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Prologue

Always a bridesmaid, never a bride. Not just cruel words that older relatives and married friends love to throw around at functions where you are in some pastel monster called a bridesmaid’s dress and a friend, sister, cousin, etc., is in something magnificent and white. These are painfully true words that I believe drove me over the edge.

Thirty is not that old ... it’s a perfectly acceptable age to still be single. It’s a good time for a woman to focus on finding herself and building her career. Unfortunately, no matter how many times I told myself that, I still didn’t buy it.

When I was in high school, I truly believed that by the time I was thirty I would be married, the owner of my own home, and the mother of a couple of children. Instead, after three decades of pursuing this life, I was still a single, childless renter, while everyone around me was living my dream. So I decided to take matters into my own hands, and that’s how I ended up where I am today.

Today is my wedding day ... it should be the happiest day of my life. It should be the day that at long last all my dreams are realized and I embark on the love boat to the island of happiness and bliss that everyone else has already been living on. That couldn’t be farther from the truth. Instead, this day is worse than I ever imagined it could be. I’m standing in a suite at The Plaza hotel ... no expense has been spared in pursuit of matrimonial perfection. I am wearing my dream—a white (at last!)—Vera Wang strapless wedding gown. My fantasy wedding is minutes away and I’m finally realizing what I have done.

Okay, so I mentioned that I was driven over the edge ... let me take you back and explain the whole thing.
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One Year Earlier

I’m sitting alone on the subway ... it’s Sunday, so there are hardly any other people. The few people in my car—a woman who looks like she may live there, an athletic couple in workout clothes, and a man with a cranky little girl—are staring at me. I close my eyes and lean my head back ... why wouldn’t they be staring at me? I must look like I came from The Night of the Living Dead prom.

I’m wearing one of the ugliest bridesmaid’s dresses I’ve ever worn ... and that’s saying a lot, because I’ve worn a lot. It’s lavender and chiffon and huge. I think my friend, Maggie, was going for some sort of Gone With the Wind theme ... for her bridesmaids; of course, her own gown was sleek and sophisticated and amazing.

I’ve been in the thing since 2:00 P.M. yesterday when we began the marathon three-hour photo session. My makeup is no longer where it started ... it’s all streaked down my cheeks. My fancy hairdo that I thought had enough spray to go through a wind tunnel looks like some squirrels took up residence and then had a domestic disturbance. And one of my adorable lavender Hype sandals, the only thing about my ensemble that didn’t nauseate me, is missing a heel. I can only imagine what a sight I am.

I’m sure you’re wondering why someone who looks as bad as I currently do would opt for the public humiliation of the subway and not take a private, less shameful taxicab? Well, I had some problems ... let me explain. I guess all the problems can be traced back to one big problem—namely, alcohol. I had too much of it. Then, at 11:00 P.M., the open bar ran out and switched to a no-host bar ... meaning: buy your own booze. At that point I’d already had too much alcohol to accurately judge that a) I didn’t need any more drinks, or b) spending my cab money on rum and Cokes was a really dumb idea. The second problem, and the reason I’m on the subway during daylight hours with other human beings and not in the dead of night, is Kevin (I think it’s Kevin), the extremely handsome (I think extremely handsome) groomsman.

Too much rum and not enough Coke allowed me to think for a brief, blurry moment that perhaps Kevin was “the one” (a common problem for single girls ... every human with a Y-chromosome could be “the one”), and so I joined him in his hotel room for a high-school-caliber make-out session that would have gone farther had another groomsman not been kind enough to pass out in the same room (I am a strong believer that after college it’s wrong to have sex when other people are asleep—or awake, for that matter—in the same room). I ended up passing out in the room as well and didn’t wake up until the pounding in my head got too loud at the crack of dawn this morning when I crept out (without disturbing Kevin, the other groomsman, or the third guy who I didn’t even know had come in) to do the walk of shame.

Thankfully, we arrive at my stop just as I feel the chunks of last night’s “wedding chicken” start to rise in my throat. You know what I’m talking about, right? The standard hotel chicken, in sickening sauce with smaller-than-usual vegetables to make them fancy and creamier-than-usual potatoes to ensure stomach problems, particularly for anyone in a hoopskirt. I get out of the station as quickly as a girl with a missing heel can and take a deep breath of fresh air. Well, as fresh as Manhattan air gets in July.

As I arrive at my apartment—an apartment I’ve lived in since I graduated from college—I feel enormous relief. It’s only 8:45 A.M., but I think I’ve sweated one or two pints in the three-block walk. I climb up the three flights of stairs and I am living proof of Dorothy’s wise words, “There’s no place like home!”

I absolutely love my apartment, and although it might not be as fancy as some with elevators or doormen, it really is a Manhattan gem. It was my grandmother’s for as long as I can remember. She passed away shortly before I graduated from college and left the unit to my dad. He and my mom agreed that a two-bedroom in a great Upper East Side location was the perfect place for my sister, Jamie, and me to live upon graduation. The plan was that I would live alone until Jamie graduated three years later; then she would move in with me. Only Jamie graduated from college madly in love and got engaged and then married and never moved in. Thankfully, I was able to keep the place all for myself.

