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Trading Spaces

“Woohoo!” Jen grabbed Jesse and hugged him tight. “Do you believe this luck?”

Jesse shook his head. “What—the fact that Duets scored free furniture for us, or the fact that I am standing here holding an incredibly gorgeous naked brunette in my arms?”

Jen kissed him playfully on the nose. “Either-or,” she teased. Then she looked into his eyes. “Can we go shopping today?” she pleaded, sounding very much like a little girl begging to go to a toy store.

“I have to do a little work for the marketing department. Maybe you should go ahead and pick out at least some of the furniture on your own.”

Jen shook her head. “No way, Jesse. This is our apartment now, remember. Not yours, or mine…ours.”
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I Do … Don’t I?

I’m getting married today.

I’m going to promise to love this man for as long as I live, in front of everyone I’ve ever known.

From then on, I’m going to be sombody’s wife.

I’ve never been so scared of anything.

—Jen

Jennifer Barnes sat in front of her laptop and stared at the words on the screen. They looked strange to her. Almost like she’d spelled them wrong or something. But that wasn’t it. It was just that today, nothing seemed to be normal.

Only yesterday, at her rehearsal dinner, Jen had been so sure about everything. But now, sitting here all alone in the bride’s room in the back of the church, just minutes away from becoming Mrs. Jennifer Merriman, wife of Mr. Jesse Merriman, Jen wasn’t certain of anything—except maybe the fact that she was going to be sick.

It wasn’t that Jen didn’t love Jesse. She did. It was just that this was all happening so fast. She and Jesse had only met eight months ago. How much could you actually know about a person in just eight months?

Jen smiled ruefully. Wouldn’t her mother love to know what she was thinking right now? That was the exact same argument she’d given Jen when Jen and Jesse had told her that they were engaged. In fact, her mother’s words were ringing in her ears over and over again as she sat and stared at the computer screen.

“Are you crazy?” her mother had shouted at her. “You barely know this guy. You met him over the Internet on that crazy computer of yours. He could be anybody! A murderer. A thief. A married man! What do you really know about him, Jennifer?”

As usual, her mother’s reaction had been completely over the top. Sure, Jen had met Jesse on the Internet—everyone did these days. They’d both submitted profiles to the Duets Dating Service. But that was just how they met. It wasn’t like they’d never gotten together in person. This wasn’t some weird relationship like you’d see on an episode of Ricki Lake—“I Want to Meet My Online Lover in the Flesh!” She and Jesse were a real-life item. Their relationship was no different than any other couple’s.

Still, there was a grain of truth to what her mother had said. What did she really know about Jesse? What did anyone know about the person they were going to marry? It was all sort of a gamble.

Well, there was one thing Jen knew. Jesse made her laugh. He always had, even before they’d actually met in person. Jen had to smile as she thought about the first time she’d seen Jesse’s personal ad on the Duets Web site. She could still remember every word.

Business Major Looking for a Merger

There’s a debit in my heart I’m looking for the girt who can make things add up. If you like doing crossword puzzles on rainy Sundays, spending lazy autumn afternoons walking on the each, and watching scary movie marathons (popcorn a must!), then you might be the missing X in my equation.

At the time, Jen had thought it was such a cute ad. Funny and clever. Unique. The ad was also kind of corny, even goofy. And maybe just a little uptight. Which, she recalled with a slight grin, were the exact words she would use to describe Jesse.

Jesse Merriman wasn’t anything like the guys Jen had dated before. For one thing, Jesse had a life plan. An actual map of where he was heading, and where he wanted to wind up—both personally and professionally. The guys Jen had known before him had needed a map just to get them from their dorm room to the student center at the University of New Jersey. But that was the way Jen’s fellow art and philosophy students were.

