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“The wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for them; and the desert shall rejoice, and blossom as the rose. It shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing.”

ISAIAH 35:1-2  
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Prologue
 

Georgia, two years ago, daybreak.

Early morning nauseated Elly.

That was normal, at least.

Her steering wheel smelled like spoiled milk and rotten freesia.

Gross. That was not normal.

Through the dirty windshield, she watched the creeping fingers of dawn overtaking the horizon. Bright rays approached her car slowly, blasted through the muddy glass, and turned her dark leather seats into blinding mirrors of light that hurt her swollen eyes.

Elly hated the dawn; the insects chirping, the hazy mist. It turned her stomach. And for once, the thought of food was unappealing to her. She pressed her forehead against the pungent wheel and whimpered. It had only been one day, one crappy stinking day, since her whole life had melted down, and now she was in her car having a nervous breakdown. It was getting unbearably hot. The blazing Georgia sun peeked over the hackberry trees that held steady as a slight breeze tossed their leaves. Her eyes, stinging from the sun and from the hysterical tears she’d indulged in the night before, welcomed the moisture. She had cried for twelve hours straight, drunk an entire bottle of wine, trashed a painting, and now she was here. Sweating in her car.

She was filled with something stronger than anger, something more pathetic than sadness. Elly exhaled, feeling the breath stutter out of her lungs, stretched thin after hours of grieving. She hated her sad little life, hated what she had become in this last day, hated the man who was her husband. Who WAS her husband. She gave a whimper. Hated she’d been forced to see everything she’d believed about her life was a lie.

More than that, at the moment, she hated being hot. She was hot so often.

With a sigh, she turned the key and the toy-sized engine of her Toyota Tercel roared to life. After a blast of scorching heat, crisp air puffed her face and dried the mixture of tears and sweat on her cheeks. With the heat retreating, she could think a little more clearly. She glanced at the bags in the backseat: one giant suitcase with orange and blue ribbons dangling from the handle, a couple of plastic bags stuffed with hair and make-up supplies, a cooler filled with apples and sandwiches – a stupid decision, now that she thought about it and her lace wedding dress that lay crumpled in the corner. Elly pursed her lips and whipped around. She couldn’t think about that. Not now. She would find a therapist later to tell about the dress.

Elly glanced nervously at the clock. She knew what she should do. She should drive to her job. She should talk to her boss Jeff, who constantly picked at his shirt near his stomach. She should call her best friend, Cassie, and talk her into skipping work. They would cry – no, she would cry – and talk about that moment, that horrible moment again and again. The creak of stairs. A hand clutching white sheets. The moment when she’d found her husband staring enamored at another woman. They would eat ice cream until she was too exhausted from emotion and dairy to move.

Cassie would pretend to be amazed that he would cheat. She would insist that Elly storm back into the house – she muffled a sob –and demand that he be the one who leave. Demand the house. Demand faithfulness. Demand love and bury what happened in a cemetery at the back of her mind, never speaking of it again.

Yes, that sounded great…but that confrontation would require removing her head from the steering wheel, and her neck seemed unable to do so at the moment. She couldn’t move from this moment. Not now, not ever.

She heard a slam and jerked her head up. Her next-door neighbor Jen was taking her son to school. Jen, looking confused as to why Elly was sitting in her car, unmoving, waved enthusiastically. Elly rolled her eyes back in her head and lifted her hand weakly. Filled with self-pity, she loathed Jen, who was actually a nice person. Yes, act like nothing is wrong. Act like you didn’t hear me screaming and wailing like a banshee until the sun came up. Act like this is totally normal, sitting in my car at six in the morning, with a cooler full of roast beef and suicidal thoughts. Jen’s tow-headed little boy climbed into the backseat, and she lovingly buckled him in.

The tears Elly didn’t think she had left inside her snuck up so suddenly that she didn’t even have time to prepare. A wail, an unwomanly, unattractive wail escaped from her lips and she wept with liberal abandon. Grief spread before her. Her perfect future, her imaginary child, a little boy who climbed happily into his car seat was not here. That future was not in this house, the one she had built for that purpose. It was not with the man she had trusted to see her dreams through. It was not in the office where she’d worked for years, where she’d happily gossiped with friends about the love of her life. It wasn’t in the park where she’d envisioned pushing a baby stroller, her artistic husband at her side. Her life as she’d dreamed it would be had imploded yesterday. The shards had gone flying inward, into her body, the moment she had seen them together. That life had fallen out of her fingers before she understood what was happening to her.

How was it that a love story so beautifully constructed, so perfectly executed, could be so flawed, so breakable? How, with a single act, could two years of marriage burn to the ground, leaving only flecks of ash behind?

Her future as she’d imagined it was gone forever. It could not be fixed.

He had not chosen her.

She would later exaggerate, telling people it was inner strength, or her great faith that propelled her forward into the unknown. She no such strength, no such faith. What she had was the desperation of having nothing ahead of her and the total decimation of a dream behind her. Elly closed her eyes and banged her skull against the headrest. She saw them again, his face elated with joy, his green eyes flashing up at the woman on top of him, a bead of sweat running down her naked spine. The mane of red hair.

Tears threatened to fall again.

Push it down.

With that thought, she made the decision, turned the key, her heart still shattering into sharp, jagged pieces. Elly shifted the now-trembling car into first gear and turned around on her cul-de-sac. She propelled the car onto the road that led out of her perfect neighborhood, turned northwest, and headed for the freeway. She cranked up the radio, found her favorite station. And then she drove, and drove, and drove. With the sounds of NPR mingling with her wrenching sobs, Elly drove until the sun set in front of her.

She refused to look back.
  

CHAPTER

ONE
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Clayton, Missouri– present day, well past daybreak, this time at a civilized hour in the morning.

Posies, a high-end florist in the wealthy suburb of Clayton on the corner of Wydown Street, was owned and operated by one Elly Jordan. These days, when she awoke at seven to the sounds of an obnoxious radio deejay and lifted her head weakly from the pillow, her first thought was of work.

It always was, these days. She lived and breathed for Posies, and at times it seemed everything she thought about or did revolved around her shop. Honestly, it was pretty pathetic. Of course, most mornings she went back to bed for another hour or so after the alarm went off, but eventually she would descend from her tidy apartment to the store below, her bright blue eyes glazed over with sleep, her flip flops smacking the stairs as she flipped on the lights, a toasted breakfast tart hanging out of her mouth.

It never failed to make her heart swell as she looked around Posies and knew that all this was hers. For just a minute she enjoyed the warm breeze fluttering through the windows, and tried to enter into a peaceful Zen-like state. It never worked, so Elly gave an amused shrug and started her morning routine anyway. She began with a quick cleaning: the windows, the design table and the front door all got wiped down and things were put into their correct places. She pulled open and swaged the curtains, and picked up any leftover stems or dropped leaves off the carpet. This morning, after she made sure that the cooler temperature had stayed steady as she had snored the night away, Elly grabbed a small arrangement of orange ranunculus and plodded out the front door, finally ready to face the world outside Posies, which was so warm and safe.

She walked up the block and entered Ada’s Coffee. Brita, the ridiculous barista, greeted her with more sunshine than Elly was prepared to handle.

“Good morning Elly!” she chirped.

Elly nodded tiredly in return and suppressed an eye roll. She was not her optimal self before 10am. Mornings were rough. She set the flowers on the bar - almost knocking over a steaming latte- and took the old vase filled with decaying Veronicas and Bachelor Buttons and stuck it under her arm. There was a spot of coffee on her blouse. The Barista looked over at her.

“Elly! You are so funny!! Every day when you come in here you either spill something or have a stain on your shirt! It’s like you’re a toddler. I think it’s adorable.”

Elly sighed.

“Good morning to you, Brita.”

The barista smiled brightly.

“Hot chocolate today?”

Elly nodded.

“Yup. Same as yesterday…same as everyday.”

Amnesia, thought Elly. Brita beamed at her.

“Those flowers are sooo amazing. I just love looking at them. You must love your job.”

Elly cringed inside.

“Yeah, I do. But it’s not always just flowers and…”

The front bell chimed and Brita jumped to the welcome.

“Hi! Welcome to Ada’s Coffee!”

Elly was still finishing her sentence and suddenly found herself talking to no one. She hated when she was caught trailing off alone. Awkward.

She sighed and looked around the coffee shop, taking in dozens of couples enjoying their morning brew. It was here, two years ago, that she had met her best friend; it was here that she had decided to stay. She inhaled the rich aroma of burnt beans and was taken instantly back those two years, to the day that changed her life. The day she had met Kim.

Elly had arrived in St. Louis exactly two days after her overly-dramatic departure from Georgia. Eyes puffy with tears and travel, hair a pony-tailed mess and her mind in tatters, she somehow steered her way into an upper-class neighborhood coffee shop, ordering a hot chocolate with extra whipped cream. She had looked around anxiously – all she truly wanted was to get back into her car and drive until she collapsed. An adorable blond girl behind the counter had looked at her, confusion written across her pretty face.

“Extra whipped cream. Really? Do you know it already comes with whipped cream? That would add about 100 calories.”

Elly snarled and heard a muffled laugh behind her. Ready for an argument, she would no doubt win in her crazy state of mind, she spun around and came face to face with the one of the most stunning women she had ever seen. She let out a low gasp. Long brown hair with golden highlights flowed over tan freckled shoulders, and big sea glass eyes with thick mahogany lashes peered out from a flawless, make-up free face. She was as tall and lean as Elly was short and, well, somewhat rotund. Instantly intimidated by such beauty, she whirled back on the counter girl.

“Do you have a problem with that? Do you have a problem with people who order extra whipped cream?”

The girl looked taken aback.

“No, no ma’am, it’s fine.”

She looked at Elly with the kind of pity reserved only for the chubby and dirty. Elly was about to attack when she felt a cool hand on her shoulder.

The beautiful woman whispered in her ear, “Don’t worry, it’s not you - I come here every day and Einstein behind the counter here gets my order confused every. Single. Time.”

Elly’s anger melted. For the first time in forty-eight hours, she smiled.

Elly got her hot chocolate – with extra whipped cream piled haphazardly across the top - and sat down at a small table by the window. She was startled when the radiant woman sat down across from her like they were old friends.

“Hi – I’m Kim,” she said as she stuck out her hand. Elly shook it. “I can’t stand this place, but I’m hooked. If I don’t have my latte every day, I’m a miserable beast.”

Elly watched her as she silently stirred her drink, totally unaware of the oddness of this interaction. She suddenly smiled.

“Where are you from? You look like you’ve come a long way,” as if Elly needed reminding how she looked – and felt. Here she was, dirty, probably smelly, and wearing grey track pants and a black camisole that had a pumpkin on it. Her mascara had run away from her eyes a long time ago and her hair was full of grease. Elly’s exodus in the car had hit her like a brick in the face.

“Um…” she paused and willed herself not to let hot tears run down her face. This was the moment she knew would come. Would she lie about her past? Would she start fresh? Pretend it never happened? She opened her mouth to lie, but the truth rushed out in its place.

“I’ve been driving for days. Honestly, I don’t really even know what day it is. My husband... he…” The tears had started flowing. Crap. “He is...” She waved her hand around, agitated, unable to say it. “I’m not ready to talk about it. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. I just left Georgia. My house, my job, my friends…and now I’m here. I don’t know if I’m driving to California or Washington or maybe over a cliff, I don’t know.” She let out a strangled sob. “I can’t even think about what I left. I thought that if I went away that I could pretend it didn’t happen, but now I’m just thinking that this was the dumbest decision ever and that I will never be able to repair what he broke. Which it turns out, was me.” Elly put her palms over her eyes and shook her head.

“I’m sorry. I must seem like an insane person.”

Elly heard a smile in Kim’s voice as she replied, “A little, but please, keep going.”

Afraid to look up, Elly kept her face down.

“I’m – no, was - a secretary for a large shipping company. I was good at my job - the executive secretary to the president. I’m pretty sure he couldn’t live without me. It was good pay, vacations even. I was saving up to buy a nice house in this suburb that was just…perfect. I thought I had everything I ever wanted. Then I met Aaron.” It was the first time in days that she had said his name. It caught in her throat like a lemon drop. “I met Aaron and he was totally different.”

He was like a light that I didn’t know was out in me, she thought to herself. Kim nodded, as if she had known a million men like this.

“I fell in love so fast, so hard. I couldn’t even breathe, and I thought – if I don’t marry this man, I’ll die – and so I did. He made me love art, and food, but more than that, I loved him. It was like a great love story you see in the movies. He made me things. He encouraged me to buy my house and we were so… happy. I was always overjoyed at my life and found it incredible. My friends, I think, saw something else. He was very caught up in his art and his successes and trials made him very...emotional. I feel so stupid now, but...”

Kim’s face softened. She offered, “You thought it was sexy.”

Elly felt her heart wilt. “Yes! But more than that, I loved being a part of him expressing his creativity. I was part of his… passion. My job was so boring, and I was grateful that he was an escape from all that. We got married. He loved my mother, but didn’t handle it well when she passed away.” She felt her anger pouring over the table, out onto the street. “He had no roots in anything but his art. I knew he loved me. Then why did he, I mean how could he?” Elly stopped. “I’m sorry. I’m done for today. This is the first time I’ve talked about this to anyone. I feel terrible – you are a very nice stranger, assuming that you will get the nice ‘I’m new in town’ speech, and I unload all this baggage on you. You can go if you want. I would understand.”

Kim narrowed her eyes. “Are you kidding me? This is the most exciting thing I’ve heard in a long time. You picked up and just drove away from your life. You’ve done what a lot of us have thought about doing, many times.” She put her hand over Elly’s. “Not that it’s a good thing. It’s just…a brave thing. The people around here,” she said, waving her arm around, “are pretty boring. They are stuck in their upper class lives, get their coffee every morning, talk about politics – about which they all agree on anyway – spend too much money on their children’s schools, and get plastic surgery. You’re the most honest thing to come my way in awhile.” Elly surrendered a small smile.

The morning passed quickly. Elly shared more about herself than she ever had with any of her friends in Georgia. Kim told her stories that made her blush and laugh about the neighbors, the inhabitants of this strange little chic suburb, this Clayton. Elly had three hot chocolates and Kim had two more lattes and pumpkin bread. By the time noon rolled around, Elly’s ambition to drive into oblivion had disappeared. Her exhaustion soaked into her bone marrow.

“So what’s next for you?” Kim asked.

“I don’t know…I was headed west. I thought it would be pretty.” Elly winced at how stupid she sounded and stretched her arms above her head. “I’ll probably just find a hotel and stay the night and leave in the morning.”

Kim pestered her with rapid questions, “So there is no one there that you are going to meet? What is your plan? Do you know anyone out there?”

“Nope. I just thought I would drive until I found somewhere I liked.”

“So, what about here?” Kim asked.

“Where…is here?” Elly asked. Kim gave a grin. “You are in Clayton, Missouri. Land of heat and flowers.”

“Here?” Elly glanced around at the well-dressed crowd sipping their overpriced drinks behind the shiny marble countertop. “Yeah...I don’t think I really fit in here,” she lamented, unable to picture her squat body waddling down the posh main street.

“Yeah. I don’t either.” Kim turned her head thoughtfully.

That’s true, Elly thought. Kim didn’t really fit in. She was dressed like a hippie – wearing a light blue dress that really seemed to have the stitches on the outside, an expensive-looking turquoise necklace, and black and white espadrilles. It was quite urban for this posh suburb. Still, Elly knew that people beautiful like Kim seemed to fit in everywhere - it came as naturally as smiling. Even now, she could feel men’s eyes on their table. A handsome yet chubby man wearing an apron had been staring at their table since they sat down, unsuccessfully hiding behind his newspaper.

“What would I do here? Honestly, I probably need to go home…beg for my job back,” The thought of facing her boss, who would offer unsolicited advice, tell her that she was a nice “lady friend” and give her a gift card for Macy’s, sent a pang of nausea through her stomach. Kim frowned at her and looked directly into her eyes.

“Why would you do that? You left for a reason. You haven’t have driven two days straight just to turn around. Whatever you left behind, it hasn’t changed just because you’re gone. If you go crawling back, you’ll end up where you were before.” She paused. “I would know. I’ve left many men and gone back again, only to find myself in the exact same moment, leaving again. The wasted time that I will never get back is depressing to think about, especially now that I’m married to someone wonderful.” Kim was now on a roll and getting louder by the minute. Her hands flailed around wildly. Elly wanted to shrink in her chair.

“Elly, your heart is broken. I can see it on your face and hear it in your voice, and I know that I don’t know you, but I feel like you’re meant to be here…here, in this ridiculous coffee shop.” She giggled and then grew suddenly serious. “I woke up today and felt that something important was going to happen. I saw you snapping at the barista and I felt like I knew that you were going to be a part of my life. It’s the oddest feeling. I’m not a person who usually believes in signs, but I can’t shake this feeling that my reason for being here this morning is you.” Kim paused and reached for her hand. “I think you should stay”.

Elly was overwhelmed by exhaustion and the emotion of the moment. She blinked back tears as she lifted her head to look past Kim, to see the sun streaming in through the windows. Suddenly she was back in her car, the sun rising, sitting in front of her house, trying to breathe. She was walking down the stairs in her house, hearing two voices, muffled through the door…

She wouldn’t go back. She couldn’t go back. Not yet. And maybe, if she waited long enough, he would come for her. By then, she would surely be mended.

“So…where are we again?”

“Clayton. Missouri. St. Louis.”

Elly smiled and repeated the name to herself. “Clayton. Okay.”

And so she had decided to stay. And it was almost two years to the day.

Elly snapped her mind back to the present in Ada’s Coffee. She grabbed her drink with her free hand, gave the barista a smile and headed back to Posies. As she stuck her old fashioned gold key into the large brass lock and opened the door, the bell chimed and Cadbury, her English Sheepdog, trotted down from upstairs. He nuzzled her feet as she closed the door with her hip and pushed play on the stereo. Cadbury emitted a high pitched whine as she ignored him to set her drink down.

“That’s enough. I’m right here. It’s not like we didn’t spend the last eight hours together. Remember? When you kicked my stomach?” Cadbury licked her elbow. “Oh love,” she said scratching behind his ears, “you are the worst dog in the world.”

“Good morning!” chimed a voice from somewhere in back. Elly set her hot chocolate down mid grin. Her loyal staff was already here, hard at work for tomorrow’s wedding. She headed for the back room, where dozens of buckets held flowers that were being processed. Elly stepped over a mound of dried leaves and twigs and looked over at her assistant manager.

“This one’s a no-greenery. No surprise there.” Kim stood, arm half-way down an Ambience rose stem, its dewy cream petals blushing to a bright pink tissue at the tip. “What? You know she is.”

Elly sighed. “You think everyone is a no-greenery bride. You have a low tolerance for needy women.”

“Why am I friends with you then? I’m just saying, she emailed me twice this morning to ask about whether her roses were really blown open or just blown open, that put her into the no-greenery bride category,” Kim retorted. Elly grunted. She was probably right.

There were two types of brides that came to Posies, their high-end flower studio. Greenery brides were easy-going, laid-back, daisy kind of girls. No-greenery brides were anti-chrysanthemum, anti-foliage, anti-everything.

Kim continued her ranting. “If they had their way, we would all be carrying white rose bouquets with pearl flower accents, a white wrap and NO greenery to enhance the bouquet whatsoever.” They also called eight times everyday to have lengthy conversations about the boutonnieres, thought Elly. They were a handful, but Elly loved them anyway. Most of them. She paused. Okay, some of them.

With a triumphant flourish, Kim finished stripping the flower and plopped it into the bucket. “You deal with her then!” She looked over at Elly. “Wow, you’re really sweaty.”

Elly nodded and wiped her face with her sleeve. “Thanks. It’s nice of you to notice.”

Kim, she noted, was simply glowing, her perfectly freckled skin radiating light and warmth. Elly mentally punched her. “Well, at least I don’t have tulip dirt in my hair.”

Snarky Teenager, her other employee, walked into the work area, grabbed some Marguerite daisies out of Elly’s bucket and left.

“You’re welcome,” Elly called after her.

Snarky Teenager poked her head around the corner. “You’re welcome for what? For doing my job? I should thank you for letting me do my job? Whatever.”

