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Read the first chapter of Passion Potion – the new romantic comedy by Mary Beth Daniels
How does one thank the girl lovin’ girlfriends who changed my life?
Through you I learned my first lesbian jokes.
Danced at my first gay bar (RIP Rainbow!)
Found friends after my divorce and subsequent dating trials.
Photographed several extraordinary weddings.
And met the love of my life. (You girls know the best boys!)
I hope one day Texas will honor the vows you made to each other.
I’d been staring at beautiful people all day and felt like punching one of them in the eye.
My neck and shoulders ached as I lifted the Canon 5D back to my face. The bride and groom checked to see that I was paying attention, then sliced a wedding cake the size of Mt. Rushmore. Miniature versions of the couple’s happy faces sat on top like shrunken heads, leering out at us in flesh-toned frosting. I shivered, creeped out anew when the bride accidentally severed the veil from the fondant version of herself.
I trained the crosshairs on her shocked expression and took the shot. I’d make a version for my private stash, this one Photoshopped with blood dripping from the sugar skull.
The bride attempted to reattach the veil, but it fell into the chocolate fountain. “Oopsie!” she said, peering out to see if I’d caught the moment on camera.
I gave her a thumbs-up. The groom lifted a fork full of cake to her lips. His eyes kept dropping to her tight bodice. The silicone Double Ds had probably run up his credit card.
The couple froze, staring at the door behind me. The guests began to hush, tapping each other and gesturing toward the entrance. Only the refrain of “Unforgettable” remained at full blast.
My neck hairs prickled. Might be something worthy of the Wedding Photography Hall of Fame. An enraged ex. A drunk relative. Maybe even a fistfight. Sweet. One of my photographer friends got to snap the teenage son of a groom mooning the guests, and I was utterly jealous. I turned to see what had captured the attention of the entire room.
A deputy in a brown uniform entered the hall, pausing right in the middle of the disco-speckled dance floor to look around. No one seemed to want to approach him as he clutched a clipboard and a manila envelope, searching the crowd through squinted eyes as dots of light slid over his face.
He spotted us and strode briskly toward the cake table. As he got closer, I made out a toothpick clamped between his teeth. Short-cropped gray hair. Red cheeks and loose jowls. He was completely out of place in the black-tie crowd. I wondered who was getting busted, checking the exit to see if anyone was trying to slink out the back.
But he stopped precisely three feet from ME.
“Zest Renald?”
How did he know my name?
The deputy cleared his throat. “You Zest Renald?”
“Who sent you?” No one knew I was here but my husband Cade.
He stood a little straighter. “By the power vested in me as an official servant of the Justice of the Peace Court 348, you are hereby served these documents for Cause Number 783, petition for divorce, by Cade L. Renald.”
My legs turned to cigarette ash. “Is this—a joke?”
He held out the clipboard. “Sign here.”
“No one serves divorce papers at—” I glanced around. “A wedding.”
“If you would sign here, please.”
This could not be happening. Cade had been fine that morning when I left. He didn’t have it in him to keep a secret like this. “You’ve got the wrong girl!”
He checked his clipboard again. “Zest Renald, wife to Cade Renald, at the Harbor House, 5 p.m. to 10 p.m. Photographer with frizzy brown hair.”
My free hand flew to my head, smashing down the crazy curls. Bastard. “I refuse to sign anything until I’ve talked to my husband.” And killed him. They could come for me then.
His fat lips clamped down on the toothpick, then relaxed. “Refusal to accept the documents does not negate the legality of them being served.”
“Unforgettable” whined to its aching conclusion, and the DJ let the music go silent as we stood there, the disco ball still splashing white light across the crowd. The guests stood silently, like party ghosts.
The man held out the clipboard again. He had a badge, a gun, the right look for a sheriff-type. So it was true. Cade had served me divorce papers without any sort of warning. In front of clients. At a wedding. Sorrow welled up, but I stuffed it down with rage. Just wait until I got my hands on that boy.