Jesse, on the other hand, was no art student. He was all business—accounting, to be exact. Numbers were his thing. All kinds of numbers— dollars and cents, speed limits, minutes on a watch. Jesse had at least five watches. One of them even showed the time in different time zones all over the world! Why Jesse needed to know what time it was in Zimbabwe was something Jen knew she would never understand. But Jesse was into exactness. From his thick longish blond hair, which he was fanatical about combing until not one single strand was out of place, to his Nike Shox, with the bows tied at exactly the same size.

Thinking back on it, maybe Jesse’s practicality and exactness was what had attracted Jen to him in the first place. He was so different from her. So different from anyone in her world. While the guys she knew would take her to dive bars with names like Dirty Frank’s or McSulley’s, Jesse took her on actual outings— like last October when he’d planned that romantic getaway at the inn in Connecticut. He’d actually rented two bikes, and they’d followed a trail to a pumpkin patch. It would have been the perfect afternoon, had it not started raining halfway back to the inn. Even a control freak like Jesse couldn’t control the weather after all. And riding back to the inn through the thick mud trails had been murder.

Of course she had planned a few good outings herself, like the time this past spring when she convinced Jesse to drive to Philadelphia to check out the Barnes Museum and to Pat’s for dinner, where she ordered cheese fries, and he had a cheesesteak. He hadn’t exactly liked getting the grease from the meat all over his shirt, and he’d yawned a few times during the tour of the art exhibit, but she was pretty sure he’d had a good time.

She laughed. People said that opposites attract. She and Jesse definitely had that going for them.

Jen shook her head. No, that wasn’t it. She knew exactly what had first attracted her to Jesse. It was his butt. Jesse had the most incredible tush. Tight. Muscular. He looked so damned good in jeans. She would never forget the first time she’d seen him walking away from her. He’d had to leave the coffeeshop, where they’d arranged to meet, to put a few quarters in the parking meter. She’d watched him as he walked out the door, wondering just how that tight tush might look without any clothes on. From that moment on, she was hooked.

But were a great set of buns a good enough reason to spend the rest of your life with someone?

“You look like a cupcake covered in frosting!” Jen’s best friend, Careen, interrupted her thoughts as she came prancing into the bride’s room.

Jen looked down at the lacey white dress with the puffy sleeves and princess neckline she was wearing and sighed. “Duets,” she said simply.

Careen nodded understandingly. “It’s the price you pay for a free wedding.”

Jen couldn’t argue with that. Ever since she and Jesse had won the “Just Duet” wedding contest (for the yummiest couple of the year who hooked up through their site), all the costs of their nuptials were being picked up by the dating service. The Duets site was doing everything for them: picking out their clothing, choosing the menu, creating the floral arrangements, even buying the wedding cake. All Jesse and Jen had to do was show up … and promise to chronicle their first year of marriage on the Duets Web site. It was all part of a promotional campaign to show that true romance really could be found online.

Jen and Jesse had gone back and forth about whether or not to enter the contest. After all, they knew that they would have to be completely honest with Duets—and that their friends and family (not to mention any strangers who decided to check out the site) would get the inside scoop on everything they were up to.

But in the end, it was an offer Jesse and Jen couldn’t refuse—considering how broke they were. Jens parents had refused to pay for the wedding. They wanted Jen to graduate from college before she got married. And Jesse’s parents hadn’t coughed up any cash either— they weren’t exactly thrilled that one of their male heirs was marrying a girl who was majoring in art history and minoring in philosophy. They were looking for someone a bit more professional to fit into the family fold. Someone a little more stable and uptight. Sort of like Jesse’s mother.

“What is she going to do with that kind of degree?” Adele Merriman had asked her son when Jesse had first told his parents about Jen. Jesse hadn’t exactly been able to answer her.

At the time, Jen and Jesse had laughed about their parents’ objections. They couldn’t believe how closed-minded the older generation could be. They felt like a modern-age renegade Romeo and Juliet. It was all very romantic.

