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Advice from
Alison Brigham’s Guide to Your
Wedding:

 


From this moment forward,
your wedding will become the focal point of your very existence,
usurping all else in your thoughts and activities. It is simply a
fact in a woman’s life that when she becomes engaged, she is
necessarily preoccupied by thoughts of her wedding. But do not
despair. With the proper planning, there’s absolutely no reason why
your wedding day cannot be the most supremely sumptuous, accurately
arranged, elegantly executed day of your entire life. Just follow
my easy-to-read guidelines, and everything will move along
perfectly. And by all means, do enjoy yourself. It is your wedding,
after all.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


A woman’s proposal may come
in many forms, both spontaneous and well-planned. However, in
Alison’s opinion, the traditional way is the best way. With the man
on bent knee, ring—and heart—in hand, solicitous and uncertain
until the end It simply makes for a much better
presentation.

—Alison Brigham

 


“I love you, Emma
Hammelmann.”

Emma glanced up from the Norton
critical edition of the selected works of Edith Wharton to find
Taylor watching her intently. She peered at him from beneath long
black bangs and smiled. “I love you, too, Taylor Rowan. What
brought that on?”

Taylor adjusted his glasses,
then swept his dark hair off his forehead. It was a familiar
gesture, one that made Emma feel content. She would be defending
her master’s thesis at eight o’clock that morning, just over six
hours away, and right now Taylor’s presence beside her at her
parents’ kitchen table was reassuring. He was reading a voluminous
tome she knew had something to do with his law studies. When he
flipped it shut, she looked over to read the spine and caught the
words Uniform Commercial
Code.

“You getting tired of finals?” she
asked.

Taylor nodded wearily. “You
bet.”

“If you’re like this now, I hate to see
how you’re going to be before the bar exam. I might have to leave
town for a few weeks.”

“Please, Emma, that’s still two months
away. And then there will be more months of waiting to see if I
passed. Don’t make me think about it now. And don’t you dare leave
town. You’re going to have to quiz me on my torts and
briefs.”

“Ooo, I love your briefs. And your
torts just send chills down my spine. Anyway, don’t sweat it.” She
paused. “Hey, I’m not looking forward to my orals tomorrow, either,
but look at me.” She stretched her arms out wide and groaned with
satisfaction, bringing the letters that read “Georgetown
University” taut across her chest. “I’m not worried. Once my orals
are over and I have my master’s, that’s when I’ll start to worry.
Because what exactly I’ll do with an advanced degree in American
literature, I’m not quite sure yet.”

“I thought you were going to write that
Great American Novel you keep talking about.”

“I will. Eventually.” Her smile became
mischievous. “I’d suggest we pound the pavement together in search
of employment, but since you already plan to go into practice with
that fascist father of yours...”

“He isn’t a fascist, Emma, and you know
it.” Taylor removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. Emma knew he
was feeling annoyed. “To you, anyone who’s a member of the
Republican party or the Daughters of the American Revolution is a
fascist. If you had ever spent any amount of time with my family,
you’d realize they’re not complete ogres. Not all of them,
anyway.”

“I know they’re not complete ogres,”
she teased. But Taylor didn’t look amused. “All right, they’re not
ogres at all. They’re too refined for that. But you can’t deny that
the few times I have been to your house, your parents have been
less than warm toward me.”

Taylor offered her a bland expression.
Without his glasses, his brown eyes looked even darker. “Emma, they
behave that way toward everyone. Even each other. It’s nothing
personal. You’ll get used to it.”

“Why would I want to get used to it?”
she asked quietly, trying to quell the nervousness she felt. She
was pretty sure she knew what was coming next.

“Because...”

Taylor took a deep breath and released
it slowly. He left his glasses on the table and reached for his
jacket, which was hanging on the back of the chair beside
him.

“I, um... I have something I want to
give you,” he said, fumbling first in one pocket and then the
other. When he still couldn’t find what he was looking for, he
jerked his jacket from the chair and tried the inside pocket. For a
moment he panicked, then relief washed through him as his fingers
closed over a small box covered in pearl gray velvet. He’d spent
months looking for just the right ring. It would be just his luck
to have dropped it somewhere in the mall.

“I thought...” he began. “That is, if
you think it’s a good idea... I mean, I know you do... At least, I
hope so.”

Taylor sighed and told himself to stop
behaving like a jerk. He and Emma had been seeing each other for
more than five years, and the subject of marriage wasn’t exactly
something he was bringing up out of the blue. They’d talked about
it. Sort of. And they’d pretty much agreed they were going to get
married. Eventually. All that was left was to make it official. And
usually a ring and a proposal went along with that.

Emma was sitting perfectly still, her
hands atop her book, braced together in the church-and-steeple
fashion of a game he recalled from his childhood. Taylor smiled at
the appropriateness of the gesture and slowly pulled himself back
together.

He began again. “What I’m trying to say
is...”

Recalling suddenly that he’d intended
to do this thing right, he shoved his chair away from the table and
dropped down before Emma on one knee. She laughed a little uneasily
as she turned to face him.

“Did you lose something?” she
asked.

Taylor shook his head. “No, I’ve found
something. Something I honestly never thought I would. Someone with
whom to share the rest of my life, if she’ll have me. Emma, I love
you, and nothing would make me happier than for you and I…you and
me…” He made a restless gesture with his free hand to include them
both. “For us...to get married. So...”

He finally opened the tiny box in his
palm to reveal a single, perfect, half-carat emerald perched atop a
filigreed gold ring. “The color reminded me of your eyes,” he said.
“I wanted to go for a full carat, but I figured you’d never go out
in public wearing something that big. You’re not an ostentatious
person. That’s the only reason I can figure you’d spend so much
time on a guy like me.”

When Taylor finally looked up to meet
Emma’s gaze, he saw that her eyes were filling with tears. He
smiled as he asked softly, “So what do you say? Will you marry
me?”

Emma’s laughter joined with her tears
as she reached for the box Taylor held out to her. “Oh, Taylor,”
she said quietly, “you’re so corny.” She threw her arms around his
neck and kissed him. “Of course I’ll marry you, you sentimental
fool. How could I resist?”

“I love you,” he said again as he
buried his face in her neck and kissed the warm, fragrant nape
exposed by her short hair. “I really, really love you.”

Emma pulled away only far enough to
stare into his eyes. “I love you, too, Taylor. And I can’t wait
until we’re married.”

He took the box from her fingers and
retrieved the ring from its resting place, then pressed the emerald
against his lips before taking Emma’s left hand in his own. Slowly,
carefully, he slid the ring down over her fourth finger. It fit
perfectly.

“If you don’t like it, we can exchange
it,” he said. “If you want something different—a diamond instead of
an emerald, or a setting in silver or something—I’ll
understand.”

Emma studied the green stone that
flashed and winked at her beneath the bright fluorescent light
overhead. “It’s perfect, Taylor. It’s so beautiful,” she
whispered, her tears welling up again. “How can you think I’d want
to return a gift like this?”

He smiled once more, relieved that she
approved of his selection. Emma smiled back and leaned forward to
kiss him again. And again. And again.

Taylor’s proposal hadn’t come as a
great surprise to Emma. For more than two years, they had
occasionally spoken of getting married someday. But they’d agreed
it would be best to postpone serious discussion of marriage until
they had both earned their degrees. And now that they were about to
achieve the latter, why shouldn’t they discuss the former? Soon
Taylor would be going to work in one of the oldest, most
illustrious, most conservative law firms in Washington, D.C.—one
that had been founded by his
great-great-great-God-knows-how-many-greats-grandfather—and the
next item on his agenda would naturally be an appropriate wife. And
although Emma hadn’t yet decided what precisely she would choose
for her career, at least she would be finished with
school.

Why shouldn’t marriage be on Taylor’s
mind? Emma asked herself. She couldn’t deny she’d been thinking
about it, too, especially over the past several weeks. She just
hadn’t been sure how to broach the subject. But Taylor had taken
care of that for her. His proposal tonight had been like
him—sincere, affectionate, and touched with humor. As usual, he had
said just the right thing, just the right way.

But something else occurred to Emma now
as she studied him, something that put her just a little bit on
edge. Of course she loved Taylor outrageously, but she had never
much thought of herself as married to a conservative attorney.
Being seriously involved with a student—even a student focused on
corporate law—was one thing. Being married to a full-fledged
corporate suit was quite another.

“What’s the matter?” Taylor asked.
“Don’t you think this is a good idea? We’ve been dating since you
were a freshman. I’d think five and a half years is sufficient time
to decide whether or not you want to marry someone.”

That was certainly true. Emma knew
Taylor better than she knew anyone, and was sure he felt the same
way about her. They’d both seen each other at their worst— more
times than she liked to think about—and still managed to love each
other. They’d become so close as time had passed, there were times
when she actually thought she could tell what he was thinking. They
had nearly everything in common. They’d been in love for
years.

And, as hard as it was to believe, they
never, ever, fought. Well, except for that once, Emma amended, when
they’d argued over Tina McDermott. But that had been two years
ago—ancient history. Simply put, Emma Hammelmann and Taylor Rowan
were a perfect couple. They should be married.

There was just one tiny little
problem.

“You realize of course what this
involves?” she asked. “We’ll be permanently uniting the House of
Rowan with the House of Hammelmann. It could be a little
tricky.”

Taylor smiled, and Emma could have
sworn there was something behind it other than happiness. As if he
were anticipating with relish the fireworks that were sure to
result at the comingling of their families. “Yeah, I know,” he
said.