The apartment wasn’t the only thing left behind by my beloved grandmother when she died. She left me an extremely generous “wedding fund,” which has been cruelly burning a hole in my pocket. Nana and I had an extremely close relationship, and we both shared a passion for weddings. Nana really started it all. She was a hopeless romantic, married to her high-school sweetheart from the day after their graduation until the day he died. Up until the very end, she still put her wedding dress on every year on her anniversary. According to her, this was so she could relive the happiest day of her life. When questioned by my father why his birth wasn’t the happiest day of her life, all she could do was shrug. She loved weddings. Nana could describe all eight of Elizabeth Taylor’s weddings (and wedding dresses) in detail. She was up at the crack of dawn to watch every second of coverage of Princess Diana’s marriage to Charles, she kept me up late to watch Joanie Cunningham marry Chachi Arcola, and she talked my mother into letting me stay home from school when Luke and Laura were wed.

Ever since the day she presented me with my first Barbie bride doll clad in a miniature white lace gown, she and I had been planning my special day. With Nana, no wish was too indulgent. Together, we planned for five-foot trains and six-foot cakes. All through my adolescence, I believed that these plans could and would come true. I was certain that, like Nana, I would marry my high-school sweetheart. It didn’t turn out that way ... instead I found him having sex with my best friend in the girls’ bathroom at our prom. As I entered my twenties, still alone, I started to have my doubts, but Nana never did. He’s out there, Molly, so you’d better think about these plans now so that you’re ready when you find him, she’d say.

I believed her, and kept planning. As my friends started to marry off, at first it gave me hope. I saw how it was happening to people around me—dreams were coming true—so my day in the sun must be just around the corner. The block kept getting longer and longer, though, and the corner was still nowhere in sight. When my grandmother passed away, a significant portion of my devastation was that she would not be around to share the day that she and I had planned for so many years.

Then my father informed me that Nana had specifically left me an inheritance to be spent on my dream wedding. While I knew the day would never be the same without her physically there, her gift made me feel like whenever Mr. Right came along, my wonderful grandmother would still play an important part in what she promised would be the happiest day of my life. My father was kind enough to help me invest my wedding fund until the day came when I was ready to use it. Thanks to him, what was an extremely generous gift to begin with had grown into what I was quite sure would afford me my dream-fantasy wedding. The only thing missing, of course, was that dream-fantasy guy ...
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Hangover Pains

I struggle through the door trying to juggle the mail, the hoopskirt and my cat, Tiffany, greeting me with the excitement that only a cat can have toward a massive amount of lavender chiffon. I drop the stuff onto the table and add some kibble to Tiffany’s dish before I drag myself to the bedroom and remove the pastel monster that has been strangling me for twenty-six hours (but who’s counting?). I kick it into the back of my closet where there is a pile of pastel puffiness in a variety of disgusting shades and materials. My cat loves this bridesmaid’s-dress graveyard, so I haven’t had the heart to heave them down the garbage chute or start a bonfire—yet. I’ve been fantasizing about doing it, though.

Other than the “graveyard,” my apartment is adorable. I really love it; it kind of looks like Monica’s apartment on Friends, but less funky and more feminine. I am so happy with it ... the only problem is that if I could ever get a man to want to come upstairs, he’d probably take one look at my pink-and-green Pierre Deux couch and run for his masculinity.

Okay, so now you know my secret ... I’m one of those women. I live alone in an overly feminine apartment with a cat.

I pull a tank top and boxer shorts on (so much better!) and collapse on my bed, not even bothering to pull my Ralph Lauren quilt back or remove the seventy-five bobby pins poking me in the skull.

I don’t stir again for many hours, and by the time I finally do manage to heave my body off the bed it’s starting to get dark. I head back out to the living room, where I am faced with an angry white cat (cats don’t like to be ignored for two days straight) and a stack of mail, which I flip through, only halfway paying attention.

“Wedding invitation, wedding gift thank-you, shower invitation, baby shower thank-you, engagement party ... what?!? When did she get engaged?!?” That gets my attention because it’s the story of my life.

Oh, I should tell you at this point ... I talk to myself, sometimes under the guise of talking to my cat, but sadly, she’s not always in the room. As I’m flipping through the mail, rubbing salt on my wounds, I notice the answering machine blinking and hit the button.

“Time of call: 6:57 A.M.,” the friendly, computerized voice tells me.

“Jeez, who called that early?!?”

Okay ... I also talk to the answering machine man ... and occasionally—all right, often—to TiVo.

“Good Golly Miss Molly ... it’s hard to believe ...”

My mother ...

“... that thirty years ago at this time my first baby was born. Daddy and I love you ... we will see you next weekend for your birthday dinner? I hope you had a lovely time at Maggie’s wedding. Did you meet a man?”

I can hear my father grumbling something in the background, and then my mother hissing something with her hand over the receiver.

“It doesn’t matter if you did or not, ’cause we love you very much, Molly.” CLICK.

Ugh ... I’d kind of forgotten ... and I was kind of trying to keep it from you. Today is my thirtieth birthday. So now you know the rest of the secret ... and I’m sure you have a clear picture of me in your head. Oh, wait ... and did I mention I’m a schoolteacher? There you have me: a single, thirty-year-old schoolteacher who lives with a cat. It’s not what you think, though. I’m not a spinster or old-maidish at all ... at least, I don’t think I am.

