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			For bridesmaids everywhere


		


	

		

			One
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			The time has come to summon my pommel-horse mojo. The mojo that earned me a medal at Bob Smiley’s Gymnastics Studio for Budding Olympians a decade ago. The medal was for most improved, but still. A medal is a medal.


			So here goes: I take a few steps and commit. Planting my hands on the Metro turnstile, I launch myself into the air. Yep, this is happening.


			For one glorious slow-motion moment, I’m flying above the turnstile bars in my pin-striped pantsuit as my arms support the weight of my body. I can almost hear Bob Smiley shouting, “Strong wrists, Piper!” But while I’m focusing on my wrists, I lose track of my legs. Before I can rotate them into perfect landing pose—with my feet together and my arms in a triumphant V—the ground rises up to meet me. My ankle hits first and the rest of me follows. The momentum sends one faux-leather high-heeled shoe spinning off into the crowd.


			The soundtrack of my defeat is all percussion: the thud of my body hitting concrete, the cymbal clash of my keys sliding across the ground, the thwack of my portfolio as it spread-eagles. And—oh shit—an entire pack of skateboard-wielding teenagers is clapping.


			As I scramble to my feet and pretend to ignore the teens, I lock eyes with the Metro security guard. In that instant, our surroundings transform. Bermuda grass creeps through the cracks in the concrete. The turnstiles sprout bush willow limbs. He’s the cheetah, and I’m the gazelle.


			At second glance, he’s not quite the cheetah. Maybe if said cheetah had been transported from the savanna to a comfortable suburban life offering a plethora of meat cutlets and donut shops.


			But let’s be fair, I’m not exactly the gazelle in this scenario, especially in my currently compromised state. Maybe a malnourished wildebeest. Awkward, head too big for the body, hair in funny places. I glance around as if my pack might offer some assistance. But this is Washington, D.C.: No one gives a flying wildebeest crap about my problems. It’s every beestie for herself.


			Ignoring complaints from muscles I haven’t used since my Bob Smiley days, I grab my purse and make a dash for the exit. Officer Cheetah is in pursuit. I ditch the other heel to balance my gait as I weave between Bluetoothed business drones, overdressed Capitol Hill interns, and Georgetown students who scoff and curse as I push past.


			I wish they covered this at my college career center. Interview tip #947: When you’re too broke to pay your Metro fare, use your cleavage. Not your gymnastics “skills.”


			How is he gaining on me? I make for the overpass that rises above the Metro platform. Below us, trains rumble in, full of oblivious commuters. I plow down the overpass toward a metallic-painted mime who stands in the center of the walkway, voguing his arms into geometric shapes. As he sees me, he pauses mid-vogue, his arms framing his head. He raises a silvery eyebrow.


			The sharp green of his eyes pops against metallic eye sockets. I look into those eyes, transmitting a silent plea, and he raises the other eyebrow as I run past.


			A few seconds later, another blast of percussion makes me turn back. Officer Cheetah is splayed across the ground, a telling metallic stripe across his lower pant leg. The mime arranges his mouth into an O of mock shock. Mime-speak for Did I trip you, Officer? My bad.


			Interview tip #948: When you’ve run out of Metro fare, befriend a mime.


			Seeing Officer Cheetah still prostrate, I take a risk: I run back down the hallway, step onto the mime’s platform, and press my lips against his metallic cheek to express my eternal gratitude. I hop off the platform and sprint toward the exit. As I wipe his paint off my lips, I’m thinking I should have sucked it up and driven into the city. Then again, I probably would have ended up stuck in traffic on the Key Bridge as Lorena E. Anderson, assistant director of Orpheus Marketing Group, checked her watch and made a note in red pen on my résumé. Minus ten points for tardiness.


			I check my own watch: I have seven minutes to travel eight blocks in 90-degree heat to Lorena’s office. I sure hope this interview’s worth it.


			If not, I could always consider a career in mimery.
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			Later that evening, Lin walks into my bedroom to find the tip of a kitchen knife poised above an expanse of soft pink flesh.


			He stops cold. “What the— Oh my God. Oh my freaking God! Piper Marie Brody. Let. Go. Of. Mr. Truffles!”


			I hold up my hands in surrender and release the knife, which lands on top of my latest student loan bill. A wisp of fuzzy innards clings to the blade’s tip. Lin rushes in and cradles the body, trying to pinch together the half-incised seam above Mr. Truffles’s curly tail. “Do I even want to know why you were about to dissect my innocent stuffed pig?”


			I scrunch up my nose, formulating a witty response—bad puns about pork-barrel spending come to mind—but I decide on the truth. Lin is my best friend, after all, so he’s going to find out one way or another. “I thought I hid some money in there. You remember the crazy klepto roommate I had freshman year? The one who hoarded tampons?”


			Lin nods and shudders involuntarily. It appears he hasn’t recovered from the time he opened our bathroom cupboard looking for dental floss and got caught in a pastel avalanche.


			“Well, I had to find somewhere to hide my valuables and lady sticks, didn’t I?” I gesture to Mr. Truffles. “I thought maybe there was still some money—left in—maybe it got wedged in—”


			“How could you violate Mr. Truffles like that? And—” He stops and sighs when he sees my penitent expression. “Honey.”


			“It’s not remotely the craziest thing I’ve done today.” I fill him in on my Metro incident. “And don’t even ask how the interview went.”


			What I don’t tell Lin is I managed to a) admit I have no relevant experience and b) hiccup and burp at the same time. To seal the deal, running eight blocks in the late May heatwave made my semi-coiffed hair all but explode. Needless to say, Lorena E. Anderson was less than impressed.


			We sit in silence until Lin says, “You should sell your body. But then you’d actually have to shave your legs.” We burst out laughing after a beat. I didn’t realize how badly I needed to laugh.


			I survey the wreck that has become my room with a mixture of ironic amusement and straight-up despair. I’d been searching for something, anything, I could sell on eBay. Sleeves and pants legs hang out of drawers like boneless inmates trying to escape their cherrywood prison. Necklaces, bracelets, and mood rings have made a break for the floor only to be buried by layers of clothes. Books like birds with their wings spread lie spine-up on top of the clothes. I’d been flipping through pages in case I slipped a fiver between chapters.