She stomped to the back, her bright pink bra blazing through her sheer shirt. Kim rolled her eyes and mouthed, “Boyfriend drama.” Elly shook her head, exasperated, and wandered to the front office where she sank heavily into her oversized chair. Her damp blond hair stuck to her face. It was only April, but it already felt like the hottest month ever. The back room of the shop wasn’t air conditioned and even with fans blowing every which way (which resulted in having make-out hair – even though everyone knew there was none of that going on), the heat seeped into her body like a steaming lotion. She never got cool and sweat trickled like a stream between her breasts. Wonderful. Boob sweat. It felt like walking in a warm, living womb.

Kim had threatened many times that she would quit if they didn’t buy air conditioning for the back room, but they were empty threats. Kim would never leave. She loved the flowers too much, as Elly did. And Elly loved flowers, and her store – her little piece of heaven. The front of the store was painted pale yellow with antique white accents – not unlike cake piping. Angel ringed ivy snaked down book shelves filled with wedding and flower books: The Language of Flowers, Your Unique Bouquet, Martha Stewart Weddings and others. Her dark cherry wood desk had very little clutter on it besides a computer – a complex general of a machine that she barely understood – and a ceramic mug filled with pens that simply said “Love.” Elly grimaced at the irony of what was clearly lacking, but that mug was one of the few things she brought from Georgia. There was no reason for it; she loved her love mug. Everything was placed in the right spot on her desk, simple and clean. While looking effortless, it took a lot of work to maintain.

To the right of the desk was a huge cottage window. It peeked out onto a tiny courtyard that faced Wydown Street. Elly and Kim had tried their hardest to decorate the barren, overgrown area – they put topiaries in the corners, rose bushes tucked into a raised brick seating area, white lights in the trees, but still looked a little....ugly. It would always be a little ugly, but Elly liked it anyway.

She sighed and took a sip from her water bottle, delighting in the cool liquid trickling down her throat, into the wrong pipe. Elly wheezed and choked. Just when she was feeling sexy, it all fell apart. Oh well, it wasn’t like anyone was looking anyway. She shrugged; at least her store was beautiful. Tall ribbon holders stretched across the walls, displaying a satin rainbow of pastels. Two coolers hummed all day long and added a much-needed sense of urgency to all projects. Posies had a variety of walk-ins every day – from older women, who lived in the grand mansions lining the street, to awkward high school boys buying single roses for their girlfriends. The boys were Elly’s favorites. Other than that, it was mostly brides. Ah, the endless brides.

They would come in, their faces flushed with the excitement of their upcoming wedding, mothers and sisters and friends in tow, clutching various wedding books and magazine cut-outs. She would greet them at the door, seat them at her table and proceed to talk about such lovely things that they always left a little dazed. She had a large glass covered table, and under it were the thank-you notes from dozens of brides, all grateful and gushing. There were a small handful of brides over the past two years who didn’t like their flowers – “too earthy” was always their complaint– but the vast majority of Posies brides loved their flowers and couldn’t refer them fast enough.

Elly would spend a couple of minutes every day running her fingers aimlessly over the notes. Her brides, her girls. She would often become more than a florist to each of them – a friend, a confidant, a trusted wedding advisor. This was her favorite part of the job, besides the designing. Elly loved creating her organic magic, a bundle of beauty that when handed to a bride made her gasp in delight. Elly was constantly thinking up new combinations and could sit for hours writing down flower types and color and today, standing in front of the picture window, she let her mind wander to just that.

She was shaken out of her freesia-induced stupor by the shrill ringing of the phone. She took a quick sip of water to clear her throat, and answered.

“Thank you for calling Posies, this is Elly.” And so went the day. Consultations, flower orders, processing, talking with Kim, yelling at Snarky Teenager…it was all a joyful blur of work and play.

At five, when business was winding down, Elly switched the sign over to “Closed” and watched the professionals driving by, on their way home to big lives in big houses. She sighed peacefully and leaned her head against the cool glass. Elly never dreamed she would be here. She never dreamed that she would have her own shop – her own life – after the nuclear sex bomb decimated her life in Georgia. Starting over was painful, heart-breaking and exhilarating. She was anew. She was blessed. She was…really hungry. Pizza?

With a new urgency Elly switched off the lights, took one last look at the quiet shop, clicked her tongue at Cadbury to follow her and headed upstairs to her apartment. Unlocking the door, she reveled in the air conditioning before stripping off her apron, and pulling off her pants and sweeping her hair up in a ponytail holder. She ate her homemade pizza quickly, settling on the couch next to Cadbury. A few television reruns later, she headed up to the roof.

The roof of her building – which was directly above her apartment - was a 15-foot concrete square of paradise. Plants covered the ground, and there was just enough room for two outdoor loveseats covered in beautiful terra cotta fabric with bright pink pillows to snuggle with. She loved to come up here to think, to nap, and to cry. Relaxing back against the cushions, Elly stared up, transfixed at the night sky, trying not to think on her past or worry about tomorrow’s wedding. Her elbow bumped the loveseat and she dashed red wine across her bare legs. She threw back the blanket.

“Crap!” she cried out loud and then instantly felt exposed.

She looked around and calmed herself - she was the only one up here – the only one with the roof deck, the only one without pants. There was no one to care that she was drinking wine in her underwear, or that she had eaten a whole small pizza by herself earlier. She was alone. She was always alone. Shaken by the thought, Elly leaned her head back against the couch. It had been two long years since she had driven away from him. Him, the man whose name she would never think. Kim had been right. Clayton was…okay. She was okay. Elly lingered on the thought. She was, right? With that, Elly longingly began counting the hours until she went back to work – for at night her loneliness awakened deep within her; a nagging finger pressing against her heart, an awareness that something was missing.
  

CHAPTER

TWO
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“I can’t believe that you didn’t mention to me, UNTIL RIGHT NOW, that she ordered another bridesmaid bouquet. Did you not think that was important?” Elly slammed the cooler door shut and glared at Snarky Teenager, who shrugged her hair out of her eyes and yanked up the pants that were barely covering her lavender thong.

“Look. I’m sorry. I checked the email about a week ago and I forgot to write it on the contract. I suck. I get it.”

Elly rolled her eyes. “Don’t be sorry, just do it right next time, okay?”

Snarky Teenager nodded sullenly.

“Okay. Grab some of those for me.” Quickly, Elly assembled the bridesmaid bouquet: Bright pink tea roses stood out against pale green hydrangea, yellow mini-callas and creamy sweet pea. Once the perfect loose dome was assembled, Elly carefully folded tropical leaves beneath the floaty petals, pinning them with pearls. She grabbed a pear-colored satin ribbon and wrapped the bouquet, winding around and around until everything was taut and contained. Plopping the bouquet into a vase, she whirled around in time to see her volatile young worker texting in the corner.

“Start loading the van!” she snapped. Snarky Teenager sauntered out the door.

Elly sighed. Wedding deliveries, no matter how planned and organized, were always stressful. God help me, she thought. She grabbed her directions from the table, along with two flower girl baskets and jogged out to the van. Once there, she ran through her contract verbally with her hormonal worker.

“One Bridal Bouquet?”

“Check”

“Four Bridesmaids…plus the new one you forgot?” Elly arched her eyebrows.

“Check.”

“Personal flowers?”

“Check”

“Twenty centerpieces?”

“Check.”

“So we are good to go?”

Snarky Teenager nodded. She peered at Elly. “Why are you so sweaty?”

Because I’m a heifer, Elly thought. She ignored the question, but wiped her hand against her drenched forehead. Geez, I haven’t even left the parking lot yet and I’m soaked – can it really only be the first weekend in May? Elly climbed in the car, slamming the door next to her.

“Make sure you don’t forget the Meske pick-up at 4,” she instructed. “I’ll call you on my way back.”

Snarky Teenager nodded and walked back into the shop, butt cheeks hanging out of her underwear that Elly believed were masquerading as shorts. I have got to talk to her about those. She knew she wouldn’t.

Elly pulled her van onto the street, heading for Interstate 40. The air conditioning blew on her freckled skin. The wedding today was at the Botanical Gardens. While beautiful and romantic, Elly loathed delivering there. Not only did the ceremony site feel like it was approximately 100 miles from the entrance, it was in the African Garden – Elly snorted - but it was hot as Hades and she was going to have to truck it all out there on her little cart. Elly turned up the radio, trying to ignore the oncoming trauma.

When she arrived at the gate, she was first waved through to the wrong entrance, where caterers’ unloaded white push carts and frozen shrimp platters. She drove around until she found a suitable entrance, which was still across the garden from the ceremony, quite the distance from Elly’s perception. Lifting the first box of flowers holding the bouquets, she carried it across the parking lot and into the bride’s room. The bride was not there yet – thankfully – so she unloaded the vases, taking a minute to admire their simple loveliness. The bride’s bouquet was white orchids, Queen Anne’s lace, white mini-callas and white roses with green berry accents. Next to the bright pink, green and yellow, the whites looked even more radiant in their crystal vase.

Huffing back out to the van, Elly threw the box in the back and proceeded to grab the men’s flowers. The handsome young men dressed in khaki suits were actually nearby in the garden lobby, much to Elly’s relief.

“Um, excuse me. Excuse me?”

The men ignored her.

“You!” she pointed at the groom, who was taking swig from a small bottle of liquor. They looked up, annoyed.

“I need to pin you.”

The boys snickered. Elly suddenly felt small.

“Please put on your jacket and come over here.”

The groom sauntered over, sizing up Elly with red bloodshot eyes. She grabbed his tea rose bout and held it up against the jacket.

“Don’t stick me” he joked, leaning backwards.

Elly looked up at him with wide eyes. “You know, that is the first time I have EVER heard that. You’re so hilarious!” She tilted her head sideways. Elly hated guys like these, the same type of guys who had picked on her for her weight in high school, the kind of guys who didn’t take their wedding day seriously, the kind of guys who thought affairs were a given. She arched her eyebrow. “Also, you shouldn’t drink before your wedding. Your bride has spent a year planning for this day and you shouldn’t be drunk for it. The ceremony is sacred.”

The groom’s smile faded. His groomsmen stared at her, open-mouthed.

“Okay then!” she said nervously and bounced back to the car. Sometimes her mouth was a problem.

Elly took a second to drink some water, and then started loading her centerpieces onto a small cart. The large glass trumpet vases went first, followed by small fishbowls, filled with delicately wrapped lily grass and pink lotus flowers. This was the first trip. Twenty sweaty minutes later, she returned – after fighting her way, cart and all, across the Japanese and Victorian gardens with glassware bouncing on gravel paths – to get the second part of the centerpieces. The back of the van held clear glass dishes dripping with amaranthus, fuchsia tea roses, Green Goddess callas, yellow dahlias and pink gerbera daisies. Flowers covering the cart, carrying two arrangements against her hip, Elly proceeded out to the garden. In the middle of the African garden, a gorgeous white tent billowed in the wind. Elly set down the centerpieces and took a moment to catch her breath. Then she started setting up. Fishbowls and lotus flowers were set lining the bar, the buffet and the head table. She then interspersed delicate white votives between them. The trumpet vases went up after that, set onto the bright fuchsia tablecloths, and surrounded by loose green orchids.

Elly was finally starting to relax, to enjoy decorating for this beautiful event, when she heard a familiar shrill voice echo across the garden: “Why are mah strawberries dipped in pink sprinkles? We wanted yellow! We sent that over in a contract YESTERDAY!”

Oh God, thought Elly. The wedding coordinator is here. Striding across the lawn in neon pink leopard heels was Lizette Kobul, the owner of Kobul Creations, one of the larger wedding coordinating companies in St. Louis. Lizette was beloved by brides for her eye for details, her elite connections, and her military-esque approach to planning. She was universally hated by most vendors for the way she treated them: barking orders, belittling and muttering comments dripping with classism. She relentlessly pursued Elly to recommend her to Posies’ brides, but Elly had a deep desire NOT to network with a crazy lady.

Give me strength Lord, Elly thought, please give me the strength to not murder this woman.

“Ellllleeee Jordan, is that you??” she shrieked, shielding her eyes, “I should have known by that beautiful round behind!”

The hint of a Southern twang got her every time. She had heard from her wedding cake friend that Lizette was actually from Rhode Island. No one really knew where the accent had come from. Elly turned around and dusted her hands off.

“Hello Lizette. How are you?”

“Oh, I’m fine, I’m fine. These people are all idiots and my bride is freaking out, but I’m fine. How are you? The flowers are beautiful, as always.” She fingered one of the green orchids. “I had told Leslie that she should have a clover green, but she insisted on lime…after meeting with you. Oh well, I guess it looks pretty. Clover would have been really nice though, don’t you think?”

She smirked at Elly. “These centerpieces are marvelous. We had some from Clayton Flowers at the wedding last week. They were incredible. Just incredible.”

Elly felt anger rising up inside of her, but she forced it down, a ball of boiling wax, and told herself that she would ignore the backhanded insults.

“I’m sure they were lovely. They do a nice job.”

Lizette nodded and eyed her suspiciously. “You know, hun, I always wonder how you got your business started up so fast. It was just like one day, everyone was fussing about Posies. And then all of a sudden, here you are at a ton of weddings with your,” she made quotes with her fingers, “‘garden style’ and your Tuscan urns, and I get to see you all the time. Yaaaay.”

Elly rolled her eyes when Lizette turned around. She steeled herself.

“Yes. We’ve been very blessed and we love our brides. I should really get back to decorating. I’m sure you have people to…get in order.”

Lizette peered at the centerpiece. “Yes. I think I will ask Leslie if she does indeed want the orchids up on every side, or just in the middle. It looks a little…off.”

Lizette smirked and snapped at her assistant, a nervous looking doe-eyed brunette who quickly ran up behind her. “ASHLEE!! Why are you just standing there like some ignorant stick? Go ask Leslie about these orchids. I want you back in five minutes. Also, please bring those strawberries back to the kitchen and tell them that if they can’t get sprinkle colors right, they deserve to be flipping burgers, not catering my events. Mmm… kay?”

Elly briefly imagined the glory of punching the wedding coordinator in the face. Instead, she turned around and continued moving the flowers around the votives.

Lizette chirped in her ear, “Okay. So….great talking to you, Elly. Keep up the good work. Oh, those candles are a little too close, don’t you think?” She spun on her tall heels and stalked out of the tent, but not before snapping at a waiter for chewing gum on the way out. Elly took a deep breath, congratulated herself for not slapping Lizette, and proceeded to drape the tent with flowers.

Thirty minutes later, she stood back and admired her handiwork. The white tent, previously a blank canvas, was now a lush garden. Pinks, greens and yellows were everywhere, a bright feast of color. The flowers had transformed the site from a stuffy wedding to a garden paradise. Elly loved this moment, the moment when she had taken something from bland to beautiful, when boring life bloomed before her eyes. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a floral swag blowing a little too loosely in the wind. One more and I’m done. The floral swag was on the top corner of the tent, behind a magnificent food spread. Food. Mmmm…food. Elly glanced around. There were waiters and caterers putting out stemware, and Lizette the wedding Nazi was nowhere to be seen. She reached over to the candles and orchids and pretended to move things around. With her other hand, she swiped some cheese from the tray and quickly shoved it into her mouth. Manchego. It was delicious, salty and tangy. Elly took a minute to savor it melting on to her tongue before climbing up the ladder to fix the swag.

She made quick work of it and leaned back on the ladder. It slipped to the right. Elly over-compensated with her behind and jumped off the side of the ladder, hitting the food table on the way down with her rear. She ended up on her knees, eye level with the table, the platter of cheese inches from her head. Panic swarmed through her until she realized that the table and all the food were still intact. Her face burned with embarrassment. How did this happen? Oh no, oh no, oh no…Through her tears she saw a couple of caterers speed-walking toward her. She jumped up.

“I’m okay, everyone. Totally okay. That ladder is…weird. Yeah. But I’m good, thanks for worrying.” They stared at her. That was when she felt an odd warmth on the back of her pants.

No, no, no…did I poop?? DID I POOP??? Elly spun around. She couldn’t see the back of her pants. She swiped the area with her hands. It came away brown.

Kill me now. Please. Kill me now. Oh God, just reach down with your mighty hand…

She brought it to her nose. Chocolate. That was chocolate she smelled. She brought it to her mouth. Yes. It was chocolate. It was then that she looked up to see a small group of horrified waiters looking at her, mouths agape. She realized instantly what that looked like. She held up her hand in an awkward wave.

“It’s just chocolate. Not poop. Didn’t poop my pants! Just chocolate…I must have encountered the chocolate fountain…no biggie…”

She saw two cute caterer girls widen their eyes at each other and start to whisper. The DJ shook his head in annoyance. Elly’s face burned, and she felt shame and total embarrassment. Suddenly she was back in Georgia, sitting in her car, her head against the steering wheel. A hole in her stomach opened up, and she let the negative feelings rush at her. Elly felt her apron tight around her waist, her wide legs in her Capri pants, her hair plastered against her forehead.

What am I doing? Why did I think I could do this? Gone was the beautiful sassy florist, and the woman rejected by so many – rejected by the man who was supposed to love her – rose up unwelcomed inside of her. And she had chocolate on her pants, which were also ripped up the leg. The room swam before her, a bright river of pinks and greens. Here I go, Elly thought, and pressed her palms against her eyes. She felt a light hand on her shoulder. She looked up. There was an elderly man smiling down at her, his wispy white hair sticking in all directions. His kind brown eyes looked past his Willy Wonka glasses straight into her embarrassment.

“What the hell are ya’ll looking at?” he snapped at the gawking crowd. “This woman could use a paper towel! You, with the earrings,” he gestured at the punk deejay, “can you get some paper towels and stop standing there with your mouth open?”

The deejay grunted and sulked off. The rest of the crowd dissimilated, murmuring to themselves. Elly turned around to the man who had saved her from a very public breakdown.

“Thank you, thank you.”

She paused.

“How bad is it?”

Elly slowly turned around, showing her chocolate covered rear to the stranger. A smile spread on his face from ear to ear.

“Well, you do look like you have had an unfortunate accident with, well..with, a port-a-potty.”

Elly smiled. Then she giggled. And with that, a huge laugh burst forth from her belly. The laugh opened up, and before she knew it, Elly had tears running down her face. She put her hand on the old man’s shoulder and leaned against him, this stranger, and laughed. The old man was chuckling as well.

“Here sweetheart, look in the mirror.” He grabbed a gilded mirror from one of the tables. Elly cringed. Across the back of her khaki pants spread a dark chocolate stain the size of a dinner plate. It shimmered in the sunlight.

“That is really bad. Yikes.”

The man gestured at her, “Could you tie your apron around backwards?”

Elly’s face lit up. Thank God. She spun her apron around, covering the stain. She pushed her bangs out of her face.

“I think I’m good. You saved my life today!!”

The old man smiled and nodded. “No problem darling. I’m here for the wedding. I work with the groom’s Dad.” He patted her head in a grandfatherly way. “This was the highlight of my day. I hate these people and their ridiculous parties.” And with that, her angel in a suit sauntered off into the sunset, his walker propelling him slowly forward.

Elly committed herself to the task at hand, and ignored the thick brown liquid dripping off her behind. She quickly gathered up her trash and loaded it on to the cart. One last check of each centerpiece, pulling off a petal here, moving a hydrangea here and she was finished. There was one last thing to do: she had to see the bride. Pushing her cart through the gravel gardens, she allowed herself one quick glance back at the tent. It was marvelous. A paradise made of the work of hundreds of people…and lots of daddy’s money.

Arriving at the garden house, Elly checked her apron, making sure it was covering the cow pie on her pants, and ducked into the bride’s dressing room. It looked like a bridal store had exploded. Pink high heels littered the floor. Bras were strewn about. Numerous bridesmaids, all wearing pale green dresses, were gossiping excitedly and filling the air with aerosol hair-spray. Elly doubted any of it was getting on their actual up-dos, which were pulling back their eyes to give them a wild-eyed, mad bridesmaid look.

The mother of the bride was fussing over her daughter at the mirror. “I told her that we didn’t want the cake with butter pecan on all the sections, but just the top. And I look at our contract and it says, ‘butter pecan on the second half’. Can you believe it? I just hope that today it’s not on the first layer…”

The timid bride, Leslie, was looking more and more terrified as her mom yanked on her hair. Elly felt for her.

“Hi Leslie! I was just stopping in to say congratulations and wish you luck.”

Leslie jumped up from her chair and threw her arms around Elly.

“Thank you SO much. They are so beautiful. I love them!”