“Time of call: 12:04 P.M.”

“Happy Birthday to you! Happy Birthda—” a voice sang. CLICK.

My sister, Jamie ... she sings every year. I don’t need to hear it and you definitely don’t need to hear it. Jamie is wonderful, but she’s always happy and upbeat and that can be exhausting. She’s also a schoolteacher (maybe that helps explain why she’s not opposed to leaving musical messages for people?) and so is our mom, just so you understand the genealogy. Jamie and I are exactly the same in some ways and couldn’t be more opposite in others. The similarities mean that we are really close but sometimes that can cause us to bicker like we are still little kids ... plus she has some middle-child issues. Jamie is three years younger than I am, she’s much trendier, and she’s way more “cutting edge.” I’m so uncool that I say things like “cutting edge.” People are always shocked when she tells them she teaches third grade, whereas they look at me and nod like it’s an obvious fact. The biggest difference, though, is that she’s married to her college sweetheart. They were together five and a half years before they tied the knot, and if I didn’t love Jamie and her husband, Bryan, so incredibly much, I’d hate them both to death.

“Time of call: 2:42 P.M.”

“Molls, it’s me ...”

“Me” is my best friend, Brad.

“I hope you don’t feel as bad today as you looked last night. Hahaha ... just kidding! Be ready at seven tonight ... I’m coming by to pick you up.” CLICK.

Brad Lawson has been my best friend since the first weekend of rush parties our freshman year of college. We both had bad first experiences with something called jungle juice—it’s a highly potent fraternity concoction that tastes suspiciously like Kool-Aid. Anyway, Brad and I ended up puking our guts out on the same bush outside the Phi Kappa Psi house. He ended up pledging there, and many of our happiest college nights finished up on that same poor hedge. When we met, we were both awkward freshmen, but by senior year my sorority sisters were both thrilled and confused by our strictly platonic relationship. I cannot count how many girls begged to be fixed up with him, thinking he was some kind of California surfer stud. He did grow up in Southern California and has blond hair and blue eyes ... but actually he’s from somewhere called Tarzana in the San Fernando Valley, and he’s never been on a surfboard. He made me swear to keep that a secret, though.

But really, once you learn to ignore his West Coast good looks, he has an amazing soul. Brad is the kind of friend you can count on to come pick you up in the middle of the night when you’re driving home from a boyfriend who has just dumped you and it’s raining and you get a flat tire. He’ll show up at your door with an Egg McMuffin when he knows you are nursing a hangover. He’ll even send you a dozen long-stemmed roses on Valentine’s Day when you’re sad and single. A better friend could not be found ... honestly, he has done all of these things (and more) for me.

I glance at the clock on the microwave and can’t believe it’s practically 4:30! I only have two and a half hours to recover from last night and be ready to go, looking twenty-five years old, to celebrate my thirtieth birthday! Perhaps I should have checked my messages sooner?

First stop: bubble bath.
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The World’s Worst Birthday

Somehow, and don’t ask me how I did it, only two and a half hours later I am ready to go and looking adorable—I really am—except for the slightly funky tan line from the hour we spent outside taking pictures in the lavender curse. And even with the strange stripes around my shoulders, the hours I have spent with the free weights have left my arms looking anything but thirty. I’m telling you, prepare to watch me get carded tonight. I’m also working really hard on my positive attitude. I will not let turning thirty make me bitter.

At 7 P.M., practically on the dot, my front door buzzes. I’m in the final stages of the getting-ready process ... final sprays of perfume, buckling of sandals, lip gloss, etc.

“Crap ... who is that?” I ask Tiffany ... as if a cat knows who’s at the door. “Hello?” I holler into the intercom.

“Molls, it’s me ... buzz me up.”

“Brad?” I question Tiffany, who looks at me, confused. “Why is he so early?”

Brad enters my apartment carrying a single chocolate (my favorite) cupcake with a burning candle in the shape of a three.

“You bought a new candle for me?!?”

The birthday cupcake isn’t a complete surprise ... it’s more a tradition, really. Since my 21st, Brad has always “surprised” me with a cupcake. What is a surprise, though, is that the wax candle in the shape of a two that was used to celebrate the past nine birthdays (he never bothered to specify where in my twenties I was, which was always appreciated) has been replaced.

“Nothing but the best for you. Happy Birthday, Molly. Make a wish.”

I blow the candle out ... we all know what I wished for.

“It’s going to come true, I promise,” he says as he kisses my head.

I smile at him as I take the cupcake and start peeling off the paper. Whoever said, “Life’s uncertain, eat dessert first,” was definitely onto something.

“You’re so early—thank goodness I’m dressed!”

Brad looks at his watch, “I’m not early—it’s seven on the dot.”

“Exactly—who’s on time? On time is today’s early.”

He starts to laugh, and I can’t help but look at him fondly because his whole face twinkles when he laughs as the buzzer buzzes again.

“Huh? Is this a birthday surprise?!? (Into the intercom) Hello?” I say, looking suspiciously at Brad.

“Molly, it’s Claire. What is taking Brad so long? I’m holding a cab, you know.”

