up this morning. Zak never actually said, “I’m breaking up with you.” That was all in my head. 

This is just like the time he bought me those expensive sunglasses after we’d only been dating a month. I was so uncomfortable with him spending all that money on sunglasses, doomed to be sat on or left at a Chili’s, while I was paying rent with change from the tip jar. He was upset that I was upset. I came home in tears, telling my sister we’d broken up. But I was wrong about that—and about the sunglasses, which I still have, three years later.

“This is the same kind of thing,” I say, making my voice light and confident. It comforts me to hear it out loud, even if I am fooling myself. “Nothing has happened.”

Anyway, I have too much to do to fret over some offhand comment. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours. We’ll be fine. I’ll just have to believe that. Because right now, my job is to throw the best bachelorette party ever.

A tall order, since I’ve never even been to a bachelorette party.

Elsea insisted she wanted a simple, low-key event with a few friends and a big, ugly cake. Maybe at that “authentic Asian-style karaoke” place near the college, where we could rent a little room with our friends instead of singing in front of a bunch of strangers.

But Authentic Asian-Style Karaoke had gone out of business by the time I called to make a reservation. So, I rented a fancy karaoke machine and begged my boss to let me use the Coffee Station after hours. I think he only agreed out of relief that it wasn’t a raise I was asking for.

I transfer a tower of foam coolers off the prep table so I can slice fruit for sangria and finish assembling the appetizers. My boss has a “dry ice guy,” so the coffee shop opened for business with minimal product loss as soon as the lights came on this afternoon. He got way too much, though. The foam coolers are everywhere, and most of them are still full.

I consider adding some dry ice to the sangria to create a smoky effect, like I saw at a food festival Zak and I went to last year. A quick internet search deems that a bad idea, so I stick with the original menu. Ambulance rides are not on the agenda.

By the time Elsea arrives, storm clouds have collected over the western horizon, blotting out the sunset. The news said last night’s blackout was not weather related, but the next one might be. 

The bride-to-be, hair extra shiny, nails extra pink, climbs out of her fiance’s car. She smooths her white sundress over her bottom and grins all the way to the coffee shop door.

“You look amazing!” she squeals, grabbing my skirt and shaking it instead of hugging me. My arms are too tangled in Christmas lights. “It looks great in here! I can’t believe—” Her face changes when she sees the cake, and she bursts into laughter. “Oh my goodness, Betti! Why’s it so big? There are only five of us!”

“Yeah, I kinda ordered the wrong size,” I admit, plugging in the lights and arranging them along the wide window sills. I wish I had thought to do this during a slow afternoon shift. “The pan doesn’t fit in any of my cupboards. I’ll have to mount it on the wall.”

“Ew!” she says again, still giggling.

“It’ll be the only decor in the entire apartment.” Now that Elsea has moved out, the place is bare. That’s kind of sad, but the thought of my apartment with a huge, anatomically correct cake pan as its decorative focal point is so silly, I start laughing too. Soon we’re both gasping for breath and carefully swiping tears away from our eye makeup. Okay, I can do this. We’re already having fun, and I’m not even faking it.

“It’s the bachelorette cake of my dreams,” Elsea says when she regains her composure.

“Good.” The cake is a bit cliche, honestly, but my sister likes things that way. She has always wanted to be normal, or her adolescent idea of that, but we didn’t have a lot of money growing up. While her friends wore conspicuously branded clothes, Elsea’s junior fashions came from a store that also sold lettuce and antifreeze. As soon as she was old enough, she got a job at the mall and reformed her wardrobe with her employee discount.

It was a little different for me. My friends made a game of showing up for school in the most baffling secondhand t-shirts we could find. We sent letters in the mail and hung out at the library. I took my coffee black until I liked it. 

Elsea signed for student loans, joined a sorority, became an elementary school teacher, and now she’s marrying her high school sweetheart. Because that is what “normal” people do. And when “normal” people have bachelorette parties—a celebration and culmination of one’s life as a single woman—they serve cakes celebrating the male form.

It doesn’t make sense to me, but I don’t think I’m in the normal club. I signed for student loans too, and now I’m a twenty-seven-year-old barista. My honors thesis on Moterroso’s “The Dinosaur” is stuck to the fridge in the back kitchen of this very coffee shop with a chip clip magnet.

I help Elsea put on a bachelorette sash, which gets glitter all over both of us, and wait at the door to let in her friends. When all three guests have arrived, I lock up and take a moment to stare into the violet twilight, centering myself. The power’s been back on for hours and I still haven’t heard from Zak. But this is not the time to spiral.