“Blue blood joining with blue collar?”
Then, recalling her mother’s heritage, she added, “And
bluegrass?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Designer wear combining with hardware?
I mean, can you actually picture your mother’s bridge club and my
mother’s bowling team chatting over tea and Buds?”

Taylor raised his eyebrows. “It’ll be
the perfect arrangement,” he said. “Your father can provide the
garden supplies for my mother’s garden parties.”

“And your father will be claiming a new
relation in the Hardware Czar.” Emma sighed. “Gee, won’t that be
something to brag about at gatherings of the partners.”

Taylor’s smile became mischievous.
“Wouldn’t it be great?”

“It could completely disrupt the
tenuous harmony of the universe as we know it,” Emma said, only
half-joking.

“I know.”

“And that doesn’t bother
you?”

“Not in the least.”

“You know, it might not be such a bad
thing at that. Your family could use some loosening up. And God
knows my family is just the group to do it.” She looked at Taylor
thoughtfully. “You sure you weren’t adopted? You’re absolutely
nothing like anyone else in your family.”

“Rogue gene.”

Emma gazed at the shiny new ring on her
left hand and sighed deeply. “Jeez, we’re going to get
married.”

Taylor grinned, and if Emma hadn’t
known better, she would have sworn he was absolutely glowing with
satisfaction. She was aware, however, that Rowans weren’t generally
the type to glow about things.

“But, Taylor, if it’s all right with
you, I’d rather not have some huge, obscene, flashy wedding. I’d
like it to be small and intimate, maybe twenty-five guests—just
immediate family and very close friends.”

“No problem. I couldn’t agree more. We
can have the wedding over the summer—the end of July maybe, right
after the bar exam—with just a few friends and family. Nothing
beyond that. The smaller the better as far as I’m
concerned.”

Emma nodded, nervously twisting the
unfamiliar weight on her left hand. A simple, intimate celebration
of their union shared with the people they loved most in the
world—that was exactly what Emma wanted the wedding to be. And
Taylor’s assurance that that was exactly what he wanted, too, was
good enough for her.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


The groom may wish to inform
his parents of his intentions in advance, or, in the spirit of
wonder and celebration, may want them to be as surprised and
excited as his intended. In either case, his parents should be as
overjoyed by the news as he is himself. And of course, how could
they not be?

—Alison Brigham

 


“Don’t forget, Lionel, we have dinner
with those Hammelmann people tonight.” Francesca Rowan gazed at her
husband’s reflection in the mirror above his dresser, if not at her
husband himself. “You will remember for a change, won’t
you?”

Lionel tied his modest striped silk tie
into a perfect Windsor knot and pretended not to hear his wife. He
had a very full day ahead of him and was trying to recall at
exactly what time he had which meeting. An eight- thirty
appointment with Charlie Malcolm at the Enodyne compound to discuss
one of the company’s new acquisitions in India, then an
eleven-thirty lunch at Horsefeathers with a potential new client
named...what was his name again? Gordon? Grant? No,
Godfrey.

Godfrey Carruthers. The afternoon would
be tied up entirely with Edgar Parsons and that asinine lawsuit the
other man had somehow managed to get himself into. And then, he
hoped, an early dinner with Susan. In between his appointments
there were a host of other problems requiring his attention if he
had time, but God only knew what the day held beyond
that.

“Lionel,” Francesca
repeated.

He swiveled his head to the side enough
so that he could glance at his wife, then returned his attention to
getting dressed. “What is it?”

Francesca smoothed out a nonexistent
wrinkle in the paisley silk robe that so exquisitely complemented
the tailored silk pajamas beneath. She hated it when her husband
ignored her like this. “The Hammelmanns have invited the girls to
come along, too, so it makes me think something dreadful is about
to happen.” She paused to collect herself before continuing. “More
specifically, it makes me think Taylor and Emma are...are going to
announce a wedding engagement or some such thing.”

Oh, yes, Lionel recalled then. He also
had an engagement with Peter Flannery at four. Without
acknowledging Francesca’s statement, he lifted a glass of freshly
squeezed orange juice from the silver tray their housekeeper,
Margaret, had left on the table by the patio doors fifteen minutes
before.

“Why would that be so dreadful?” he
finally asked. “Emma’s not such a bad sort.”

Francesca sighed melodramatically.
“Yes, but you know how the other Hammelmanns are. I just thought
when Taylor married it would be into a higher caliber of family
than that. Like Catherine did when she married Michael.”

“Michael’s father works for a
newspaper,” Lionel pointed out. “A liberal newspaper.”

“Yes, but at least it’s a successful
newspaper, one that’s been in circulation for generations. And
Michael’s father is the executive editor. And need I remind you
that Michael’s grandfather is the publisher. Your son, on the
other-hand, may be about to join us with the Hardware Czar. Don’t
you remember those terrible commercials of his that run during the
evening news?”

Francesca shuddered for effect as she
recited, ‘“Hi, I’m Laszlo Hammelmann, Hammelmann Hardware. Home
improvements got you thinking you haven’t got a prayer? Come to
Hammelmann Hardware. Yard work giving you a scare? Come to
Hammelmann Hardware.’ It’s absolutely awful, Lionel, the man can’t
even rhyme well. I would never have linked ‘prayer’ with
‘hardware.’ I would have chosen something like...like... ‘Working
on the stairs?’ or ‘Housework only fair?’ or something like
that.”

Lionel sipped his orange juice and said
nothing.

Realizing she would get no further
reaction from her husband this morning, Francesca simply said,
“Don’t forget about the Hammelmanns.”

“I’ll remember.”

“Cocktails at six o’clock,” Francesca
went on, “and dinner at seven.” The rest of what she said was
mostly for her own benefit. “I do hope Taylor and Emma get there
before we arrive this time. The last time we were forced to be
alone with the Hammelmanns, and Desiree went on and on about how
much her life had changed since Laszlo had become such a successful
purveyor of hardware. That’s the word she used, too, ‘purveyor.’
Now where would she have learned a word like that?”

“It’s a perfectly good word,” Lionel
said absently.

“Yes, but she’s from a little nothing
town in Kentucky. Honestly, I don’t know that I could stomach
another tale about how her family had to eat possum when her father
wouldn’t let them kill the roosters he raised for cock- fighting.
Really, how horrible.”

After draining the last of his juice,
Lionel said, “At least you didn’t have to listen to a long-winded
sales pitch about mulching mowers and chain saws. Christ, I don’t
even use those things. Hammelmann should have been talking to the
gardener.”

Francesca sighed and studied her
husband. Lionel was as handsome now as he’d been the day they
married. His skin was permanently tanned and lined from so many
summers on the boat, and his full head of hair had whitened
beautifully over the years.

She lifted a hand to her own hair and
wondered if she should have an auburn rinse applied the next time
she visited Kenny, to cover the gray that was fast overtaking the
dark brown. It would subtract years from her appearance. Really,
what was the point of spending thousands on cosmetic surgery when
she balked at coloring her hair?

“Well, regardless of what happens, I’ve
already thought of a way for us to excuse ourselves as soon after
dinner as is politely possible,” she said. “We’ll simply tell
Desiree and Laszlo we have an early morning engagement.” She
paused, waiting for some kind of response from Lionel, and when she
didn’t receive one, continued as if she hadn’t noticed. “It bothers
me, the way this invitation for all of us came out of the blue.
After our last disastrous experience at the Hammelmanns’, I would
think they’d be as uneager to see us again as we are to see
them.”

Lionel remained silent, but Francesca
thought he nodded his agreement.

“I hope Desiree makes something a
little less...folksy this time,” she added. “You’d think now that
they have money she’d invest in a first-rate cook.”

This time Lionel grunted his agreement
as he looked at his watch. The Enodyne compound was a good thirty
minutes’ drive from his home. He’d better get going if he was to
make his appointment with Malcolm on time. He placed his empty
juice glass beside his empty coffee cup on the table, ignoring the
rest of his meal.

Francesca frowned. “Skipping breakfast
again, are we, Lionel? Neglecting our nutritional needs in favor of
some other needs, hmm?”

Lionel bent to pick up his briefcase,
ignoring his wife’s comments.

“Breakfasting with that tart, Susan,
again? Or is there a new tart on the menu?”

Lionel sighed. “Jealousy doesn’t become
you,” he said. “And I thought we agreed years ago that this was a
topic not open for discussion.”

“No, I believe you decided that years
ago, Lionel.”

“At any rate, draw in your
claws.”

Reluctantly, Francesca chose not to
pursue her attack. Aggression was so unbecoming in a woman. Let
Lionel go on thinking she was such a good little wife for allowing
him his playmates, she told herself. She was such a good sport.
Pushing thoughts of her husband’s extramarital activities away,
Francesca turned to a more important topic.

“Wear your dark gray suit. I think that
would be most appropriate for tonight. I’ll see if I can’t get
Adrienne into a dress for a change.”

Lionel clicked open his briefcase and
tossed a sheaf of papers from his nightstand inside. “I’ll try to
be home by five-thirty,” he said as he left the room without a
farewell.

“No, try to be home by five!” she
called after him, certain he had heard her but not so certain he
would comply.

Once Lionel was gone, Francesca felt as
she did every morning when he left—bored, listless, and eager for
something different to do. She sat down at the table and lifted the
lid on her breakfast. Virtually every morning for the past
thirty-six years, Margaret had brought a silver tray equipped with
breakfast for two into the master bedroom of the Rowan home.
Virtually every morning since a twenty-year-old Francesca, still
giddy from a honeymoon in Monaco, had returned with her new husband
to the Capitol Hill townhouse the two of them had inhabited as
newlyweds. Today, of course, they lived in the legendary Georgian
estate in Alexandria that had been built by the first Rowan to set
foot on American soil. But Margaret was still bringing them
breakfast, even after thirty-six years.