The happiness, the joy, and the anticipation of a nice birthday celebration come to a screeching halt. Brad has brought the human equivalent of nails on a chalkboard: Claire Reilly. Now I know I said that I personally don’t find Brad attractive; however, based on the reaction he gets at every bar, club, and dental office I’ve ever seen him in, all other women do. Okay, I’m lying ... I mean, I’m not blind; even I can see how good-looking he is. I have just convinced myself that he’s not, because I never want to jeopardize our friendship. But why he has chosen Claire Reilly to be with for the past year is beyond me. She’s truly awful and evil. She doesn’t work because her grandfather invented whatever thing it is in pacemakers that makes them pace and then died (ironically) of a heart attack shortly after, leaving her with an enormous trust fund. The really annoying thing is that she genuinely doesn’t understand why everyone doesn’t live off their trust fund and often acts like Brad’s job, as a writer for an extreme-sports magazine, is a hobby. She is insanely uptight and the exact reason why Brad was ringing my doorbell at 6:59 P.M.

“Molly ... are you ready? Come on, we’ve got to go.”

Oh, and did I mention that Brad is completely pussy-whipped?

I grab my bag and buckle the left sandal strap as I hop out the door. I finger my hair as we literally run down the stairwell and secretly curse Claire for preventing me from doing one last mirror check.

Out on the street, she’s holding open a cab door and tapping her little Jimmy Choos on the curb while she keeps time on her Cartier watch.

“Sorry, baby. Molly wasn’t quite ready.”

I open my mouth to protest, but what do I care? Let her hate me. The feeling is definitely mutual.

“You know, Molly, when people say seven, they mean seven.”

She ushers me into the cab and I feel like an eight-year-old who is late for the school bus. Actually, worse ... I teach eight-year-olds, and I never talk to anybody like that! Claire is one of those people that you would probably be compelled to hate even if she was an angel, because she is physically flawless. She has skin that looks like porcelain, lavender-blue eyes, and pale blond hair without a single dark root or a moment of frizz. She has a great figure and a wardrobe to match. Everything is perfect. The fact that she’s evil just makes it that much easier to wish her dead.

We get to my favorite restaurant in Little Italy where I have been coming for years and everyone knows me. I’m never sure if this thrills me or embarrasses me. A long table is set and waiting. And guess what? We’re the first of our party of nine to arrive.

We sit down and get to work on a bottle of Chianti. Well, Brad and I do ... and about fifteen minutes later my very timely sister and her husband show up with arms full of gifts. (Ooh, hooray, I forgot there would be presents!)

“Molly! Happy Birthday!! I can’t believe you’re thirty!”

Ouch ... did someone just drop an anvil on my heart?

“Jamie, can we please celebrate without using the word or any references to the number thirty?”

Jamie laughs ... does she realize I’m serious? They look around the empty table.

“You guys are so early! We thought we’d be the first ones here and could set this stuff up (meaning the stack of presents hiding Bryan). Didn’t you say 7:15?”

Claire has to cut in. “Actually,” she says, pointing to that stupid watch, “it’s 7:30.”

Jamie looks confused, but she’s never one to rock the boat, so she shrugs it off.

Over the next half-hour my friends slowly show up. It’s a good thing looks can’t kill, or Claire would have murdered my two best girlfriends from college, Alex and Lauren, and their husband and fiancé, respectively, Steve and Rob.

Lauren and I were pretty inseparable until a year and a half ago when she met Rob. We were the lone single girls from our group of core college friends and could always count on each other. Then she met Rob while interviewing for a job ... he was actually the one interviewing her. He called to tell her that she couldn’t have the job because she was just too cute, and instead of being upset (as a normal person who’d been out of work for seven months would), Lauren thought this was just the sweetest thing in the world, agreed to go out with him ... and one thing led to another. Honestly, when I have to hear them tell the story, I throw up in my mouth, just a little bit. After Rob came into the picture, Lauren forgot about our sisterhood and all the humiliating bouquet tosses and lonely Valentine’s Days we shared. Rob is great, but I still constantly have to remind myself not to be bitter and jealous ... I know it’s not intentional.

Alex is the opposite of Lauren and me ... I don’t think she’s spent a total of five boyfriendless minutes since I met her my freshman year. Although, everyone was completely shocked when she announced her plans to marry Steve, the rebound from a three-year relationship that left her completely crushed ... but he fell so head-over-heels in love with her that she was convinced by it and vowed ’til death do them part only seven months into their relationship. Because Alex was always busy with one (or two) guys, we were never as close as I was with Lauren, but I still consider her a “core” friend.

Once everyone is settled and happy (except Claire, of course) and drinking, I can’t help but look around the table: married, married, engaged, relationship, and me. I’m not sure which hurts more ... that or thirty. I push the thought out of my head, though; I’m determined to have a good time ... and I do. Lots of food, lots of wine, and the world’s largest slice of tiramisu later, I’m thoroughly enjoying myself. I’m definitely having a glass-is-half-full evening. I have wonderful friends, I have a favorite restaurant I can always count on, arms that rival Jennifer Anniston’s (when making muscles at the bathroom mirror after six glasses of wine, anyway). Life is SO good.