I snatched the pen from the deputy. After I scrawled my name, he passed me the envelope and turned on his heel.
The label blurred in the spotty light. I couldn’t even read it. Then slowly, maddeningly, I recognized the name in the corner. Winston Murray, Family Law. Winston Murray! He had been Cade’s best man. We’d lost touch while he was in law school.
Now I was furious. I’d always hated that snake. Different girl every five minutes. Bimbos, all of them, hair bigger than Dallas and fawning over him, always making catty remarks about my appearance when the men weren’t around. Yeah, I wasn’t a looker. Tell me something new.
Cade hadn’t cared five years ago when he’d married me. Sure, we were the last ones standing after all our college friends paired off, but we didn’t have to do it. We could have stayed single.
I capped the lens of my camera and stormed to the corner where I’d stowed my bag. No way was that womanizing drinking buddy going to pull this off with my husband. They obviously thought he could slink away while I was at a wedding since otherwise I worked from home. I’d show him. I shouldered the duffle and headed for the entrance.
The bride shrieked. “You can’t leave! I haven’t thrown the bouquet! Daddy, stop her!”
The wide-necked father blocked the exit. Like hell he’d stand in the way of a woman scorned. I burst forward in a hard sprint. He held out his hands, but I feinted left, then shot right, cutting behind an empty table.
He neatly sidestepped into my path and almost snagged me, catching the strap of my bag with his broad hand. But I jerked it away, jumped over the ring bearer, who sat on the floor stuffing dinner mints down his gullet, and flew out the door.
Next stop: track down my lying scheming son-of-a-bitch, soon to be ex-husband.
The front door banged against the wall as I smashed through the foyer. I’d called Cade three times on the way to the house, but he had his phone off.
Where was he? Not in the living room. Not in the kitchen. I hurtled up the stairs.
I tripped on the last step, caught myself, and flung my body inside the master bedroom.
Empty.
I bent over to catch my breath as I surveyed the room. His usual pile of clothes over the weight bench—gone. Ditto his alarm clock, his stack of gaming books by the lamp, and the robe he always hung on the bedpost.
I checked the closet. A good chunk of his wardrobe was missing. In the bathroom, no guy stuff, just my Frizz Ease and what little makeup I owned. My reflection in the mirror would have scared a small child, the wild mass of hair more puffed out than usual after my mad dash. I looked every bit the part of a harried housewife who’d been done wrong, worn out and jilted at twenty-seven.
I sat on the edge of the bed, anger dissolving into confusion. How long had he been planning this? We weren’t any great lovers, but we were friends. How could he not just tell me?
I sorted through our last conversation. As I’d descended the stairs with my equipment, he balanced precariously on his Wii Fit, pretending to snowboard down the cartoon landscape on the wide-screen TV. “Record score,” he said, running his fingers through his sparse hair as he peered at the monitor.
I was late, and mumbled, “Congratulations,” as I stuck my feet into my shoes on the landing.
He frowned, switched off the game, and shoved the plastic platform under the television stand. “I forgot that you’re too good for video games.”
We had this same discussion almost every day. He loved his X-box, the Playstation, Rock Band. I hated them. “But otherwise we’re a match made in heaven,” I said, another long-standing joke.
He flopped on the sofa. “Weren’t we always?”
Now that I thought about it, his tone had seemed off. Not quite the usual playful tease. We both knew we were not a match of any sort, just two ugly ducklings who didn’t really want to end up alone. But we did all right as friends, co-habitants, occasional sex partners.
Or had.
I sat on the bed, leaning my head against the end post. A note sat propped against the lamp on my side table. I wasn’t sure which was worse, reading it, or never knowing what it said.
Zest, sorry I didn’t warn you about the divorce. My life is complicated. I figure you’ll need me to stay in the house since the payments are high, and we’re too upside-down to sell. Take a few days to find yourself a place. I know you’re mad, and I’ll stay away until you’ve moved.
The world went gray. This was real. My husband was divorcing me. I had to find another place to live. I’d need money for a deposit. And a lawyer. I’d just blown off that wedding. Did I even have access to any money? I didn’t do the bills. God.