And so much had happened during all
those years. Births and deaths. Private schools, birthday parties,
polo lessons, cotillions, graduations... And now her son was about
to embark on a career in commercial law, just as his father had
thirty-six years ago. In so many ways, all those changes had simply
brought them full circle. Somehow, this realization made Francesca
feel a little melancholy.

A light tap on the door brought her
attention back to the present. “Come in,” she called without
rising.

“Are you finished with your breakfast,
Mrs. Rowan?” Margaret asked as she entered the bedroom. She was
tall and slender, with hair that had been silver for as long as
Francesca could remember.

“I haven’t finished yet, Margaret, but
Mr. Rowan has. You may take his things.”

“Yes, Mrs. Rowan.”

Throughout the many phases of their
lives, there was one thing that hadn’t changed at all in thirty-six
years. Lionel had never once taken the time to sit down and enjoy a
leisurely breakfast with his wife, not even on the weekend. If it
wasn’t work, it was a business trip. If not a business trip, then
golf with his cronies—at least, he always said he was playing
golf.

Now, as their housekeeper was about to
remove his plate, Francesca couldn’t help but be a little curious
about it.

“Just a moment, Margaret,” she said as
she stayed the other woman’s hand with her own.

“Yes, Mrs. Rowan?”

Reaching across the table, Francesca
lifted the silver dome off of Lionel’s charger. Beneath it, the
plate was empty and squeaky clean. She eyed Margaret suspiciously.
Margaret wove her fingers together behind her back and looked
away.

“How long have you been bringing in Mr.
Rowan’s breakfast this way, Margaret?” Francesca asked as she
replaced the dome.

Margaret offered her employer the most
dazzling smile she could manage. “Isn’t that the strangest thing?
Driscoll must have been asleep on the job this morning to have sent
Mr. Rowan’s plate up empty.”

“How long, Margaret,?” Francesca
repeated.

Margaret sighed in resignation. “None
of the cooks since Bailey has made breakfast for Mr. Rowan for more
than a month.”

“I see.”

“It’s...it’s kept the housekeeping
budget down, though,” she said. “Some.”

Francesca nodded absently. “Mm.” She
pushed her chair away from the table. “You might as well take my
things, too. I’ll have an early lunch at the club.”

“Yes, Mrs. Rowan.”

Lionel probably was breakfasting with
that tart, Susan, Francesca thought with a frown as she watched
Margaret depart. Why should things be any different now than they’d
ever been? Before Susan it had been that tart, Vivian. And before
Vivian, that tart, Michelle. That would take Lionel’s affairs back
seventeen years, when Francesca had first discovered unequivocal
evidence of her husband’s romantic interludes with other women, in
the form of two plane tickets in his underwear drawer. She had no
idea who his mistresses had been before then, but she did know
Lionel was at least monogamous in that he kept only one woman at a
time.

Francesca sighed and pushed her
troubling thoughts away, and went to take her shower. As she did
every Thursday, she would play bridge at the club that afternoon,
and afterward she would go for her tennis lesson. Of course she
knew perfectly well how to play tennis— had learned years ago—but
ever since the club had hired that new pro, Jason, with his blond
hair and blue eyes and splendidly youthful physique, Francesca had
decided she simply had to take some refresher courses.

On her way out of the bathroom she
paused at her dresser and pulled open her extensive lingerie
drawer. She would wear red for Jason today, she decided. It would
surprise him.

Smiling to herself, Francesca began to
hum. If the afternoon went along as usual, she thought with a
little smile, perhaps Jason would have one or two surprises for
her, as well.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


The bride’s family will
surely be delighted by news of the impending nuptials, but will
have a number of new considerations to face, always in conjunction
with the bride herself. The size, expense, and scope of the wedding
will be of primary consideration. However, regardless of what the
bride decides, the bride’s family should be supportive of her
decision in whatever way is possible within their means. She is,
after all, the bride.

—Alison Brigham

 


“Good morning, sweetie,” Desiree
Hammelmann sang out to her husband as he strode into their bedroom
from the adjoining bath.

Laszlo Hammelmann was sixty-one years
old, barely topped five-six, weighed in at one eighty-seven, and
had lost the bulk of his medium brown hair more than fifteen years
ago. But when he stepped out of the shower wrapped in nothing but a
flowered towel, with tiny droplets of water clinging to the hair on
his chest, arms, shoulders, and back, Desiree still shivered like
the sixteen- year-old she was the first time she laid eyes on him
in his father’s hardware store. Laszlo had been so handsome back
then. And as far as she was concerned, that hadn’t changed one
bit.

“Morning, Desi,” he mumbled into her
dark hair before kissing her soundly on the mouth. “Thanks for
bringing in my coffee,” he said, nodding to the mug on the
nightstand.

“You’re running a little late, and I
know how you always like to get to the store on time.”

“Even after forty-two years, you can
still read my mind.”

“And that’s the way it should be
between a man and his wife.”

She tugged the belt of her red satin
robe a little more snugly around her ample waist and sat down on
the bed. Laszlo whipped off his towel, smiling at Desiree’s squeal
of delight, and went to the dresser to retrieve a pair of boxer
shorts adorned with images of power tools, a Christmas gift last
year from his only daughter. He sat on the bed long enough to gulp
down his coffee and then finished dressing for work. Hammelmann
Hardware was having its biggest sale of the year, the “Spring into
Summer House and Garden Extravaganza,” and Laszlo had a big day
ahead of him.

“Don’t forget,” Desiree said as he
knotted the bow tie at his throat and shrugged into a well-worn
cardigan, “Emma and Taylor will be here at five-thirty, and
Taylor’s family will be here at six for dinner.” After a meaningful
pause, she added, “I think we’re going to be hearing wedding bells
in the future. I think Emma and Taylor are going to announce their
engagement tonight.”

Laszlo broke into a smile. “It’s about
time. They should have gotten married a long time ago. Emma’s what?
Almost twenty-four years old? And Taylor…twenty-seven if he’s a
day. By his age, I’d been married eight years and had three
sons.”

“I remember,” Desiree said with a
grin.

Laszlo turned to gaze at his wife. “And
then later on, we had a nice surprise with Emma. Taylor Rowan
should someday be as lucky a man as me.”

Desiree blushed. “Well, as much as I
love Taylor, I’m not sure my daughter could ever be as blessed as
me in the husband department.”

Laszlo leaned down and kissed her
again. “Forty-two years, Toots, and still going strong.”

Desiree nodded. “That’s so
true.”

They had everything they’d ever wanted,
she reflected. Four beautiful children, a business that had grown
beyond their wildest dreams, a nice, roomy house in the suburbs…and
best of all, they still had each other.

“You know, it just doesn’t seem like
we’ve been married for forty-two years,” she said. “I look at the
kids and see how big they’ve grown, how good they’ve done with
their own families, and it feels like they should be friends of
ours, not our children. Do you ever feel that way, Laszlo? Like we
should still just be starting out?”

“Nah,” he told her, swiping the air
carelessly with his hand. “You couldn’t pay me a million bucks to
go back to the way things were. We got a good life. And it took a
long, long time to get here. I don’t want to go back to just
starting out.”

“Well, me neither. But sometimes... I
don’t know. Just forget it.”

Laszlo took her hand and lifted it to
his lips. “Desi, honey,” he said. Her eyes met his. “You remember
when we were still renting that dinky little house in Jefferson
Heights, after my old man had his stroke and I had to take over the
shop? I’d come home from work every night about ten or eleven,
sometimes even twelve, and you’d always be up waiting for me.
Remember that?”

Desiree smiled. “Of course I remember.
I could never go to sleep unless you were there in bed with
me.”

Laszlo nodded. “Sometimes you’d be
sitting in the kitchen with Joey or Eddie or Vick in your arms,
feeding them or rocking them back to sleep after they woke up with
a bad dream. And I was always so tired from working all day, always
so damned tired... I wanted to sit up and talk to you, share the
day’s events with you, find out what the kids had been up
to....”

His voice trailed off as he became
caught up in the memories, until Desiree leaned forward and brushed
back a thin, damp lock of his hair.

“I promised myself on nights like
that,” he continued, “that someday we’d have the kind of life where
we could take the time out to enjoy each other. And now we have
that.” His kissed her on the lips. “The last few years have been
magical. And when I retire, and Joey and Eddie take over the
business, it’ll be even better. No way could you make me ever go
back to the way it was when we were young. No way.”

“You’re an amazing man, Laszlo
Hammelmann,” Desiree said with a broad smile. “A truly amazing
man.”

He had turned out to be one heck of a
businessman, too, she thought. With his father’s blessing,
Hammelmann Hardware had gone from a single brick storefront in
Jefferson Heights to a chain of sprawling, independent warehouses
that spanned five states. Two of their boys had gotten married and
had children of their own, and if and when Vick and Emma married
and started their own families, Desiree and Laszlo would be able to
enjoy even more grandchildren.

Now it looked as if her daughter had
been bitten by the love bug, Desiree thought as she swallowed the
last of her coffee. The wedding should be a big one, she decided.
Emma was their only daughter, after all. All of their friends from
the old neighborhood would come, as well as their new friends in
McLean. And of course everyone in both of their families, hers and
Laszlo’s. They’d also want to include a number of the Hammelmann
Hardware employees. She mentally tallied the number—more than a
hundred easy for the Hammelmann side.

Naturally Emma would have friends she’d
want to invite, too, schoolmates and childhood buddies and some of
the girls from all those social causes she worked for. The Rowans
would probably have at least that many on their roster… Hmm… This
was going to take some planning.