Don’t start thinking this is a birds-singing-in-the-meadow story. The proverbial shit is about to hit the fan.

“Okay, everybody, gifts! Gifts!” Jamie’s teacher skills are strong. She’s standing with one hand in the air and the other motioning to the pile of gifts at the end of our table.

“Oh, yippee!” I exclaim as Alex passes the first package down to me. Generally, when I open presents, people want to murder me. I always save ribbon, and if paper is especially nice, I’ll save that, too. The only person who doesn’t go bonkers is my sister because she does the exact same thing.

The first gift is from Alex and Steve. It’s a scented candle: generic, but thoughtful nonetheless. A single-gal staple, and it will get put to good use.

“You guys, it’s perfect. I have a spot right beside my bathtub that this will be perfect in,” I gush, and they look pleased.

“I know that you used to love that scent ... I hope you still do,” Alex says.

“Definitely,” I lie ... I haven’t used cucumber-melon in a few years, but it does smell good, so I’m sure I’ll enjoy it.

I’m working on the paper on Brad and Claire’s gift, secretly annoyed that my best friend got me a joint gift with the evil one, when my sister grabs it from me and thrusts another package at me.

“I can’t wait any more. Open ours!”

“Okay ... sorry I’m so slow ... you know how I am.”

“I know, I don’t care ... just open mine.”

Jamie and Bryan’s is quick and easy to unwrap ... they took the gift bag route (obviously I will be keeping the gift bag ... unless Jamie swipes it back like she did with my Christmas gift bag). Inside is a T-shirt that says, WORLD’S GREATEST AUNT. What am I missing?

“Huh? I don’t get it.”

“World’s Greatest Aunt,” Jamie emphasizes.

“I can read it, I just don’t get it. Is this, like, a new fad?”

Like I said, Jamie is a bit trendier than I am ... if something is about to be the hottest thing, she already knows about it. Like she totally brought the Laverne initial monogram back before everyone else did. She sewed a hot-pink “J” on an old black cashmere sweater and I told her she was crazy for ruining her sweater, and before I knew it, people were paying hundreds for the same look! But honestly, I’m wondering if she’s losing her touch, ’cause everyone at the table looks as confused as I feel.

“I told you she wouldn’t get it.” Jamie’s husband, the practical one, says. Bryan appreciates and adores Jamie, but it’s definitely a case of opposites attracting.

“Shut up, Bryan—it’s an awesome surprise ... she’ll get it.”

“Molly, don’t you get it? (A little louder and slower than before) World’s Greatest Aunt. (pause) Oh Jeez ... you’re going to be World’s Greatest Aunt because I’m going to be World’s Greatest Mom,” she says as she squeals with delight.

Everyone around the table starts buzzing with conversation but it takes me a minute to catch on ... then I realize. This is a prank. It’s a roast. It’s a big, cruel joke on me because I’m single and thirty and live alone with a cat that I talk to. Maybe I’ve had too much wine, but truly I think it’s the brutality of the situation that causes my eyes to fill with tears. Jamie glows as she informs everyone, “She gets it! She gets it!!”

“Yes, I get it, Jamie ... and it’s the meanest thing I’ve ever seen,” I say, trying, fruitlessly, to hold back tears. “I asked you all to be sensitive that today is my thirtieth birthday. . . and of everyone here—no offense, everyone else—I thought you, my sister, would be the most sensitive. Haha ... I get your joke. It’s hysterical. ‘World’s Greatest Aunt’ because I’ll never get married, I’ll never have children, and I’ll never be ‘World’s Greatest Mom.’”

Jamie’s face looks stricken ... apparently her little joke isn’t going off like she planned. Good!

“No, Molly ... you will be World’s Greatest Mom one day. I’m trying to tell you that you are going to be World’s Greatest Aunt in six months. I’m pregnant!”

Suddenly, everyone at the table starts shrieking and cheering. It’s all kind of a foggy haze to me. Lauren jumps up and hugs my sister, and Rob and Alex both congregate on Bryan. Everyone is rejoicing—even Claire cracks a smile. My younger sister is pregnant? It’s bad enough she got married before I did, but now she’s having a baby before I’ve even met someone?!? I am cruel. I am selfish. I am jealous. And I am drunk. Also, I think I’m hyperventilating. I honestly cannot breathe. I feel like that girl on The Bachelor who had some sort of an attack when he didn’t give her a stupid rose. Only this is a legitimate reason to have an attack. As I sit there, struggling to breathe, the world goes on around me in slow motion. Everyone is toasting and congratulating. They have forgotten about me, so I get up to leave.

Jamie tries to stop me, but her voice is distant ... it almost sounds like it’s underwater ... probably the same as it sounds to her fetus. I stumble out of the restaurant, calling over my shoulder something about needing air—possibly calling over my shoulder something that sounds like Daryl Hannah saying her mermaid name in Splash. I get in a cab and by the time it pulls up in front of my building, I’m sobbing. The walk up to my apartment is a blur, and without even taking off my adorable outfit I get a fresh bottle of Jack Daniel’s from a high cupboard and a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Phish Food from the freezer. There, alone on my floor (well, my cat is there, but even she looks a little frightened), I try to eat and drink my sorrows away.