I paced the bedroom, running my hands over the oak furniture, still on his credit card, then halted, realizing my studio was in the garage. I’d need the house.
The mattress sagged beneath my weight. But the payments. No alimony in Texas. We’d sunk all our money into the house at the absolute worst time, just before the mortgage crash.
I stumbled back downstairs where the manila envelope lay on a table by the door. I braced myself for the black-and-white finality of the words on paper.
But I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to think about him and me, our relationship, or the loss of it. I wouldn’t let it matter.
A few inches away, the television remote beckoned like the Holy Grail. I picked it up instead. When the going gets tough, the wimps watch Ellen.
***
I was drunk on talk shows. I’d blown through sixteen episodes on Tivo, spending the night in my rumpled clothes and photographer’s work vest, too lazy to empty the lumpy pockets stuffed with batteries and flash cards. I’d have to pull myself together eventually. Three biddies who had known my mother were scheduled to come by for a shoot in a few hours. Their drama radar would register seismic activity on the scale of Pompeii. I had the poker face of a toddler.
I picked up my phone. No calls. I’d text messaged my friend Fern to tell her I was single and destitute. She’d fired off a quick, “I’ll call in reinforcements,” but nothing else. Busy straddling the latest boy, no doubt. When it came to men, she’d done more banging than a drum corps in the Macy Parade.
I flung my spoon onto the coffee table, knocking over the fourth container of Skinny Cow ice cream. I didn’t care if it dripped melted goo everywhere. Not my house. Not my mess.
Barack Obama danced on screen, mimicking Ellen’s trademark moves before a crowd following his campaign trail. Ellen compared the clip to one of his wife and declared that Michelle owned the superior groove.
Not funny. Who cares. The distraction was wearing off. I started fast-forwarding through the recording. The only politician I followed was Sarah Palin, because she was just so hilarious. Republicans were hilarious. And they were going to lose the presidency next week.
My phone buzzed. Unfamiliar number. I picked it up and answered with what meager enthusiasm I could muster, “Photography with Zest.”
The woman sounded a little breathless. “We need a wedding photographer, kind of fast. Fern told us you were great and had time available right now.”
Holy cow, Fern had done it. “Great! Sure! Yes!” I fumbled through my vest pockets for a notepad. “Do you have a date?”
“The wedding is this Saturday. Can you do that?”
Hallelujah. “Yes, I’m free.”
“It’s in California.”
Location! My internal cash register went cha-ching. I could kiss Fern. She worked for a movie director in town and knew everybody.
“That’s fine,” I said. “Can you meet me at the Starbucks on Sixth so we can work out details?” And pay a deposit. “I have a shoot at six, but—”
“We could meet in an hour.”
“That works. What was your name?”
She hesitated, and I felt a trickle of apprehension.
“I’m Mary.”
I stifled any feelings of alarm. “Okay, great, Mary. I’ll be wearing—” I looked down at my rumpled khakis. “Jeans. And a red shirt.”
“There’s one more thing.”
Here it was. They could only afford $200. Or they were polygamists. Or—
“It’s a gay wedding. All girls.”
Oh. That’s all. “Not a problem.”
She exhaled in a rush. “Okay, good. I had assumed not, since you knew Fern, but I wanted to check.”
What did she mean about Fern? I didn’t care. I just wanted this gig. “Not a big deal whatsoever. See you in an hour.”
I raced up the stairs, tugging off my vest. I had never met a lesbian in my life, but this was Austin, a progressive town, and I could be progressive. Besides, Ellen Degeneres was a lesbian, and I’d watched her show for years. I knew the issues, the prominent players, and the lingo. What could possibly go wrong?
The windows reflected my bobbing head of frizz as I ran along the sidewalk to Starbucks. My dead mom’s comments flowed in an unrelenting stream. “It’s a good thing Zest has a snouser the size of a potato, otherwise with that hair you wouldn’t know if she was a’comin or a’goin’.”