			I shake my head as if I could shake the crazy out. “How was your date with Steve?”


			Lin is distracted, eyeing my childhood companion Cheer Bear, who has a pair of pink lacy underwear draped over his face. “What happened to him?”


			“He was smiling at me like— like he could fix my financial crisis with a song about rainbows. It was pissing me the hell off. But don’t try and distract me. Out with the deets.”


			Lin gets up, takes the pink undies off Cheer Bear’s head, and holds them up. “These are cute.” He puts them on top of his own head. “Does this color compliment my eyes?”


			I swat at him. “Stop that. We can’t both lose our marbles.”


			He puts the undies back on Cheer Bear’s head. “Turns out Steve’s a chef—the gods are kind. Lord knows I’ve been looking for Chef Boyardee’s replacement for about ten years now.”


			“Nice! Is he a good kisser?”


			Lin rolls his eyes. “You know I don’t kiss and tell. At least not until after the third date, when I know I haven’t jinxed it. Besides, when are you going to stop living vicariously through my love life? How long has it been since—”


			I hold up a finger and look away. “Do not speak his name.”


			“Okay, how long has it been since You-Know-Who?”


			“Long enough. But I need to figure out my own life first.”


			Lin pinches my knee. “Smells like an excuse to me, Pipes.”


			“Ow! Easy for you to say. You have your life together, Mr. Senior Designer.”


			Lin flushes, still high from the recent promotion. “My offer to assassinate You-Know-Who still stands. You just say the word.”


			“He’s still not worth it.” We have a running joke that Lin’s going to kill him with one of our IKEA kitchen utensils. Death by GNARP.


			Though we refuse to say his name, it rises through my entire limbic system like neon bubbles in a lava lamp: Scott! Scott! Scott! The whole relationship made me seriously question my judgment. I thought it was the L-word. Turns out, the L was an Allen wrench designed to take me apart from the inside out.


			If there were a Greek chorus here right now, they’d sing my post-graduation mantra: How could I have been so wrong? About Scott, about my job, about my choice of college major. Turns out that an English degree will get you approximately one callback from the airport Book Nook out of a whopping 307 job applications. I thought: Selling books at the airport? That might be neat! Cue mantra.


			It’s not like Orpheus Marketing Group is my dream job, but it’s the only halfway decent callback I’ve gotten in two years. And “junior marketing assistant” would’ve been a significant improvement over “airport bookseller.”


			Lin scratches my back. “You know I’d help you if I could. But now that I’m an ‘adult,’ Mom’s making me pay my own way to see Pop-Pop over the holidays.”


			“How much does that cost?”


			“Last I checked, Kayak politely informed me that December flights to Hanoi are well into the quadruple digits, thankyouverymuch. I’d better find me a sugar daddy real quick.”


			“Can you find me one, too?” I gesture to my student loan statement lying on top of a pair of fuchsia toe socks. “The loan company called today to remind me I owe one bazillion dollars. And twenty-four cents. It was the twenty-four cents that got me. They’re not going to let it go until they’ve light-sabered my credit score and taken my firstborn child. My next payment’s due a week from today.”


			It’s Lin’s turn to scrunch up his nose. “I thought you didn’t want children.”


			“Right. Guess I better not adopt the teacup pig I’ve had my eye on.”


			Lin makes a tsk sound and clutches Mr. Truffles to his chest. A bit more cloud intestine puffs up from the wound. “Sorry, but you’re not fit for pig parenting. Le swine ees mine.” He leaves the room for a few minutes, returning with a cup of green tea and a good-night forehead kiss before disappearing into his room for the night.


			An hour later, I’m glaring at the cell phone bill and student loan statement. If I could vanquish just one of those final zeroes, my debt would be manageable. The other night, I watched that scene from The Matrix where they bend spoons with their minds. I’m pretty sure I can do this. I squint and focus on the numbers, their little black circles and angles seeming to somehow harden against my stare. No luck.


			I refuse to call my parents. For one, they still refer to me as “Sparkle Cheeks.” And they never fail to remind me that, had they known I would major in English and become an airport bookseller, they would have spent my college fund on an elaborate vacation in the South of France. Dad: “The cheese we could have eaten. Roquefort!” In his Southern accent, “Roquefort” sounds like “rock-a-fart.” Add that to the scrolling stock-ticker list of things I feel guilty about: depriving my hardworking middle-class parents of the finer things in life. Dad is actually lactose-intolerant, but it’s the principle of the thing.


			So it’s back to the eBay plan. I’m pulling open drawers and scattering books and papers, looking for anything remotely valuable. I survey my findings: old CDs, sociology textbooks, Norton anthologies of literature plastered with black and yellow “Used” stickers, photos from my cousin Lana’s wedding, rom-com DVDs (I set Dirty Dancing aside for later). It’s hopeless. Even Cheer Bear’s perpetual smile seems to have acquired a downturned cast. If Cheer Bear can’t maintain a positive attitude here, I know I’m screwed for sure.


			My hands are wrist-deep in my T-shirt drawer—can’t rule out the possibility of Andrew Jackson hiding between vintage tees—when I find a disposable razor lurking in one corner. I’m about to launch it at the trash bin when Lin’s words pop back into my mind: You should sell your body. But then you’d actually have to shave your legs. I run my hand down one calf and frown. “Ha. Sell my body. Hmph. Sell my body?”


			I retrieve my laptop, open up a new window, and type in “craigslist.org.”


			At first I type “Escort Services” into the search box, then hastily hit “delete.” Maybe I could start with something a bit more innocuous. I click on “Creative Services” then “Post Ad.” Staring at the blank form, I mentally mine my past experiences for hidden talents. Besides analyzing Milton’s poetry. Thanks, English degree.


			My eyes sweep the room for inspiration, finally landing on one particular photograph.


			After a moment of reflection, I begin typing.