Elly unwrapped Leslie from herself and eyed Lizette over her shoulder, scowling. Elly looked at Leslie and grabbed her hands. “I wish you the many blessings on your marriage. The day goes so fast, make sure you take the time to step back and treasure what is…”

“Okay, okay, this bride needs to get married.” Lizette swept in, pushing Elly towards the door. “Thank you Elly. Great job with the flowers! They look lovely.”

Elly raised an eyebrow at Lizette.

“Really? Didn’t you want to ask Leslie about her choice of greens?”

Lizette scowled at Elly.

Leslie looked confused. “You didn’t like my green?” she asked Lizette.

“No, it was fine love, I just thought clover would have been pretty, but it looks amazing now. I was wrong. Here, why don’t we put in your tiara?”

She had a sour look splayed across her heavily made-up face. Triumph, thought Elly. She had never liked Lizette, but today she had been especially rude. Ah, sweet victory. She savored the feeling. It was just then that some chocolate dripped off her pants, under the apron, onto the floor.

“What was that?” Lizette gasped. Her voice got very shrill. The accent disappeared. “Was that poop? What IS that??”

“Okay. Thanks! Congrats Leslie!” Elly darted out of the room, holding her apron tight around her behind. It wasn’t until she was in her sweltering van that she let herself truly relax. Her shoulders sank into cushion as the air conditioning blasted on her face. She leaned her head back on the seat. It was over.

“Thank you God,” she breathed, sending up a silent prayer of thanks. Then she picked up her cell phone and dialed Snarky Teenager, who was minding the shop.

“Hi, it’s me. Get ready to load up the next wedding. I need you to run up to my apartment and grab some pants.” Elly paused. “No, I definitely don’t want to talk about it.”
  

CHAPTER

THREE
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There had never been anything as beautiful as Elly’s couch. Never before, in the history of mankind, had there been anything as glorious or comforting as the soft tan leather couch that Elly lay face-down upon. The day was done, the wedding deliveries were over. Elly had almost cried with relief when she walked in the door. She had dropped her purse, stripped to her underwear and collapsed onto the couch. There she had stayed, dozing off and on, as the sun slowly dipped behind her curtains.

Two hours later, Elly awoke, ravenous. Before she even dressed, she was dialing the Chinese restaurant down the street, the Pearl Wok. Not totally sanitary – Elly had spied a cockroach on the floor once, but had forgiven them on account of their orange chicken and wontons. Plus, they delivered.

“June…hi, it’s Elly. Yes, hi! Again, yes. The norm. Mmmhmm. And a side of wontons. Yes I know. Twice this week. Okay. Thanks!”

She hung up the phone, determined not to think about what the implications might be of the Chinese food girl knowing her name and order by heart. It was best not to think about it. She opened the door to her bedroom and looked at her bed, which was covered with a white fur blanket. The white fur blanket lazily lifted its eyes and gazed at Elly, confused.

“Cadbury, get up! Off the bed! C’mon!”

The dog looked pissed off, but reluctantly jumped off the bed and followed her into the kitchen. Elly frowned at him. Kim had talked her into getting a dog. After many nights alone in her new apartment with a bottle of cheap wine, which usually resulted in Elly pacing around crying, Kim had informed her that she needed something to care for, something that wasn’t about her. Something to make her move on. Elly had pushed for something low maintenance, like a beta fish, but Kim wasn’t having it. She dragged Elly to the pound, where they looked at hundreds of sad faces behind bars before Elly had a nervous breakdown and demanded that Kim take her home. That night, as Elly sipped raspberry tea and looked out her window, she had remembered that her mother had an English sheepdog growing up in Georgia. And that was what she decided she wanted - a dog her mother would have loved.

The next morning Elly drove to a pretty blue farm house and sat down among a squeal worthy litter of Old English Sheepdog puppies. As the puppies climbed and licked every inch of Elly’s bare knees, the crowd parted and she saw another puppy lying in the corner, watching his brothers and sisters as if he thought they were the most ridiculous bunch of dogs he’d ever seen. His puppy face was still adorable, even though he carried what looked a lot like skepticism. She knew right then he was the dog for her. She carried Cadbury (named for the Easter candy; once a year was never enough for those little heavenly eggs) out of the farm and placed him in the front seat of the car. On the trip home, she talked to him. She cried about Aaron. She talked about starting the business and how no brides were calling her. She whispered her true feelings to this benign dog, and he gazed at her with something not like love, but more like the look a person reserves for crazy aunts.

It had taken months before Cadbury became the kind of dog she wanted to have. He was horrible at toilet training, peeing all over her Persian rug, until she had to throw it angrily into a dumpster. He hated his food, he hated being alone, and he yanked on the leash so hard that most walks resulted in bloodied knees. Cadbury rebelled in every way possible, but he did love her eventually. That he did.

They formed camaraderie – much like soldiers, they leaned on each other with an understood world weariness, and the common need for each other. She took him out for daily walks and let him eat most things, and in return he slept by her side on the bed, and didn’t poop inside anymore. His puppy face changed, and he became a beautiful dog – one that strangers complimented with ease. She was proud. Proud that she had not killed him in his puppy years, but also that her mother would have loved Cadbury. They walked around Forest Park in the spring, taking in the pink blossoms on the trees, and in the winter, Cadbury bounded through the thin snow in the striped sweater that Elly wrestled him into. He saw her through the good days, when she was high on life, and through the down days when she couldn’t believe it was two years since she woke up that fateful morning and drove away from the love of her life. He was her dog through and through, even when he was being reprehensible.

Back in the kitchen, Cadbury finally proceeded to get excited about her being home, jumping on her and nuzzling his cold nose against her shoulder. She had been home almost three hours at that point.

“Hello doggie-love,” she murmured.

She donned her favorite outfit: big, comfy pajama pants with reindeer on them and a fitted tank top, sat down on her couch, opened a bottle of wine and settled Cadbury across her lap. She flicked the remote. On the television, a beautiful woman dressed in a teal satin dress offered roses to different gentlemen. Each one smiled at her and kissed her cheek. Elly snorted. There was nothing like the idea of perfect, candle-lit romance to piss her off. She waved the wine bottle at the TV.

“Eat it up sweetheart…it all starts like this, and then it’s late nights at the studio and new paintings and then all of a sudden you’re the unstable one, waving a wine bottle at the television!”

She looked at Cadbury to see if he found the humor in this moment. He huffed at her.

“Yes, you’re right. I’m bitter, I get it”. The doorbell rang. “Chinese food!” she sang out and ruffled his ears.

She opened the door and gasped.

An insanely beautiful man stood at her door. She would have been disappointed if it had not been for his eyes. Those deep brown eyes, the color of chocolate cosmos, or of deliciously rich soil. Framed by long lashes – almost girlish in their length – his eyes were almond shaped. He looked to be perhaps half-Hawaiian. No, Vietnamese. No, Hispanic. No. Elly was really bad at guessing countries of origin. Well, wherever he was from, he was exquisitely handsome. Dark curly hair, skin the color of coffee mixed with cream.

‘Um, hello?” he said softly.

Oh Lord, he has an accent thought Elly, slay me now. Quickly, she rearranged herself, pushing her hair out of her eyes, sucking her tummy in and licking her lips.

“Hi…you aren’t my Chinese food.”

She immediately regretted mentioning food within the first 30 seconds of meeting a beautiful man - the first beautiful man in a long time. Fatty!

“No, I’m Isaac, Isaac Kamaka. I just moved in above the deli?”

“Oh, wow. That must smell delicious!” Elly mentally smacked herself. Food again!

“No, not really, it kind of smells like mustard.”

“Oh.”

Silence.

“So, are you just going around meeting all the neighbors?”

“Only the pretty ones.”

Swoon. She blushed. Noticeably.

“The guy next door – whew. He is a man to behold.”

Elly snickered. The man who lived next door was about 65, portly and had an odd aroma about him.

“He’s really nice. Gary. Although I think he steals my magazines.”

Isaac smiled. “Which ones?”

Weight Loss Weekly, she thought, but instead she tipped her head and smiled, “Oh, you know, swimsuit catalogs and the like.”

Cadbury, who was frantically trying to get past Elly’s legs, was whining and pushing against her as she tried to look elegant while shoving a dog back between her thighs.

“Cadbury, no! NO! Stop!”

“Cadbury. That’s a good name. Named after….?”

“The butler,” she replied. “My family had a butler.”Oh wait, WHAT? “Yeah, he was a great treasure to our family.”

Well, at least I didn’t tell him he was named after a candy.

“Well, it’s nice to meet Cadbury, too,” Isaac said as Elly roughly shoved Cadbury back with her foot. Dog abuser. “So, this is kind of strange, but I don’t suppose you have a light bulb I can borrow? I’m trying to move stuff in, my instruments and I can’t see very well with the two lights they have now.”

“Oh, yes. Sure. Hold on.” Elly closed the door behind her and locked it. She leaned against her wall. Everything inside her was trembling. Her brow was sweaty and the back of her neck was soaked. Her legs were tingling and her lips dry as a desert. She ran her tongue over her top lip. Ever since “the incident” she had hardly noticed men. Sure, sometimes men had taken some interest in her – the portly 65 year old neighbor for example, but Elly wasn’t used to it by any means. She was the sidekick. The one that men said hello to and were kind to, but only because they wanted to get with her friends. The cute but chubby friend, who was probably really nice and very funny. No one attractive ever noticed her. Until he did. Until Aaron. Aaron. A tightness squeezed her chest. She rarely allowed herself to think of him but when she did, the pain was deep and aching.

“Okay. Pull it together.” She shook her head to rearrange her thoughts. Light bulbs. She raced into the bathroom, yanked open the cabinet and grabbed a light bulb. Elly looked in the mirror and gave a pained squeak. A very round freckled, tan face stared back at her. A small nose and big blue eyes peeked out behind tortoiseshell framed glasses. Her chin-length thick blond hair looked insane, with curly strands going everywhere. Great –I have homeless hair. She quickly smoothed out sideswept bangs, tucking them behind her ears. Her dark pink lips were pouty, as they always were. She smiled at herself, beguilingly. Yikes. At least she had nice teeth.

As for the rest of her…she had large firm breasts that were poking out of the side of her tank top, and a small rib cage, but large, fleshy hips. To say she had an hourglass figure was generous. A rotund hourglass, perhaps. Or a bubble bowl. That is what she reminded herself of. She looked older than 32, no doubt. There was no way around it. Best to keep sucking it in and smiling. She launched herself back out of the bathroom and towards the front door. She took a deep breath and opened it slowly.

“I managed to find one…..I hope it’s okay that it’s regular and not CFL.” Isaac smiled. He had perfect teeth, almost canine in nature.

“Thanks,” he mumbled. “At least I won’t have to work in the dark.”

“What do you do?” Elly asked.

“I’m a musician. I write music for performers. Mostly of the piano and guitar variety - although, true confession - I am in a band. I don’t adore performing…” He paused, making himself all the more darling. “There is something about being up in front of people that makes me cringe. It’s just so egotistical, but I understand it’s a necessary evil.”

Elly’s heart did flip-flops. Amazing, gorgeous, and humble. What kind of man made her feel this way?

“What’s your band called?” Elly asked. He smiled proudly.

“Everest Oppressed. It symbolizes how man, as a beast, has been oppressed by the imaginings of greatness….”

Her wild mind wanderings were curbed as a small voice interrupted him from somewhere in the hallway.

“Excuse me?” A small Chinese man maneuvered around Issac’s hulking frame. “I have a delivery for El…Elly?”

“Elly, that’s me.” She hastily grabbed the bag from the man. Please Lord, don’t let him see how much food I ordered.

The man held the receipt up to his face, announcing, “I have one orange chicken and one Mongolian beef, with an order of wontons and two egg drop soups!”

Kill me now, Elly thought.

“It’s for lunches you know, for the week,” she mumbled as she dropped the bag behind the door, where Cadbury proceeded to dig into the wontons. She narrowed her eyes at the Chinese man.

“Thanks. Here is your check. Okay, bye!” She shoved the check at the delivery guy, who wandered down the back staircase that lined the apartments, mumbling angrily to himself.

Oh no, I forgot to tip him. Her eyes wandered up to meet Isaac’s. I’m not sure I care, she thought. It was worth it.

“Well, I should let you get to your feast,” he said jokingly.

“Oh yeah, it was a long day, so I thought a special treat would be nice…” What is the next lie you will tell him, she wondered? That you work out every day and really love soy milk?

“Well, I guess I’ll see you around. It was, er, nice to meet you,” he offered.

Elly was now trying to yank the wontons away from Cadbury, who was growling at her and batting her hands with his paws. She stood up and resumed sucking in.

“Yes. It was nice to meet you too. I will see you around. I own the shop downstairs – Posies. You should stop in for some free flowers sometime.”

Isaac rocked back on his feet, hands in pockets. “Maybe I will.”

“Okay.”

He put out his large hand. Elly wrapped her fingers around his coarse ones. Twisting tendrils of electricity snaked up her wrist. Her hand was moist. She pulled it away as he turned to go.

“It was really, really nice to meet you, Elly. Enjoy your dinner.”

Slowly she shut the door and then leaned against it. “Cadbury,” she breathed. “Did that just happen?”

Cadbury didn’t look up from his wontons.

“Wow.”

Elly reached up and felt her face. It was boiling, awash in pleasure and excitement. She took a deep breath and slid down the wall. How long had it been since she felt this way? This rush, this joy, coursing through her body, driving her to quick thoughts of future bliss. The last time…Elly’s joy abruptly dissolved. The last time she felt this joy was with Aaron. The deep abyss in her mind slowly opened: a small fissure on calm ground. She took a deep breath and let the painful memory wash over her, remembering the first time she had met Aaron Schuster.

In Georgia, Elly had worked for a large company, Global Trekking, which provided insurance for large shipping companies overseas. She had worked her way up the ladder until she was the Executive Secretary for the president, Jeff Burhope, and spent most of her days running his errands, typing his documents and dealing with things way beyond her job description. On that particular Tuesday, Jeff had dialed her extension, as he did hundreds of times a day.

“Elly, love, are you busy right now?”

Elly glanced at the piles of papers on her desk. Yes, I am always busy, you ass, she thought, but instead she said, “Nope, I’m not. What do you need?”

“I need some artwork for my billiards room. Today. Something with women in it, you know, a little bit naked, but not too much. My wife will see them. Thanks.”

Elly sighed loudly as she hung up the phone. Her “errands” for Mr. Burhope were always of the ridiculous nature, like finding exotic chocolates that he tasted once in Asia, or calling his wife to request his favorite dinner (Beef Butt Roast with BBQ sauce), or stocking up on foot crème for his weird toes. She was less Executive Secretary than Personal Assistant. She had spent a good portion of that morning noting highlights from his favorite blogs. Per his request that fateful day, Elly had packed her bags and headed out to a local gallery to find some pictures of women who were a little naked.

The gallery was light, starkly clean and full of art Elly did not understand – a red line splashed on a white canvas here, a giant phallic cucumber statue there. It was overwhelming. There were also some beautiful pictures of flowers on the wall. Up close they were messy and had an air of amateurism, but they were bright and vibrant and captured the essence of flowers…Elly’s favorite things. The more she studied the pictures, the more she realized she was looking at erotic flowers. Twisted throughout the flower was the shape of women, naked – through the stems, the petals, the bloom. Oh my goodness. She blushed.

“Do you know what you are looking at?” asked a deep voice behind her.

She turned around and smiled. Aaron stood before her. He was tall, with dark blond hair that drifted below his strong cheek bone. He had soft green eyes, dotted with tiny gold flecks. He was wearing thin, well-worn jeans and a long-sleeved maroon shirt. Elly found herself instantly swept away.

“No, what am I looking at?”

“You…are looking at my latest collection, which highlights the female body within the realms of nature.”

“Oh…that’s…” Elly told herself not to sounds stupid. “That’s very… thought-provoking.”

Aaron smirked at her. “You don’t know a lot about art, do you?”

“Umm..no.” Elly confessed. “I have no idea what I am looking at.”

“Well, it’s a study of different kinds of women. Like a garden. You have some lush flowers...” he trailed his fingers over his painting, where plus-sized women were woven in among peonies. “You have some sharp flowers…” his finger passed over calla lilies which were filled with lean, athletic forms, “..and you have some typical women.” A rose blooming underneath his fingers was filled with dense, erotic forms. He looked at her. “What kind of flower are you?” The dark passion in his eyes took her breath away. Elly rocked back on her heels. This guy is intense.

“I’m, um….a Gardenia. You know, refined but made primarily of frosting.”

He laughed. “Funny. I like you. What is your name?”

“Elly.”

“Hi Elly,” he said, reaching out his ink-stained hand. “I’m Aaron.”

And with that, her heart had ripped wide open.

Back on the floor of her apartment, Elly wiped tears off her face, as the sound of Cadbury retching brought her back from her all-too-clear memories. She never allowed herself to think of Aaron. She never spoke his name. She denied his existence and refused to talk about her past with anyone but Kim. The life that she watched fade out in the Georgia morning was a dream of her past. It never existed. Because if it didn’t exist, neither did he. Aaron. The man who threw her heart onto the floor. The betrayer. The love of her life. Ugh, why was she thinking of him? She was sitting on the floor, by a bag of Chinese food, crying against the wall.

“Cadbury, STOP!” She yanked his collar, hard. He looked at her, betrayed.

Elly picked up the food and set it on the counter. Isaac. Incredible. The way he had looked at her. Those dark eyes. And so funny! She shook her head violently. No. No more men. It was a silly idea, a flight of insecurity. He was just her neighbor. Besides, he was cool. He had it. She did not have it - she was wearing reindeer pants. Her heart a jumble, Elly shut the door softly behind her, and slipped down the narrow stairs to the studio. She didn’t bother turning on the lights. She walked softly into the yellow room, rubbing her arms as her the goose bumps rallied. She opened her cooler, flooding the space with neon light, and listened to the comforting hum of the electricity.

Reaching inside, she grabbed randomly from black buckets. Slowly, she gathered peach garden roses, pink lisanthus, bright yellow tulips and a pale blue scabiosa. She then selected narrow bronze bucket from the vase wall, and arranged the flowers one by one. With each flower, she felt her memories heal over, smoothed over with a soft balm. Aaron disappeared, a shadow of her past. She clutched her arrangement to her chest and stared out the large windows of her studio as the cars drove past, their headlights illuminating her face, one by one.

This is my place, she thought, I’m okay here. Nothing can touch me here.

Cadbury’s whine sounded overhead. Elly’s stomach rumbled at the thought of her warm Chinese food. Slowly, she headed back upstairs, back up to the light, with a new vase of flowers clutched in her hand.
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Kim poked her head around the corner and motioned to Elly, who was on the phone. Elly cupped the phone and whispered, “I know, I know, we need to talk. She’s crazy!”

She circled her finger around her temple. Kim snickered and ducked back into the studio, her long blond ponytail swinging perfectly behind her. Ugh. Unfair, thought Elly, her own hair damp and curly against her forehead.

Elly turned her attention back to Brooke, her least favorite bride, who was talking nonstop in her ear.

“I called the caterer yesterday, and even though he said he would call me right back, he hasn’t. Sooo typical. I’m thinking of switching. Anyway, the table linens are a bright blue, but they aren’t like a real bright blue, they are more like a really pale, baby blue. Not quite a lavender though. They look great with pewter, but not silver. Does that make sense?”

This person is crazy, thought Elly.

“The color is actually called wisteria. I was wondering, for the grandfather’s bouts, could we maybe use something that just has a HINT of wisteria, instead of the actual color?”

Elly could feel her palms digging into the chair for a confrontation. Instead, she forced herself to smile, which made her sound nicer than she actually was.

“Brooke. I know that we have talked before about how flowers aren’t paint colors. We can try and get as close as possible to wisteria, but it’s not something we can match 100%. And the grandfather’s bout is not something you should be worrying about. I will put down that you want a pale blue or lavender accent. Is that it?”

Brooke paused. Lord, please let this be it, Elly prayed.

“On last thing. I read on the internet that peonies might not be available in late July…is that true?”

“No, Brooke it’s not true. Remember, we talked about not believing every single thing we see online. We will be fine to get peonies then.”

“Are you sure? Because this wedding website said…”

“Yes. I’m sure. Okay! Brooke, good to talk with you, I will note the changes on your contract.”

The bride sounded defeated. “Okay, thanks.”