Sweat trickled between my shoulder blades. Texas in October could still top ninety degrees. The shop displays exploded with sweaters and cute little ski hats as if the customers weren’t strolling in wearing tank tops.
The door whooshed open to a blast of air conditioning, and I scanned the room for lesbians. Two men. Nope. An elderly lady. Nope. A Barbie mom-and-daughter set with matching processed hairdos. Blech. The girl was too young, maybe sixteen.
Then, back in the corner, two women. One was large, a little angry looking, with short hair. A butch. The other was smaller, an intense expression on her pixie-like face, frantically scrawling across a notepad. Her fem. I had this stuff down.
I approached them. “Are you Mary?”
The big one glared at me, silent. The tiny one didn’t look up, writing madly.
A man sat down beside them, setting three coffee cups on the table. “What does she want?” he asked. I spotted his wedding ring and realized the smaller girl was actually young. Their kid. God. I had the gaydar of a Magic 8 Ball.
From behind me, a woman called, “Zest? I think you’re looking for me.”
My face flamed as I turned around. A brunette woman waved lightly. She sat next to a blonde, nicely dressed, hands around her coffee cup.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, awkwardly squeezing between tables and heading toward the real Mary.
“I should have told you what we would be wearing,” Mary said. “My fault.” She gestured to the girl next to her. “This is Jenna.”
Jenna’s gaze flitted back to the other group, and I knew she was sizing up my mistake.
I set down my portfolio, distracting myself by pulling out albums and price sheets. I could do this. Just don’t say anything stupid and start over, like the other thing never happened.
“Mary, Jenna, so glad to meet you.” I opened a book to the first page. “I have sample albums to show you so we can see what styles you like.”
The women murmured over an image of a bride riding on the handlebars of a bicycle, the groom looking over her shoulder and laughing. Mary flipped through the shots. “These are beautiful. Fern was right about your work.”
A knot began to unwind in my belly. This would be fine. I’d collect a deposit, go on the trip, and get an apartment when I got back. Or a small duplex with a yard for outdoor shots. “How do you know Fern?”
“Oh we’ve never met, but she was…” Mary hesitated. “…friends with someone we know. She forwarded a message about you that Fern sent out.”
I so owed Fern. “I’m glad she did. Do you have the location settled?”
“Yes!” Mary unfolded a fax. “Just got it confirmed.”
I tugged the wedding contract from my bag. “Good. And a minister? Or JP?”
Mary glanced at Jenna and my apprehension notched up.
“Well, we had a little trouble,” Mary said. “So many weddings are happening this weekend due to the election that most everyone’s tied up. But we found someone.”
I pressed a price list flat and tugged out a pen. “Why would the election make people get married? They carrying this Obama ‘hope’ thing a little too far?”
Mary forced a brief laugh, but Jenna elbowed her and said, “No, not the presidential election. This one is to ban gay marriage. It’s called Proposition 8.” Her voice could have iced over a frat boy at a Tri-Delt pool party.
Never heard of it. “Oh yes, of course. I forgot it was the same day.”
Mary gripped her coffee cup. “If we don’t go now, we might not get to do it at all.”
Jenna laid her hand on Mary’s. “We don’t think it will pass, but it might. We don’t want to risk it.”
I didn’t get the big deal. “Isn’t there another state where it’s legal?”
Jenna raised an eyebrow at me. She could tell I didn’t know anything. I had to stop talking. “Sure,” she said. “Massachusetts. But we don’t know any softball teams there.”
“Softball teams?”
Mary smiled at me sympathetically and reached in her purse. “Some stereotypes apply. We do play softball. In fact, we have a honeymoon game planned for the Sunday following the ceremony.” She produced a picture of a team in red uniforms. “Satan’s Hoebags.”
I was so lost. “Satan’s…what?”
Jenna pointed to the title on the bottom of the image. “Our team name. Satan’s Hoebags.”
Mary poked at the picture. “There’s eight of us getting married on the trip.”
“Eight?”
Jenna stared at me, frowning. “You seem a little in shock.”