		


	

		

			Two
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			The next day, I’m hopping from foot to foot in the airport security line, which has shown no sign of speeding up in the past twenty minutes, when I realize I might as well accept my fate: My face is going to get hosed down by one of Sal’s Mountain Dew–breath tirades.


			The best part about covering the C shift today is that I only overlap with Sal for an hour. Sleeping until three o’clock in the afternoon isn’t a bad perk, either, though Lin left me a note on the kitchen counter this morning dubbing me “Queen Lazybones.” By the time I make it through security, he’ll probably be heading home to Fairfax, his taillights in tandem with the rush-hour crowd.


			“Hey, do you know what’s going on?” I ask two maintenance men ahead of me in line.


			One of them—Albert, according to his green security badge—turns back to me and shrugs. Dark circles shadow his eyes. “I think one of the X-ray machines is down.”


			“Cheese and rice! I’m already late.”


			Albert nods, Eeyore-like. “Tell me about it.”


			As it turns out, my brainwaves are as inept at speeding the security line along as they were at zapping my debt. The airport, like Dante’s limbo, is a land of the waiting. Full of long lines, long hallways, short tempers. Full of fluorescent lights and people with sad eyes. I think of an inscription I saw in Edinburgh when I was on foreign study: “Cities are hungry places.” I cast my eyes to the metal detector, adding my own imaginary inscription above it: “Airports are lonely places.”


			Twenty-three minutes later, I’m finally fast-forwarding through my security routine: I shed my shoes, belt, and purse into a worn gray tub. The TSA officer examines my employee badge with glazed eyes and waves me through the scanner. On the other side, I snatch the various pieces of my attire from the conveyor belt and sprint for the C Terminal tram, slipping through the closing doors as I finish refastening my belt.


			The tram starts moving before I have a chance to put my sneakers back on, displaying my mismatched socks for the tram population’s viewing pleasure. As I crook my elbow around a pole for balance, my gaze maneuvers between pieces of floral luggage to the front of the tram, where I’m hoping my favorite driver, Kalil, is at the wheel. When I see salt-and-pepper hair at the front in lieu of Kalil’s dark locks, I sigh and settle into a seat in the back. Kalil and I met a few weeks ago and have been sharing our post-grad woes ever since: He’s a philosophy major who whispers sweet nothings about Sartre as we slip between taxiing planes in the twilight. I only have his torso to judge from, but gazing at him is quite a nice ocular massage. Sexily tousled hair, wide brown eyes, broad shoulders, and surprising artist’s hands that look capable of far greater fine motor skills than those involved in tram driving.


			When I told him I have no idea what I’m doing with my life, he responded with: “The more sand that has escaped from the hourglass of our life, the clearer we should see through it.” I smiled up at him and said, “God, I hope so. I just wish these weren’t the days of our lives.” I gestured to his tram rearview mirror and the grumpy contingent of after-hours travelers reflected in it.


			I peer at today’s passengers through the round tram windows, thinking they’re lucky to be going somewhere, anywhere. Right now, my backpacking friends are likely being finger-fed escargot by Frenchmen with elegant mustaches, or perhaps relaxing at a hostel in the Italian countryside, drinking wine and swapping stories and spit. And I’m wedged between a handlebar-mustached man who is mumbling to himself and a three-year-old in a Spider-Man T-shirt who’s tugging on my pants leg.


			“Bad,” he says to me.


			“Eh?”


			He points to my shoeless feet. “Mommy says we can’t take off our shoes.”


			My eyes flick over his shoulder to the “Shirt and Shoes Required” sign. Conceding defeat, I bend down to slip my shoes back on.


			The tyke scrunches up his face, still not satisfied.


			“What now?”


			“Poopie,” he says. “I make poopie.”


			When we arrive at C Terminal, I squeeze past Monsieur Poopie Pants and dash to the Book Nook. A few people are browsing the New York Times bestseller wall, paperback novels tucked under their arms. Two more stand by the magazine section at the front.


			Sal’s talking with one of the five or six customers in line, but he will have noted the exact time of my arrival. The man has an internal clock that never stops ticking. He nods toward a book cart, a silent imperative to begin shelving in my least favorite section: biography. These hefty tomes are arranged by subject matter, not author name, so I have to focus on shelving instead of daydreaming about all the stories I want to write.


			The first of those stories is a romance about a dashing airline pilot who sweeps a bookstore clerk off her feet. She gets to thumb her nose at her evil bookstore boss as she sips cosmopolitans with her pilot at the Red Carpet Club. Before she leaves with him on an extended vacation to Fiji, of course.


			Back to reality: my book-cart chariot awaits. By now, I know no amount of optimistic brainwaves is going to turn Sal into a pumpkin. Or a naked mole rat (the current front-runner in my game of “If reincarnation is true, what sort of unfortunate creature will Sal be in his next life?”).


			I toss my purse under the counter, loop my Book Nook lanyard around my neck, and flip my badge around so my name is facing front—one of Sal’s golden rules of “making ourselves available to the customer”—before pushing the cart over to the biography section. I avoid glancing at the travel section, which never fails to remind me of all the places I’d rather be.


			Half an hour later, Sal saunters up behind me, watching me shelve. “Ah ah ah,” he interrupts as I’m about to squeeze a book on the end of the top shelf. If I had eyes in the back of my head, I’d see his long finger waggling back and forth.


			“Sorry.” I shift the book down to the next row and face Sal. His eyes drift southward, linger on my chest, and land on my left knee, where a conspicuous wrinkle lurks in my khakis. It’s no secret these babies haven’t been ironed since their last wash. He parts his lips, then seems to decide not to fight that battle today. He’s standing so close I can smell the mixture of sweat and cologne on his skin. And, only slightly less potent, the raging Mountain Dew breath.


			I look over Sal’s shoulder to lock eyes with Kelly, who started last month and is the sweetest person I’ve ever met. With the exception of Kalil, she’s been the only saving grace, the only bright spot of kindness, I’ve found at the airport, not to mention my buffer and comrade-in-arms against Sal. She goes cross-eyed and sticks her tongue out at me as I try not to burst out laughing.