The guests settle onto three mismatched couches, which I’ve pushed into a semicircle around the karaoke machine. It’s got a touch screen, a serious speaker, two microphones, and a party light that syncs with the music. I didn’t want the light, but it was included in the price.

On the short end of the L-shaped counter, I’ve brought Elsea’s “Bachelorette Food” Pinterest board to life—and I’m pretty sure I managed to keep it all out of the temperature danger zone while the power was out. We have sangria, champagne, soft drinks, and of course, a full coffee menu.

Balloon bouquets in Elsea’s wedding palette surround the party, making the small shop feel even cozier. The cake is on a low coffee table in front of the couches. 

Wait, was it all because of the cake? Did Zak say he couldn’t go to the wedding because I woke him up in the middle of the night with a rude cake emergency? Would he end a three-year relationship over a dessert?

Nothing has ended. And this is Elsea’s party. I will not ruin it by being angsty and distracted. I can hold it together for one night.

Still wearing my apron, I post myself next to the karaoke machine. Elsea makes introductions. I wait for small talk about traffic and the blackout to wrap up, unsure how to begin the party. Do these things just start automatically?

Someone compliments Elsea’s nails, and after she tells them the name and location of her nail salon, there’s a lull. I eye the largest table in the coffee shop, where I’ve set up some craft supplies and a few retro board games, but it feels too soon to break out Dream Phone.

“How about a toast?” I suggest. 

No one has drinks yet. That keeps me busy for a minute.

Callista, Elsea’s best friend since middle school, raises the sangria she settled for when I couldn’t make a sidecar. A head taller than Elsea and me barefoot, she’s wearing four-inch heels tonight, with tailored pants and a crop top. She smells like a luxury brand’s flagship store, with the aura of someone who’s been living in New York City for two years and wants everyone to know it. It’s in the angle of her haircut, the length of her hems, the shade of her lipstick. But Callista is moving back to Sheldon this weekend—right into my apartment. She’s taking Elsea’s old room. “To the bride-to-be,” she says. “Better you than me!”

Elsea laughs and pretends to wipe away a tear. “Aww. Thanks, Callista.”

Brandy, Elsea’s college roommate and sorority sister, clears her throat and bows her head, fingers clasped around her caramel latte. Until tonight, she existed for me only as a Polaroid picture taped to Elsea’s mirror, both of them wearing bikini tops and slathered in glitter, holding red plastic cups and making kissy faces at the camera. Brandy still wears her curly hair long and natural, but tonight her body’s covered in about twenty long layers of beige linen, and not a speck of glitter.

“Lord,” she says, “I praise you and thank you for this wonderful woman before me. We are so thankful that you saw fit to make her a helpmate to a man of character and bring them together in the sacred bond of marriage. We ask you to bless their union with many years of prosperity, bringing glory to your name, amen!”

There’s an uncertain pause until Elsea says, “Thank you, Brandy.”

Meg, Elsea’s friend from work, holds up her decaf skim iced latte with half a pump of sugar-free vanilla syrup. She reminds me of a Christmas elf, petite with a blonde pixie cut and delicate features. “Congratulations, Elsea. I can’t believe it’s been almost a year—a school year, anyway—since you threw my bachelorette party, and now here we are at yours! I’m so happy for you.” She goes on about married life for a while, giving advice and sharing nuggets of wisdom from her six months of marriage. I suspect she rehearsed for this, maybe even wrote a lesson plan. My focus drifts.

It’s not me, Zak said. What does that even mean? What’s not him? Attending someone else’s wedding? Was he afraid I’d catch the bouquet?

“Betti, you want to finish the toast?” Callista asks in a way that suggests they’ve been waiting for me to do that for a moment or two.

“Yes, of course. Cheers!” I jerk my sangria into the air and spill some of it on my arm. “Happy bachelorette party, Elsea! Have fun!”

Ugh. I had expected a toast, but not a formal one with prayer and a lecture, and I didn’t prepare a speech. I’ll write her a heartfelt letter or something later. 

I resume hostess mode, topping off drinks and dealing hors d’oeuvres. I can’t eat anything. There’s no room in my stomach next to all the anxiety. I get the karaoke machine going and give Brandy a microphone.

Elsea cheers and opens the camera on her phone. 

“Wait.” Brandy pauses the song. “What if we put our phones in a bowl somewhere? I feel like we miss so much, experiencing all our milestones through our screens. This is such a special occasion. I want us all to be present. Here in the moment, for a change.”