You’re thinking this must be it ... I must have hit bottom. Well, sadly, you are incorrect. It’s going to get worse. Buckle up.
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The Meltdown

I wake up early—well, it feels early—to the sound of the door buzzer. I am on the floor in a fetal position cuddling the empty Ben & Jerry’s container. The almost-empty bottle of Jack isn’t too far away. My cute outfit has chocolate, caramel, and drool ... actually, it looks like chocolate-caramel drool, all over it. I try to cover my head with a pillow from the couch, but the buzzing won’t stop. I catch a glimpse of myself in the hall mirror and hope that if the buzzing is to tell me that the building is on fire that I am burnt to a crisp before any cute firemen reach my door.

“Who is it?” I moan into the buzzer.

“Molls, it’s Brad—buzz me up.”

“I’m sorry, wrong number ... go away. Come back at a decent hour.”

“Molly, It’s 11:30.”

“No. Go awa—”

“Oh, never mind ... your neighbor just came out and held the door.”

“What? No! Damn neighbor. See if I ever lend you a cup of sugar!” I yell through the intercom.

I’m not completely distraught, though, because Brad might be in the building, but it doesn’t mean he’s coming in here. I’d have to open the door for that to happen. Ha!

A few seconds later there is a knock on my door and I completely ignore it. The bastard keeps knocking, which is really killing my head, but I’m strong and I don’t give in. Then there is a key turning in the door and Brad walks in.

“What are you doing? That’s breaking and entering!”

“No, it isn’t—I have a key. You gave it to me to feed Tiffany when you were at Suzanne McNally’s wedding.”

“Damn.”

I hated Suzanne McNally for making me wear a peach taffeta dress with a bow on my ass and now I hate her even more for making me give Brad a key.

“Look, can you leave? I think I have food poisoning.”

“You don’t have food poisoning.”

He glances at the chocolate-caramel drool and me and then to my nest on the floor.

“Come on, Molly, let’s get you cleaned up. We’re going to go for a run.”

“No! The only place I will run is away from you.”

“The only way you’re gonna get over this hangover is to sweat it out.”

I protest a bit longer without getting anywhere, and then, like a four-year-old who has been denied a cookie, I throw a tantrum. I’m screaming and crying and pounding my fists ... but I can assure you this, I’m not leaving this apartment. When I finish, I look up smugly, positive that Brad will have gone running for his life, but the bastard is still there, in my apartment, and now he’s laughing at me!

“Okay, fine, you don’t have to go running, but you do have to take a shower. I have something I need to talk to you about.”

Crap. The thing about Brad is that he always calls me on my shit. I know that he is here to tell me how awful I was to my sister last night. I know a lecture is coming ... all I can do is postpone it, so I agree to the shower as a way to put it off. I retreat to my bathroom for the longest shower in the history of showers with hopes that I’ll be in for so long that Brad will give up and have to leave, or die of starvation, before I return.

By the time I exit the shower I am pruned to within an inch of my life and certain that I am alone ... but I’m not. I watch him for a second, sitting on my floral couch ... he is the only guy I have ever met who can sit on it and not look like he’s afraid the flowers will crawl up and devour his heterosexuality. I have to suck it up ... he was right about the shower making me feel better and he’ll be right about everything he says regarding how awful I was to my wonderful sister. I wrap myself in my pink robe and go out to the living room.

“Okay, you were right about the shower. I feel better. Now, let me have it.”

Brad solemnly turns off the TV and turns toward me.

“Molly, come here and sit down.”

He pats my shabby-chic chair-and-a-half as I cross the room and settle myself into it as a brace for what is to come.

“I’m not going to tell you how awful you were to Jamie, because you know that. You know that she is not malicious and that her decision to have a child now has nothing to do with where you are in your life and everything to do with where she is in her life. And you know that you need to call her and apologize today.”

I nod in agreement ... but I’m a little confused. That was so easy. Could we really be done?

“What I actually need to talk to you about is something different.”

Huh? What’s going on here?

“Molly, Claire and I got engaged.”

There is no chair on earth sturdy enough to brace me for this.

“What?”

“We’re going to get married. I asked her on Saturday and she said yes.”

Okay, so remember the fog from last night. Imagine it much, much thicker and that’s sort of where I am right now.

“But she wasn’t wearing an engagement ring. Are you sure you’re getting married? To Claire?”

“Yes ... I’m sure. She didn’t like the ring I got her, so she’s exchanging it today. She’ll be wearing it the next time you see her.”

And then the weirdest thing happens. I’ve heard people who have cheated death in the nick of time say that before you die, everything becomes very clear and calm. Well, that’s what happens to me. I emerge from the fog with a whole new view of the world. I feel like I have put on glasses that allow me to see clearly for the first time in my life.

“Congratulations,” I say slowly and deliberately. “I’m sure you will be very ... prompt.”

I said the glasses helped me see clearly ... I didn’t say they were rose-colored.

“Happy, Molly—you’re sure we will be very happy. Thank you. And we’re having an engagement party on the sixth. I want you to be there ... you are my best friend ... I want you to be the best man ... best woman—whatever—we’ll think of a name for you.”