But that was all right. Desiree had
lots of ideas.

As if he could tell by her expression
what she was thinking, Laszlo said, “Now, Desi, I don’t want you to
be putting any pressure on the kids, all right? If they want to get
married, they’ll get married. If they don’t want to, they won’t.
They don’t need us pushing them.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I know that. But I
also know how those two are together. You mark my words. We’re
gonna be hearing an announcement tonight.”

Laszlo finished his morning
preparations and kissed his wife goodbye. “I promise I’ll be home
early today. I wouldn’t want to miss this evening for anything.
Even if I do have to listen to dry old Lionel talk about whatever
it is he does for a living. Law or something, isn’t it?”

Desiree treated her husband to a
scolding expression. “You know he’s a lawyer. Taylor’s going into
practice with him.”

“Well, as long as Taylor doesn’t wind
up as starched and pressed as his old man, I guess I won’t
mind.”

“Talk about starched and pressed,
Francesca looks like she’d snap in two and blow away if she bent
over at the waist.” Desiree shook her head. “When they came over
before, I thought for sure that woman smelled something bad all
night long. It was just that look she had on her face, remember? I
kept worrying that the toilet was backing up or that I’d forgotten
to change the cat box or something.”

“Everything was perfect last time,”
Laszlo assured her. “I wouldn’t do anything different tonight. Now,
I have to go.”

Desiree rose to follow him downstairs
where she could see him off in her usual morning fashion. She waved
from the front door until his black Cadillac had disappeared from
view, then started back up the stairs to take her bath. Her bunco
club was meeting at her house that afternoon, something she had
overlooked when she agreed to Emma’s request that they have the
Rowans over to dinner that evening. Still, she wouldn’t have put
off such a gathering of the two families any longer than necessary.
If Desiree Hammelmann’s little girl wanted to announce her
engagement tonight, then nothing was going to stand in the way. She
smiled. Now if she could just do something about Vick.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


It is not at all unusual for
a young couple to experience some misgivings concerning what they
are about to do. But rest assured in the knowledge that there are
two of you to face any obstacles that may arise, two of you to do
battle in the face of adversity. Almost always, two can overcome
what one cannot.

—Alison Brigham

 


Emma paced restlessly across her
bedroom floor and gazed once again out the window overlooking the
Hammelmanns’ front yard. The view from her room was a peaceful one
of the street below, offering a panorama of spacious, nearly new,
nearly identical brick houses that stretched like a beaded necklace
down turns and twists as far as the eye could see. Moderately
expensive cars were parked in circular driveways or in front of
yards expertly kept by a number of local landscaping firms. Her own
father, of course, tended the Hammelmann yard himself, because as
he said, who would have faith in a Hardware Czar who couldn’t tell
a shovel from a spade?

Now, however, Emma noticed none of her
peaceful surroundings, because tonight she had too many other
things on her mind.

She heard the sound of a car in the
driveway below and saw Taylor’s aged compact pulling to a stop. She
hoped that just because he was going to be a corporate suit now, he
wouldn’t change his mode of transportation to something
nauseatingly trendy and upscale. Emma had lost her virginity in
that little car. It was a memory she’d cherish forever. When Taylor
got out and approached the house, Emma ran downstairs and yanked
the front door open for him. Before he could say a word, she threw
herself against him, wrapping her arms around his neck in a hug so
fierce she nearly knocked the breath out of them both. Taylor
hugged her back, burying his face in the warm skin that joined her
shoulder to her neck, then raised his head to kiss her softly on
the cheek.

“Hi. I missed you, too,” he said,
chuckling.

Without pulling away, she said, “I’m
scared about telling everyone tonight.”

Taylor hooked his arms loosely around
her waist and settled his chin on the top of her head. “Are you
worried about what our families are going to say when we tell them
we’re getting married?” he asked. “Or are you worried about getting
married, period?”

Emma remained silent. How was she
supposed to tell Taylor she was worried that his family was going
to completely humiliate hers this evening? What if the difference
between their background was a sign of something else wrong between
them? What if she and Taylor weren’t suited to each other as much
as she thought they were? she wondered further as panic began to
seize her. What if their feelings for each other didn’t run as
deeply as she suspected? And what if once they were out in the
world together alone they began to realize how incompatible they
really were? Maybe this marriage wasn’t such a great idea after
all, she started to think. What if it didn’t work out? What if
something went wrong?

When Emma didn’t answer him right away,
Taylor’s stomach knotted. He supposed it was normal for Emma to
feel frightened about what they were planning to do. Hell, he
wasn’t exactly fearless himself where the thought of getting
married was concerned. He only hoped what the two of them were
experiencing now was a simple case of jitters and nothing
more.

“Emma? Are you…” God, he didn’t even
want to think about it. “Are you having second
thoughts?”

He felt her sigh deeply against his
chest, and when she pushed herself away from him, he reluctantly
let her go.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I wasn’t
before. Everything was fine until a few minutes ago, then
suddenly...”

Taylor framed her face with his hands,
gazing intently into her eyes as if he might find the answers to
his questions there. Instead he only saw Emma’s confusion, her
anxiety, her fear.

“Come on.” He took her hand.

Taylor led her to what Desiree called
the rumpus room, sat her down on the couch, and went to the bar to
fix them each a drink—their usual, Scotch for himself, club soda
for Emma. When he returned to hand her the glass, he saw her
perched on the edge of her seat, clutching a throw pillow to her
chest. She looked so unhappy at that moment, all he wanted to do
was pull her into his lap and say soothing things. But he knew Emma
wasn’t the kind of woman who took to sitting in a man’s lap, and
when soothing was necessary, she generally liked to do it herself.
Still, Taylor reminded himself with a smile, at times like those,
she always at least let him think he was helping.

“Okay, what’s wrong?” he asked as he
gave her the drink and sat down beside her.

Emma sipped her club soda, nervously
rattling the ice around in her glass with her finger. When she
looked up and saw his concern, she smiled and surrendered the throw
pillow to lean into him instead.

“It’s not that bad, Taylor,” she said.
“I promise. I guess it just hasn’t sunk in yet...the fact that
we’ll be married in a couple of months. I mean, I don’t care how
easy it is to get a divorce nowadays, marriage just seems so...so
terribly permanent...so utterly inescapable, you know?”

Taylor nodded, rubbing his cheek
against hers. “Yes, it does. But then, that’s kind of the
point.”

She smiled at him. “And you’re so
wonderful, so perfect for me. If there’s such a thing as my ideal
match in the world, you’re definitely it.”

He lifted his glass to his lips,
focusing on the smoky fragrance of the liquor instead of the
pounding in his heart and head. “I hear a ‘but’ coming,” he said
quietly.

Emma sighed. “But I’m only twenty-three
years old. I’ve lived in my parents’ house all my life. I’ve never
really had the opportunity to get by on my own.”

Taylor chuckled softly after he tasted
his drink. “Oh, Emma, I think you do pretty well getting by on your
own. You’ve experienced a lot more than most people our age. Hey,
you’re about to get your master’s degree, you’ve traveled all over
the country, and you’re always involved in some social cause. Hell,
you were even arrested once at a pro-choice rally. How many
twenty-three-year-old women can claim that on their permanent
records?”

Emma laughed at the memory. “And the
fact that I’m a jailbird doesn’t bother your

“Of course not. Why should
it?”

“Well, what if some of your legal
colleagues find out? Wouldn’t it embarrass you?”

Taylor laughed too. “Emma, who cares? I
would think they’d all be damned impressed I’m married to a woman
who would go that far to stand up for what she believes
in.”

Emma leaned over to kiss him on the
cheek and remembered what it was that had made her fall in love
with Taylor Rowan to begin with—his ability to be so even-minded
about everything. Somehow it was a perfect complement to her
more...spontaneous personality.

And besides, her arrest had all been a
misunderstanding anyway. She’d had no intention of actually using
the fire extinguisher she was pointing at the policeman. It had all
worked out for the best, though, because when the incident had been
photographed by one of those radical left-wing publications
Taylor’s father loved to go on and on about, she had written an
article for them chronicling the experience. It was the first
literary sale Emma made.

“So now that we have your wide
experience in the world well established, what is it that has you
so worried about getting married?” Taylor asked.

Emma was honestly unable to pinpoint
exactly what was bothering her. So she simply voiced one of the
many thoughts that had been troubling her since they’d made their
decision to marry.

“I’m just not sure what kind of wife
I’ll make for a corporate lawyer.”

Taylor’s relief was almost tangible.
“Is that all?”

Emma stared at him. “Taylor, I can’t
envision myself pouring dry martinis garnished with olives and
little plastic swords and serving hors d’oeuvres to dozens of
people who have invaded my home wearing dark suits and cocktail
dresses.”

Taylor laughed. “Hey, don’t worry about
it. My mother will be happy to recommend all the poshest caterers.
You won’t have to lift a finger.”

Emma set her soda down on the coffee
table, braced her elbows on her knees, and buried her head in her
hands. “Oh, I’m just so confused. Part of me wants us to just keep
going on the way we have been, and part of me wants you to take
over every aspect of my life.”

Taylor placed his glass next to hers,
draped an arm around her shoulder, and pulled her back against him.
Settling his other hand on Emma’s rib cage just below her breasts,
he bent his head close to her ear and whispered. “You realize of
course that when we’re married we won’t have to work around the
comings and goings of Max to have a little private time. Hey, he’s
been a swell roommate and all, but never the best where his timing
is concerned.”

Emma recalled the countless occasions
when Max’s activities had interrupted her romantic evenings with
Taylor or prohibited them altogether. “Well, that’s
true.”