“She’ll be fine,” Mary said. “Show her the girls.”
Jenna turned back to the image. “There’s me and Mary. And Audrey and Audrey.”
I frantically wrote notes on the back of a brochure. “Both named Audrey?”
Jenna nodded. “Here is Bella and Nikki. Nikki’s the comedian.”
“And the flirt,” Mary added.
Jenna tapped the picture on the girl’s face. “True. Nikki will keep us entertained. And these are the troublemakers, Blitz and Krieg.”
I put the pen down. “Blitz? And Krieg?”
“Softball nicknames,” Jenna said.
I massaged my forehead. “Okay, so eight brides. And a game afterward. We’d be leaving Friday?”
“That would be Halloween,” Mary said. She turned to Jenna. “I’d miss the McCain rally.”
“Oh, darn.” Jenna tore her napkin into strips. “Mary is a Republican, despite the irony.”
Mary scowled. “I don’t feel any irony. I am not a one-issue voter.”
“Sure you are.”
“Abortion is just one of the reasons to support Republicans.”
“But them being against us getting married isn’t a deal breaker.”
Mary’s face bloomed pink. “Do we have to go into this now?”
Jenna crumpled the napkin strips in her hand. “We wouldn’t have to be throwing this together if you were part of the fight and not part of the problem.”
Oh boy. I plastered on a smile.
Mary looked ready to cry. “We are not throwing this together. We’ve been planning a long time. Massachusetts wasn’t worth taking a trip. Canada was too expensive. And we agreed a commitment ceremony wasn’t enough. We wanted a real marriage certificate. I can’t help that California suddenly went the way of the Mormons.”
Jenna shook her head. “I don’t know if I even want to get married there at this point.”
Mary started crying for real then. “Do you still want to marry me at all?”
I tugged a tissue out of my bag but just held it.
Jenna put her arm around her. “Of course I do. I don’t get the rush. The protests are going to be awful.”
“But if it fails. What will we do?”
“It won’t fail.”
Mary turned to me. “I’m sorry Zest. I was premature.”
They stood up.
I pushed my chair back, panicked. “Wait, think about it. This could be it! You don’t want to miss your moment! And the other girls probably have a say—”
Mary paused. “That’s true. The rest of the team was making plans.”
Jenna pulled her away from the chair. “They will do whatever we do. Besides, if worst comes to worst and we go last-minute, we can get a photographer there.”
“But…But you said it was crazy,” I said, stuffing albums in my bag so I could follow them out, keep pleading if I had to. “You might not be able to find one.”
“We’ll be in touch,” Jenna said, pressing Mary toward the door.
I tried to hurry alongside, but the heavy bag kept snagging on the backs of chairs, crumpled brochures falling out. They crossed the coffee shop ahead of me and pushed open the door.
“I’ll be waiting!” I waved gaily, but they didn’t look back.
I sank back onto a chair. I needed an apartment and my only means had just walked out.
He’d been circling the house for half an hour.
I watched from the upstairs window as Cade’s green Tahoe made another pass. He obviously needed something but didn’t want to come in while I was around.
I could wait him out.
I ate Doritos straight from the bag in total disregard for my pot belly. If only I could have gotten the fat to move to my boobs.
In less than an hour, I had the old-lady photo shoot, one of the last two I had booked. I didn’t want to do it, but after walking out of one wedding and losing the next, I desperately needed the money.
He passed again.
This was ridiculous. We’d been married five freaking years, and he couldn’t talk to me?
As the SUV disappeared around the corner, I decided to fake him out. The stairs cushioned my stocking feet as I ran downstairs to snatch my keys and stick some shoes on. I snagged the entire pile of fabric grocery bags as though I were headed for a mega shopping trip and walked outside, slowly crossing the lawn so he’d get a chance to see me.
He took the bait, idling around the corner, parked behind a neighbor’s Hummer. As if I wouldn’t have noticed. God.
I only circled the block once, then watched him get out of the Tahoe, look around, and hurry into the house.