I sit there and stare blankly at him like I’ve never seen him before in my life. It’s one of those moments where you know you have to say something, but the seconds are ticking by and nothing is coming to you. One ... two ... three...

“Aw, Molly, I know what you’re thinking.”

He knows what I’m thinking? Well, thank goodness somebody does because I certainly haven’t got a clue.

“Always a bridesmaid, never a bride. I promise it’s going to happen for you, sweetie.”

Oh my gosh ... that definitely wasn’t what I was thinking, but now that he said it, I am. It’s true! Now I can expand my wedding résumé to include best man ... best woman ... whatever, but still not the bride. I nod like an idiot, hug Brad, and wave cheerfully as he walks down the hall. I cannot believe this. It’s bad enough that my younger sister is married and pregnant before I’m in a serious relationship, but now my best friend and practically my only single friend left is not only getting married, but to the devil herself ... and I have to stand up at their wedding.

Yet, despite these crushing blows, I am not freaking out. I am not hitting the bottle (or the pint). I am doing what any pathetic old spinster would do ... I’m sitting in my apartment talking to my cat.

“I’m okay, Tiff, really, I am ...” Even the cat isn’t buying it. “This is pathetic,” I tell her. “No offense to you.” She meows and walks away ... I’m not sure if offense was taken or not. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

I grab the Village Voice off my coffee table and flip to the page with the movie times. I am aware that going to the movies alone is yet another pathetic thing to do, but it’s got to be better than sitting here. A good chick-flick will help me forget my miserable life—at least for a couple hours. I scan the page and am excited to find that a theater not far from my apartment is showing the old ’80s classic, Can’t Buy Me Love. A dorky Patrick Dempsey (pre-Grey’s Anatomy hottie days) should cheer me up a bit. As I check the movie times, my eyes wander to the next page where the personal ads are, and that’s where I see:



Male Escort—NOT MAN WHORE 
Handsome, well-mannered gentleman 
to escort/entertain males or females. 
NO SEX. Nightly or weekend rates. 
Call Justin: 212-555-6373



I look at the ad and then back to the page with the ad for Can’t Buy Me Love. My eyes go back and forth, back and forth, back and forth ... lightbulb ... I pick up the phone and dial ... it rings ... I wait. Finally a machine answers.

“Hi, Justin, my name is Molly Harr ... just Molly. I saw your ad in the Village Voice and I have a proposition for you. Don’t worry ... I don’t want sex. Well, I do, but not yours ... well ... never mind ... just call me—212-555-7543. ’Bye.”

And there you have it: rock bottom. It’s not as dramatic as you expected, I’m sure ... but this is it. I have figured out a way to live my dream without any of my dreams actually coming true. At thirty years old, I have decided to give up on love, give up on romance, and settle for marriage ... or at least a wedding ... My day will finally come and I will finally be the one in the white dress—it’s just going to take some white lies to get there.
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When Molly Met Justin

The next week, I find myself sitting in a Starbucks drinking a Caramel Frappuccino and waiting for Justin to arrive. I am early ... truly early, not just on-time early. I get there fifteen minutes before our scheduled meeting time! At two o’clock on the dot (so he was early, too ... points for being prompt), Justin walks in. I know it’s him because he’d described himself quite accurately on the phone. I must have described myself accurately as well because he waves as soon as he looks in my direction and comes over to the table. I guess there’s no turning back now.

“You must be Molly!”

He extends a hand enthusiastically and his friendly attitude and natural warmth calm my nerves. And his ad was right; he is handsome and he definitely seems well mannered. He’s tall and athletic-looking with dark hair and dark brown eyes. Actually, he’s exactly my type. This could work.

“I’m going to grab a cup of coffee real quick ... you want anything else?”

“No, I’m fine, thanks,” I answer, giving him even more points in the courtesy column.

I study his butt as he approaches the counter ... really nice. He’s friendly with the Barista. He puts money in the tip jar, and not just his change ... very generous. I start to get excited. What if he actually is the one? Wouldn’t that be a hilarious story to tell our grandkids? How Grandma hired Grandpa as an escort but their love couldn’t be denied ... and obviously he didn’t charge! We’re ninety and in side-by-side rocking chairs by the time he returns with his latte.

“So,” he says, “you said you had a proposition for me. You don’t seem sketchy—tell me what you were thinking.”

I’m so entangled in my fantasy that I’m not ready to get to business.

“Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself first ... let’s get to know each other.”

He smiles and it’s one of those great smiles where the whole face actually lights up.

“Okay, I’m thirty-three years old. I’m an actor ... well, right now I’m a waiter, but I want to be an actor. I grew up in the Midwest but came to New York to attend NYU, and I’ve been here ever since. I always knew I’d come to New York, though ... people like me don’t exactly fit in in the middle.”

“People like you?”

“Gay people. They are much less homophobic on the coasts.”

“Oh, you’re gay?”

“Yeah ... that’s not a problem for what you had in mind, is it? My ad said no sex ... you sounded like you understood that in your message.”

“Oh gosh! No! No sex—I definitely understand that.”

And I guess no fiftieth anniversary party where our grandkids sing songs and put on little skits to reenact our romance, either.