“When we’re married, living in the same
house, we can have sex any time we want,” Taylor said. Leaning
forward, he kissed the side of her neck softly, then nibbled gently
on her earlobe. Gradually he moved his hand until it was settled
fully over her breast, then ran his finger lightly over the peak.
He smiled when Emma released an almost incoherent little sound and
arched against his hand. “But,” he whispered in her ear, “if we
just keep going the way we always have been, we may never find any
time to be alone together again.”

Emma turned in Taylor’s embrace to meet
his gaze, wishing they could just forget about dinner and escape
somewhere for a nice romantic diversion. Of course, she thought,
Max would probably be home, and that would sabotage any chance they
might have to make love.

“Well, then,” she finally murmured, “in
that case, I guess we’ll just have to get married. Even if it does
mean uniting the Rowans with the Hammelmanns forever.”

Taylor held Emma’s gaze for a long
time, thinking about her final words. The more he thought about
what she’d just said, the more sense her anxiety seemed to
make.

“You know, I think what’s really
bothering you has nothing to do with the wedding we’re planning or
your feelings about us,” he said. “And it has everything to do with
the coming together of our families.”

Emma pulled back slightly. “Is it that
obvious?”

He nodded. “’Fraid so. In fact, I think
all the fears you’re experiencing right now have nothing to do with
your feelings for me. You’re just worried about the prospect of
bringing our families together.”

Emma knew she couldn’t deny his
assertion, but she said nothing, just continued to gaze at
Taylor.

“What’s to be scared about?” he asked
her. “They probably all already suspect what we’re going to say
tonight. Why else would we request the presence of every member of
our families under one roof?”

“I know, but what if they’re not happy
about us getting married “

“Are you crazy?” Taylor laughed. “Your
parents will go through the roof, they’ll be so happy. Your mom has
been dropping hints for the last four years.”

Emma smiled uncertainly. “I know,” she
repeated. “But your folks may not be quite as
overjoyed.”

“My folks never get overjoyed,” he
reminded her. “It isn’t civilized to become overly emotional, you
know. They’ll be pleased, though. They like you.”

Yet the tone of his voice couldn’t mask
the fact that he wasn’t quite as strong in his conviction as he
would have liked, and they both knew it. It wasn’t so much that his
parents disliked Emma herself as it was that they simply wanted to
avoid mingling with commoners whenever possible. Emma’s parents
were probably about equal to Taylor’s where personal assets were
concerned. But the Rowans had been rich since America was in
diapers, their wealth refined and mellowed with age. The Hammelmann
money, on the other hand, fairly reeked of newness as if it were
cheap perfume, a dime store specialty called Eau de Nouveau. The
Rowans embraced everything that was old—old wealth, old houses, old
social mores. For Desiree and Laszlo Hammelmann, the newer
something was, the better. There was nothing the two families had
in common.

“I can’t help but keep remembering the
last time your parents visited,” Emma said, recalling the night
more than two years ago, during the Christmas holidays. She and
Taylor had just started talking seriously about marriage and had
decided it was time for their parents to get to know each other.
“And how your mother made fun of my mom’s cooking.”

“No, no, my mother wasn’t making fun of
your mom’s cooking,” Taylor assured her. “She just, uh...she just
mentioned how she thought it was really clever that Desiree made
the cornbread look like little ears of corn.”

“It’s this iron cornbread mold my mom
has,” Emma said. “You pour the batter in, and when it cooks, it
looks...like...little ears of...corn.” She stopped when she
realized how hysterical she was beginning to sound. “Anyway, it
won’t be any better tonight. Mom’s of the opinion that when guests
come, you cook them enough food to feed a small sovereign nation,
and where she comes from, that means farm food. Your parents won’t
be getting the chateaubriand they’re used to.”

Taylor smiled. “Don’t worry about it.
They hardly ever eat chateaubriand anymore. Driscoll and Margaret
have taken them off red meat. Now it’s mostly coq au
vin.”

“Taylor...”

He kissed her once more, quickly on the
lips. “Will you stop it, Emma? Quit worrying. We’re adults, for
God’s sake. We’re not asking our families for permission. We’re
just telling them of our plans because we think it might be nice
for them to know about the fact that we’ll be married and sharing
the same address.”

“But—”

“Everything will be fine.”

Yet when Emma looked past Taylor and
out the window behind him, she saw her leather-jacketed brother,
Vick, pulling up the driveway on his Harley hog right in front of
Lionel and Francesca’s sleek, black Jaguar. And somehow her faith
in Taylor’s reassurances began to slip.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


When mingling the groom’s
family with the bride’s for the first time, try not to overdo your
expectations. In many instances, this will be the first time
certain family members have met, and one or two mishaps are
naturally likely. Simply try to avoid topics of contention such as
politics, religion, and fashion. And never forget that well-placed
discretion is the better part of courtesy.

—Alison Brigham

 


The remaining guests arrived quickly,
almost as if choreographed to interfere with and annoy one another.
As Emma gazed out at the collection of Hammelmanns and Rowans
making themselves comfortable in her parents’ living room, she felt
her stomach knot even tighter. What a motley crew, she thought. It
was the most benign comment she could offer under the
circumstances.

Striding as confidently as she could
into the living room, Emma adopted her most dazzling smile in an
effort to make her future mother-in-law feel welcome. “It’s nice to
see you again, Mrs. Rowan.”

Francesca had been discreetly absorbing
her surroundings, arching her brow at the way the wall-to-wall
carpeting was a different color in every room and how the
knickknacks and decorations on the walls seemed to favor an owl
motif. She was recalling what interior decoration heathens her host
and hostess were when she turned an ear to the delicate strains of
one of her favorite piano compositions. Francesca frowned. What on
earth was Schumann doing at the Hammelmann’s house?

“Mrs. Rowan?” Emma asked
again.

Francesca spun around to find her son’s
girlfriend extending her right hand formally in greeting. Never one
to commit a social faux pas, she brushed her fingers quickly
against Emma’s before dropping her hand back to her side and
wondering aloud if Emma might be so good as to fix her a
Manhattan.

“Uh, certainly,” Emma replied, her
smile faltering only the tiniest bit. “Mom’s in the kitchen putting
the finishing touches on dinner, but I’ll be right
back.”

When Francesca turned to her husband to
utter one of any number of critical observations about their
surroundings in general and the Hammelmanns in particular, she was
forced to curb her tongue, as Laszlo was fast approaching the
couple.

“So, Lionel,” he said when he reached
them, clapping a hand on the other man’s shoulder in the familiar
masculine form of address. “Long time no see. How’s the law
business going?”

“Quite well, thanks, Hammelmann,”
Lionel replied.

“It’s corporate crime you do, isn’t
it?” Laszlo asked, furrowing his brow as he tried to recall his
last encounter with Lionel Rowan, one that had taken place more
than two years ago.

“It’s corporate law I practice, yes,”
Lionel corrected him. “More specifically, commercial
law.”

“Right. That’s what I meant. I guess
with all this Wall Street stuff going on, you got a lot to keep you
busy these days, huh?”

Lionel sipped his cocktail and replied
mildly, “Actually, that’s not exactly what I...never mind.” A deep
discussion about his legal practice was the last thing Lionel
wanted to get involved in with Laszlo Hammelmann. God only knew how
a man who sold sledgehammers for a living would interpret
jurisprudence.

“You know, I got a cousin who’s a
lawyer,” Laszlo said when the conversation threatened to drag.
“Rudy Hammelmann. He does injury cases. Ever heard of
him?”

Lionel feigned a ponderous expression.
“Rudy Hammelmann,” he repeated. “Rudy Hammelmann…let’s see. Might I
have run into him at the Supreme Court building?”

“Search me. Though he does take on some
pretty tough cases. He’s got this one going now with a guy who
worked at a health club and got his”—he glanced quickly at
Francesca, then lowered his voice as he continued—”got his…you
know…family jewels…caught in a Nautilus machine. It was a freak
accident, really, but Rudy’s trying to get a couple hundred Gs for
the guy. And, hey, if anybody can do it, Rudy can.”

Lionel studied Laszlo for a minute,
trying to recall if he’d ever had a conversation quite like this
one. He decided quickly that no, he had not. “I’ll keep an eye out
for him in the future. Perhaps he and I can have lunch together
sometime.”

“I’ll tell him to keep a lookout for
you,” Laszlo said with a smile, lifting his beer in the air to seal
the bargain.

Emma returned with Francesca’s
Manhattan, praying she’d made it correctly. She’d had to consult
the Mr. Boston guide, having no idea what went into such a
creation. Taylor’s mother thanked her politely as she took the
cocktail and sampled it, and Emma waited anxiously for her future
mother-in-law’s reaction. After filling her mouth, Francesca paused
with a curious expression on her face, and Emma wasn’t sure if she
would swallow the drink or spit it back into her glass. For a
moment she suspected Francesca wasn’t sure, either. Evidently good
manners won out, however, because Francesca gulped rather
awkwardly.

“Oh, dear,” she whispered when she was
able to speak again.

“Too much Angostura?” Emma asked
timidly.

“Perhaps just a bit.”

“A dash didn’t seem like enough, so I
added a shot.”

“I see,” Francesca said as she placed
the drink on the nearest flat surface. “Perhaps I’ll just let the
ice melt a little. Then it should be fine.”

When Emma heard Taylor call her from
the other side of the room, she gratefully excused herself to
escape to more familiar territory. She found Taylor introducing her
brothers and their wives to his sisters and
brother-in-law.