Elly hung up the phone with a sigh. Brooke called every single day, with minute changes to her contract. She did not work, and had a very rich and distant fiancée who was paying for their large wedding, but left her alone most of the time. Planning their wedding had become Brooke’s job. She had changed her colors three times already, deciding that yellow was too bright and pink was too cliché. Now they were on to cool shades, purples and blues. Elly fully expected her to make another two or three color changes before the wedding in July. Brooke drove her nuts – she was definitely one of her bridezillas – but she also sensed loneliness in her desperation. That alone gave her more patience than she would have thought possible. She quickly noted her contract on the computer: “Crazy wants lavender for grandfather’s bouts.”

Elly wheeled her chair around.

“Kiiiiim!” she hollered.

Kim strolled in, drinking greedily from a water bottle and sat down across from Elly.

“It is SO hot out there. Ugh.” She pushed back her bangs from her eyes. Elly looked at her, exasperated.

“You don’t even look hot. You never sweat. You just glow. I want to hit you. In a nice way.”

Kim grinned. Her olive skin had a shining line that ran down her arms and legs. Her long legs were tucked under her light coral sundress, accented with a pearl shell necklace and black flip flops. Knowing Kim as well as she did, Elly knew that this gorgeous ensemble had taken her two seconds to put together, and she probably hadn’t even showered. Elly, on the other hand, had taken an hour to get ready. She showered, carefully chose a cute outfit, applied her make-up and attempted to curl her unruly hair. She was wearing khaki shorts and a yellow scoop neck tank, and she already had sweated off all her make-up, pulled her hair up into a ponytail and swapped her cute clip flops for unattractive but comfy Crocs. It was 11 am and she was already experiencing what she liked to call the “afternoon stink”. Awesome.

“What do you want for lunch? I was thinking Keith’s,” Elly suggested.

Bald headed, charming and stocky, Keith Carcelo owned the deli next door to their studio. They had fantastic sandwiches: warm Italian breads were covered with every veggie, meat and cheese a person could imagine. The yeasty smells from the sandwich shop wafted through Posies, mixing with the fresh, light aroma of various flowers. The result was Elly’s favorite smell in the world. Besides knowing Elly’s favorite sandwich down to cucumber count, Keith was the best neighbor a girl could ask for. He was always helping out, whether with tossing out the trash, washing down her sidewalk or even taking Cadbury for walks occasionally when Elly was under the weather. Keith was wonderful, and Elly was glad to call him a friend.

“Yes. Keith’s sounds great,” Kim replied, leaning on the table, “but I need to talk to you first.”

A small twinge of alarm sounded in Elly’s mind. Kim sounded serious.

“Um, what’s up? You seem concerned.” She straightened her papers.

Kim sat up straight and took a deep breath and pushed her long hair behind her shoulders. “There is no easy way to say this, so I’m just going say it. I have to leave Posies.”

“What do you mean you have to leave?” Elly stammered, “Like on vacation?”

“I mean, not work here anymore.”

Elly looked at Kim, slack jawed.

“I knew you were going to be upset and I don’t want this to affect our friendship,” Kim rushed on, “but I needed to tell you. I’m quitting.”

Elly felt her stomach drop. Kim reached across the table and grabbed her hand.

“Please don’t be mad at me. This isn’t about you. I can’t imagine my life without you in it every day. But I need to move on from here. Sean and I have reached this decision together. This is the best decision for our family, and designing is not thrilling me like it used to.” She paused and looked into Elly’s face. “Are you okay?”

Elly was silent. Hurt, she lashed out at Kim. “How could you do this to me? It’s right before wedding season!”

Kim nodded, “I’ll work for you until you find a replacement, but I’m hoping to be done around June 1st.”

Elly snapped. “Well that’s a huge help. I need you. You are the only one who knows how to really design besides me! Why are you quitting? Are you unhappy? How long have you been unhappy?” Her voice caught awkwardly in her throat. Kim pursed her lips. Elly could see she was trying not to get snarky in return and told herself to calm down. She reached for a tissue. “I’m sorry. I’m just taken off guard.”

Kim smiled at her. “I knew you would be. I should have told you sooner. I put it off because I knew it would rough. For both of us.”

“Are you unhappy here?”

“I love the shop. I do. But I need to do other things now. C’mon,” she shrugged and looked like she wanted to say more. “You know I don’t have to work. I choose to work. But Sean needs me home more. I will probably stop in everyday, you know. I go crazy in my house. You understand.”

Elly did not understand. Kim lived in a huge house on Magdalyne Drive, which was just up the street. The community was gated, a lush park full of flowers and large stone houses, all of which were paid off with old money. Clayton was full of old money. Families that had made their fortunes during the time of the 1904 World’s Fair passed it down through generations, leaving many a young couple with more money than they ever dreamed. Kim’s husband Sean was a urological surgeon and made a pretty good living, but the house had been bought by his mother, who was the heir to the famous Creeden fortune. Their home was amazing. It was a combination of exquisite stones, rich fabrics and cutting edge art, picked by Kim’s eclectic eye, and old world furnishings, worth thousands of dollars. Elly loved going to Kim’s house. She was there practically every other day.

“No, I don’t understand. You don’t have to do anything. Are you just going to lay by the pool all day and drink mai tais? Why are you quitting? Is there a real reason?”

Kim’s face, even though Elly had just insulted her, stayed unruffled. “No. And I know that will upset you. I don’t have to justify myself to you…can’t you understand? Sometimes you just need to do what’s best for you.” She looked straight at Elly. “I would think you of all people would understand that.”

Elly sat back like she had been slapped. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Kim leaned forward. “I didn’t mean anything.”

“No, what did you mean? TELL me. I mean, you obviously have no problem inconveniencing me.” Elly stood quickly. Kim stood as well.

“Okay. Fine. You left everything behind in Georgia. Your friends, your job, your house. You stopped going to church. You seem to have no problem doing what is best for you. I’m glad that you did, because if you hadn’t I wouldn’t have you in my life. But it’s wrong of you to sit there and judge me for quitting. This is my life, and I need to not work here anymore. That is the bottom line. This conversation is over. I knew you would freak out, but I didn’t know you would be so mean.”

Kim stood up and walked out the door, the bells clanking behind her. Elly wiped a tear from her eye. It had been years since she had fought like this with someone, and she had never fought with Kim. From that moment in the coffee shop, where Kim had saved her, they had been inseparable, the kind of adult friendship that she had always wanted. Most Sundays, Kim and Elly laid on bright pink rafts in Kim’s pool, floating lazily, her fingers trailing in the cool water, drinking smoothies and watching Sean fight with the grill. There was no way around it; Kim was her family here.

Elly instantly felt a painful twinge of remorse.

“Kim!” she walked outside, and saw Kim sitting at one of the small tables on the patio area, wiping her eyes. “I’m sorry.” She wrapped Kim up in her arms. It was so easy to hold skinny people. “I’m just sad you won’t be working for me anymore. Does that mean I have to promote Mood Swing over there?”

Kim laughed as they both looked through the window into the store. Snarky Teenager was designing at the window-side table and chatting on her cell phone at the same time. She popped the head off a rose, mouthed a curse word and flung the rose stem against the window. “She’s hopeless,” Elly sighed, “but maybe she just needs more direction.”

“I know,” Kim said, as she nuzzled her head into Elly’s shoulder. “I will always be around. Just not on the clock. You know I’ll be here every day anyway. You’re okay, but what I really need is my daily grilled cheese from Keith.”

Elly smacked Kim’s arm and they headed into the shop to finish out the day’s work. When Elly arrived at her apartment hours later, with a pastry bag in one hand and a bouquet of blue delphinium in the other, there was a note posted on the door in a simple white envelope which read “Elly.” She frowned. She hadn’t been late on rent, had she? Crap, she thought, as she stuck the envelope between her teeth and opened the door. Thirty minutes later, after letting Cadbury pull her around the block several times, she sat down at her tiny kitchen table and wiped a bit of cannoli cream off her face. The note was written on some sort of red, thin paper with Indian ink drawings.

Elly, it read, I’m having some people over tonight for a sort of house-warming - stop by? Anytime works. I’ll even order you some Chinese! – Isaac.

Elly felt her heart-stop, mid-beat. The neighbor. The insanely handsome neighbor wanted her to come to his party. She wasn’t sure if she should be insulted or elated by the Chinese food comment, but it didn’t matter at the moment. She had been invited to a party. By a man. This was monumental.

She touched the invitation softly. She shouldn’t go. It had been a long day with Kim announcing her decision, and Elly was exhausted both emotionally and physically. She crumbled her cannoli into the wrapper and tossed it in the trash. Elly turned around and flipped on the TV. Cadbury whined at her. She walked back into the bedroom, grabbed his little squeaky squirrel, and stomped back out to the living room. She threw the toy at Cadbury, who scampered madly down the hall.

It was then that she saw herself in her mirror above the dining room table. Blond curls falling over her face, thick tortoise-shell glasses hovering on the edge of her nose. Her curvy, rounded body was hidden under a bright blue t-shirt that was half-tucked into black gaucho pants. She was a mess. Was she just going to stay inside her apartment for the rest of her life? Live vicariously through Kim and Sean? Had Aaron (she winced at the name) taken everything from her? Cadbury leapt up at her with his toy hanging out of his mouth.

“I can do this,” Elly confirmed to herself. “I can be hot.”

Ten minutes later she was still staring at her closet, trying to find something that wasn’t even hot, just mildly attractive. Designing flowers was hot, messy and wet. She mostly wore tank tops and shorts, or, when she was alone in the studio, a camisole and underwear. Finally, she found a sheer black and white polka dot top, low in the front, and pulled that over a black tank top. She had one pair of slim khakis and slipped those on with some black flip flops. Her curly hair was unmanageable, so she pulled it back loosely with some bobby pins, put on some lip gloss and mascara and slipped out the back door.

A narrow walkway lined the apartments above Wydown Street, connecting them all through a series of fire escapes and tiny patios. She had been outside for barely a minute when she headed up to the apartment above Keith’s deli. As she lingered in front of the door, she smelled warm bread. It was both comforting and annoying – she was on the way to a party, thrown by a gorgeous man and now she was hungry. Thanks, Keith, she noted, annoyed. She arrived at the door, which was plastered with various band posters. Okay, Elly, breathe, she told herself. Please let me not embarrass myself. She closed her eyes and knocked on the door.
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The door swung open, the handle grasped by a guy who was tall and very well dressed. Well, on the top anyway. He was wearing a white button down shirt and tuxedo jacket with ripped jeans.

“Heyyy,” he mumbled, obviously confused. He placed his arm across the door. “Are you here to pick up Jules?” Elly gulped.

“Um, what?”

“Are you her Mom?”

“No, no, I’m not. Is Isaac here?”

The guy dropped his arm from blocking the party and shouted, “Isaac… some girl’s mom is here to see you!!”

Some girl’s mom….Elly instantly regretted not only her decision to come, but also her decision to wear khaki pants. She glanced down at her outfit, suddenly realizing how much she looked like a soccer mom. Isaac leaned around the corner, holding onto the wall. His face contorted into a wild, irresistible grin.

“Elly! You came! I’m so glad.”

He took her warm hand – a move which was both shocking and sudden – into his cool one, and led her into the living room. The walls were a deep mustard color with a shabbily done texturing overlay. Red and orange couches were pushed up against two walls under two large pencil drawings in black plastic frames. Some sort of inventive, experimental music blared loudly through the room. It sounded like Yanni, only with rapping over it. Three very pretty girls lounged on one couch, and two men sat on the other and were engaged in what seemed to be a rousing debate. A man wearing a tight black t-shirt was waving his arm wildly.

“Your wording is ambiguous on that point. The commercialization of radio music has made it obtuse to arguments of taste. A music aficionado, while being able to recommend music, underscores the people’s choice in the matter. It’s either those who choose independence from influence…”

A girl in some sort of hideous witch-like dress leaned forward.

“Or a normal human being. Gene, you can’t be elitist about the whole thing. Radio is for the people. But musicians and people who see the inner workings, they know the truth. It’s our responsibility to teach, to educate…”

Isaac stepped into the middle of the argument. “Okay, okay! Calm down! I would like to introduce everyone to my new neighbor. This is Elly.”

Elly held her hand up in a half-wave. Everyone stared at her, wine glasses in hand. “Hey. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Elly, are you a musician?” asked a red headed girl with horn-rimmed glasses. She looked doubtful.

“No, no, I’m not, I actually own the florist next door. We do mostly weddings.”

The girl looked at her blankly.

Elly continued blabbering. “I had a really interesting one the other day...there was this chocolate fountain...”

From the other couch, a man with a beret piped in. “Anyway, I believe that if we quit hanging on to these Judeo-Christian rules about music, than we will never be fully realized within our own potential.”

Elly felt lost, stuck in the middle of her own sentence, which she was still finishing.

“And er, I sat in the fountain….”

Isaac glanced at her. “Well, that is a story I want to hear. Come on, let’s leave these blabbering fools.” He winked at the girls on the couch, one of whom noticeably shifted under his gaze.

As he led Elly into the kitchen, it was obvious to her, and everyone at the party, that he only had eyes for her.

“What would you like to drink? I have wine, beer, water, cranberry juice…”

Elly raised her eyebrows. “Cranberry juice? That’s a very manly drink.”

Isaac nodded, “I know. But, at the end of a writing session, when everyone wants a beer, I just want cranberry juice. It stimulates my music, I think. I know, it’s weird. Don’t tell the indie panel,” he trailed off he gestured with his head towards the living room. “They are a little annoying, but they are nice people when you get to know them.”

He leaned towards her and whispered in her ear as he handed her a glass of juice.

“They definitely are a little boring though. You are very UN-boring.” His fingertips brushed over hers, and Elly found herself captivated by everything about him. Their eyes locked. Elly tore herself away from his brown eyes and looked around the kitchen. It was small and bare, except for some food trays and a small Buddha statue on the window ledge. She gestured towards it.

“Is this yours, or do you have roommates?”

“Oh, my grandparents brought this when they came over to the mainland from Hawaii. They gave it to me as a gift when I moved out here. It’s really the only thing I had in the apartment for awhile besides my guitar. I’m not really religious at all, but I just think it looks super awesome there.”

Ahhh, thought Elly, he’s Hawaiian. And who has a religious icon just for looks?

“Tell me about your parents,” she said.

“Well, they are mostly respectable adults. They live in Honolulu. Modern bungalow, the works. My dad works with software, and my mom owns an antique shop. I love visiting them, but I don’t want to live there. I need room to roam.”

His eyes simmered at her. She felt herself flushing as their conversation flowed. The minutes flew by as they talked over the granite kitchen island that separated them. Elly loved the way his mouth moved when he talked. The moment passed too quickly.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

Should I eat? thought Elly. If I don’t eat, he’ll think I’m trying to look skinny, or on a diet. If I do eat, he’ll notice I’m a fatty and squeezed into these size 16 khakis. Why I did WEAR khakis?

She sucked her stomach in and leaned into the counter.

“Well…I could eat something,” she said, trying to sound ambivalent to the very thought, even though her stomach was churning. Isaac glanced around.

“Well, if it was up to me we’d have cereal…but Tifah brought some appetizers, so let’s go ask her what they have.”

Elly was loath to go back to the pompous idiots talking about something she didn’t understand and leave the breezy kitchen where she had his full attention. Isaac ducked under the fringed curtain, looking at back at Elly. He could instantly tell that she was uncomfortable and tried to put her at ease.

“I won’t leave you out there, promise.” His eyes smiled. She followed him out.

A couple of people had arrived late, and the party was in full swing. It was also way past Elly’s bedtime. They approached the group on the couch.

“Isaac, where did you go?” asked the red-head wearing black and white striped stockings and a cute jean skirt. She nudged him with her hip.

Elly. Hated. Redheads.

“Tifah. You are so nosey. We were just in the kitchen. Hey, Elly is hungry.”

Thank you for pointing that out, Elly sang in her head.

“What are the appetizers you brought?”

Tifah, a waif, leaned into Isaacs shoulder. “Well, I have been trying new things from Gourmet Petite for lighter fare…we have a shrimp ceviche, a salmon mousse on Melba toast, and crudité.”

Elly was suddenly longing for the box of cereal bars that was sitting temptingly in her pantry. Isaac, however, apparently mirrored her feelings.

“What the heck is a crudité?” he asked.

Elly snickered.

“It’s….vegetables. Carrot sticks,” Tifah informed him.

Isaac rolled his eyes. “Then why didn’t you just say carrot sticks?”

Tifah suddenly seemed to shrink. “Whatever. We were talking about parallel fifths and their relation to 20th century music…”

Elly tuned out, cranberry juice in hand. All around the party, people were engrossed in deep conversation. The lanky man who had assumed she was someone’s mom was strumming a sitar in the corner, while a young girl sat in rapt attention at his feet. The man in the tight black t-shirt was clapping some sort of rhythm with his hands, while the other man on the couch nodded in time. Out on the balcony, there were two guys harmonizing.

This is awful, thought Elly. The girls were all centered around Isaac. She watched in silence. He truly was a commanding presence. He was wearing a button down white shirt with tiny caramel swirls down the arms. Dark lean jeans sat on his narrow hips, and brown sandals showed his lightly tanned toes. He seemed to be a great listener, leaning into each conversation with interest, tossing his head back with laughter at lame jokes that should have garnered a weak smile at best. Isaac possessed allure. Every woman in the room was seeking out his attention, his addictive grin.

Elly could not explain the feeling that Isaac stirred within her. It was a rushing joy – it felt like a familiar comfort, a coming home, an old feeling with a new face. As Elly pondered the strange sensation spreading through her like syrup, Isaac turned and faced her while the three women talked incessantly at him. They shared a moment, not unlike the one she felt in the kitchen. A connection.

Isaac, noticing a lull in the conversation, announced, “Here’s something interesting – Elly grew up in a house with a butler!”

Before Elly was forced to reply, Tifah, who had been swaying and holding on to Isaac’s arm, turned and barfed onto Elly’s shoes.

Twenty minutes later, barefoot and less one puking bohemian, Elly sat on Isaac’s balcony, which overlooked Wydown, the same street that her shop faced. It was strange to see her little patio from this angle. She had a sudden alarmed thought that maybe Isaac had seen the end of her and Kim’s fight that afternoon. How embarrassing! And she had looked like crap! She pushed it out of her mind. The white lights sparkled in the trees, and she watched a young couple, who appeared to have had a little too much wine - not unlike Tifah, who was recovering in Isaac’s bedroom – stumble down the street. The girl laced her fingers through the man’s hair, pulling his face down to hers for a voracious kiss.

Elly looked away, suddenly feeling a voyeur to their passion. She couldn’t stop yawning. I should be in bed by now. What am I doing here? She thought about Cadbury, who was probably wondering where she could possibly be. She didn’t leave him alone at night often. She never went out, unless she went to Kim’s, and Cadbury always joined them there. He was probably leaving a special present for her on her carpet at this very moment.

The glass door slid open, and Isaac stepped out, shutting it tightly behind him. Elly’s heart quickened. They were alone!

“Is everything cleaned up?” she asked.

“Yeah. She’s sleeping in my room.” He paused, looking a little queasy. “I have never seen vomit that color.”

Elly laughed. She found talking with him to be calm and easy, like drinking sweet tea. He settled in the chair next to her, his face lit up periodically by turning headlights.

“Elly,” he started drumming on the end of the chair, “tell me something about you.”

Elly mentally checked off the things she wouldn’t tell him about. Georgia. Aaron. Deep-seeded weight insecurity. An addiction to trashy romantic reality shows.

“What would you like to know?”

“Well…” he traced his finger down the edge of her chair, inches from her skin. “How did you decide to open a flower shop?”

Ah, that I can talk about, Elly thought.

“After my mother died of ovarian cancer, I received her life insurance policy as well as the proceeds from her house sale. She had taken it out while I was very young and it had built up over time. It sat in the bank forever.”

She paused to take a large sip of wine. She could feel herself getting sleepier with every passing minute, with every passing drink.

“I couldn’t even think of touching it, not for a long time. It felt like I traded my mother for that money. I was still grieving, three years after the fact.” She felt a rising lump in her throat, and veered immediately in another direction. “When I arrived here in St. Louis, I couldn’t handle the thought of more office politics, or running stupid errands for my boss, like spending hours searching for a new sushi restaurant, or having to spend most of the day typing up documents.” She had purposefully glossed over her overly dramatic departure and was relieved that he hadn’t noticed.