But for a while there it seemed as though their parents might have the last laugh. After all, there was no way Jen and Jesse could afford to pay for a wedding. Jesse had just started his first job in the business department of an appliance manufacturing company. And Jen was about to enter her senior year in college, with no real career plans. The only money she had was some spare cash she made by selling her homemade jewelry at flea markets. Between them, Jen and Jesse didn’t even have enough money for a flight to Las Vegas for one of those quickie Britney-type weddings—without the annulment part, of course.

Which was why they’d finally decided to enter the contest. What was the big deal anyway? As Jen had pointed out to Jesse, everyone was baring their soul to the world these days. Reality shows were full of people who went into “confessionals” and described their feelings, after having their day to day lives taped, edited, and put on the air. And they had no control over what the audience saw and heard. At least she and Jesse could control what went on the Duets site. Jesse couldn’t argue with that. He was all about control.

But what had really gotten Jesse to agree to enter the contest was the fact that Jen had found the thought of having their innermost secrets broadcast to the world a total turn on. Up until then, he’d never realized what an exhibitionist his future bride could be. But Jen had been glad to show him, and to turn him on to the many uses of a video camera.

Jen smiled, recalling how they’d been so excited when they’d found out they’d be chosen as the winning couple in Duets’ wedding promotion. Wow! A fully paid wedding with all the bells and whistles. The contest prize was a very sweet deal—at least that’s what Jesse and Jen had thought at first. They didn’t even have to do anything! But then it became clear that Duets insisted on doing everything their way. The wedding they’d created had nothing to do with who Jen and Jesse (or J-squared, as Careen liked to call them) really were. Instead, it was Duets’s idea of a storybook wedding—the kind they thought the users of their service might want to have.

Which explained how Jen had wound up in the lacey white monstrosity she was currently wearing. “You really think this dress is that bad?” she asked Careen nervously.

“No,” Careen answered far too quickly.

Jen shot her a look.

“Okay. So, maybe it’s a little froufrou for you,” Careen admitted.

Jen yanked at one of the bows on her sleeves. “A little?”

Careen giggled. “It’s just that I can’t believe you’re wearing white. I mean, come on. White’s so … so …”

“So virginal?” Jen filled in the blank.

“Which isn’t exactly you,” Careen agreed.

“You either,” she reminded her.

“Hey, I’m not the one in the white cupcake dress,” Careen shot back.

Jen laughed for the first time all day. “Well, at least I’m not in baby blue satin.” She rolled her eyes.

Careen looked down. Her petite, thin frame was too small for the yards of blue shimmery fabric that had been wrapped around her. She was nearly drowning in the dress. “I’m a very good friend for wearing this,” she teased.

“Sorry about the dress,” Jen told her sincerely. “I really didn’t have any say.”

“I know. Don’t sweat it. Besides, I’m wearing black silk underwear and a red garter underneath. Duets can’t control everything, you know.”

Jen laughed. “You’ll never change, Careen.”

“Hey, you never can tell who you might meet at one of these shindigs. My dream guy might be sitting in that church right now. I just want to be prepared.”

“Well, there’s always Artie… .”

“Oh crap,” Careen looked like she was going to be sick. “That pompous jerk? Hell, I need to carry a dictionary around just to know what he’s talking about half the time. Those SAT words are so obnoxious.”

“I’m with ya,” Jen assured her. She frowned slightly. “My fiancé has the worst taste in best friends.”

“Luckily, you don’t,” Careen joked.

Jen giggled. Then she grew quiet. “It’s almost time,” she said slowly, reaching up and sticking a few sprigs of baby’s breath into the braided bun in the back of her head. She studied herself ruefully. She looked like a fairy tale princess— which was definitely not the way she’d imagined her wedding day. If she’d had her way, she and Jesse would be on the beach at the Jersey Shore, getting married barefoot in the sand. But that wasn’t what Duets had had in mind.