			“You sure you’re okay being in charge tonight?” Sal reaches toward me. My back stiffens against the Hillary Clinton display. I bet she’d sock him a good one if she weren’t plastered onto a hardcover. Delicately, he takes his thumb and forefinger and turns my badge so my name is facing front again. “Now. I need you to go down to the stockroom and load the cart before I head out. Here’s the bestseller list. Make sure to get plenty of these and some pop fic to boot.”


			“Yep.” I make a mental note to bring my cell down to the stockroom. Personal calls during work hours are forbidden, along with leaning one’s elbows on the counter, neglecting to greet a customer the nanosecond he or she enters the store, and any manner of dilly-dallying.


			But if ever there were a time for rule-breaking, it’s today. I’ve got to take care of some covert Craigslist correspondence. As I leave the store with the book cart in tow, the United guy shouts, “Sign up for a United card and get twenty thousand free miles and a bonus gift!” He and I trade mournful looks, and I realize I had the airport inscription all wrong.


			It should read: “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.”
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			When I get home the following night, the house smells like casserole. I find Lin in the kitchen, pulling off a pair of quilted oven mitts.


			“How was your day?” He kisses me once on each cheek. “Stovetop chicken casserole for dinner. You know, I’m more grateful every day Steve’s a chef. I play my cards right, and we’ll all be relaxing over foie gras in the near future.”


			“Foy who?” I kick off my shoes and toss my Book Nook badge on top of them. “In the meantime, I’ll take your stovetop any day.”


			We sit side by side on the kitchen bar stools, diving in. When I’ve swallowed enough mouthfuls to quiet the Jabba the Hutt noises coming from my stomach, I wipe my mouth and give Lin a cautious glance. “You, eh, remember what you said about me selling my body?”


			He sets down his fork. “Don’t tell me. You and Sal started an underground exotic dancing club called the Captain’s Choice.”


			I open my mouth in protest. “Lin—”


			“There’ll be a secret entrance behind the romance section. Prospective customers need only walk in and utter the secret password: ‘Frequent flyer.’ You know, I think I may want in. The world of graphic design is not all it’s cracked up to be. I’m more than halfway to carpal tunnel and less than halfway to artistic director.”


			Having given up on getting a word in edgewise, I continue shoveling the steaming casserole into my mouth as Lin prattles on about all the roles he’s qualified to take on in Sal’s and my clandestine dance club operation. When it’s clear he’s winding down, I swallow. “You’ve got me. Busted.”


			“Wait, so what were you going to tell me?” Lin takes my plate, sets it on top of his, and carries it over to the sink.


			“I do have a plan.” I lean back, resting my elbows on the counter. “I’m going to rent myself out. As a bridesmaid.”


			He turns back from the sink, blinking at me. “Say what?”


			“The inspiration came to me the other night when I was going through my stuff. I was looking at a picture from my cousin Lana’s wedding, and I remembered that I was the only one who could bustle her cracked-out Cinderella dress. And I was the only one who could talk Lana into a state of serenity when she got cramps right before the ceremony.”


			“That’s way too much information, but I’ll forgive you.”


			“What do you think?”


			“Honey, I admire your ingenuity, I do. But . . .” He wipes his hands on a kitchen towel and comes over to stand on the other side of the counter, hands on his hips. “You’re too much of a star to be on the sidelines. And you already have a job where you’re treated like less than a person.”


			“Thanks for reminding me.”


			“If you take a second job, it shouldn’t be something else with an eau de subservience.”


			I frown. “You’re pissing on the happy mental montage I had going.”


			“Yeah?”


			“The sky was raining flower petals, and I was frolicking with a series of brides at the park as a hipster photographer snapped pictures and said things like ‘Be the sunshine!’ ”


			“I’ll grant you this—anyone would be lucky to have you gracing their wedding pics. You’re a total secret undercover babe.”


			I mock-bat my eyelashes at him, bristling with pleasure at his compliment.


			“Can I see what that looks like, by the way?” he says. “Your ‘Be the sunshine’ face?”


			I conjure the look: a coy smile, eyebrows raised, arms akimbo, head cocked to a 45-degree angle.


			He pats my shoulder. “Very sweet, but speaking of pissing—your montage is missing a bathroom scene where you’re hiking yards of chiffon up over the bridal hiney. Anyway, what kind of person hires a bridesmaid?”


			I un-akimbo my arms and cross them over my chest. “I met her earlier tonight. She seems legit.”


			“You did what now?”


			“I met my first client after work.” I wipe my mouth with a napkin and pretend to be nonchalant. “She’s lovely.”


			“And where did you unearth this person?”


			I hesitate. “It may or may not have been Craigslist.”


			He aims a pointer finger at me. “We’ll skip the part where I reprimand you for risking your life. Let me say this: That’s how people get their kidneys stolen. One minute it’s all, ‘Oh, I’ll just pop by and see this nice lady who needs a bridesmaid.’ The next, you’re prostrate on a bloodstained metal table, being poked at by rusty cutting tools.”


			I roll my eyes. “Don’t be dramatic. Her name’s Susan Bell, and she’s very nice. She’s a cellist in the Baltimore Symphony, actually. Her cousin, who was supposed to be a bridesmaid, got in a car accident last week and has a couple broken ribs. Her best female friend is already in the wedding, and her other friends are all men who play large brass instruments. On top of that, she found out her little brother’s going through a painful breakup and she wants to match him up with a single bridesmaid.” I shrug. “So your master plan of me pimping myself out is pretty much coming to pass.”


			My heart had been pounding when I knocked on the door of her second-floor apartment in Alexandria earlier in the evening. But as soon as she answered, my internal anxiety symphony went from forte to pianissimo. She was wearing a white T-shirt that read “Cello Geek” across the front and a silver necklace with a treble clef charm resting against her collarbone. She brushed strands of unruly dark hair from her eyes and extended her hand for a firm shake. With a cup of hot tea, she dispelled my Single White Female fears. When I asked what inspired her to look on Craigslist for a filler bridesmaid, she shrugged. “People find everything on there these days. I had good luck with used cars and carpool buddies, so this was the next step.”