Isaac nodded empathetically. “I totally understand. I’ve never been a person who wanted that. My parents never understood. Parents just don’t get it.”

Elly ignored what sounded to be the most teenage sentence ever and continued talking.

“I didn’t really know what I wanted to do. Kim – that’s my best friend – helped me carve out a plan. I had no clue what the future held, but I wanted something…earthy.”

There was much Elly wasn’t saying. She didn’t just want earthy. She wanted to immerse herself in something messy. Something dirty and moist, something to make herself forget what she had left. She dreamed, after she left Aaron, of damp earth, of ivy growing under her skin, or her eyes turning into poppy blooms or her body getting covered in veiny soil. It was as if God has sent a garden to spring up around her to heal her pain. She glanced at Isaac, who was staring at her as she spoke.

“I was staying with Kim and her husband Sean at the time, and I just ran across the shop. It was vacant.”

The day was etched so clear in her memory, just two years ago. She remembered sitting on Kim’s couch, going through tissue after tissue, as Kim played both host and therapist. Her days had consisted of waking, eating, sleeping, waking, talking for six hours, and then sleeping again. Elly had not left Kim’s house for weeks. Sean had proven himself to be everything that Aaron wasn’t – patient, kind and understanding – by letting a strange, weepy woman stay in his home for months on end.

After weeks of crying, Elly started waking up earlier, moving around more, and looking towards what happened next. One afternoon, Sean finally had asked if she would mind if he stole his wife for the afternoon, and Elly found herself with hours to kill. She walked down the leaf-covered paths that led to Wydown Street, where she knew she could find solace in a piece of lemon cake covered with delicate frosting swirls.

It was early fall, but the air had still felt like summer, and the sun barreled down on her bare neck. It felt good to be out of the house. Elly, for the first time, realized that perhaps, just maybe, she would live through this experience and be better for it. She turned the corner to the coffee shop where she had first met Kim and smelled warm bread. Where was that coming from? Two or three doors down from the coffee shop sat a small deli. She walked up to the building and peeked her head in the door. She could see a short man talking with customers and putting large chunks of roast beef onto a sandwich. Steam rose from the kitchen, and the place vibrated with excitement and taste.

Her stomach growled. One thing that had not suffered through this whole ordeal was her appetite. It was a shame she had only grabbed enough money for coffee and lemon cake. She would have to tell Kim about this place, this – she glanced at the sign – Keith’s Deli. Next door to the warm bread heaven was a vacant building. It was tan stone, two levels, with white trim and what looked like new windows. Above the store was a cobweb covered sign that said “Dog-topia.” It blew in the wind next to a “For Lease/Storefront and Apartment” sign. Yikes, thought Elly, with a name like Dog-topia, no wonder it failed…

She rubbed a small hole in the dusty window and peered inside. There was a long silver counter that ran through the back of the store, with a silver sink at the end. Probably for washing dogs, Elly thought. The rest of the place was trashed. Piles of plastic littered the floor, which was covered with clumps of dog hair. There was a fluorescent light hanging down from the ceiling, and Elly thought she spotted a mouse, unaware that he was being watched, scamper across the doorway. There was something about the back counter that kept drawing her eye. It would be perfect for crafting. Perfect for cake-making, or sewing – both of which Elly did not know a thing about – or flower designing.

Elly lingered on the thought. She knew flowers. She had spent her whole life gathering flowers from her mother’s overflowing gardens and arranging them in pitchers, terra cotta pots, bowls…she had always loved it. Why couldn’t she open a florist? She had her inheritance from her mother. And at the moment she had no job, no direction and no home…and no sandwich! Elly sat down on the dirt covered stoop in front of her and stared at the shop for what seemed like hours. This was it, wasn’t it? This was the moment where everything turned. Like the moment she came up the stairs. A writhing golden back, sheets on the floor, red hair tangled in Aaron’s ink-stained hands….she shook her head. No. No more of that. This was her moment. She had felt so far from God lately, but yet when she looked at this building, every inch of her skin tingled with a spiritual awakening. She walked up and touched the side of the building, feeling the cool stone under her hand. Yes, yes, she could feel the connection immediately. This was her place. Right here on Wydown Street. This was where she was meant to be. This was the reason that she had pulled over here to get coffee. This was why she had met Kim. This shop, this place. It was hers.

“….and that is when I just knew. It was right. So, I decided to open the shop, and it’s been pretty great ever since.”

Isaac shook his head. “Wow. That is amazing. Just to follow your passion like that. I mean, you just knew. I totally get it. I feel that assurance, every time I pick up my guitar, or start putting notes to page. It is that confidence, that aura of being. Everything a jumble,” he traced his fingers in a circle around Elly’s heart, “gets put back into place.”

Elly had no idea what he was talking about, because all she could think about was how close he was to her, how his fingers were inches from her chest. He was still talking.

“The universe clicks the puzzle into clarification. The moment that makes everything easy.”

Elly didn’t bother telling him that “the moment,” while being great, had also led to many headaches and was anything but easy. Real estate agents screaming at each other, disputes with the bank, property laws, drained saving accounts, business licenses, wholesaler searches and many, many days of sweat and tears had followed her “moment.” The moment that she knew was also a moment that brought complication and responsibility. She remained lost in that thought until Isaac lightly touched her arm.

“You are a very interesting person, Elly Jordan,” he said, his eyes bearing down into hers with incredible force.

“Er, thanks,” said Elly. He stared at her as a car drove past them. Elly could see where this night would end up if she kept staring into his deep eyes…she saw herself tackling him, mainly….

She stood up quickly, knocking her wine glass off her lap and onto the stone floor, where it shattered. “Oh crap!” she yelped. “I am so sorry. Ohhhh, your glass. I’ll totally buy you a new one. I know this great shop up the street. Or you could have one of mine. I have some blue ones like this.” She was mortified, grabbing the glass shards with her hands, muttering to herself.

“Elly” he said softly, “It’s okay.”

“Thank you so much for inviting me” she said, “I had a great time – minus the vomit. Not that it bothered me. I mean, it’s vomit, it bothers everyone, but it’s not like it’s not normal to throw up sometimes.” Elly, STOP TALKING, she mentally screamed at herself. “Thanks again!”

She dumped the glass into the nearest trash can and practically threw herself out the front door. She could hear people talking inside.

“Is that lady’s mom okay?”

Then she heard Isaac laughing. A line of sweat dripped down her forehead. She was out. Free. Elly ran down the back of the fire escape and circled around to the front of her store, leaning against her window display, breathing in what had just happened. This man, he liked her. Her, in her mom pants and bad hair. Her, with her ample breasts and generous bottom. Isaac. His name sent teenage flutters through her body. She leaned against the building. Joy overpowered her. “THANK YOU, JESUS!” she yelled and then she did a little dance. As soon as it escaped her mouth, she was seized by a sudden panic. With great trepidation, she looked towards his apartment. And there he was watching her on the balcony, a silent sexy shadow with a burning cigarette flame.
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The next morning, Elly sat at her desk, doodling with a green pen as she watched the girl she was interviewing take a swift nose dive into flames.

“I was a language student for awhile, but I felt like that just wasn’t me. You know? I still do interpretive dance, which is kind of like a language in itself. So then I was into the traveling thing for awhile. I toured Europe, stayed at hostels, totally met this amazing Spanish guy….”

Elly mentally checked out and started thinking about the chocolate mousse that she would be getting from Keith’s deli later today. Unfortunately, she knew the minute she opened the door that this would not be her new hire. The girl came for her interview wearing purple leggings with a long band t-shirt over them. She was Elly’s third interview of the morning. The first woman was nice and polite, but barely spoke English; the second was a large, sweaty man who had misunderstood the ad – floral designers, he thought, had meant that he would be lifting things in a greenhouse. At least he had been interesting to talk to. This girl was making Elly want to bang her head against a wall. She forced herself to tune back in.

“…and I was like, ‘If you can’t respect my decision to not use deodorant – my lifestyle choice- than you don’t respect me.’ And Brazil isn’t just a dream. Paying for a flat isn’t as easy as it seems, but I have to have space for my dancing.”

“Thank you very much,” said Elly suddenly. “We’ll be in touch.”

She stood up and shook the girl’s hand. The girl looked bewildered. She walked her to the door, and breathed a sigh of relief when she was finally gone. Then she grabbed a stem of freesia and waved it around the girl’s now empty chair, filling the room with freesia scented mist.

Kim leaned around the corner, pale pink Anna roses in hand. Elly could tell she had been laughing.

“So…” She looked at Elly flinging the flower around. “How’s it going?”

“Oh, FINE. You know, I just interviewed a girl who asked if it would be okay if she brought her Kabbalah bracelet into work to enhance the environment.”

Kim grinned. “Well, could she?”

Elly looked at her, annoyed. “Also, she smelled bad. Like patchouli.” She paused, thinking. “You know, you could just stay.”

Kim’s smile faded. “Don’t make me feel bad. You promised. It’s not my fault your ad was misleading.”

Elly launched herself into her chair and put her feet onto the desk. Owning your own business had its perks.

“Sorry. It’s just…I’m trying to replace YOU. You are perfect. You know everything. I would have died a million times without you here. I’m afraid the shop will fall down the minute you walk out the door.”

Kim walked over and kissed Elly’s forehead. “You are pathetic. You built this place, not me. Have some pride.”

Snarky Teenager stomped out of the back. “Um, Kim? This bucket has a leak in it. What should I do?”

Kim rolled her eyes at Elly and headed to the back. Elly didn’t know what Snarky Teenager would do without Kim. She worshipped the ground Kim walked on. She regarded Elly more like that bossy aunt she had to like because they were related.

Elly looked down at her day timer. Two more interviews today and a consultation with a mother of the bride. Fun times. Still, Elly felt buoyancy in her step today. She couldn’t stop replaying Isaac running his fingers along the edge of her chair on the balcony. His smile, his laugh, his dark curly hair. It was nothing, she told herself. He was just nice to you because you are his neighbor. There is nothing there. She told herself this, but she knew that he felt it too, this heat between them. Elly was wondering if she remembered how to kiss when the door clanged open for her next interview.

The woman who walked in resembled an angry little bird. She had long brown hair, a pointed nose and piercing grey eyes. She was smartly dressed in long white pants and a light, pretty red shirt with a green and blue scarf around her neck.

“Hi, I’m Elly,” she greeted the woman, extending her hand. The woman pulled her hand up to her lips and kissed it. Elly pretended that she wasn’t shocked and smiled.

“I am Ardelle Buche. Eet eez a pleasure to meet you.” A thick French accent was unmistakable. “I love your shoppe. Eet eez so darling, right next to this sandwich shop though, so unfortunate.”

Elly smiled politely. “Oh. They make great sandwiches. They have this meatball one…”

Ardelle waved her hand. “I don’t eat meat. It clouds ze mind as a designer, and you have to keep ze creative juices flowing.”

Okkayyyy…thought Elly. Ardelle looked appalled as Cadbury walked up to sniff her. She tried to shove him away, which resulted in Cadbury growling and she shrieked.

“Your dog szeems to have a problem. Will he bite me?”

I wish, thought Elly. She sat down at the desk, determined to gain the control back from this woman.

“So Ardelle, do you have any design experience?”

Ardelle snickered. “Oh my darling. Of course. I was schooled first at L’ecole de Fleur in Paris where I studied under Madame Lorelai. Zen I traveled to New York, and became ze head flower designer for Divine Blooms for 20 years. Designing is what I do best. Eet eez truly an art form, pure and intellectual. I revere ze design properties of balance. I have studied color wavelength and theory. I am accredited in Ikebana and Advanced Composition. I have brought my portfolio.”

“Oh, thanks.” Elly heaved the huge black book onto her desk. As she flipped through the pictures of wildly impressive arrangements, Elly tried to make conversation. She couldn’t deny that the woman had talent, but her insane radar was spiking off the charts.

“What made you want to get into floral designing?”

Ardelle sighed and brushed her bangs out her eyes. “When I first traveled through France, I was struck by ze life and ze culture of it all. The fields of lavender, ze delicate lines of a tulip…it was a miracle. Then, I saw how gifted I was as a designer and student. My teachers revered me, absolutely REVERED me. Zey said they had never had such a designer. My clients ask for me by name. I once made a small bouquet for the Queen of England. Can you imagine? And I never heard about it, no, not once, which was a shame. But, I figured, with all the things she has to worry about….why would she take ze time to call me? But of course, a thank you would have been nice.”

Elly looked up from her book and smiled. Ardelle looked at her. “Are you a designer, or do you simply work here in ze office? You do not look like you have a designer’s physique.”

A designer’s physique? Elly bit her lip to keep from laughing. Ardelle stood up and started pacing the room, waving her hanky at things.

“When I work here, you will want to move my station up by ze window. That way the adoring public can see my creations up close. It is very special for them to be able to watch a master at work. The dog will have to go. Zere is no place for such a hairy little creature in a place with true art. And I do have a minimum that I require for working. I simply cannot make anything beautiful for less than $300. It does not give me enough incentive to even pick up a….a daisy.”

She said “daisy” as if it were the most vile thing she could imagine. Elly envisioned herself shaking the woman.

“Well, Ardelle, thank you for coming in, but I do have another interview today…”

“Oh course you do, darling, but I’m not worried. A place like zis could greatly benefit from my working here. It is a little close to the Jewish side of town, but, you know, zey have lots of money. I’ve done many arrangements for Hanukkah in silvers and blues. But you do mostly weddings, no? I feel zat brides are silly creatures; they really need to be told what zey want. Most of them don’t even know what they are doing. They should just stick to making babies.” Ardelle slapped her gloves against her hand. “Not that it is zeir fault. Not everyone is blessed with royal parenthood and uncanny intelligence. No, not everyone, but those of us zat have gifts must educate the masses. Yes. Did you know my home was once featured in Better Homes and Gardens?”

More like “Better Homes Than Yours,” Elly thought to herself, shaking her head. She felt like this woman had run her over with a truck. One rose scented Mack truck. Ardelle pointed to the arrangement on the counter.

“I think I would add some French tulips and apple blossoms to zis arrangement here. It’s absolutely dreadful. Yes, it could use ze touch of someone with exquisite gifts.”

There was the sound of a glass breaking in the back. Elly realized that Kim had been listening in. She needed to get this woman out of here, before Kim emerged from the back. Elly looked frantically at the woman’s lavender scented resume.

“It says here that you left Clayton Flowers last year. Why was that?”

She saw a small look of annoyance cross the woman’s face.

“Not that it matters much,” she fluttered her hands around her face. “Well, there was a girl who worked zere,” she dropped her voice to a whisper, “an illegal. I can only guess. She only spoke in Spanish and she smelled like burritos. She was cleaning ze studio and accidentally knocked over a beautiful pink teacup I had filled with roses. It was a work of art. Such a shame. Well, I lost my temper, totally to be expected after all ze hours I spent on it, and I hit her with a broom. Ze soft side. It was just against her cheek.”

Elly’s mouth dropped open. “After the police left – such a nice and handsome sergeant – Clayton Flowers was forced – truly forced, to let me go. Zey were devastated.”

Elly pointed to the door. “Please leave.”

Ardelle looked shocked. “You are not hiring me?”

“No,” Elly said, and she added kindly, “I just think someone with your talents would be better suited at a different shop.”

Ardelle walked up to her and stuck her fingers in Elly’s face and hissed. “You will be sorry. I am ze Julia Child of flowers. You have no idea what you are missing. This will not be last you hear of Ardelle Buche!!”

This woman is insane, thought Elly.

“Okay.” Elly gestured to the door. “Thanks for coming in. I appreciate your time.”

Ardelle grabbed her designer bag and put her sunglasses on and faced Elly triumphantly. “Just so you know, I make every arrangement as if it is for Jesus Christ himself!”

And with that, Ardelle Buche trounced out the door. Cadbury growled at her heels. Elly blinked. What the heck just happened, she asked herself.

Kim practically ran out of the office, with Snarky Teenager on her heels.

“Oh my God, did that lady say that she hit someone with a BROOM?”

Elly grinned, “Yeah, but it was only on the cheek”. She shrieked with giggles and collapsed in a chair. “That woman was A RIOT. I don’t even know if I believe if she was real. As my mother used to say, ‘There is a mad woman living not in the attic, but on the main floor…”

Kim was shaking her head. “She slapped someone with a broom…”

Elly grinned maliciously, “I’m going to slap YOU with a broom if you don’t get back to work on the wedding for this weekend.”

Kim stuck her tongue out at Elly. “Do you have another interview now?”

“Mmm…no, I have a consultation with a Ms. Kepke at three,” she said, checking her appointment book, “and then another interview at five.”

Elly groaned. Ardelle had been amusing, but the whole hiring adventure had been a nightmare. She was at the point where she doubted she would find anyone that would work. It wasn’t just that the interviews had been a nightmare. Wedding season was now looming over her head – a violent storm hovering on the horizon. It was both fantastic and awful. Days that blended together into madness, endless phone calls and lots of bride meltdowns. Yes, Elly was both dreading and anticipating wedding season. To make matters worse, training a new worker to design up to Elly’s level took months. She shook her head.

“I know someone.” Snarky Teenager piped up, her thin frame hidden behind Kim’s shoulder.

“I have a friend named Romy - well, she likes to be called Rom, like the disc drive, because she’s really into technology - anyways, she is looking for a job, and she is, like, super creative…she has these paintings that are, like, her finger markings in chocolate, but it’s supposed to be blood.”

“Thanks,” snapped Elly, rubbing her temples, “that’s a huge help. She sounds GREAT.”

Kim gave Elly an apologetic smile and ushered Snarky Teenager into the back while she jabbered on about her friend. Elly allowed herself one more aggravated sigh and then started setting up for her consultation.

First, she put a tall glass vase of colored poppies onto the table and laid out dozens of wedding books, all with elegant covers showing million dollar weddings. Elly then laid out her consultation forms, calculators and pens. Down onto the table went a tiny dish with petite fours on it, bottled water and expensive crackers that no one ever ate. She turned on her stereo – a soothing mix of violin, piano and Celtic choral hymns – and settled into her chair.

Consultations were one of her favorite parts of the job. It was fascinating to see the different ideas and visions that brides had for their weddings, whether it was crafty, Asian-inspired, stripes, rustic or modern, the ideas always reflected the bride, and Elly loved being part of that picture. This, however, was a mother-of-the-bride coming in alone and those consultations were usually formal and tense, with the mother dictating every decision, and they usually ended up with flowers straight out of 1940. Elly grimaced. She heard footsteps coming up the patio. Baby’s breath, here we come, she thought. Her fingers drummed on the table anxiously.

The door opened and a beautiful older woman entered. Ashamed at the thought, Elly tried to quiet down the embarrassing voice in her head that screamed, “Be nice, this woman has MONEY.” But still, it was obvious. She had a sparkling tennis bracelet on her left wrist, and a diamond the size of a walnut on her right hand. Elly tried not to stare as its sharp clarity and emerald accents sparkled in the sun. The woman was stunning, and would have been so regardless of what jewelry she wore. She carried her elegance in her face. Her silver hair was pulled back loosely with a leather headband that matched the belt looped around her camel pantsuit. She glided across the floor, radiating light and ease.

“Hello. I’m Sunny Kepke.” She smiled brightly. Elly smiled back.

“It’s so nice to meet you. Please sit down. Help yourself to some water, petit fours or crackers.”

Sunny reached out and grabbed all three and handed a cracker to Cadbury, who had planted his head on her knee. Elly immediately liked her.

“Well, let me tell you a little bit about Posies. We are a private florist. We cater to our client’s personality and style. It’s all about what you want, and not what we decide. We use the freshest flowers from all over the world, and we are known for our garden arrangements, but can do any style you desire. Our clients...”

Sunny put her hand lightly on Elly’s arm. “No need for the speech, dear. I know your flowers well. My best girlfriend, Meghan Bamber, sends me bouquets from you all the time.”

Elly knew Meghan. She was a sweet older lady who was one of their best clients.

Sunny continued, “I already know I want to book you for my daughter’s wedding. So, can we go from there?” She wiped the crumbs from her hand. Elly wanted to kiss this woman. “I will give you the basics and let you worry about the rest.”

Elly nodded, and began taking furious notes.