“It’s still not too late to get out of it,” Careen said. She took a seat on the loveseat beside her best friend and stared into her eyes pointedly. “But in a few minutes it will be.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Look, it’s not that I don’t like Jesse… .”

“You don’t like him, Careen,” Jess reminded her.

Careen sighed. “Okay. But that’s not the point.”

“Then what is the point?” Jen asked. She was getting annoyed now.

“The point is, this is forever. You know, till death do you part? Think about it, Jen. Do you really want to be a businessman’s wife for the rest of your life? Don’t you remember that song that Dave wrote about businessmen? Back then, you thought those lyrics were poetic genius.”

Jen sighed. Dave was her ex. Careen had liked him a lot. Everyone in their crowd had. It was impossible not to. He was a long-haired musician with a bright smile and a quick mind. A soulful poet with amazing insights. A philosopher with a Fender ax.

Unfortunately, he was never able to keep his pecker in his pocket.

“‘Businessman, businessman. Gonna step on who I can … ,’” Careen began chanting the chorus to one of Dave’s angrier songs.

“Cut it out,” Jen groaned. “You know Jesse’s not like that. He’s an honest guy. He cares about people. And he’s smart. He doesn’t have to step on people to succeed. He’s going to get far because he works hard.”

“Do you hear yourself?” Careen demanded. “’He’s going to get far.’ Since when do you care about things like that?”

“I don’t!” Jen insisted. “But I do care about Jesse. He’s a lot more than his job, Careen. He’s a great guy. Funny. And incredibly romantic. He brings me boxes of chocolates just because it’s Tuesday. I find little cards and gifts in my backpack, or under my pillow in the morning. He does it just to let me know he’s thinking about me.”

“I think I’m going to gag,” Careen teased.

“And it’s not just the gifts,” Jen continued, pointedly ignoring Careen’s sarcasm. “He’s honest, and handsome, and so much fun. Everyone loves him. Someday he’s going to make a great dad. I can just see him pitching baseballs in the backyard, or teaching the kids to skate.”

“Jesse ice-skates?” Careen asked, surprised.

“See, you don’t know him as well as you think you do,” Jen answered triumphantly. “But I do know him. I believe in him. He’ll always love me. And I’ll always love him. He’s the one I want to take the journey with, Care.”

Jen stood there for a moment, silent. For the first time all day, the butterflies in her stomach stopped flitting around. A sense of unbelievable calm came over her.

She really did love Jesse. It was going to be okay.

“All right, then. Let’s do it,” Careen replied. She picked up Jen’s long white veil from the table and gently placed it on the bride’s head. “Every journey begins with a single step, right? So, it’s time for you to step out there and get this thing started.”

“Just one last thing,” Jen said. She placed her fingers on her computer keyboard and quickly deleted the last line she’d typed. Then, she quickly replaced it with:

I’ve never been so sure of anything.

“Man, my palms are sweaty,” Jesse whispered to his best man, Artie, as he stood at the alter waiting for the music to begin. He was feeling very warm. And he was pretty sure that it wasn’t because of the hot August humidity outside. This was more like stress-heat. He wiped a piece of his straight blond hair from his forehead and began some deep breathing.

“Your breath’s not so great either,” Artie warned. “Got a breath strip?”

Jesse frowned. “Great. I’ll go to kiss the bride and she’ll run off screaming.”

“If she’s intelligent,” Artie teased.

“Very funny.” Jesse looked around at the church. There were flowers everywhere: big bouquets of lilies and white roses. Very traditional bridal. He knew his mother was probably happy with them. She was big on tradition. Jen, on the other hand, probably would have wanted sunflowers or daisies. Those were her favorite flowers. Nothing fancy or expensive. Just happy flowers that reminded her of the sun. As for himself, well, Jesse didn’t care. Flowers didn’t mean a whole lot to him. He never understood what the big deal was. Why waste money on something that’s going to die soon, anyhow? In fact, Jen was always teasing him about it. She liked to say that Jesse couldn’t stop to smell the roses because he had no idea what roses looked like.