“I don’t think you’ve met Catherine’s
husband, Michael,” he said to Emma when she joined the group.
Catherine was older than Taylor by six years and had been married
to Michael Conner for ten.

“Yes, Michael was elsewhere when you
came to the house for Thanksgiving,” Catherine said. She uttered
the word elsewhere as if she meant a crack house or bordello. “The
biggest family holiday of the year and Michael simply had to fly to
New York for a meeting.”

“Catherine, must we go into this again?
It was a perfectly legitimate meeting with a big client,” Michael
said.

“Oh, yes. That big client who thinks
any man who’s saddled with a wife and family will go nowhere in the
business world.”

“It’s only his personal philosophy,
Catherine, it has nothing to do with his relationship with me.
Look, how many times do I have to tell you—”

“And you remember Adrienne, of course”
Taylor went on.

Catherine and Michael continued to
bicker but had the decency to keep their voices down as they did
so.

At twenty-three Taylor’s other sister
was the same age as Emma, but somehow Emma had always considered
the other woman infinitely younger. Adrienne had started college
when Emma had, but after five years had yet to declare a major,
unable to make a choice between political science and fashion
design. For now she called herself a liberal arts major, and that
seemed to keep her parents satisfied.

“Nice to see you again, Emma,” Adrienne
said.

Emma was relieved to hear a friendly
greeting. She had begun to think a huge, hairy mole had popped out
on the end of her nose when she wasn’t looking.

“And I don’t think any of you have met
my brothers and their wives,” she said. “Catherine, Michael,” she
began, hoping to defuse what was fast becoming a rather heated
debate between them. “This is my brother, Eddie, and his wife,
Felicia.”

“Charmed, I’m sure,” Felicia said with
a nervous smile.

Emma waited to see if her sister-in-law
would curtsy, but either Felicia considered such an action too
formal even for the Rowans or else she forgot. It had been enough,
Emma decided, that Felicia had worn a hat and gloves for the
affair, no doubt having been coached by Desiree to wear her very
best.

“And this is my brother, Joey, and his
wife, Diane.”

The couples murmured awkward greetings
and then fell silent.

“What a lovely dress, Diane,” Catherine
said in an effort to restart the conversation. “What kind of fabric
is that exactly?”

“Organdy,” Diane replied.

“My, my, my. You don’t see organdy too
often these days on adult women, do you?”

“Oh, you like it?” Diane asked,
delighted. “I wore this in my cousin’s wedding and had it
shortened. See? You really can wear these dresses
again.”

Catherine wrinkled her nose in what
Emma was certain was an unfelt smile. “It’s lovely,” she said
again.

Diane’s smile grew broader.

As she watched the exchange between her
family and Taylor’s, Emma recalled his claim to a rogue gene in the
Rowan DNA and couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she might have
received something similar from the Hammelmann gene pool. It wasn’t
so much that her family embarrassed her sometimes as it was... Emma
sighed. No, it was precisely that her family embarrassed her
sometimes. And at the moment, when she was trying to make as
favorable an impression on her future in-laws as possible, she felt
defeated before the fight had even begun.

“And this,” she finished off as she
grabbed the arm of a man who was quickly brushing by them, “is my
brother, Vick.”

Vick was far and away Emma’s favorite
brother. Brooding and sarcastic, Vick Hammelmann worked on cars at
a local garage, moonlighting now and then as a bartender in a club
owned by one of his friends. Although all of the Hammelmann
children resembled one another in coloring, twenty-nine-year-old
Vick was as wild and dangerous-looking as his older brothers were
ordinary and inconspicuous. And, as usual, tonight he brought a
certain aura of adventure to the family gathering. None of the
other Hammelmanns ever quite knew what Vick was going to
do.

“Vick, these are Taylor’s sisters,
Adrienne and Catherine, and this is Catherine’s husband,
Michael.”

“Yo, Adrienne,” Vick said, a crooked
grin twisting his mouth.

Adrienne smiled back, staring at him as
if he were a choice loin in the butcher’s window.

“And yo, Catherine,” he added as his
eyes took in Taylor’s older sister. “Very nice to meet
you.”

Emma could tell her brother liked what
he saw when he looked at Catherine. And apparently, so could
everyone else. Michael wound his arm around his wife’s waist before
she could stray and pulled her to his side.

“And I’m Catherine’s husband, Michael,”
he said, repeating Emma’s earlier introduction.

Vick nodded briefly in his direction.
“Hiya, Mike.”

“Michael,” the other man corrected
him.

“Whatever.” Ignoring Michael, Vick took
Catherine’s hand in both of his and began to lead her away from the
group as if none of the others was there. “Say, Cat, you like
motorcycles? Ever seen a two-stroke engine before? “ he asked her.
“Mine’s huge—twelve hundred cc’s. Makes me go...faster, harder. I
could, uh...I could show it to you if you want. It’s right
outside.”

“As a matter of fact, Mr. Hammelmann,”
Catherine said, happily disengaging herself from Michael’s arm, “I
haven’t ever seen a two-stroke engine before. It sounds
rather...exciting. Would it be too much trouble for you to show me
yours ?’

Vick’s grin broadened as they moved
toward the front door, and his voice dropped even lower when he
said, “No trouble at all. And please...call me Vick.”

Emma looked at Taylor, who just
shrugged. Michael evidently wasn’t amused by the scene, however,
and followed his wife and Vick outside with petulant pleas of
“Catherine, this isn’t funny, now come on… Catherine? Catherine,
please...”

With all the introductions finally
concluded, the cocktail hour progressed much as Emma had suspected
it would, filled with tension and anxiety and a number of
uncomfortable silences. That atmosphere predominated over the
dinner table as well.

As the families took their seats
opposite each other, it occurred to Emma they were like two warring
factions about to engage in combat. Like generals, Laszlo and
Lionel each sat at one end, and like lowly soldiers about to be
taken prisoner, Taylor and Emma were trapped in two chairs beside
each other somewhere in the middle.

“What was it you called this dish
again, Desiree?” Francesca asked her hostess suddenly during one
such uncomfortable silence, her soft voice sounding like a booming
cannon in the otherwise quiet room.

“Fried country ham with redeye gravy,”
Desiree said proudly. “My cousin Noble slaughters his own hogs,
cures the meat himself, and sends us a beautiful country ham every
Easter. This year Laszlo took me and the kids to Golden Corral for
Easter, so the ham’s been hanging down in the basement, just
waiting for a special occasion.”

Emma watched Francesca’s fork pause
just short of entering her mouth. “But Easter was more than a month
ago. Hasn’t this meat been refrigerated? Is it still
safe?”

Desiree made a face and waved her hand
toward Francesca as if she’d made a wonderful joke. “Country ham
just gets better with age. Trust me.”

But apparently Francesca was not the
trusting type, Emma thought, because as soon as was discreetly
possible, she replaced the ham on her plate and lifted a forkful of
something else.

“And this?” she asked. “What did you
say this was?”

“Cheese grits,” Desiree told her. “Try
some of that corn casserole, though. White corn, green beans, Ritz
crackers, sour cream…you’ll love it. I’ll write down the recipe for
you before you leave. It’s very easy.”

“And you made the cornbread look like
little ears of corn again,” Francesca murmured. “How sweet. But
tell me, Desiree, doesn’t it concern you, all the fat and
cholesterol this meal contains?”

“Mother,” Taylor began, his voice edged
with warning.

“Well, I’m concerned about your
father’s blood pressure, dear,” Francesca whispered loudly
back.

Desiree shook her head. “All that
cholesterol hype is exaggerated,” she stated knowledgeably. “Where
I come from, cholesterol is one of the four basic food groups, and
none of us turned out any worse because of it, did we,
Laszlo?”

Laszlo took a hearty bite of ham and
smacked his lips in satisfaction. Emma sank a little in her chair.
“I’ve never felt better,” he announced. “Sure, my cholesterol is
three-ninety-five, but if a man can’t enjoy his dinner, what’s the
point in living anyway ? “

Emma thought she saw Lionel nod his
head in silent agreement at that, but she wasn’t sure.

The remainder of the dinner hour passed
in much the same way, with what little conversation that took place
focusing on harmless topics such as food, the weather, lawn care,
and Oprah’s guests last week. Over coffee and Desiree’s famous
chess pie, when trivial subject matter became more and more
difficult to find, Emma caught Taylor’s gaze and nodded
meaningfully.

Lifting the fragile china coffee cup in
his hand, Taylor tapped the side with his fork to put an end to the
nearly nonexistent conversation. As each family member turned his
or her attention toward the sound, Taylor took a deep breath and
said, “Emma and I have an announcement to make.” He glanced over at
Emma, who silently dipped her head once again in encouragement,
then continued, “We’ve decided—”

“You’re getting married!” Desiree
shouted gleefully, throwing her hands into the air as she rose from
her seat. Without further confirmation, she rounded the table and
tugged her daughter up out of her chair, then embraced her in a
hug. “Congratulations, sweetie!” she cried loudly into Emma’s ear.
“Let’s see the ring.”

Emma lifted her hand obediently for
Desiree’s inspection, wondering where her mother’s tactfulness had
gone.

“Oh,” Desiree said with little
enthusiasm. “It’s not a diamond. It’s...it’s an
emerald.”

Emma smiled. “Taylor said he chose an
emerald because it reminded him of my eyes. Isn’t that sweet, Mom?
Isn’t it romantic?”

Desiree turned Emma’s hand so that it
caught the light from the chandelier above the table. “Well, you
know, sweetie,” she said quietly, but unfortunately not quietly
enough, “you’ve got pretty big eyes. Much bigger than
this.”