“My daughter’s wedding is at the Hotel La Vie on November 20th. We are having approximately 250 guests. The ceremony will be in the hotel courtyard and the reception in their Amelia ballroom. Our colors are seashell, metallic buttercup with pale canary accents and a hint of thulian.”

Elly wrote down “white, gold, pale yellow, pink.”

“We would like the main emphasis on the exotic, but also with some romantic blown garden flowers. Cattalaya orchids – well, all orchids, really - Garden Roses, Calla Lilies, Gardenias, Peonies, and Lisanthus. Other flowers are acceptable, but we want to keep the emphasis on these. I really love peonies.”

Elly nodded. “What were you thinking for the bouquets?” she asked.

Sunny smiled. “I was thinking all cattalaya orchids for the bride, and then just a mix of flowers for the bridesmaids. I trust your artistic judgment there. There are a lot of bridesmaids. My daughter has many friends.” She paused. “There are 13 of them.”

“Wow, that is a lot,” Elly responded. She looked down. “This sounds beautiful. Did you have an idea for the ceremony?”

Sunny pointed to a picture from the Martha Stewart magazine that showed a richly decorated church. Flowers poured from every surface.

“I think something like this. I completely trust your design instinct. I know you do beautiful work. There will be an arbor made of Manzanita branches, and we would like that covered with orchids, but the rest will be up to you.”

Elly was shocked. No one had ever given her so much freedom in the designing. Normally, she spent hours on the phone discussing one corsage for an insignificant guest book attendant. This was lovely new territory to explore.

“For the reception we would like both tall and short centerpieces, using the garden flowers and the orchids. Lots of candles. My daughter also picked this out.”

Sunny pushed a picture across the table of a chandelier made up of huge billowy white flowers. Elly immediately recognized the picture; it was from the wedding of a rather popular talk show host. I wonder how to approach this next part, she thought. Budgets were always a sensitive subject, and brides’ desires were almost always bigger than their checkbooks.

“Sunny, I feel the need to tell you that this kind of arrangement is very, very expensive. There might be a way that we can mimic the style of it without you spending a fortune.”

Sunny frowned. “No, no, I want this. I’m not sure how much flowers cost – I’m kind of new at this – but, our budget is $45,000.”

Elly smiled and quickly calculated the normal percent of a wedding budget that covered flowers.

“Oh, sure. Well, $4,500 is a very healthy budget for flowers. But I don’t know that it will cover all that and this chandelier. Let me show you what else we can do…”

“No dear.” Sunny stayed friendly, even as she corrected her. “Our budget is $45,000 for the flowers.”

Elly thought she had misheard her. Forty-five thousand dollars for flowers? That was enough to feed a small country. That was enough to buy a couple of cars. That was enough… Oh Lord, Elly thought, that would be enough to pay off my apartment. Completely. Stay cool. Don’t pee your pants.

She tried to recover, and not show her sudden elation. She hoped neon dollar signs weren’t lit up in her eyes.

“Well, that will definitely be enough for this chandelier, and anything else you want.”

“Wonderful!” Sunny cooed. “Well – should I write the check now or later?”

Elly was shocked. “Er, later. Payment is due when services are rendered. The deposit will be four hundred dollars.”

Sunny opened her purse and pulled out five crisp hundred-dollar bills.

“Well, here is the deposit, and a little extra for you. I’ll be in touch over email with all the numbers and details in the next few months.” She bent over and kissed Elly’s cheek. “Thank you so much. I’m so glad to get you booked and have one less thing to do for Lucia’s wedding. I love your shop. It’s so…flirty.”

And with that Sunny Kepke exited, taking with her Elly’s last mortgage payment in her slim Prada pocketbook. Elly waited until Sunny had turned the corner, then she skipped to the back. Kim and Snarky Teenager were arranging coral roses, yellow tulips and yarrow into silver buckets for that weekend’s wedding.

“Guess who just booked a $45,000 wedding for November?”

There was a stunned silence. The jumping around and hugging that Elly had expected were left hanging in the humid air. Kim put down her arrangement.

“Forty-five thousand dollars? Are you serious? We can’t do a wedding that big.”

Elly pouted. “Why not? We can do it. I won’t take any weddings the week before…or maybe the week after. I can hire helpers. I can rent vans…”

Kim put her hand on her annoyingly lean hip. “Elly. I’m excited for you, but…that is a huge, huge wedding. The biggest we’ve done is…what?”

Snarky Teenager piped in. “The Yeadon Wedding. Last year. That was what, seven thousand? And you were a total wreck, remember?”

Elly suddenly remembered the chaos of that wedding. She flashed back to herself crying in a bathroom stall, holding a broken orchid, while Kim pounded on the door and Snarky Teenager ran around sprinkling pink petals over everything. It had been utter chaos, and the memory hit her like a brick in the face.

“Oh my God, you’re right. What was I thinking?! What have I done? We can’t do this. Maybe Clayton Flowers could, but we can’t. We don’t have the resources. You are right. No way.”

Kim put down her arrangement and handed Elly a water bottle. Elly drank noisily; she was getting all worked up.

“I’ll just have to call her back. The mom. Sunny…” Elly trailed off.

Snarky Teenager snorted. “Her name is Sunny?”

Elly shot her a look. “Don’t be mean. She was very nice. You guys are right. It’s too big.” She gave a sigh. “The great thing is, it was enough to pay off my apartment and refurnish the store. That would be amazing.” Elly turned back to the front, her head hanging. There was a beat of silence, then Kim and Snarky Teenager clamored after her.

“We can do it! We can! It’s going to a nightmare…”

“TOTAL NIGHTMARE,” echoed Snarky Teenager.

Kim pulled her around to face her. “Forget our MANY doubts - we can try anyway! If this stupid wedding can pay off that little apartment of yours, then let’s do it. We’ll either be the best florist in town or go down in flames. Large, fiery flames.”

Elly threw her arms around Kim. Cadbury barked joyfully, caught up in the excitement. “I can do this,” said Elly into Kim’s hair. “Posies can do this.” She was caught up in the moment and pulled Snarky Teenager into a group hug. Elly could feel the girl’s body go rigid, as though she thought she would die of lameness.

They heard the front bell and all looked up, still wrapped around each other. A handsome older black man in his early fifties had entered the shop. He had white hair and slick glasses, and was wearing the heck out of some khaki linen pants and a pink silk shirt.

“Er, Hello. I’m Anthony. I’m here to apply for the designer position.”

Elly straightened up, her arms still around Snarky Teenager’s shoulders.

“Have you ever slapped someone with a broom?” she demanded.

Anthony looked appalled. “What? Oh, my heavens, no! Why would I do that?”

“Great,” said Elly, “You’re hired.”
  

CHAPTER

SEVEN
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The next two weeks dragged on seemingly forever as Elly waited to hear from Isaac. Luckily, she was distracted at work by Anthony, who had been thrown into training, a true baptism by fire. Elly’s instinctual call had been spot-on, much to her delight. Anthony was upbeat, responsible and above all, dependable. He also was a quick learner and had already started making daily arrangements, as Kim trained him on wedding design. Having a man at the store felt strange, but it also had breathed new life into all the workers there. Anthony fit right in, and Elly’s afternoons were filled with the shrieks of hysterical laughter as he regaled the girls with stories of his past adventures. There was a buzz at Posies, and Elly fell in love with her store and her workers all over again.

When Elly arrived home on Friday night, after a beautiful Victorianthemed wedding, her feet were tired but her heart light. She padded up the stairs, groceries in hand and shrieked out loud. There was a familiar red-inked note on the door. She had a hard time lifting her arm out to reach the note while holding the grocery bags, so she dropped them by her feet (forgetting about her eggs) and tore the envelope open.

Elly, it read in his signature sexy scrawl, Some friends of mine are playing at a jazz club tomorrow night. Will you be my date? Wear something beautiful. Isaac.

Elly felt the stairway spin around her, every inch of her skin tingling. Date. He said date. Not friendly gathering, not hanging out, not occupying the same space, A DATE. She laughed and unlocked the door, where Cadbury greeted her with a wet tongue over her flip flops. Elly practically leapt for the phone.

That night, as Elly sipped white zinfandel on her rooftop patio, she stared up at the inky black sky and considered what this meant. She really liked Isaac. She didn’t know him very well, granted, but the spark was there. She could do this, right? Elly hadn’t been in a relationship since Aaron. After he had shattered her heart into a million tiny pieces, she couldn’t bear the thought of anyone touching her. Love was out of the question – a vague and painful idea made of broken illusions. The things that Elly had held so dear were made a mockery, and she was sure she would never again be at the beginning of something so magical. Elly hadn’t been sure who she was without Aaron. But she knew now. And when Isaac had smiled down at her from her doorway, she felt her heart unfolding, layer by layer, at the idea of him.

Elly finished her glass and leaned back on the soft weathered fabric. She let the cool breeze circle around her bare arms and watched her wine swirl around the glass. A date, she mused, her hand lingering on Cadbury’s soft fur. She hadn’t been on a date in about five years. Even then, she had very little dating experience. Aaron hadn’t courted her – no, he swept her off her feet and claimed her as his own. There had been very few dates to speak of.

What does one wear to a jazz club? she wondered. Should I eat first or later? Would there be kissing? Would he touch my stomach?

Elly was starting to hyperventilate. She took a sip of her wine to calm her nerves. She forced herself to focus on something else. Isaac’s eyes. Those deep brown cosmos, so much like hot chocolate… That was the last thing she remembered thinking as she drifted off to sleep there, on top of her roof, the bright stars above becoming bursts of light beneath her eyelids.

The next morning, after a panicked phone call to Kim, Elly stood in front of Figure, a popular plus-sized women’s store, waiting for Kim to arrive. She was now 20 minutes late, and Elly was both annoyed and warm. Her hair was frizzed out and she was seriously craving a crepe. She heard heels approaching and turned around with a smile on her face. It didn’t last. Snarky Teenager stood in front of her, shopping bags in one hand and her cell phone in the other.

“Oh hey” she mouthed, “Hold on.”

She was wearing what looked like a swimsuit cover-up and bright lemon heels. Elly raised her arms up in confusion.

“Okay. Okay. I know. No, there is NO WAY I am wearing a simple black dress. It’s demeaning. Whatever.” She hung up the phone. “Hey. Sorry.”

There was an awkward pause. “Umm…what are you doing here?”

“Kim called me. She couldn’t come. Something came up. She said you needed help finding a dress for your date?”

Elly hoped that somewhere today a bird pooped on Kim’s head.

“That’s very nice of you to come – I can’t believe Kim called you – but I should be fine.”

Snarky Teenager arched one perfect eyebrow.

“No, you won’t be. You totally dress like my grandma.”

Elly’s jaw dropped. “I’m your boss, you know. You can’t say stuff like that to me.”

Her young ingénue smiled. “Yes, I can. I mean like, whatever. Today is my day off. It’s all honesty from here on out.”

Elly sighed. This was going to be very painful.

“Okay – I’m going to kill Kim – but I could maybe use an extra eye. Here are the rules: You are not allowed to say the word ‘fat’ at any time, at any place. Also, I am not buying any sexy underwear. I’m not that kind of girl.”

“That’s fine,” Snarky Teenager replied. “I’m not even wearing underwear.”

And on that note, they entered Figure.

They were greeted by two curvy mannequins that were complete with large breasts and thighs and even little love handles. Elly wanted to hug them.

“Oh my God, how weird,” hissed Snarky Teenager, “They are, like, fat …” She trailed off as Elly shot her a death look.

“Fat-tastic!” she finished.

They ventured farther into the store. So many beautiful fabrics surrounded them. Plum blouses dripping with sequins, apple red halters, sleek navy dresses, earrings and belts and shoes and bras…all in sizes that could fit Elly. No praying, squeezing, tears or ripped zippers. There would be no crushing sense of just how round she was. Here, she was the smallest size on the rack, and that was a good feeling. She threw a couple of blouses and pairs of pants over her arm. Snarky Teenager reached for a lacy corset top. Elly slapped her hand.

“No way. Don’t even think about it. I want something classy, flattering and just a tiny bit sexy.”

“Okay,” said Snarky Teenager. “So, where are you going, anyway?”

“A jazz club.”

The sneer on Snarky Teenager’s lips showed that she could not think of anything more laughable, and she stalked off in the directions of the formals. Elly hated her life at this moment. She loathed clothing shopping. Candles, furniture, flowers – she didn’t mind picking out nice things for her place – but anything that required looking in a mirror that showed her from behind was the equivalent of dropping a hair dryer in the bathtub while bathing.

She heard a murmured “What the…?” and turned to see Snarky Teenager marveling at the size of a pair of pants. They were literally twice the width of her body. A small, round saleswoman approached her timidly.

“Miss, can I help you?”

Snarky Teenager spun around.

“Oh, I’m helping my friend.” She gestured in Elly’s direction. “She needs a dress for a date, and I guess she doesn’t fit into the clothes at, like, a normal store, so she’s shopping here.”

The woman looked ready to strangle her, so Elly jumped in.

“Sorry, sorry, my…uh, my niece is just helping me.”

The woman gave her a strained smile, glancing at her “niece,” who was trying to see if she could make a plus-sized tube top into a mini-skirt.

“Good luck, ma’am.”

Elly was mortified. “I’m going into the dressing room now.”

Snarky Teenager piped in. “I’ll be right in. This tube top as a skirt is SUPER fly.”

Hiding her face behind her clothes, Elly walked quickly to the fitting room, a well- lit room with an elegant chandelier and leather bench. She quickly shed her clothes and tried on the first dress, a dark Cerulean frock the color of island water. It looked awful. Not only did it emphasize her short calves, but it made her breasts look like two bowling balls, struggling to be held aloft by straining fabric. The next dress, a bit slinkier, made her resemble a circus tent. She moved on to pants. After two failed attempts, she found a pair of black knee length pants and a light green sleeveless top with beading around the neck.

Maybe with some black sandals…

Her dressing room door wrenched open. “What the HELL are you wearing?” shrieked Snarky Teenager. “You look like a depressed social worker. Take that off, right now!” Elly stared at her, but didn’t move. “What are you waiting for? I brought these dresses.”

Elly crossed her arms. “I am NOT getting undressed in front of you. Get out.”

“I don’t care what you look like naked – I’m naked all the time.”

“Yes,” agreed Elly, “We know. Even when you are dressed you are naked.”

“Fine, I’ll turn around. Just put this on.” She tossed a dress, all poof, in Elly’s direction.

“I will look like a cupcake in this, just so you know.”

“Probably!” was the reply.

Elly slid the dress over her shoulders, turning to the mirror with an exaggerated sigh. To her amazement. She did not look like a cupcake. She was…pretty.

“Wow,” she whispered.

The dress was light and lovely, with black netting over rich mulberry fabric. The scoop neck top was covered in silk cream rosettes with a pale pink ribbon at the waist. It hugged her curves while at the same time making her look at least ten pounds thinner. Elly tucked her hair behind her ear shyly. She looked good. No. She looked great.

“I love this dress,” she stammered.

Snarky Teenager looked up from her phone, where she’d been furiously texting.

“Yeah. You look hot. That’s definitely the one. Make sure that you don’t wear your granny panties and get a decent pair of heels.”

Elly ignored her and pulled her clothes back on. She almost hated taking the dress off.

“Hey, um, thanks for coming with me,” she offered softly.

“Well, someone had to stop you from dressing yourself.”

That was a sweet moment, thought Elly as she drove home, the dress sitting on the seat beside her. She was still bothered that Kim had canceled on her –it was uncharacteristic of her – but the shopping trip had been surprisingly successful.

Two hours, one razor and two bloody band-aids later, Elly assessed herself in the mirror as she waited for Isaac to pick her up. Her blond curls – normally frizzy and thick – had been tamed into delicate tendrils that bounced when she walked. Her bright blue eyes stood out against a smoky granite shadow and her full lips looked pouty and moist. She could barely walk in her strappy heels, but it didn’t matter. Anything that made her look longer rather than rounder was a plus. Cadbury whined at her feet, sensing that Elly was about to do something out of their ordinary routine. She bent down and rubbed his head softly.

“I’ll be home late tonight. I know you’ll leave me a special little present for being gone, so try not to get it on the carpet,” she whispered to him.

Cadbury grunted as the doorbell rang. Elly quickly ran Cadbury into her bedroom and shut the door, ignoring his frantic barks. So much for a romantic start to the evening, she thought, as she opened the front door amidst a cacophony of dog protests.

Isaac stood in front of her and she watched with fascination as his lips turned up in a smile.

“Hey – are you ready?”

She noted his worn t-shirt and jeans.

“Yes, I’m ready.” She looked down at her dress. “I’m overdressed.”

“No” he said, “It’s a pretty nice place. I’m just a bum.”

He grabbed her hand, and Elly was unable to breathe.

“I think we might be already late,” he said, pulling her down the stairs.

Elly emerged into the afternoon sun and noticed Keith watering the flowers in front of both their buildings. As Isaac half-nodded in Keith’s direction, Keith gave Elly a friendly whistle.

“Wow, look at that dress!” Elly smiled at him. “Yeah, it’s nice. Thanks for watering my flowers.”

Keith eyed her. “Be good tonight!”

Elly laughed. “Thanks, see you later!” Isaac led her down the street to the parking area, towards a very sleek black Honda.

“Nice car,” said Elly.

“Its okay…I guess. It feels corporate to me.”

He left her by the side of the car and walked around to the other side. Elly stood awkwardly as he unlocked the door. Okay, try to not to flash anybody, she thought, as she clumsily ducked under the door.

Isaac’s car was incredibly messy. The back seat was cluttered with sheet music, empty plastic containers showing the remnants of some sort of vinegar salad from Groves, the world’s most expensive grocery store, assorted clothing, CDs and dirty used tissues.

Gross, thought Elly and forced her eyes to the front. She turned to Isaac.

“I’ve never been to a jazz club before. I’m kind of excited.”

Isaac raised an eyebrow at her and her heart went all tilt-a-whirl.

“It’s great for the senses. You have the smoke filling your lungs, sweet from cigars and tobacco, the hazy light of the stage, the wine on your tongue…” He lingered on the word tongue. “And then the music. The guy we’re seeing tonight, Jack Shepland, is a genius. Pure, unfiltered genius.” He leaned forward in his seat excitedly. “The things that he does with music are absolutely inspiring. He takes the erratic rhythms and turns them into something so intrusive you don’t even know that you felt that way until you heard these notes. Man, he awakens me.”

Elly really liked the way Isaac gripped the wheel, the way his mouth moved when he spoke and how his hair fell over his left eye. His words fell like rain around her, drenching her, and moving on without her consent. He talked of Jack and musicians with single syllable first names… Joe, Miles, Kay, Huck…all the way to the club, which was simply called Blues.

Blues was located in University City, in an area known as The Loop. It was a young, fresh college area filled with chic furniture galleries, indie movie theaters, contemporary art galleries and homeless people. It was a town of opposites, one that was filled with as many head shops as expensive eateries. Elly rarely ventured here, for it reminded her that she was completely un-hip and she feared getting mugged by one of the many shady individuals on the street. The Loop made her feel both boorish and scared at the same time. Isaac, however, fit in perfectly. He expertly parallel parked – a skill Elly envied – and was still feeding money into the meter when he was approached by some unabashedly cool people and they proceeded to talk in indie jargon that she could barely follow. Elly stood awkwardly beside him, clutching her straw purse with both hands and tottering on her thin heels. Isaac talked for a few minutes before introducing her.

“Hey, this is Elly. She owns a flower shop by my place.” He slipped his hand around her waist. Elly almost fainted. Isaac waved his hand at the group.

“Well, we better head inside before we miss our seats. I mean, I guess we could stand…”

No standing, thought Elly, please no standing. The thought of standing for the next three hours on her tottering heels was terrifying. Elly could barely stand now as it was.

“Hey, it was nice seeing you guys!” said Isaac and there were handshakes all around. Isaac, so cool and confident in every step, led her into the club, effortlessly shaking the line and the bouncer.

The club was dark and intimate, with deep wood walls making an elegant half-circle. A long iron railing that wrapped between the tables was covered with burning candles, and the overhead lighting cast a burgundy glow over the entire place. Elly thought that she had never been to a place that was so unabashedly sensual. As Isaac led them to their table, Elly stumbled into the corner of the bar.

“Ouch!” she winced. “It’s so dark in here!”

Isaac put his mouth against her hair, “It’s a shame. You’re gorgeous tonight.”