The pews were filled on both sides. Jen’s mom was in the front row on the right, trying to keep a smile on her face but not really succeeding. Sannah Barnes was taking the marriage of her only daughter pretty hard. Jesse was pretty sure he wasn’t the problem. It was just that Mrs. Barnes worried that this marriage was yet another of Jen’s flighty whims. Jesse understood that. He’d worried about that himself. But in the end, he’d decided that Jen knew what she was doing. And so did he. Together they would convince her mom of that.

Jesse’s mom and dad were on the other side of the aisle. They didn’t seem any more joyous than Jen’s mom. In fact, Jesses mom was downright stone-faced. Not that that was all that different from how she usually was. Adele Merriman wasn’t exactly known for her efíusive personality.

On both sides of the aisle, people were fidgeting in their seats, squirming around, looking toward the door in the back. But, as of yet, the bride had not emerged. A fact that was not lost on Jesse.

“We’ve been waiting up here a long time,” Jesse murmured nervously to his best man. “What if she’s changed her mind? What if she’s decided not to go through with this?”

“Relax,” Artie replied. “We’ve been standing here barely more than a nanosecond. Your betrothed will be your bride before you know it.”

Artie wasn’t kidding. At that very moment, the organist in the back of the church began to play “We’ve Only Just Begun.”

“Oooh.” A collective murmur went through the room as Jesse’s niece and nephew, Samantha and Max, made their way down the aisle. Samantha, a chubby eight-year-old, with dark curls and a mischievous smile, sprinkled rose petals over the carpet. She seemed thrilled to have everyone staring at her. Her younger brother, on the other hand, was a very angry ring bearer. The scowling five-year-old stomped down the aisle in the tiny tuxedo and tie that the people at Duets had made him wear. As he reached the end of the aisle, Max practically threw his blue velvet pillow at his mother, Jesse’s sister-in-law Meg. “Do I get my candy now?” he shouted at her.

Jesse choked back a giggle. He could tell from the expression on Meg’s face that she didn’t see the moment as particularly comical. But Jesse sure did. And he was pretty certain Jen would think it was a scream when she saw it in the video.

A moment later Careen began her slow descent down the aisle. Jesse had to choke back yet another laugh as he observed his parents’ reaction to the appearance of Jen’s best friend. Careen, with her eggplant-purple-tinged hair, and red rose tattoo peeking out from the bustline of her dress, wasn’t exactly the kind of girl the Merrimans were used to seeing at formal affairs—or anywhere else, for that matter. She was a free spirit, an artist. She just took a little getting used to.

At least that’s what Jen kept telling Jesse. Frankly, he still couldn’t really relate to Jen’s flaky best friend. The most he could do was accept that she was going to be a fixture in their lives, and try not to let her make him too crazy.

Suddenly the music changed. Strains of “Here Comes the Bride” wafted into the room. Everyone in the audience rose and turned their attention to the doorway. Jesse looked toward the door and waited with anticipation.

And there she was.

Jesse gasped when he got his first glimpse of Jen walking down the aisle on her father’s arm. She was definitely a vision in her white gown and long tulle veil. A smile rose to his lips.

Despite his best intentions, Jesse could feel his cheeks beginning to vibrate. He bit his lip hard, and dug his fingers into the palm of his hand. He didn’t want to laugh. Not now. Not in the middle of his own wedding. But he just couldn’t hold it in. Jen was wearing what could only be described as the most un-Jen dress he’d ever seen. It was all flouncy and poofy. Like the kind of thing they would give a bride on a bad Saturday Night Live skit. He shut his eyes, trying not to picture the look Jen must have had on her face when she first saw it. He began to chuckle at the thought of it.