			I managed to pick her reply out of forty-seven responses. I was shocked I even got that many, as horrible as the late-night posting had been. “Had a recent breakup with your best gal pal? Need a stand-in on the bride side? You’re a call away from professional bridesmaid representation.” I even fabricated some quotes: “Best bridesmaid ever!” “Bustles like nobody’s business!”


			Of course, I received some disturbing responses, including an especially alarming message from a Grover Cleveland impersonator who claimed he needed not a bridesmaid but a wife so he could move to the United States and fulfill his dream of doing professional impersonations on the Capitol steps.


			Susan’s response had been sincere and to the point. The subject line was “mildly OCD bride needs balanced photos—halp!” Crowned with a sheepish emoticon. How could I not reply? We had a brief exchange, and she requested a photo. For a split second, I worried “Susan” was the Grover impersonator using a new alias, but I scrolled through iPhoto until I found a full-body shot of myself all bridesmaided up in a forest-green dress. My right foot is angled in front of my left, and my head cocks slightly down to avoid gratuitous neckage and underplay my above-average height. To complement the dress, Lana’s stylist did some makeup witchery to make my eyes look more green than brown, and she tamed my auburn hair—which suffers from a perpetual curly/straight identity crisis—into loose waves, adding a dainty braid along one side. I attached the photo, hit “send,” and held my breath until Susan replied, “Lovely! Can we meet tomorrow?”


			Lin looks less than impressed; his cocked eyebrow indicates disapproval. However, a smirk of amusement is playing at one corner of his mouth. “Why would you ask a stranger to be in your wedding?”


			“Susan’s a photographer on the side. She said her eyes would always be drawn to the empty part of the photo, like tonguing the spot where you’ve lost a tooth. She’d rather it be filled with a smile than empty space. So maybe she’s a tad OCD. What bride isn’t?”


			Lin twists his lips to the side. I can see the designer in him contemplating the balanced-photo concept, perhaps conceding. “What if the brother she’s pairing you with is a total creeper? Does he have a Facebook profile, the better to stalk him with?”


			I shrug. “I didn’t have a chance to look yet. His name’s Charlie—Charlie Bell. Has a ring to it, don’t you think?”


			Lin glares at me. “Get thee to a punnery.”


			“So Charlie Bell escorts me down the aisle, we dance once or twice. How bad could it be?”


			“Fair enough. But for Thor’s sake, you’re a warm autumn. Just say no if she tries to make you wear red—you’ll look like you’re on fire—though soft reds or a burnt sienna might do. And give me names and addresses. Put everything in the notebook.”


			He gestures to the spiral-bound notebook on our kitchen counter. With my airport hours, I can go for a day or two at a time without seeing Lin. Even though we text like crazy, we often write each other notes about our whereabouts, accompanied by intricate—read: amazing, if they’re from Lin, and enthusiastic, if they’re from me—cartoons. My latest installment included me cowering under a tower of books stacked on my shoulders, with Sal standing on top and laughing maniacally. I gave him a spandex outfit bearing the letters BNEO (for Book Nook Evil Overlord) and a cape flapping in the wind.


			“I promise to keep you posted,” I say to Lin as I scribble down the information Susan gave me.


			“This still kind of gives me the heebie-jeebies. You want me to come with you? Or maybe you should bring Brick?”


			Brick, also known as The Brick, is a mutual college friend who does part-time security for the Smithsonian. His real name is Ernest Finnegan, but Brick is much more apt.


			I sigh. “Brick’s working tomorrow night. Some private party at the Portrait Gallery.”


			Lin gasps. “We should crash it!”


			“I have a gig, too, remember? And I don’t need Brick. I’m an airport employee. I’m trained to recognize suspicious behavior.”


			He gives me a pointed look. “Watch your back. And your kidneys.”


		


	

		

			Three
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			Pretending you’re someone else takes full-scale concentration.


			As I sit in my car outside the Elephant and Castle, preparing to go into Susan’s rehearsal dinner, I’m thinking I was too hard on the Grover Cleveland impersonator. He’d included some choice factoids in his e-mail: Apparently, Grover Cleveland was an unshakable man, acting on his own conscience despite party pressure. If only I could siphon his confidence and Grover Cleveland the shit out of this gig.


			The rehearsal was one thing—I just had to follow instructions. Walk, stand, walk some more. This was followed by a second walk-through: lather, rinse, repeat. The most awkward part was that my equivalent on the groom’s side hadn’t arrived yet; I had to walk down the aisle with my elbow cocked, pretending to hold the arm of someone I hoped would be a dashing and gallant gentleman. Or at least smell decent.


			But sitting down to dinner with a cavalcade of strangers? Quite another thing altogether.


			A voice comes from the dashboard: “You have reached your destination.”


			“Yeah, all right, cool your boots, Nigel,” I reply with my own attempt at a British accent.


			I borrowed Lin’s GPS for the journey into D.C. Lin loves men with accents. But I can hear the judgment implicit in Nigel’s voice: You’re not getting paid to sit in your car.


			Since Friday rush hour was over, I actually enjoyed the drive; the setting sun turned the Washington Monument amber as I drove into the city on I-66. A patchwork of pink and blue clouds formed a mini–impressionist painting in my rearview mirror.


			I even managed to parallel-park my Corolla, also affectionately known as Beowulf: The Road Warrior. Beowulf, or Wulfie for short, has been making a funny noise the past few weeks—a sort of whinny that turns into a growl when I accelerate. I pat the dashboard and coo, “Good car. Nice Wulfie.” I need him to keep fighting until I can get the next measly paycheck from work, along with the several hundred dollars I’m going to make from this gig.


			As I head into the restaurant, Susan spots me and ushers me into a back room where the families are already gathered—Wulfie moves at his own speed these days. To my great relief, Susan and her maid of honor, Lisa, sit on either side of me, buffering me from the inquiring smiles of relatives. Brandon, the groom, sits on Susan’s other side, his shoulder pressed against hers.