Gorgeous Tonight! Gorgeous Tonight! her heart sang back. Their reserved table was up front, near the stage. Isaac sat down and quickly hailed the waiter, while Elly situated herself in her dress.

“Two Scotch on the rocks,” Isaac told the waiter. He turned to Elly. “You can’t listen to jazz and not drink scotch. It would be a crime.”

Elly nodded furiously. The waiter brought over their drinks. Isaac smiled at her and raised his glass.

“To love and freedom and art.”

Elly raised her glass as the music began. She took a long drink, tasting all too late what was in her mouth. She gagged and grabbed for her water, her eyes filling with tears. It burned, dear God, it burned! Once her vision cleared, she saw Isaac laughing.

“You must have never had scotch before,” he mused.

Elly gasped, “I can’t imagine why anyone EVER would have scotch. This tastes like turpentine!”

Isaac grabbed her hand in his, while she coughed into her other. “It’s an acquired taste, not unlike myself. Have I mentioned that you amuse me greatly?” he murmured.

The night went on, and was truly wondrous. Elly felt the music vibrate over her in pulses, every fiber of her body attuned to each smile and head nod that Isaac directed her way. They were so close to the stage that conversation was impossible once the music started, but it didn’t matter. There was an undeniable connection, and every time Elly turned to marvel over his incredible features, she caught him staring at her. They stayed for the opening act, Jack Shepland, and then the closing band.

It was 1:30 am when they left the club and Isaac suggested pancakes. Elly had never been more tempted to kiss him. Over mounds of dripping amber syrup and ripe blueberries, Isaac and Elly talked of Clayton and all its intricacies. Isaac seemed to know the town very well, and told her about dozens of hidden gems throughout the city. Elly was sure she had never had such a good conversation while at the same time keeping so much unsaid.

It was 3:30 am when Isaac walked her to the shop door. While Elly hoped that the night would never end, her body felt very differently and was screaming for bed. Trying to make light of what was sure to be an awkward moment, she stepped up onto the doorstep and took out her keys. Isaac reached for them, turning over her brass antique key in his hand.

“This is really cool,” he murmured. He pulled himself up to the step and breathed his warm breath on her face. He smelled like scotch and blueberries. “It fits you. You’re different. Smart.” He traced the side of his finger down her face.

“Amazing,” he growled, and then he covered her mouth with his.
  

CHAPTER

EIGHT
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Kim swirled angel hair pasta around in its garlic sauce and slurped it into her mouth.

“So then he kissed you?”

Elly ripped off a hunk of bread and pulled it through some vinaigrette.

“Ohh...” she sighed, her mouth full of food. “And what a kiss it was.”

Kim gave her an approving look. “Yes? Go on.”

Elly put her finger to her lips. “A lady never kisses and tells.”

“But you’re not a lady. You wore flip flops to an Italian restaurant.”

Elly looked at her feet. “They’re comfortable…”

They were having a late dinner on the patio of Giovanni’s Italian Restaurant. It was a hushed, clear evening outside, with hundreds of large white light bulbs draped overhead.

“Okay...back to the kiss!” Kim demanded.

Elly’s thoughts raced. How could she explain what was probably the most magical fifteen minutes of her life? The way he gripped her face so softly, and yet clung to her so fiercely? The way he whispered things into her lips – intoxicating, secret things? How he had left her, his hand lingering in her hair, looking back and then heading across the fire escape? She had not been able to make it up the stairs at first, and getting to sleep had been impossible with the taste of him still burning on her tongue. She lay in her bed, hands clutched to her heart and Cadbury across her legs, murmuring “Isaac…Isaac…” Her uncanny resemblance to a 14 year old girl embarrassed her.

Elly put her fingers on her lips.

“It was incredible. I don’t think I have ever…ever been kissed that way. His mouth…”

Kim made a disgusted face. “Okay, okay, that’s enough. You are still my friend. I don’t want to hear about mouth details. Tell me more about him.”

Elly took a sip of wine. “He’s introspective. Smart. Artistic.” She grinned. “Passionate. I feel like he woke me up. I never want to work again. I just want to be kissed. By Isaac. All day long.”

Kim clapped excitedly.

Elly continued. “You should see the way he talks to people. He just oozes this confidence. At the jazz club, he would take my hand and count out the beats with my fingers. He ordered drinks for me. And he seemed to know everyone!” Still, Elly thought to herself, he couldn’t keep his eyes off me.

“Let’s just say, I certainly wouldn’t mind being his instrument.”

Kim grinned. “Naughty girl, you are glowing.”

“It feels…” Elly trailed off.

“Yes?” said Kim.

“It feels like falling in love. I haven’t felt this way, not since Aaron.” Her heart felt a pang at the name. She smoothed it over with the memory of Isaac’s soft lips against hers.

“I’m so happy to hear it. Just be careful.”

Elly was jerked out of her kissing daydream. “What do you mean ‘be careful?’”

“Nothing. I didn’t mean anything. He sounds amazing. I can’t wait to meet him. You look so happy.”

Elly smiled. “I am glowing. I feel alive for first time in years. He’s coming over for dinner on Wednesday.”

“Fantastic!” Kim replied. Elly hailed the waiter for another glass of wine. “You should make your red wine pot roast. That will make him want to kiss you all the more.”

Elly winked. “Oh, I’m not sure I need it…”

“Also?” said Kim, “Don’t wear your reindeer pants.”

Elly made an exaggerated sad face. “Well, he’s going to have to get used to them eventually.” They laughed and continued working on their pasta.

“So,” asked Kim, “What’s our week like?”

Elly felt the mood sober immediately. This week was Kim’s last week and the kick-off of wedding season. She groaned.

“This week is going to be absolutely horrible. I’m sure you remember that its Brooke London’s wedding. You know, our resident bridezilla? I’m buried in tiny details bordering on insane. I want to shake her. She’s giving me stress dreams in shades of wisteria. Thank God I have you for the weekend.”

Kim circled her plate with her finger. “I have something to tell you.”

Elly looked up in alarm. “Please do not tell me that you won’t be around this weekend.”

Kim frowned at her. “Elly, just LISTEN. I know that you don’t understand why I quit so suddenly…”

Elly interrupted her. “We don’t have to talk about this, we’ll just fight again.”

“Elly. Listen,” Kim said softly. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t give you more reason. It broke my heart not to. I can tell every time I look at you that it still bothers you. And I regret that I abandoned you to shop with our young apprentice.”

“Yes” said Elly bitterly, “That was…a new experience.”

“Elly.” Kim smiled and paused. “I’m pregnant.”

Elly sat in shocked silence. She noticed Kim’s water glass next to her wine glass.

“Oh my GOSH!” she shrieked. Her voice was so loud that restaurant patrons held their forks aloft and stared. She leapt up from the table and threw her arms around Kim, kissing her cheek. “What?! Oh my gosh, oh my gosh!! A baby!” she put her hands on Kim’s flat belly. “How long? How far?”

Kim face was beet red. “Please sit down and stop groping me!”

Elly laughed and sat back down. She felt tears on her face. Elation mixed with love flooded her body. She looked at Kim in amazement.

“How did this happen?”

Kim laughed at her. “Well, by the sounds of your night on the doorstep with Isaac, you have an idea.”

“No, I mean, I’m sorry, I’m just so shocked! How far along are you?”

Kim smiled. “About three months. Don’t hate me.”

Elly gasped. “I DO! How could you not tell me?”

“Well, we only found out about a month ago. Sean and I were surprised, to say the least. We had no idea. I had felt…off, but just thought that I was moody. I started getting suspicious when I almost murdered Sean for forgetting to bring me Chinese food one night.”

“I love Chinese food…” murmured Elly.

Kim shushed her. “We went to the doctor, and found out that I was about two months along. Sean was thrilled, he’s wanted a baby for a while. I kept putting it off, as you know. He could not have been happier – he’s absolutely beside himself. But…it has taken awhile for me to get used to it.”

Kim paused and ran her fingers over the tablecloth. “I didn’t have an ideal childhood. My mom wasn’t really mom material. I took care of her most of the time, the reverse of the way it’s supposed to be. She was very unstable, very narcissistic. A terrible mother in most respects.”

Elly nodded. There had been many long conversations covering this topic between the two of them.

“I wasn’t sure I ever wanted a child. I always was afraid that I wouldn’t be a good mom, and that my child would suffer the same way I did. I’m still a very selfish person, Elly.” She took a deep breath and her watery eyes smiled. “I knew Sean wanted one and so I thought to myself that maybe someday – in the far future – we would talk about it. I didn’t expect to be pregnant. We were using protection.” She put her hands on her belly. “What I’m trying to say is that it was very, very shocking for me. I didn’t tell anyone right away because I didn’t feel the way that pregnant women are supposed to feel. I was scared and upset, and I felt more like weeping that jumping for joy. I felt like some sort of parasite was taking over my body.”

Elly took her hand. “Kim, you could have told me. I would have understood.”

“I know you would have. But I wasn’t ready to hear the words out loud. I needed time. Lots of time to adjust to this new idea. This new…life and the idea my body that wasn’t mine alone anymore.” She took a drink of water. “But then one day, I just woke up and went for a walk. I saw a little girl running around her front yard with her mom. I watched them for an hour. They probably thought I was a stalker. The little girl looked a lot like Sean –blond hair, deep laugh. She made me smile and when I got home…” Her eyes filled with tears “…I was in love with my baby. I really struggle to put it into words. It’s an overwhelming and totally encompassing love. And I knew right then that I wanted to spend every moment with this little person.”

Elly smiled proudly, so desperately happy for her. “So that’s why you quit?”

Kim nodded. “I needed time to prepare, and I get so tired designing. I can’t be on my feet for very long. And I’m having problems remembering things. Like, the other day, I made three of the same corsage. They only needed one!”

Elly laughed. She had seen the corsages in the trash and wondered what that was about. Of course, she had blamed it on Snarky Teenager. Oops.

“Kim, I am SO happy for you. Have no fear - you are going to be the most incredible mother. I have no doubt in my mind about that. Besides my mother, I have never known a more loving or generous person. You saved my life, and your child is going to be very, very lucky.”

She looked up at Kim, her long toffee hair flowing over her tan shoulders, her blue-green eyes shimmering with tears. She had never been more radiant, and Elly wondered how she had never noticed this pregnancy glow before.

“Your child is also going to be ridiculously good-looking.”

“You mean your god-child is going to be ridiculously good-looking,” corrected Kim, and the two started crying all over again, each soaking her checkerboard napkin.
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NINE
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Two days later, Elly was still basking in the light of what might just have been the best week ever. She had been kissed, Kim was pregnant, and Cadbury had only pooped in the house once. The dinner with Isaac had been spectacular. There had been music, perfectly cooked meat sautéed in wine, great conversation, candles and some serious snogging on the roof deck. Elly had never invited a man up there before. She had never imagined her roof deck to be a romantic place, but it turned out that the cool air, the plants and comfy couches made for the ultimate ambience. Isaac had played his guitar for her, and Elly lounged back on the soft fabric and watched his hair in the moonlight. A perfect night. A perfect kiss at the end. A perfect…..

“Look at this jerkbag!” Elly suddenly remembered that she was sitting in the car with Snarky Teenager, who was swerving all over the road.

“Look, I know you got your driver’s license, like, YESTERDAY, but try not to kill us on the way to the wedding!”

Snarky Teenager leaned on the horn. “Get out of the way, you FREAKS!” Elly covered her eyes, trying to forget that the Posies label was plastered on her back window.

In one hand she held Brooke’s bouquet – a breathtaking cascade, with cream gardenias, lavender sweet pea, periwinkle scabiosa, and rich purple ocean song roses that had blown open to perfect centers. Pearl acacia wisped over the sides. It was glorious…and it was swinging all over the place.

“STOP driving like a maniac. We’re almost there!”

Snarky Teenager pulled the van up to a screeching halt in front of the City Museum. The City Museum in St. Louis was another one of Elly’s favorite wedding venues. The main hall was an oceanic wonderland, filled with glistening fish scales of glass and resin. The room was dominated by colossal statues of twisting fish that hovered below a mosaic ceiling. It was romantic, different and beautiful in an edgy, urban way. Elly had enjoyed it for about two seconds before she heard the clattering of heels rushing down the hall.

Brooke was running towards her. Her eye make-up was smudged and messy, and her veil was hanging crookedly on her head. She was wearing a thin white tank top with the words “Bride” in rhinestones across the chest, with purple sweat pants that read “Mrs. Penkitt” across the butt. Several concerned bridesmaid were trailing behind her.

“Elllyyy….” she wailed.

Elly stuck the bouquet in front of her in a defensive measure. Brooke stopped dead in her tracks.

“Oh …it’s AMAZING! Oh my gosh, it’s so beautiful!”

All her bridesmaids circled around her making cooing sounds. “Is it real? What are those? It is so gorgeous.”

Brooke clutched it to her body. “Elly. It’s perfect.” She paused dramatically. “Too bad nothing else is!”

She grabbed Elly’s arm.

“The venue floor looks like it hasn’t been swept. They just told me that the minister is wearing a black suit instead of navy, and they ran out of jumbo shrimp so they are just serving regular size!” She let out a loud cry and leaned against Elly. Elly pushed her away with a gentle arm.

“Brooke. Where is your wedding coordinator?”

Brooke gestured to a young, alarmed looking woman. “This is my friend Tara. She’s my wedding coordinator.”

Elly glanced over Brooke’s shoulder. Tara appeared to be about fifteen years old and was wearing a very short bright red dress. She was obviously NOT a wedding coordinator.

“Okay. I need to get your flowers set up and ready. After I’m done, I will come back to your room and see what I can do. Does that sound alright?”

Brooke nodded frantically.

“Okay. Go fix your make-up and get into your dress. You are getting married today.”

Brooke hurried off, bridesmaids and Tara in tow.

Snarky Teenager came in behind Elly, carrying the ceremony décor. “Whoa. What a train wreck,” she breathed, giving a subtle eye-roll.

Elly turned on her. “She might be a crazy bride, but she’s my bride. Don’t be mean. Let’s go set up the ceremony.”

Setting up flowers always took longer than Elly imagined it would. In front of a line of white chairs with lavender bows, Elly and Snarky Teenager hung up dangling white dendrobium orchids strung on fishing wire. Each aisle chair got a small bundle of wildflowers: black velvet delphinium, grape hyacinth, vendella roses and white stock that made the air in the museum smell of fresh cinnamon. They lined the aisle with white football chrysanthemums, which gave an appearance of poofy white clouds. Shimmering with the spinning fish, the room looked like an underwater meadow. Snarky Teenager snapped a picture behind Elly.

“It looks nice!” she declared. “Okay, let’s go get the reception set up.” Elly wiped some sweat off her brow. Even here, in the air conditioning, she was…moist.

The reception was located in the Vault Room, which was filled with St. Louis artifacts and a kaleidoscope of mirrors that reflected hundreds of candles and twinkling lights above. Huge beautiful vaulted doors led to an outdoor patio, complete with views of downtown St. Louis and its famous Arch. Working in perfect synchronization, Elly and Snarky Teenager placed the long centerpieces of pale blue hydrangea, hyacinth and lavender parrot tulips on the tables, surrounded by tiny mirrors. The overall effect was of ghostly romance, and it was sheer perfection.

Snarky Teenager was staring out the window at the groomsmen. “Hey – could I pin that guy, you think?”

Elly rolled her eyes and shoved the boutonnieres toward her.

“Yes. Go, and try not to give ALL of them your number.”

Snarky Teenager tightened her ponytail with the determination of a soldier going into battle and trounced out the door. Elly straightened her apron, sighed loudly, and headed toward the bride’s room. From outside the door she heard a heated argument, accompanied by loud shrieks, which were no doubt coming from Brooke. Oh Lord, she said in her head, please don’t make this last very long. She pushed open the wide door, which was flanked by stone gargoyles. Brooke stood in front of her in a white corset and a thong…and nothing else. Elly tried not to stare at Brooke’s bare cheeks, and instead focused her gaze on the ceiling.

“How are things going in here?”

Brooke let out a warbling sigh and threw herself dramatically on the couch, veil and all.

“I can’t believe so much has gone wrong.”

Elly patted her head. “What’s wrong?”

“The deejay isn’t here yet…..I don’t think he’s coming!” Elly glanced at the clock. It was still two hours before the ceremony.

“What time is he supposed to be here?”

Brooke looked up from her Kleenex. “3:00?”

“Brooke, its 2:15.”

“So? He should be early!” Brooke wailed.

Elly rolled her eyes. “I’m sure he’ll be here. You seem really upset. What is your actual problem?”

Brooke pointed toward the bathroom. “My mother won’t wear the dress I picked out for her, and the dress she wants to wear is HIDEOUS!”

Hanging on the bathroom door was a pale lavender dress with an overlay of intricately beaded plum flowers. It was a perfect gown for the mother of the bride. The door swung open, revealing a short, solidly built woman with short, no-nonsense hair. She was smacking her gum loudly.

“Brooke, honey, I can hear you talking about me. Who is this?” she asked in a flat Western accent.

“It’s my florist. MOM, just put on the dress!”

Brooke’s voice was now reaching banshee levels. Her mother’s steely gaze lingered on the hanger.

“I am not wearing this fancy, expensive, ridiculous dress. I’ll be the laughing stock of my friends. What I’m wearing is just fine.”

Brooke’s mother was wearing some sort of prairie garb – a long brown skirt with brown loafers and a neon blue short sleeved button-down shirt with what appeared to be a mustang running across the chest. Elly held her face together with an act of impressive will.

“Mom, please! You’re ruining my wedding!” howled Brooke.

Elly firmly grasped Brooke’s shoulders and turned her toward her the mirror area with strict authority.

“Go put your dress on and get ready. I’ll talk to your mom.”

Brooke flounced away, her bridesmaids trailing behind her like ducklings. Elly approached her mother gingerly.

“Ma’am, I’m just here to help. Can you tell me why you don’t like the dress that Brooke has picked out for you?”

The woman looked at Elly, obviously annoyed.

“Look at this thing. This looks like it cost over a hundred dollars!”

More like five hundred, Elly thought, but I’ll keep that to myself.

“Who in their right mind would spend that much on a dress? I buy all my clothes at the thrift store in town, and I never spend more than three dollars on pants or shirts.” She looked around the empty room and lowered her voice to a pleading whisper. “I never wear dresses. I ride horses all day. All my friends from the ranch are here, and they’re going to laugh at me wearing that, I just know it. I don’t understand why I can’t wear my church clothes. This outfit is just fine for church at home– but she’s not interested in that, oh no, with her uppity fiancé and his fancy parents...”

She looked ready to cry. “My daughter does whatever they want. She had this fancy city wedding because his Mom wanted it. I wanted her to get married on the ranch, under the stars, wearing her grandmother’s cowboy boots, with our pastor there... But no, no one cares what I say anymore…”

Elly instantly saw the underlying issue. This wasn’t about the dress. This was about a mother’s pride. She put her arms around the mother’s shoulders.

“Your daughter will always be your daughter. No matter how much money or swank the new in-laws come with, you will always be HER mother. Nothing can ever change that. No one can ever take your place in her life.” Elly’s voice caught in her throat. “I think about my mother every day. She is always with me.” She tried to gain control of her unexpected surge of emotion.

“What I’m saying is, this is one dress. One day. It’s not a surrender, or a grand statement. It’s just a dress, and it would make your daughter happy if you wore it. You might not know this, but your daughter is kind of high maintenance.”

The mother laughed and put her hand on Elly’s shoulder. “She really is.” She looked at the dress pensively. “It’s just a dress?”

Elly nodded and looked into the woman’s kind, worried brown eyes. “It’s just a dress.”

The mother grabbed the hanger on the back of the door and backed into the restroom. Elly smiled happily. Her work here was done. Brooke emerged from the bridal suite, looking resplendent in an elegant A-line dress, with fabric swaging that cinched at the waist with delicate pearl embroidery. She saw Elly inching towards the door and rushed over to her.

“Thank you so much, I knew you could convince her! So, I just have one more question. My hair person just told me that muscari can cause some people to have an allergic reaction, and so I was wondering if it is too late to change that.”

Elly looked at her. “Brooke,” she said sternly. “GO. GET. MARRIED. No more worrying, no more questions.”

Brooke gave a shy smile and mouthed. “Okay.”