“Mother!” Emma jerked her hand away.
“It’s a beautiful ring. I couldn’t have chosen better if I’d gone
with Taylor myself to pick it out.”

“Maybe you should have,” Desiree
muttered, not quite under her breath.

Emma looked at Taylor apologetically,
and saw that his mouth was half open, as if he was still about to
utter their announcement even though Desiree had already made it
for him. Before he could say a word, however, Desiree turned her
attention to him, and without releasing Emma, included Taylor in
the embrace.

“My new son-in-law,” she said, kissing
him on the cheek and then hugging the couple close. “Oh, I’m just
so excited, I could explode. I don’t know who to call
first.”

Everyone else at the table remained
seated and silent, except for Laszlo, who grinned contentedly as he
watched the scene unfold. “Desi,” he began gently, “don’t you think
you might want to let the kids verify for sure that they’re getting
married before you start offering congratulations and calling all
the relatives?”

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” Desiree
asked Emma. “Even without a diamond.”

Emma nodded, hoping her mother would
eventually drop the subject of her ring. “Yes. We’re getting
married.”

Desiree beamed. Laszlo smiled.
Francesca paled. Lionel sipped his coffee. Everyone else murmured
congratulations and asked the obligatory questions about their
plans.

Emma reached for Taylor’s hand to
reassure herself and described their intentions. “We want to be
married at the end of July, and, Mr. and Mrs. Rowan, if it wouldn’t
inconvenience you too much, we’d like to have the wedding at your
house, in the garden…weather permitting, of course.”

“In which case we’d like to move the
wedding inside,” Taylor added, “and have it in the garden room.
What do you think, Mother ?”

Francesca, who had remained silent
until now, gazed at her son in somewhat stunned confusion.
“I...we...that is...” She blinked three times in succession, as if
invoking a magic spell to reinstate her vocabulary, and then said,
“Will it be large enough to accommodate a wedding
party?”

Emma nodded. “Oh, certainly. We won’t
be inviting more than fifteen or twenty people.”

“Fifteen or twenty?” Desiree
repeated.

Emma looked over at her mother warily,
not liking the tone of voice she’d heard. It was the way her mother
always sounded just before putting her foot down. “Yes, fifteen or
twenty. Neither of us wants the wedding to be a big affair, Mom.
We’d just like to have the immediate families and a few
friends.”

“But that’s impossible,” Desiree said
with a laugh. “Why, the guests for our side of the family alone are
going to come to more than a hundred and fifty people.”

“A hundred and fifty people?” Emma
repeated with a gasp. “You’re planning on inviting one hundred and
fifty people to the wedding?”

“For our side, yes.” Desiree tucked a
hand into the pocket of her dress and extracted a sheet of paper
Emma recognized as her mother’s best stationery. “I’ve made up a
quick list, but I’ll probably remember more later. Of course,
Taylor’s family will probably have at least as many as we have,
too. Won’t you, Francesca?”

Francesca opened her mouth to respond,
but all that emerged was a hastily muttered “Well, you see… I’m not
quite sure.”

Emma stared at her mother in disbelief.
“Mom, we just announced our engagement thirty seconds ago, and
you’ve already made up a wedding guest list? Of one hundred and
fifty people? You can’t be serious.”

Desiree smiled. “And, Emma, there’s no
way we can have an event of this size planned by July. You and
Taylor are going to have to bump the wedding back to, say,
November.”

“November?”

“At the very earliest.” Desiree thought
for a minute. “In fact, why don’t we make it the last Saturday in
November? That way all the relatives who come in from out of town
can get here early for Thanksgiving. That would be perfect. I’m
sure Reverend Ballard can perform the ceremony, but we’re going to
have to find a florist, a photographer, a caterer, musicians, not
to mention a reception hall large enough for everyone to fit. The
American Legion Post might be big enough. No offense, Francesca,”
she added hastily. “Not that I’m sure your house wouldn’t be a
beautiful place to have the wedding—of course I wouldn’t know for
sure because you’ve never invited us over—but I think with this
many people, we’re just going to have to find someplace a bit
bigger, don’t you?”

Francesca remained silent, as Desiree’s
question didn’t seem to require a reply.

Emma took a deep, fortifying breath and
plucked the piece of paper from her mother’s extended hand. The
small, intimate nuptial celebration she had planned to enjoy in
July had suddenly become the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. She
scanned name after name after name on the list. All she and Taylor
had done was tell her mother the two of them were going to be
married, and now suddenly Emma was holding a guest list of
gargantuan proportions, representative of the Hammelmanns on one
side of the family, the Broussards on the other side, and a number
of her father’s employees, most of whom Emma had never met before
in her life. One hundred and fifty people in less than five
minutes. If she didn’t put an end to this right now, she was going
to find herself walking down an aisle at FedEx Stadium.

“Mom, this is way too many people.
Taylor and I just want a small, private ceremo—”

“Oh, Emma, you know that will be
impossible. You have dozens of cousins in this area alone, and I’m
sure everyone from back home will want to drive up.”

“But—”

“You’re our only daughter, sweetie.
After all the weddings we’ve had in this family, no one would
forgive us if we let you slip off and get married on the
sly.”

“It won’t be on the sly, Desiree,”
Taylor began to object. “We’ll have the immediate
families.”

“But my sister and brothers, and
Laszlo’s sisters and brothers, and all their kids—except for
Virginia, of course, because she wanted adventure instead of
children—would feel very left out.” Desiree hooked her arm through
Taylor’s and steered him toward the living room, beckoning the
others to follow. “Weddings are a very big deal in both the
Hammelmann and Broussard families,” she continued. “Everyone gets
involved, everyone goes a little crazy, everyone has a lot of fun.
And,” she added with a conspiratorial wink, “you wind up with a lot
more loot than you would if you just had some little quiet
ceremony. You realize, of course, Taylor, that Laszlo is the oldest
of eight kids. Think about it.”

Emma heard Taylor faltering over his
next words, trying to invoke a good reason why they should stick
with the plans the two of them had already made. She knew he would
be helpless against the efforts of her mother, so she quickly took
her mother’s other arm and joined them.

“Mom, we don’t want to go through all
the hassle and long wait of a big wedding,” Emma said. “We just
want to get married and get on with our lives. So we only want the
bare necessities. Besides, all that expense for something that’s
only going to last a few hours is just plain silly.”

“Oh, pooh,” Desiree said. “The expense
is worth it. Besides, I’ll take care of everything. Francesca can
help me.” Over her shoulder, Desiree added, “Can’t you, Francesca?
It will be fun. We’ll finally get to know each other
better.”

Francesca was, of course, less than
anxious to get involved, but propriety prevented her from voicing
her misgivings out loud. So instead, she cited a hastily conjured
hectic social calendar, explaining that autumn was the busiest time
of the year for such events.

“In November alone, I have several
engagements at the Kennedy Center, a fund-raiser for the Leukemia
Society, and a luncheon at the White House. The First Lady’s
Children’s Advocacy network, you know.”

“Oh, that sounds like fun,” Desiree
said. “Well, in that case, I can do all the planning and make all
the arrangements, and then Emma can just give everything her
okey-dokey.” She winked at her daughter as she added, “Maybe we can
get that nice accordion combo who played at Eddie and Felicia’s
wedding.”

Emma bit her lip to keep from chuckling
out loud. That thought alone ought to make Francesca rethink her
busy schedule.

“Well, perhaps I could rearrange a few
things,” Francesca said.

“Mom, no accordions,” Emma
stated.

“Okay, okay. It was just a
thought.”

Behind Emma and Taylor and their
mothers, Emma heard her father slap Lionel on the back in
congratulations, heard Lionel’s choked grunt of surprise in
response. The two men were as different from each other as a power
hedge clipper was from a mouth-blown crystal brandy snifter. She
shook her head and wondered yet again if what she and Taylor were
about to do wasn’t perhaps some kind of weird, cosmic joke the two
of them were playing on Mother Nature.

She looked at her mother and Francesca
and sighed wearily. This was going to take some doing. Her mother
wasn’t easily talked out of something once she set her mind on it,
and Emma knew it might take days this time before she could bring
Desiree around to her way of thinking. But the wedding was her
wedding, Emma reminded herself. Her wedding and Taylor’s. They were
the ones who would decide how, when, and where the ceremony would
take place. They were the ones who would make the final decisions.
That was all there was to it. Desiree would just have to understand
that.

The wedding would be in late July, at
Taylor’s house, with just the immediate families and a few friends
as guests. Emma would wear a simple, tea-length ivory dress with a
single white lily tucked behind her ear and a bunch of baby’s
breath tied with ivory ribbon as her bouquet... Or maybe a white
ankle-length dress with a wreath of lily-of-the-valley for her
headpiece and a cascade of white roses and sweetheart ivy. There
would be a string quartet to provide the music...or maybe a brass
ensemble...a judge to perform a civil ceremony, and as little else
as possible. Simple. Understated. Inexpensive. That was what Emma
and Taylor wanted for the wedding. And that, she assured herself
once and for all, was exactly what they were going to
get.

“Oh, Emma, I just had a great idea,”
Desiree exclaimed, spinning around. She gazed toward the ceiling,
enjoying some far-off vision no one else could yet see. “What do
you think about a champagne fountain? And maybe, right after you
and Taylor say ‘I do,’ we could release a hundred white doves into
the air.”

Emma sighed. The wedding would be
exactly what they wanted it to be, she repeated firmly to herself
over and over as if she were reciting a mantra. Exactly what they
wanted it to be...exactly what they wanted it to be...