Jen frowned slightly at Jesse’s reaction to her appearance. But there was no anger in her sparkling blue eyes. Rather they were filled with amusement. She knew exactly what Jesse was thinking. They were in sync that way. As her blue eyes met his deep, dark brown ones, Jen opened her lips and let loose with some laughter of her own—a rich, bell-like giggle that came right from her soul. Jesse thought Jen’s laughter was magical. Like a song.

Jesse’s mother seemed paralyzed at the sound of it. But Careen was thrilled. She, too, began to laugh, letting out a long stretch of her signature loud, horsey guffaws. The laughter was contagious. Soon almost everyone on Jen’s side of the aisle was giggling too. Even a few of the Merriman guests began to chuckle—although most of them weren’t 100 percent sure what the joke was.

As Jen reached the end of the aisle, Jesse took her hand in his. Unlike his own nervous, sweaty palms, Jen’s hand was cool, calm, and collected. She seemed happy, and sure of what they were doing. Jesse’s dark brown eyes danced with joy and pride. He’d never felt luckier in his life. It seemed absolutely incredible to him that he was actually marrying this magnificent woman. Somehow this magical creature, who was able to see the humor in anything, even her own wedding, had chosen him over anyone else to share her life with. He didn’t know what he had done to deserve her. But he was certainly glad. He squeezed her hand. She squeezed back.

The rest of the service was a total blur of exchanged vows, corny organ music, and the exchanging of the rings. It was all going so fast, Jesse wasn’t sure he’d remember a thing.

And then the reverend told him to kiss the bride. Holding Jen—his wife—in his arms was a feeling Jesse knew he would never forget. He clutched her tightly to him and kissed her hard. Jen playfully teased his lips open with her tongue, and dropped her hand until she was gripping Jesse’s butt. He pulled her even closer. It was as though they’d forgotten anyone else was around.

At least until Careen hissed into their ears, “Save it for the honeymoon.”

Jesse opened his eyes suddenly and looked at her with surprise. Careen grinned, knowing full well she’d just jerked the groom right back to reality. “Come on, break it up,” she teased. “Let’s get to the reception. I need a drink.”

Well, I’m a married man. Hmmm … that sounds pretty good to me. Marriage feels wonderful. Also a little strange. I keep looking down at my hand to see if the gold ring is still there. I’m incredibly conscious of it The shiny metal keeps catching my eye, and it feels really weird on my finger. Before today, I never wore any jewelry—except a watch, of course. I keep turning the band around and around, checking to make sure it hasn’t fallen off.

My father can’t even get his ring off his hand anymore. After twenty-seven years of marriage, it’s like it’s part of his finger. The skin has kind of grown around it. I wonder if that’s going to happen to me?

I wonder if I’ll mind.

—Jesse



Chopped Liver Swans, Cosmopolitans, and Boy George

“Ladies and gentlemen. May I present, for the first time anywhere, Mr. and Mrs. Jesse Merriman!”

The bandleader’s voice rang in Jen’s ears as she and Jesse swept into the ballroom to the sound of the Bill Steiner Orchestra’s rendition of Madonna’s eighties hit “Holiday.” Mrs. Jesse Merriman. The name sounded strange. Also annoying. Her name wasn’t Jesse, after all. It was Jennifer. Jennifer Merriman.

Okay, that sounded strange too.

Jen and Jesse hurried over to their table—a huge dais in the front of the room. The two white wicker chairs—thrones, almost—in the center of the table had been left empty for them. As they took their seats, someone—Artie, probably—began clinking a knife against the side of his glass.

Jen knew what that meant. She leaned over and placed her lips against Jesse’s. He raised one eyebrow suggestively at the crowd, and then dipped her backward in a long, romantic kiss.

“Oh God, don’t get them started again,” Careen moaned from her seat at Jen’s left.

The orchesta leader must have felt the same way, because at that very moment the group broke into a slightly off-key version of Culture Club’s “I’ll Tumble for Ya.” Jen began to laugh, and the kiss was instantly broken.
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