When the front door closed, I gunned the motor and pulled up behind him, blocking him in. I hopped out of the car and slammed the door so he could hear it. And panic.
As I passed the table in the foyer, I snatched up the manila envelope I’d been served, still unopened, and headed up the stairs.
In the master bedroom, Cade was manically stuffing underwear into a duffle bag.
“Forget the unmentionables?” If I had noticed, I would have filled them with itching powder.
He straightened and smoothed his t-shirt across his chest, a nervous gesture I hated, like a preening peacock, only he didn’t have the looks or the build to attract a half-dead hatchling.
“I thought you left.”
I let the envelope fly, for once aiming true as Robin Hood. The corner nicked him square on the nose. He backed away, holding his hand to his face.
“Jesus, Zest.”
“What are these?”
He sat on the bed, rubbing the red mark blooming on his stupid skinny beak. “We have to get divorced.”
“Without telling me? Like it’s some big secret? At a wedding?”
“You’re always home and I—I just couldn’t be there when you got them. It was Winston’s idea.”
“Do you have any idea how humiliating that was?”
“I was trying to avoid a hurtful scene.”
“You mean for you.”
He zipped the bag. “You make everything difficult.”
“And that justifies what you did?”
“If we’d talked about it—you’d have just been—like you’re being now. This was easier.”
“Easier for you.”
He shrugged, hefting the duffle on his shoulder with a self-assurance I’d never seen in him, bordering on a swagger. “It had to be done.”
He caught his own reflection in the mirror and smoothed his hair, a gesture I’d never witnessed in five years of married life. Normally, like me, he wasn’t too fond of looking at himself.
Oh my God. He was porking someone. “Who is she?”
He hesitated, as though weighing his answer. Oh, that snake.
“Don’t assume—”
“How long has it been going on? A week? A month? A year?”
He took a step forward, but so did I, blocking the door. “How long?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
I almost fainted from anger. “It matters to me. I want to know how long I’ve been stupid.”
His shoulders drooped. He did care, a little. “You haven’t been stupid.”
“So what is it? Is she better in bed? More successful?” Oh, God, I had to say it. “Is she pretty?”
He grimaced, a begrudging acknowledgment of what it took to ask that. He knew me well enough.
“Please,” he said. “Don’t torture yourself.”
I rounded the bed and lunged for the phone. “Call it off.”
“What?”
“Call it off. Let’s figure this out first.”
He half-smiled. “You asking me to stay?”
Oh, the smugness of that little shit. “No, I want to make this long and painful for you. So call it off. I want to hear you tell her.”
The grin became a smirk. “I can’t.”
I held out the receiver. “Sure you can. Call her up, tell her it’s over, you’re little affair is out, you’re busted, and you’ve got dirty laundry to manage before you can hang a new clothesline.”
He backed away. “This is exactly what I was talking about. You, taking over.”
I shoved the phone into his narrow chest. “Do it now.”
He refused to take it. “She’s pregnant.”
The blow was so much like a physical punch that I had to suck in air. And yet he stood there, calm and composed, like a strutting cock. Son of a bitch. “How seventeen of you.”
“Zest…”
“You said you didn’t want a baby.”
“It just happened.”
“You just didn’t want a baby with me. Would it be too ugly for you? Couldn’t stomach some frizz-headed, pinched-faced devil child?”
“Zest.”
“I’d hate to see how small a pecker your son will end up with.”
“Good God, Zest. How is anyone supposed to love you with a mouth like that?”
I tossed the phone on the bed. People used to say that about my mom.
I used to say that about my mom.
“I’m leaving now.” He stepped toward the door.
“So that’s it?”
He turned around, somewhat helplessly, now looking more like a lost little kid than a reproductive lothario. “I think so.”
“You won’t be back here?”
“I’ll have to come back eventually. The baby should have a house, and you can’t exactly afford it on your own.”
I sank down on the bed. “I didn’t think it would end this badly.”
He disappeared through the door, not even pausing as he called out, like an afterthought, “At least there’s no love lost.”