“Okay, phew! So anyway, I needed to earn extra money, so I started this escort business and it’s been going okay. Some of the people are a little creepy and some of them make me a little sad ... not that you are creepy or sad. I’m actually kind of confused by you, so do you want to tell me what’s going on now?”

I take a deep breath. Here comes the moment of truth—the moment that I share my grand plan with another human being. The moment that it grows wings and flies away or crashes and burns in a fiery grave.

“Okay, Justin ... here’s my plan. Have you ever seen the movie Can’t Buy Me Love?”

“With Patrick Dempsey? Absolutely!”

“Good. I want to rent you,” I inform him.

“Seriously? Look, it’s a great movie and all ... but I don’t think renting an out-of-work, gay actor is going to make you more popular.”

“Well, that’s not exactly my plan. Let me tell you a little about myself. I’m thirty. I’m a teacher ... I teach third grade. I’m the oldest of three ... I have a younger sister who is married and pregnant and a younger brother who is in Europe ‘finding himself.’ I grew up in Connecticut; my parents are still there and happily married. And all of my friends are either married or engaged.”

“It’s nice to know about you. I don’t get it, though ...”

“Justin, I want to rent you for one year. Not full-time ... don’t worry. I want to stage a whirlwind romance, an engagement, and a wedding. I want the experience of being a bride and I want all the fun and celebration that brides get, but so far that hasn’t happened, so I’m revising my fantasy and going with Plan B. This way I’ll get the engagement party, the bridal shower, and the wedding before I die alone.”

Justin looks at me in utter disbelief for a second, and then breaks into laughter, and then looks at me again and realizes I’m dead serious.

“It’s like an acting job,” I continue, “and I’ll pay you well.”

“Let me get this straight ... we’re going to fake a romance. . .”

“A whirlwind one,” I break in, “since we only have one year.”

“Okay, a whirlwind romance, an engagement, all the wedding planning, engagement parties, showers, etc., and then a wedding ... but then what happens?”

“You’ll leave me at the altar. I’ll act devastated but put on a strong face, and everyone will feel so sorry for me and stay for the reception of my dreams to cheer up my broken heart, and let me keep the gifts.”

“Are you on any medication?”

“Medication? Me? No.”

“Molly, I just don’t get it. I’m looking at you, and although you’re not my type, I can see that you are beautiful, you seem nice and smart, you have a good career, and it doesn’t sound like you have any huge family problems ... stable and not abusive or anything. Are you sure this is what you want to do? Thirty isn’t old ... wait for the fairy tale to come true.”

“I’ve tried—I’ve been waiting my whole life and I’m tired of waiting. I want an engagement, I want to register, and cake taste, and try on dresses, and have hair and makeup run-throughs. What if Mr. Right isn’t out there for me? Why should I have to miss the whole experience?”

“But what if he is? Won’t the experience be better shared with someone you love?”

“I’m not willing to take the risk. I’m tired of waiting. I want a French whisk.”

“Maybe you are a little crazy. What is a French whisk?”

“You know, it’s one of those fancy little whisks they sell at Williams-Sonoma that nobody buys for themselves because it’s ridiculously expensive for a glorified fork, but everyone registers for it and then swears by it. Anyway, it’s not the whisk itself that I’m talking about, although we will register for one—it’s a metaphor for the whole picture.”

“Do you cook?” he asks me, completely missing the point.

“No, I don’t cook at all.”

“Then why do you need the whisk?”

“’Cause it’s just one of those things that you get ... that you need to get and never use, like espresso machines and ice cream makers.”

“So buy yourself the whisk,” he offers as what should be a logical solution.

“You’re not getting this. I want to be a bride. Everyone else in the world gets the experience of a wedding. Why shouldn’t I, just because I don’t happen to have a soul mate?”

“I’ll never have the experience, either,” Justin counters, but I’m starting to sense a breaking point in his voice, so I work this angle.

“Then this would be an opportunity for you to!”

“No offense, but you aren’t exactly what I picture standing next to me in my fantasy.”

“But Justin ... we’re in the same boat. People like us, gay people and people without soul mates, are both expected by society to go without all the experiences of a wedding.”

At first he laughs kindly at me, but then I can see him think a little more and I can tell by his slow nodding that he is coming around, “Yeah, I guess in a way we are.”

“You’ll get to register for stuff, too!” I throw in as an additional sales point. “Haven’t you always wanted Egyptian cotton towels?”

“Yeah, I guess I have. What gay man hasn’t?”

“This is our chance,” I tell him with the fervor of a TV preacher.

“Okay, Molly.” Justin takes a long pause with a deep breath, and I fear he is going to run out of the coffee shop or scream to get a straightjacket because I need committing, but he finally says, “I must be crazy, because I’ll do it. Let’s have this experience that society is denying us!”

He extends a hand over the little table and my smile doubles as we shake on it. I can’t believe step one is secured! Here we go.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/thumb.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758288035_cover.jpg
KIRSTEN SAWYER

When all your dreams
don't come true,
Jake it...






OEBPS/e9780758288035_cover_guide.jpg
KIRSTEN SAWYER

When all your dreams
don’t come true,
Jakeiit...





OEBPS/e9780758288035_i0001.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758288035_i0002.jpg





OEBPS/thumbPPC.jpg