			The conversation moves to the state of Susan’s parents’ custom suit-making and tailoring business. “Our latest client is the vice president,” I hear Susan’s mom say to one of Brandon’s family members, who makes an approving noise from the back of her throat. Both of Susan’s parents are dressed in suits. Her father has a folded handkerchief tucked into his pocket, emblazoned with a design of two interlocking wedding rings.


			I sip my French onion soup and give Susan my most convincing smile, the kind of smile that might lead other rehearsal dinner attendees to believe I know secret friend things about her. Like her bra size or the time she made out with her hand and pretended it was Bobby McFee, the most popular boy at school.


			I never did anything like that, for the record. Well, not with my hand. I did make out with a Ken doll once. But everyone knows he’s a fox.


			“So, Piper.” Susan’s mom turns her conversational spigot on me. “We’re so glad your trip to the Himalayas fell through and you were able to join us after all! I’m afraid Susan hasn’t told us very much about you. What is it you do?”


			It should be outlawed for anyone to ask a twentysomething this question.


			The waiter slips around me to set a plate of maple-glazed Atlantic salmon and steamed asparagus in front of me, giving me a moment to collect myself and say, “I’m an airport bookseller.”


			Susan puts a hand on my shoulder as if she senses my discomfort. “I actually met Piper at the airport.”


			Lisa winks at me over her glass of wine as Susan and I ping-pong snippets of our friendship “meet cute.”


			Susan: “She actually chased me down the entire length of C Terminal to give me my passport back.”


			Me: “She dropped it in front of the Harry Potter display, and a little girl dressed like a witch brought it up to the counter.”


			Susan: “So us meeting was pretty much magic.”


			We look at each other and share a genuine laugh. When I was at her apartment, we formulated our “how we met” story, but these last few bits are pure improvisation. This is the first bit of fiction I’ve spun in a long time. I think guiltily of abandoned writing projects.


			“Unlike when we first met?” Brandon begins telling the story of the first time he saw Susan across the orchestra pit, which everyone except me undoubtedly has heard multiple times. “Forbidden love: string and brass,” he says, swinging an arm around her shoulders and planting a kiss on the nape of her neck.


			I’m happy to be excused from the conversation so I can focus on my salmon and asparagus. I can’t remember the last time I ate a fresh, steamed vegetable. I haven’t exactly been able to afford farmers’ market fare since graduation—if it doesn’t come in a frozen package I’m not buying it. As I work through my plate, my mind tunes back in.


			Lisa is telling a story: “I’ll never forget when Susan called me after Brandon asked her out after that fated Christmas pops rehearsal. She said, ‘It’ll never work. He’s a trumpet player, for God’s sake.’ ”


			Brandon claps a hand to his chest, feigning devastation. A ripple of polite tittering passes around the table. I titter along: The great love of my seventh-grade life was a trumpet player named Angus. He was Patient Zero in my history of lovesickness, followed by countless other musicians, artists, and creative types. By the time Mr. Singer-Songwriter Scott came along, I was fully primed, and it all dates back to Angus.


			Angus had checked off all sorts of middle school clichés with his high-top sneakers, school band uniform, gigantic ears, and carroty hair, a formula that normally would have earned him geek status—but Angus had a mystery quotient of brassy confidence that drew me to him, along with almost every other girl in the seventh grade. I lusted after him as much as a bony, braces-clad seventh-grader can lust after any pubescent boy.


			I’m still thinking about Angus, and the time he serenaded the entire school with Alice Cooper’s “School’s Out” over the loudspeakers on his trumpet (in January), when I sense someone standing behind me.


			“Charlie!” Susan slides her hand from Brandon’s and leaps up from the table. “You’re here!”


			I set down my fork, bracing myself to meet the person Lin’s been referring to with crossed eyes as “Charlie ‘Ring My Bell’ Bell.” We couldn’t find a Facebook profile, so Lin created several theoretical physiques for Charlie in our notebook, none of them flattering. Lin told me I should “flirt the boy up” anyway. “You need practice,” he said, tugging on my ponytail. Touché. I haven’t flirted with anyone since the early Scott days, which might as well be the Paleolithic era.


			Time to get a look at my victim. I turn, stare, blink. Stare some more. Aaaand I’m ringing. Loud and clear. Shamelessly tolling the hour.


			He’s wearing a worn brown suit, a pair of red Chucks, an “I Love Yeats” necktie, and a smile that stops my jaw halfway through a bite of salmon. I do a head-to-toe double take, telling myself it’s just so I can draw him for Lin.


			Charlie Bell is tallish, with a slightly angular face. Strong jaw. Dark eyes with gold flecks that seem to steal bits of light from around the room. Eyebrows hefty enough to lift a set of barbells. Lips that could also pass a rigorous fitness test. Limber-looking body, with potential for quite a bit of lean muscle under that suit.


			A giant eraser descends from the ceiling and rubs away everything around us with its pink tip. And I watch him, basil between my teeth and an arrow wedged between the chambers of my heart.


			Susan stands on her tiptoes to throw her arms around Charlie’s neck. He smiles into her frizzy hair, then smooths it as she pulls away. “Sorry I’m late,” he says, setting a fist superhero-style on his hip. “Flight got delayed.”


			Susan turns to me, a hand on his shoulder. “This is the missing groomsman, my little brother, Charlie. Just in from California. Charlie, this is Piper Brody, bridesmaid extraordinaire.”


			He gives me a look I pray is saying, Well, helllooo there! One side of his mouth curls upward, and it feels like he’s evaluating me. Did his California roommate draw a series of would-be Pipers on an apartment notebook? If so, I hope I’m blowing them out of the water—I imagine their little cartoon limbs flailing as I vanquish them. I say a silent thanks to Lin for helping me choose tonight’s warm-autumn-friendly attire.


			I extend my hand, but Charlie reaches down and wraps me in a hug. A little piece of salmon is stuck in my throat. I swallow it and pat his back. Dashing? Check. Smells good? Check. Taller than me? Sweet Jesus, check.


			“Great to meet you, Piper.” He pulls back, disheveled hair falling across his eyes. His face is slightly flushed. “I hear I’m going to be your escort on the big day.”