His footsteps on the stairs faded, followed by the front door opening and closing. I picked up a framed photograph from the dresser, me and that traitor on our wedding day. We were laughing, and the photographer had managed to capture a miracle—both of us looking pretty good, and happy. That very picture, and how I’d felt upon seeing it, was a big part of why I decided to quit the job I hated so much and become a photographer.
I never had a solid swing but it had been a good day for my aim.
The frame flew straight through the back window in a glass-splintering crash.
Then the doorbell rang.
The three women looked terrible, bloated in oversized purple dresses, like a Mardi Gras float. I pictured their inflated bodies hovering over Bourbon Street, tethered to teams of human ballast, scuttling to keep them on course amidst the crowds of bead-throwers.
I didn’t hate old ladies in general, but the ringleader, Marge, had made my mother miserable, loud and rich and full of opinions. Even at the funeral, Marge had dominated, taking over the flowers and the music and the food.
Normally I wouldn’t have booked them, especially on a Sunday, but my dad had actually called and asked me to do it, as a favor. Marge had contacted me the next day, arranging for me to take a picture of her “sisterhood,” who had gathered in Austin for a girls’ weekend.
The biddies wandered about the studio, applying makeup and exclaiming over each other. I mostly hid behind backgrounds and umbrellas, trying to keep my mouth shut. These painted ladies raised the Nellie Olsen in my soul.
I hadn’t actually seen Marge since the service twelve years ago, when I was fifteen and gangly and everyone wanted to pat my head and give me tissues, despite my dry eyes. I couldn’t imagine the fawning they would force me to endure if they caught any hint of marriage trouble. I had to hold it together even though at this very moment, Cade was probably searching for the spare keys to move my car so he could escape. These busybodies must not find out.
“Zest?” a sandpaper voice crooned.
I popped out from my dark corner. It was Marge, dragging jewelry from a bag.
“Tell me which necklace is better, the red beads or the purple chain.” Marge held the strands over her ample bosom.
Both were hideous. “Um, gosh. Why not both?”
Marge beamed. “I like your style!” She turned her back and handed me the jewelry. “Do you mind, dear?”
Her perfume made my head rush, sweet and strong, like rotting lilies. I fastened the necklaces and she turned, striking a Betty Boop pose, knees together, bent at the waist, hands on her thighs.
“You look fabulous,” I managed.
“We all do!” she said, straightening and walking back to the other women. “Harriet, Genevieve, isn’t Zest the spitting image of her mother?”
They murmured agreement. Genevieve patted her hair, a helmet that could easily be confused with taxidermy. Harriett bent over to rummage through a bag, and I had to avert my eyes from the strain of her purple dress over her wide, wide hips. She turned to reveal an inkjet-printed sign that read, “The Wicked Women Sisterhood.”
I adjusted the position of a flash. “So how do you know each other?”
Marge dropped heavily onto a stool. “We all volunteered at the shop where your mother worked. And we’ve all been married to each other’s husbands.” She sneered at Harriet. “At least in the Biblical sense.”
Harriet tugged out a mirror and applied unnecessary rouge. She already looked like Raggedy Anne. “Oh, sit on it, Marge. We’re all big nasty hussies. It would have been fine, but we got old, and the men moved on to other other women.”
Genevieve crossed her arms over her ample bosom. “Little gold digging bitches.”
“Not in front of Zest!” Marge protested. “Think of her dearly departed mother!”
The women all did a sign of the cross.
“We still have a little Catholic in us,” Marge said. “But it’s like snow in Texas, it doesn’t stick.” She pointed to the other ladies. “We could have hated each other, but we have too many kids in common. You know, the village raising the child.”
So they had all screwed each other’s husbands. Just what I needed at this moment.
Harriet put her arm around Marge. “Marge’s Timmy is half brother to my Annie.”
Marge faked-smiled back at her. “And my Angela is half sister to Genevieve’s Johnny.”
This was too much. All I could manage was a muffled, “Wow.”