She hoped.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 6

 


A bride’s choice for her
maid or matron of honor should be someone in whom she can place her
absolute trust and to whom she can reveal her innermost secrets.
Not necessarily because a bride has a number of confessions to
make, but because she must have a friend in whom she can confide
when her choices become difficult. Choices concerning gowns, food
and beverage, and even honeymoon plans can try significantly on a
bride. A good maid of honor helps alleviate some of the
stress.

—Alison Brigham

 


“It was a nightmare, Patsy,” Emma told
her cousin and best friend the following Sunday. “I don’t know what
ever made me think I could bring the two families together without
upsetting the gods.”

Patsy chuckled and handed Emma another
clothespin. The two of them had been out shopping with little
success to find a dress for Patsy to wear under her college
graduation gown. Underneath Patsy Hammelmann’s full figure was a
reed-thin woman dying to wear something skintight and slinky. Since
nothing they’d found in her size was quite what she had in mind,
Patsy had gradually grown depressed.

So when Emma had realized how close
they would be to Taylor’s Georgetown apartment, she suggested they
kidnap her fiancé and drive to Rock Creek Park to enjoy the warm
spring afternoon and, she hoped, cheer Patsy up.

Instead of Taylor, however, the pair
had stumbled upon a mountain of dirty clothes. Feeling restless and
edgy and the need to be productive somehow, Emma had decided to
make an unusually selfless gesture and do her fiancé’s laundry.
Now, as the dryer in the basement of Taylor’s apartment building
hummed and spun the last of Taylor’s underwear dry, Emma pinned a
pair of striped silk boxer shorts on the line and sighed
heavily.

“God, do I really want to do this,
Patsy?”

“What? The laundry? I’d say it’s too
late to be worried about that. We’re almost done.”

“No, I mean the whole marriage
thing.”

“Oh. Well, don’t you think it’s kind of
late for that, too? You’ve already said yes.”

“I know.” Emma reached toward the pile
of clothes she’d been reluctant to put in the dryer for fear of
shrinking. “But until Taylor and I got engaged, I don’t think I
ever honestly thought about what it meant to be married, you know?
Now that I have, I just don’t know if marriage is going to be all
it’s cracked up to be.”

Patsy sighed wistfully. “I don’t know
what you’re so worried about. I’d love to get married. Weddings are
so beautiful. All that white and pink...”

“There will be absolutely no pink in
the wedding,” Emma insisted. “I’m not a pink kind of
person.”

“No, but I am,” Patsy told her, annoyed
at her cousin’s intrusion into her bridal fantasy. “White and
pink,” she continued on in her dreamy voice as if Emma hadn’t
spoken, “and all that organ music. You get to be the center of
attention for an entire day with the man of your dreams drooling
all over you. People give you gifts and money. You get to eat cake
and those little pink mints and catered food to your heart’s
content. And best of all, you don’t have to clean up anything after
the party’s over. You get to go to a hotel and have sex all night
without worrying what about your parents would think. If you ask
me, that’s probably what heaven is like. One big
wedding.

“Besides, Emma,” she continued,
returning to her usual no-nonsense tone,” you and Taylor have been
dating since you first started college. I mean, how could you not
think the two of you would wind up married after all this
time?”

It was a good question, Emma thought.
She took another clothespin from her cousin and thought of a time
when her mother used to spend two or three afternoons a week
hanging up the Hammelmann laundry in their own basement. Back then
they hadn’t been able to afford a dryer, despite her father’s
benefit of buying wholesale. Even as a child, Emma had helped her
mother do all the traditionally female household chores. Her early
introduction to such tasks had probably been instrumental in making
her shun them in her adult life. Yet here she was, not even married
yet, doing Taylor’s laundry. Did some kind of madness come over
women as soon as they decided to marry? she wondered. Some weird
throwback to a more primitive time, before they knew
better?

“I don’t know,” she finally replied.
“Before I met Taylor, I just didn’t think I would ever get married.
I always saw myself growing up to write incredibly well-received
novels and being the toast of the international publishing
community. I’d live in London and wear berets and drink Campari and
make love with every desirable man I met. I’d be totally and
uninhibitedly free.” She sighed heavily. “I guess when I used to
fantasize about being married to Taylor, I thought about us doing
all the things outside of normal everyday behavior—traveling,
socializing, going to parties, celebrating Christmas and
Thanksgiving, and having summer picnics together. I never really
considered things like...” She indicated the clothespins clutched
in her fingers. “Well, like laundry. But here I am hanging up
Taylor’s underwear. It’s just not what I ever envisioned for my
future.”

Patsy tried to sound reassuring. “But
there’s a lot more to being married than laundry, Emma. There will
be socializing and holidays and fun stuff like that. Just like
there will be coming home from work worn out and pissed off and
wanting to be left alone. You just have to work around times like
those. Nobody said it was going to be perfect. Or easy.”

Emma stared at her cousin thoughtfully.
The two of them were the same age—only three months had separated
their births—but otherwise had little in common, despite their deep
affection for each other. Patsy had long, blond, curly hair, blue
eyes, fair skin, and a personality Emma could only describe as
conservatively wild. Her father ran a laminator for a packaging
company in suburban Maryland, and her mother worked as a waitress
in a diner near their home. Patsy had earned her nursing degree the
hard way—working two jobs while attending a local community
college—and she would start working in neonatal intensive care at
the end of the summer. There were no big surprises in her future,
nothing for which she would be unprepared. Patsy Hammelmann was
well organized, no-nonsense, and perfectly practical about
life.

“I wish I could be more like you,” Emma
said suddenly.

Patsy stared at her cousin in frank
amazement. “You gotta be nuts. Why on earth would you want to be
like me?”

“You’re so well organized. You never
question anything that happens to you, you never worry about what
you can’t change. Whatever happens to you happens to you, and you
just shrug it all off like it’s no big deal.”

“Isn’t that the way everybody reacts to
things?”

Emma laughed. “I wish. I feel like I’m
always totally out of control. Here I am at a major turning point
in my life, and I don’t feel like I’ve consciously planned any of
it. I question every decision I’ve ever made, sometimes years after
the fact, and I worry about everything. There’s no way I’m going to
make it through the wedding without having a nervous
breakdown.”

“You’ll be fine, Emma,” Patsy assured
her. “Marriage to Taylor will be easier than you think.”

“It’s not so much that I want it to be
easy necessarily,” Emma said. “I just want it to be...I don’t
know…right. Does that make sense ?”

Patsy nodded. “Does it feel
right?”

Emma gazed uncertainly at her cousin
from over the clothesline. “Usually.”

“But sometimes it doesn’t?”

“Sometimes.”

Patsy studied her intently for several
moments, then asked, “Emma, you know what your problem
is?”

Emma shook her head. “No.
What?”

“You think too much.”

Emma stared back at her cousin,
bewildered. “I think too much? I think too much? And that’s
supposed to be a malady?”

“Well not for somebody like Einstein,
no. But you and me, Emma...we ain’t Einstein. Look, Taylor’s a
great guy. You guys have been together for years. If he wasn’t
someone you wanted to spend a lot of time with, don’t you think
you’d have realized it by now?”

“Patsy, ‘a lot of time’ is one thing.
The rest of my life is a completely different matter.”

Emma could see that Patsy was about to
offer another comment but was distracted by the next item she
pulled out of the clothes basket to fold.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa…what the hell is
this?” She held up an extremely skimpy article of clothing that
vaguely resembled a man’s undergarment, patterned with bright
orange and black tiger stripes. “Where did you bag this baby,
Frederick’s of Nairobi?” She laughed, trying to measure the ample
crotch with her fingers. “Gee, I didn’t realize Taylor was
so...so... Oh, baby.”

“It’s not Taylor’s,” Emma mumbled,
feeling her face heat with an uncharacteristic flush. “It must be
Max’s. It probably got in by mistake.”

Max Bennett had been Taylor’s best
friend since childhood and his roommate since they started college.
He was also slated to be the best man at the wedding, while Patsy
would be Emma’s maid of honor.

“Max’s?” Patsy raised her eyebrows.
“Oh, so I guess you should know firsthand just how ‘oh-baby’ he
is.”

Emma flushed more deeply, and she felt
herself grow hot all over. “Patsy, I thought we had an agreement
that we wouldn’t talk about that ever again.”

“I know. I’m sorry. But you know, all
things considered, you might want to reevaluate that little
experience you and Max shared...what’s it been, about two years
ago?”

“A year and a half.”

“Right. I mean, you will be getting
married soon, Emma. And Max is going to be the best man. If there’s
any kind of...you know...unsettled business between the two of you,
you better deal with it now or forever hold your peace.”

“There is no unfinished business
between me and Max,” Emma assured her. “That was one night that
never should have happened. And it wouldn’t have if Taylor hadn’t
lied to me about being out with Tina McDermott.”

“Mm-hm,” Patsy murmured. “Whatever you
say, Emma.”

“It’s true. If Taylor had been home
that night the way he was supposed to, Max would have had no reason
to take me out for a drink and console me. And we wouldn’t have
wound up, you know, at the...uh...the Captain Willie B. Schmidt
Motel.”

Patsy made a face. “Yeah, the least Max
could have done was take you to a better place. I mean, I know the
Willie B. is popular with the students—low rates, no questions
asked, and all that—but I thought Max had better taste than that
dive. Was it as bad as they say?”

“Patsy...”

“Are there really nonstop porno movies
on TV and handcuffs connected to every bed?”

“Patsy...”

“Okay, I’ll shut up. All I’m trying to
do is make sure everything is cool between you and Max
now.”

“Everything is cool,” Emma said. “We
both knew what happened was a mistake as soon as it was over. And
we never did anything like that again.”
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