			Susan laughs. “I hope you won’t mind humoring him a little, maybe dancing with him a time or two at the reception?” Charlie elbows her.


			 “I guess I could manage.” I sneak another look at Charlie. He grins at me (holy dimples!) and runs a hand through his hair, rearranging it into another erratic pattern. Shit! Now I’m blushing, too.


			Having finished her meal, Lisa offers Charlie her seat. Before she ambles over to the other side of the table, she wiggles her eyebrows at me. Still flustered, I pass Charlie the breadbasket. “You gotta try this cheese bread.” I close my eyes so my internal ninja can deliver a swift roundhouse kick to my brain. Cheese bread? Why don’t you just pop a zit in front of him and ask him to clip your toenails, Brody? Sexy and alluring! Think sexy and alluring! “So, California, huh?” Okay, so not exactly a sex-kitten conversation starter, but it definitely beats cheese bread.


			“I work at a Starbucks in L.A. You know, the standard bachelor of arts fare.”


			“I’m an airport bookstore employee, if it makes you feel any better.” I take a drink, hoping the wine will give my lingering blush a better justification than schoolgirl attraction and self-consciousness.


			“Groovy,” he says, then flinches as if hit by an internal ninja of his own. “Sorry—I must be jet-lagged. My only conversation partner on the plane was a seven-year-old who told me the plot of literally every Thomas the Tank Engine episode.” He raises his glass. “Anyway, cheers to us and our illustrious lifestyles.”


			We clink glasses, maintaining eye contact as we withdraw our hands. I attempt a demure sip of wine while simultaneously imagining myself splashing half the glass down my sienna top.


			Charlie drinks, too. “Much better,” he says, setting his glass down and resting one elbow casually on the table. He cocks his other elbow on the back of his chair so his upper body is on full, glorious display. “I haven’t had anything but PBR for months. I mean, nothing against PBR, but part of the reason I was looking forward to this wedding was the free booze.”


			“Me, too.” I’m relieved to be honest for the first time this evening.


			“What’s your drink of choice?”


			“Well, my roommate has a thing for classic cocktails, so lately I’ve been drinking a lot of sidecars. He also makes a mean Tom Collins.”


			Charlie nods politely, but he’s frowning. “Is he— Is it just you two? Living together?”


			“Oh! No! I mean, yes, it is, but—” I take a breath. “What I mean is, he plays for Team Tom Collins, not Team Shirley Temple.”


			“Ah.” Charlie smiles into his drink. “I see. What’s in a sidecar, anyway?”


			I smile, thinking of Lin brandishing his stainless steel cocktail shaker. I actually have no idea what Lin puts in a sidecar, so I make a noncommittal gesture and ask Charlie about his favorites. We chat a bit more until the table draws us into another discussion about Susan and Brandon.


			Their families seem so nice, so sitcom-wholesome. I shudder to think how my extended family would behave at an event like this. No doubt my aunt would wander away to the bar, my parents would find something wrong with the food and holler for the waiter, and my cousins’ kids would tie my shoelaces together under the table to make sure I had a nice fork puncture below my eye in time for wedding photos.


			Susan’s family has a grace I can’t comprehend. Charlie seems to fit in well enough, but there’s a tightness around his mom’s eyes when she asks how things are going “out west.” That look reminds me of the slightly stilted conversations I’ve had with my parents since graduation. I turn to cast an empathetic glance at Charlie to find he’s already looking at me. His gaze makes me feel like I don’t know what to do with my limbs, like I might burst into an eighth-grade show choir move at random. I feel simultaneously frozen in place. To my horror, I wink at him. I wink at him!


			His cheeks flush again, and then he winks back. He winks back!


			Before we can embarrass ourselves further, Susan and Brandon begin reviewing tomorrow’s schedule. Susan walks around the table, handing small bags to several guests. She has a secret smile for me when she hands me my bag. The tag reads, “I’m glad I called you. Thanks for saving my wedding.”


			I open the rectangular black velvet box inside the pink sheer bag. She’s given me a pair of pearl earrings and a matching necklace. I look up, about to protest, feeling like an impostor for yet another time this evening. Then again, I bet I could pawn these and eat for a month. Or longer, if I stick to ramen and peanut butter.


			I slide the bag into my purse and take a last bite of key lime pie as people begin to push back from the table, breaking off into groups of two or three and ambling toward the door. I rest my napkin on the table and smooth it out, focusing diligently on inanimate objects. Before I can stand up, Charlie catches my wrist. “I need your help,” he says, leaning close.


			His tie is slightly askew from numerous hugs; the red heart symbol between “I” and “Yeats” rests on the left side of his chest above his actual heart. Inadvertently, I picture him flexing those lean-muscley pectorals one at a time. Pec winking.


			“Okay,” I say, forcing my gaze back to his eyes and giving him a smile that threatens to spill off the sides of my face.


			“Here’s what’s going to happen at my parents’ house. I’m going to get grilled on job prospects as my parents sip brandy and my grandparents ask me if I’m married while their crazy three-legged Chihuahua named Gus humps my leg. Have you ever been humped by a three-legged Chihuahua?”


			I shake my head.


			“Would you like to save me from such a dire fate?”


			“What do you have in mind?” I try to be coy but fail. I’m one breath away from humping his leg myself. His hand is still on my wrist, and I can feel his pulse beating against mine.


			“How would you feel about getting out of here?”


			“Good.” Really good.


			He pulls his hand away to push back his brown suit sleeve, which is tasseled by loose threads dangling off the cuff. This motion exposes a naked, freckled wrist. He studies it, then looks back at me with a conspiratorial grin. “It’s happy hour in California. Can I buy you a drink?”


		


	

		

			Four
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			Several blocks northeast, Charlie leads me below street level into Rocket Bar, a divey establishment that boasts Skee-Ball, darts, shuffleboard, and pool, along with typical bar fare and a smattering of posters announcing upcoming live music shows for bands with names like Angry Achilles, Bert and Hernia, Smog Breathers.