Harriet pulled away and straightened her neckline. “It goes on. It’s possible that some of the paternity is…” she tossed a knowing look at Marge, “in question.”
Marge threw up her hands. “Water under the bridge!”
Genevieve rolled her eyes. “After we were set aside like old dishrags, we banded together.”
“And now we’re all fast friends!” Marge said, applying an additional layer of scarlet lipstick. She already looked like something from Munchkin land, short, wide, and garishly bright. I remembered my mom complaining about her, enduring all the volunteer ladies’ comments as they did their shifts at the resale store where Mom was the only paid employee. They came from a lot more money than our crummy little Dallas suburb. But Marge was the worst.
“Well, ladies,” I said. “I’ve set out stools. Let’s start arranging you.”
Harriet dashed forward. “The boas! Don’t forget the boas!”
Marge produced a bag and removed great tufts of feathers in bright pink.
“You sure picked a lot of color.” I cranked the backdrop roller and changed the plain white canvas to a vividly painted Parisian scene. Sometimes you just have to give in to schmaltz.
“Much better!” Marge crooned. “We’re in gay Pareee!”
“I thought you’d like that,” I said, and shifted the background light a few feet higher. Marge and Harriet were balding a bit, their glossy black dye jobs shot through with pale scalp. I was going to be Photoshopping through the night.
“She’s one of the best,” Marge said. “Any daughter of Fay would be.”
Yeah, a self-taught photographer with less than a year’s experience was one of the best. I tried to accept the sentiment without the whiplash of inner sarcasm. She’s so like her mother, they used to say when I popped out some smart-aleck remark as a teen. It definitely got worse after the funeral. Perhaps, like a witch, or Obi-Wan Kenobi, Mom’s death somehow caused a transfer of her snark to me.
I switched on the CD player, set to “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.”
The women immediately began dancing together, swishing their boas and striking what they thought were dramatic poses.
“Okay, everyone, right here!” I called. “Look into my eyes. That’s it.” The women fluttered around the set manically, blowing kisses and showing beefy thighs with roadmaps of varicose veins. More Photoshop ahead.
Traditional arrangements seemed futile. I snapped shot after shot, trying to capture good sides and the least horrid angles of their broad waistlines, until their foreheads began to glisten.
I shut off the main softbox. “That’s a wrap, ladies.”
The women chucked the hot boas and switched to comfortable shoes.
“So, Zest, I heard you got married,” Marge said. “Was that the young man we passed coming in?”
“It was—is. My husband. Yes.” Crap. I was rattled. I busied myself with the camera to avoid meeting anyone’s eyes. Still, in my periphery, I could see them all glancing at each other. Not much got past these women. Even if there wasn’t any drama, they’d manufacture some.
“We sense,” said Harriet, touching her fingertips together and pressing them to her lips, “something amiss.”
“Oh no,” I said.
“Fay always did say little Zest was sensitive,” Marge said.
“How long have you been married, dear?” Harriet asked.
I swallowed. Keep it together, girl. “Five years.”
“Still room to grow,” Marge said. “Good years yet.”
“You two still jiggling the chandeliers?” Harriet asked, swinging her hips and winking.
My face flamed. “Yes, of course.” I didn’t sound convincing, even to me.
“Uh oh,” Genevieve said. “Trouble in the bedroom? That’s the first sign.”
Harriet took my hand and led me to a stool. “Spill it.”
Oh no, no, no. I would not get sucked into their little society of men haters. Even if I did, sort of, despise men at the moment. Besides, they might call my dad before I got the chance.
I spun on the stool and slipped over to a light box, snapping off the modeling light. “I’m fine. Really. So tell me, should I put the proofs online or mail you some hard copies?”
Marge shook her head. “Never mind that. You can tell us about your wretched home.”
I closed my eyes a moment. I had no idea how to get out of this. I tried to circle them and make a break for the door, but the women had closed in.
“Is he working late? Taking sudden trips?” Marge asked.
“Listening to popular songs? Eating or drinking new things?” Harriet added.
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