			Above the eighties music playing over the speakers, Charlie asks me what I want to drink. I’m afraid more wine will make me sleepy after this week’s C shifts, and I want to be alert for every moment of tonight. “Beer me!” I say.


			He bows in acquiescence and wedges himself between hipsters at the bar to procure two pints of something amber that smells hoppy and delightful. We find a table by the Skee-Ball machines and settle into rickety chairs.


			“Cheers,” he says, and we clink glasses.


			“Thanks for the beer.”


			“You’re welcome,” he says, “but I’m bartering for information. Talk to me. Tell me about yourself.”


			“Well.” I suddenly feel like I’ve never done a single interesting thing. Charlie seems less nervous now, as if the Rocket Bar environs, despite their visual and sonic clatter, have soothed him. Or maybe it’s just the beer.


			I take a drink, stalling. I’m rusty on straight-male interaction. To prevent turning the subtle pause into an awkward one, I forge ahead. “I have this side project of learning a new word every day since graduation, to make sure my brain doesn’t wither away. I’ve already forgotten everything from all those required college classes. I got nothing on Euclid’s theorems and the theory of relativity.”


			Charlie looks intrigued. “And today’s word?”


			“Scintilla: a small amount or trace. It’s from the Latin term for a spark or particle of fire.”


			He beams, and I can see his dimples even in the sparse light. “I’ll add it to my arsenal. Let me guess—English major?”


			I nod. “What gave me away, the gratuitous verbiage or the dead-end job?”


			“Both. Takes one to know one.” He raises his glass and we cheer again. “For a while there I couldn’t get enough of the transcendentalists, but more recently, I’ve been getting into contemporary American poets. My poor screenplay characters tend to break out into verse, and my instructors keep telling me to make them talk like actual people.”


			Oh dear Lord. He’s hot and he’s a word geek? I consider splashing my beer onto my face to wake up from whatever dreamland I’m inhabiting. I reach down to subtly pinch my thigh while hoping the unsteady chair doesn’t collapse under me. But when I look again, he’s still there, and the conversational ball is in my court. “Instructors? So you’re taking writing classes?”


			“Yeah! It’s all the rage in L.A. That’s the nice thing about being out there. Lots of masters, hence lots of master classes. Not that I can really afford them on a barista’s budget. But enough about me! What hamlet of English majordom did you reside in?”


			“I went through a transcendentalist phase, too. I even spent a week in the wilderness one fateful spring break.”


			“Yeah? How’d that go?”


			I cup my hands around my glass. “I fell into a swamp.”


			He smiles, then presses his lips together.


			“Ha, ha. You wouldn’t be grinning if you had to pry leeches off your ankles,” I say, pretending to glare at him.


			He shakes his head. “You’re an idealist. It’s adorable. So what next? You didn’t retire to Walden Pond, then.”


			“I went backward in time—did my senior thesis on Milton. Themes of temptation and damnation were my specialty.”


			His eyebrows rise. “Nice. So are you more of a literature-analysis type or a writer type? Or, dare I ask, both?”


			I take a breath. “Well, I do like to write. I just haven’t devoted much time to it recently.”


			“I’m sorry. Work?”


			I nod. “That’s part of it. Ever since graduation, I feel like there’s this wall between me and creativity. My dates with creativity used to happen around two a.m., and two a.m. and I haven’t really been friends lately.”


			“I hear you. It’s a struggle. I get back to my apartment after work and enter a macchiato-scented daze. I actually find the best time to write is on the job. At peak caffeination. Writing on the job helps, I swear. If you’re anything like me, you have this static in your head that only goes away if you get things down on paper.”


			“I think I know what you mean. For me, it’s less like static and more like . . . sinus pressure.” Nice one. Reeeal attractive.


			To my surprise, he nods. “You’re right, it is more like pressure. It’s the soul-crushing guilt and anxiety that come when you’re not doing the one thing you know you’re meant to be doing.”


			“Exactly.” Feeling vulnerable, I decide on a change of subject. “So, this place is great. I’ve never been here before.”


			“Really? You’ve been missing out.”


			“I spent most of my Mason years at karaoke bars,” I admit, bringing the pint glass to my lips and taking a long drink just as Depeche Mode fades into a familiar voice singing, “I lose myself in you.” I swallow hard as I set the glass down, my hand shaking. I’m in shock: I’ve never heard Scott’s music on the radio before, but it causes a physical reaction. My heart pauses for several stanzas, then hammers out a series of frenzied eighth notes. Like coming up from a long dive underwater and gasping for air.


			Had Scott ever lost himself in me? I doubt it. Scott never cared much about my interests, except where they aligned with his. Occasionally I was called on to critique his song lyrics, but he never read my stories.


			The last time I went to a dive bar was the night he broke up with me. He brought me to Calamity Brew, a frequent venue for his band, the Gaussian Pyramids. We arrived late, after separate family graduation dinners. I’d asked him if he wanted our families to eat together. “No, that’s okay,” he said, not meeting my eyes.


			Calamity Brew was still in disarray from graduation celebrations, and a few groups of friends lingered over drinks, postponing the inevitable goodbyes. I sat down first; Scott sat directly across from me, like we were in separate departure zones. My shoulders crept upward as my defenses slowly roused themselves.


			And then he made The Speech. “We’re young, Piper. We have our whole lives in front of us. And I owe it to myself to give this band a shot. I’ll never have less responsibility and more freedom than I do at this exact moment in my life.” He even waxed poetic: “I’m at, like, the apex of my life, with all this burgeoning post-bac freedom but without any adult responsibilities to tie me down.” He held his arms at cross-angles, making a human mathematical diagram.


			Who says “burgeoning” during a breakup? I should have pushed his arm diagram against his forehead and watched him tip backward onto the beer-stained floor.


			Instead, I started to cry. “So you consider me—what? A responsibility? I don’t get to be part of your journey? I’m not welcome with you at the apex?”


			“You’re taking my words and twisting them around.” He made a face as if he’d sipped one of the wounded soldiers lining the stage. “We’re at a natural crossroads, and I’m saying it’s best if we go our separate ways.”
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