In that moment, Elly saw a mature woman behind the frantic bridezilla who had driven her crazy for the past few months. She gave Brooke a quick hug and dashed for the door, before the bride could find anything else to complain about.

Ten minutes later – the time it took to coax Snarky Teenager away from six adoring groomsmen – the Posies van roared up Wydown. Snarky Teenager, to her credit, sensed the sudden change in Elly’s mood and was oddly silent for the drive. Elly rode in the passenger seat, watching lights smear out the rain-drenched window. She silently wiped a tear off her face as they turned up the drive to Posies. Missing her mother was like this; a stray thought, and then she was drowning in grief, drifting in a sea of grey memory.
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Sarah Jordan had been an anomaly in many ways. First of all, she was both strikingly beautiful and quite plump. Elly had seen men gaze at her, totally confused, wondering why they were drawn to this woman who was fleshy and soft, not unlike their own mother.

In Sarah’s youth, she had thick curly strawberry blond hair that was tinged with wheat highlights. Her bright blue eyes – a mirror image of Elly’s, down to the thick black lashes that rimmed them – had sparkled with life and laughter. Sarah Jordan loved her daughter, practical jokes, funny television shows, and the ironic side of life. She was fond of pinching the bottoms of her friends when they stood, and Elly had sat on many whoopee cushions as a child.

Elly’s most distinct memories, however, were of her mother in one of two places: church and her garden. Every Sunday and Wednesday night was spent at the Mt. Zion Baptist church just down the street from their home in Peachtree City. Sarah would lay out Elly’s dress for her the night before. Elly had a large collection of pastel dresses, many adorned with lace and ribbons that would cinch at the waist. On Sunday morning, Elly would be woken up at seven to the smell of pancakes and sound of sausages sizzling in the frying pan. She would take a bath, and then put on her Sunday dress, and slip her feet into her white Mary Janes. Down the hall, counting the steps and skipping the creaky one, she would skip into the kitchen where her mom would serve her breakfast on her special Sunday breakfast plate: a pale blue china plate with tiny white flowers painted across the middle in a wavy line. After breakfast, Elly and Sarah would walk, hand in hand, up the small hill to worship.

Mt. Zion was a small church – about 200 congregants – but they were truly the salt of the earth; elderly women who smelled of hand lotion, grumbling old men who ushered visitors in with a grim smile, about ten young couples with children who always ran loose like wild zoo animals, and everyone in between. The church was led by the Revered Hein, a Red Sox fanatic with a boisterous voice and a love of all people great and small. Elly and her mother were among the few white people in the church, but they had been going since Elly was small, and she had never really noticed that they stuck out. They would always sit in the second pew, on the right side, and as soon as the organ started playing, all the women in the church would begin fanning themselves rapidly, their white fans fluttering like butterflies in the damp air.

Elly remembered watching her mother in church. She would close her eyes, lean forward and mutter to herself, repeating whatever the pastor said. She would clutch Elly’s hand fiercely as the pastor yelled out about redemption, and she would hold her close when he talked about sin and death. Sarah Jordan also sang in the choir – a gift that had not been passed down to her daughter – and Elly loved watching her mother, clapping and swaying, alive in the spirit in every way. As the music barreled down from behind the pulpit, Elly’s eyes would sit fixated on her mother. Her hands raised to heavens, with her strawberry blond hair sweaty across her forehead, Elly would think how her mother looked like an angel. Elly would try to sway to the music, which once prompted an elderly black woman to call her “poor white child” and take her hand in hers.

After church, Elly and Sarah would have warm morning buns – cinnamon and sugar, toasted and rolled up inside pecan bread with a cold glass of milk. After Sarah’s second shower of the day – church was an aerobic activity in Georgia – Elly would grab her tin bucket, her pink polka dot garden boots and together they would head out for their day of gardening as her mother hummed hymns to the roses.

Sarah Jordan’s garden was the talk of Peachtree City. Her mother’s garden wrapped around the backyard and exploded out from both sides of the house. It lined the stone path to the door, and trickled up the porch. Cotton candy pink laurel, pale yellow and tangerine azalea and white camellia blooms, hanging like tiny lanterns, shaded the rich quilt of flower beds. As Elly ran around with her butterfly net, stopping occasionally to sip sweet tea from the porch, Sarah would be perpetually bent over, her round behind peeking out from a Cherokee rose bush, with dirt furiously flying out from around her. All day, sometimes to Elly’s annoyance, her mother would tend, love and worship the garden. Orange tea-olive plants, pale winter wood berries – these were the things that were discussed around the dinner table, with grilled cheese sandwiches, a heart carved lovingly on the top.

Elly’s father had never been in the picture. Her mother described the night she was conceived as, “the best worst night of my life.” He had found out she was pregnant, confessed he was still married back in Tennessee, and left her with money to “take care of it.” Sarah had taken the money, put a down payment on a small cottage home and bullied her way into a well-paying accounting position at the local law office. Over the next 20 years, she made a life, a beautiful life filled with flowers, faith and love for her and her funny, chubby daughter.

When she left for college, Elly would count the hours until she could return to her mother’s house on Wright Street. She would pull up in her tiny Toyota Tercel, open the windows and let the sweet smell of hundreds of gardenias wash over her. Her mom would be waiting, hand on hip and a cheesy casserole in the oven. They would talk openly, without boundaries, until the early morning hours. Elly found herself waking many times, snuggled against her mom’s shoulder, smelling of earth and White Shoulders perfume, on the couch, fully dressed. Her mother was like her own skin. She was the rock which Elly’s life crashed against, water settling around it. She could never be moved. Like her garden, she was always there, growing with the seasons, returning in bloom every time Elly needed her.

When Elly had married Aaron, her mom had donned a beautiful strapless pale yellow dress and walked her down the aisle, clutching her daughter’s arm tightly. Sarah had done the flowers for the entire wedding. Elly clutched peach garden roses, white magnolia blooms, pale pink parrot tulips, and chocolate artichokes with seeded eucalyptus. To this day, it was the most beautiful bouquet Elly had ever seen. At the end of the aisle, pale wisteria hung down from a hand-crafted pine arch decked with lemons and olive leaves. Elly hadn’t noticed it, since underneath Aaron had stood smiling at her as if she were the light in his life. He had reached out his hand – his beautiful, ink-stained hand – and took hers. Her mother gave her a concerned smile and walked alone to her seat.

Looking back, Elly knew that the smile was more than motherly love. It was a warning. One of countless warnings that Elly had ignored in her fiery fall into Aaron-induced bliss. Three months after their wedding, her mother had told her that she had been diagnosed with advanced ovarian cancer. The next nine months were spent caring for her mother on one hand, and juggling a new marriage with Aaron on the other. Worn out and emotionally exhausted, Elly’s days and nights blended together into paintings, pills and work. While at work, she was calling her mother every hour to make sure she was feeling okay, and when she was with her mother, she was on the phone with Aaron, helping him organize his gallery showings. At 3 am, dressed in her flimsy nightgown – Aaron preferred nightgowns to pajama pants – she would be on the computer, a pint of Cherry Garcia in one hand and a notepad in the other, looking up holistic remedies, radical cures, symptoms, medicines, and statistics. She had been a ghost, drifting between bright sunlight that was Aaron, and the dark recesses of her mind where she was losing her mother. That year was the best and worst of Elly’s life, but no amount of marital joy had prepared her for the heart-wrenching loss of her mother.

Sarah Jordan’s last day was on a Sunday. Unable to go to church, Elly read her mother her favorite bible verses while she cooked her mother’s favorite breakfast – granola pancakes with a cranberry-maple topping. Her mother was withered and small at that point, but her appetite had come back with ferocity in the last few weeks.

She looked at Elly and smiled. “I’m so glad that I’m here with you, and not at the hospital.”

Elly flipped a pancake.

“Well, that’s good, because a hospital would never feed you this. Jell-O and celery are probably better for you.”

Sarah smiled – weakly, but still a million watts at least.

“Better for me, at this point? Please. If I’m going out, I’m going out how I came in. Fat and happy.”

“Please don’t say that, Mom.”

As Elly slid the pancakes onto her mother’s plate, Sarah weakly reached for her arm.

“I feel like it’s today, honey.”

Elly felt a strangled sob escape through her throat.

“How can you know that? You don’t know. Your new medicine…”

“Elly. I’m ready. I’m so tired. I want to go home.”

Elly slammed her orange juice onto the table. “You are home. This is your home. Where I am.”

Sarah laid her hand on Elly’s wrist. “Yes. You are the best thing that has ever happened to me. But I’m ready for the next adventure. I’m ready to meet my Savior. You are going to be okay. Elly Jordan, my daughter, my beautiful daughter. Being your mother is the greatest gift God ever gave me – the most beautiful flower in my garden…and the most stubborn.” She patted Elly’s cheek. “I’m not worried about you. Not even for a day. You’re stronger than you know. And you have Aaron. You love him. He makes you happy.” She chuckled. “And he is so very pretty.”

Elly laughed, despite the tears rolling down her face. “Eat your pancakes you old fart.”

Sarah Jordan looked deep into her daughter’s eyes. “I’m so proud of you. I have a feeling you are going to do something great in this life.”

Elly kissed her mother’s forehead and handed her the syrup.

That Sunday had been a wonderful day. Elly laid down a blanket in the yard, where Sarah could be surrounded by her garden, those flowers that she had loved and cared for. She made hibiscus tea and chocolate mocha cookies, and they had lain in the sun, alternately laughing and crying. There were no grand statements, no whispered secrets of wills or pasts; just a mother and her daughter, feet entwined, saying goodbye without needing to say a word. When the golden light of sunset illuminated the yard, making every blade of grass a sun-kissed wonder, Sarah had become very tired, very quickly. She cried out for her daughter and took her hand in her strong grip. Elly pulled her Mother into her arms and rocked her slowly to the edge of forever sleep.

“Eleanor…” her mother put her fingers on her face. “I will love you forever.” She closed her eyes. “You will survive.”

Elly sobbed. “Survive what?”

She gave Elly one last smile and opened her eyes into the sun. And just like that, Sarah Jordan was gone. The scent of her gardenias drifted out of the yard into the warm Georgia air.

Elly stayed with her mother until the stars and the katydids arrived. Later that night she wandered the garden with Aaron, reeling from the shock of it all. She pointed out every plant and every flower, touching each one of them, each one a result of her Mother’s love. She lay down with Aaron onto the soft white blanket, the blanket that she had laid on with her mother, just five hours earlier. Wrapped around each other, they fell into a deep sleep. When she awoke, the sun was rising. She looked at Aaron sleeping beside her, his beautiful hair matted against his forehead. Yes, she would survive, she assured herself. As long as she had Aaron, she would be fine. She watched a daffodil dance with the breeze and remembered her mother’s round behind peeking out from behind her garden bushes. Thank you for my mother, she prayed, Amen.

That day, thought Elly, now back in the dark Posies studio, the day when her mother died, that day had been the beginning of Aaron’s betrayal. Elly angrily yanked the cooler door open. She grabbed some pale green kale roses, plum veronicas, baby blue agapanthus and bright pink poppies. Cadbury sat patiently by her feet. She leaned over and kissed his furry head. In the back, there was a crackled old vase that was too delicate for everyday use. Moving carefully, she placed flower after flower into the vase, until she had created an overflowing garden arrangement. She stepped back and admired her work. Her mother would have adored this.

She glanced down at Cadbury, who was snuffling around at the floor near her feet. She smiled. Her mother would have adored him too. Her cell phone vibrated, illuminating the massive pile of stems on the table. She glanced at it. Isaac. And just like that, her heart leapt up from the floor and settled itself back onto her sleeve. His voice, like warm caramel, dripped against her ear.

“What are you doing?”

Elly leaned against the counter. “Just thinking about my mother and making an arrangement for my kitchen table.”

“That sounds…lonely.”

Elly laughed. “It is. But I’m not alone. Cadbury is here with me.”

“I think I can officially state that he is the worst guard dog ever.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I’m here.”

Elly spun around. There was a figure standing in her doorway. She was instantly aware of her purple track pants and stained black camisole, as well as her hair, which was damp and in some sort of half-bun. She wiped her fingers under her eyes. They came away black with mascara. Great. She peered out the window.

Isaac stood in the misty rain, looking dazedly handsome and dangerous, his dark brown hair jet black in the moonlight. Elly opened the door.

“You know, that’s not romantic. It’s just kind of creepy.”

Isaac stepped in the door and quickly cupped her face in his hands. “You’ve been crying.”

“I have been. There was this mother at the wedding today….anyways, I get like this sometimes.” Please don’t notice the half-eaten bag of Oreos on the counter, she prayed.

Isaac kissed her mouth quickly. “I’m sorry you’re sad.”

Elly smiled. “That means a lot coming from a stalker.”

He grinned back. “Hey, I have some friends over upstairs – Tifah and Gene and Michael – and we’re working on this amazing track. I was wondering if you wanted to come have a listen, have a glass of wine. A beautiful woman always makes the music better. Also, we have carry-out.”

This did not sound appealing at all to Elly, but she was pretty sure that she could never say to no to Isaac’s brown eyes. “Sure – just give me a few minutes to close the shop up.”

Isaac ran his hand through her hair. “You can be my muse. I just want you to sit and be lovely.”

Elly rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay. Enough with the flattery.” Her heart danced inside her chest. “Let me put Cadbury away.”

Isaac squeezed her hand. “I’ll see you up there.” Then he leaned forward. “Tifah is drunk again. Watch your shoes.”

Elly smiled and pushed him in the direction of his apartment. She closed the door after him, locking it with her antique key. Cadbury and Elly lazily climbed the steps to her apartment, and stepped inside. She looked in the mirror. She normally would be upset that Isaac saw her this way, looking so disheveled, but when she looked at herself tonight, Elly saw her mother staring back at her. And she was fine with that. I’ll love you forever, Momma, she whispered and began her transformation into Isaac’s evening muse.
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“The tablecloths are being handmade by Wildflower linens. They will be an ecru with gold beading and paisley swirls in copper and pearl. On top of those, I was thinking of gold candelabras with the white orchids and gold metallic votives. Between the candles, I would like ivory gardenias leaning against the favors. Each napkin will then be tied with some birch branches accented with a cattalaya orchid.”

Elly was typing furiously, trying to keep up with Sunny’s intricate details. This was her third conversation of the week with Sunny Kepke, prepping for her daughter’s big wedding.

“Elly, you are so wonderful. Do you have any recommendations for the cake? We were thinking of shipping one in from New York – Weinstock cakes – but if you knew someone who could give us what we wanted, we would prefer to have it made in town.”

Elly took a quick gulp of her green tea. “Yes, Sunny, I absolutely do. Original Icings in the Central West End makes absolutely amazing, over-the-top cakes. Make sure you ask for Rachael, and try the pineapple poppy cake filled with raspberry. It’s mind-blowing.” Mental note, thought Elly, go buy cake.

“I’m not sure what mind-blowing means, sweetheart, but I will give them a call this afternoon. Okay, I think that’s everything for today! We updated the buffet table arrangements, and talked over the centerpieces, so…all that is left is the ceremony décor. Can we have a meeting next month to talk about those?”

Elly nodded. “Absolutely.” Of course I’ll have a meeting with you, she thought. For $45,000 dollars I’ll do anything you ask me to.

“Wonderful!” cooed Sunny. “My daughter will be joining us. I can’t wait to tell her all about you. She’s been in Paris the last few weeks.”

“Well, the feeling is mutual,” said Elly, twirling her cup, “I can’t wait to meet little Miss Lucia.”

“It’s a date then. I’ll email you with the details. Have a great day!”

“You too,” said Elly, dropping the phone onto its hook. She groaned. More updates for this wedding. They seemed endless. “Oh well,” she sighed, and then repeated under her breath, “$45,000. $45,000.”

Snarky Teenager strode up to the front carrying a bright bouquet of teddy bear sunflowers and coral godetia in a square glass vase.

“More stuff for the Kepke wedding?”

Elly rested her head against the cool surface of her desk. “Yes. It’s going to be a lot of work. A massive amount of work. I can’t talk about it. I’m already getting stress-related breakouts.”

“Do you know I’ve never even HAD a zit? Clear skin just runs in my family.”

Elly rolled her eyes under her eyelids.

“Anyways, don’t worry about it. I’ll be here to help,” Snarky Teenager reassured her.

Elly lifted her head with an amused smirk.

“What? Since Kim left, I’ve been super helpful. I delivered 20 arrangements last week, I did the ordering for the Sorrentino wedding, and I just finished the foyer piece for the art museum.”

Elly bowed her head. “You’re right. Thank you. I appreciate your dedication”

“I think I need a raise.”

Elly erupted in laughter. “Not today. But I’ll keep it in mind.”

Snarky Teenager sulked to the back. Elly snickered. A raise? Not until I can’t see your belly button ring all day long.

She glanced at the clock. It was lunch time, Elly’s favorite time of day. She skipped to the back. Anthony was filling dozens of buckets with hot pink gerbera daisies, and Snarky Teenager was unpacking glass bubble bowls.

“Hey, I’m going over to Keith’s for lunch – anyone want anything?”

Snarky Teenager tossed her shaggy blond bangs out of her eyes. “Are you hungry already? We had pumpkin bread for breakfast only, like, four hours ago.”

Elly ignored her. “Anthony, you?”

He grinned. “Nope. I have a homemade salad with arugula, apples, pine nuts and feta. It’s going to amazing.”

“It sounds like it. Are you sure you don’t have extra?” Elly chided.

His smile faded. “No, I’m sorry…I only brought enough for myself, Elly.”

Elly realized that her joke had fallen flat. Awkward.

“Okay!” she said brightly, and walked back to the front, slapping her laptop shut with relish.

As she swung open the door to Keith’s, she let the sweet smell of split crust cheddar bread waft around her head. The tang of peppers mixed with sweet pepperoni overpowered her senses. She barely saw Keith coming, a clean white apron tied around his waist.

“Elly! To what do I owe the pleasure? Let me guess – a large Italian Mama sandwich, with oil and extra cheese and cucumbers? Side of potato salad?”

Elly groaned. “That is truly sad. I mean, a new low. You know, the Chinese food lady knows my order. I really need to stop eating, like forever.” She glanced down at her curvy figure.

“Naw,” said Keith, busying himself behind the counter, “You know, some guys LIKE curves. You’re perfect the way you are. Not unlike this sandwich.” He gave it a liberal squirt of oil and began wrapping it up. “So, are you and that guy that lives above this place…dating?”

Elly smiled at the thought of Isaac. The night she had gone over to be his muse had ended up with lots of kissing on his balcony. The stars overhead, his hands on her waist, his lips…his delicious berry lips…

“ELLY!”

“Huh?” Elly jerked back to attention. “Yeah?”

Keith stood looking at her, a scoop of potato salad in his hand. “Do you want potato salad?”

“Oh, um, yes – I’m so sorry.”

Keith grimaced. “That good, huh?”

Elly tucked her hair behind her ear. “It’s good. It’s new. I’m not sure what we are, but it’s wonderful. He’s incredibly gifted. And his hair…” Keith looked like he was about to vomit. Elly reminded herself that he was not Kim. She couldn’t help it. There was something so easy going about Keith that made her want to put on her pjs and dish with him for hours. “Uh yeah, he has nice hair. We’re taking it slow. So far, so good. I haven’t dated anyone…since, well, since my ex-husband cheated on me.”

Keith nodded furiously as he chopped onions. “I understand that. It can be hard to move on.”

Elly ran her fingers down the counter. “I’m not really sure about how to talk about that with him. It seems like an intense subject.”

Keith packed her sandwich into the bag and tied it into a violent knot. “If he’s as great as you say he is, he will understand and care about you all the more.”

Elly blushed. “Thanks, Keith. You only say that because I buy so many sandwiches from you. If you didn’t say that, I would have to shower the St. Louis Deli with love.”

Keith grabbed his heart and pretended to faint. “You wouldn’t! That would be cheating on me. His meats are processed! And he only has one flavor of bread and low-fat mayonnaise. What kind of tool uses low-fat mayonnaise?” He seemed to be honestly offended. “Plus, who else is going to give you extra cheese just because you’re so cute?”

Elly flicked his shoulder. “Everyone gives me stuff because I’m so cute. You just don’t realize it.”

Keith smiled and handed her the sandwich. “It’s on the house today. Oh, and tell your guitar playing BOY-friend that he’s late on the rent.” Elly groaned as she walked out the door, swinging her sandwich.

Later that afternoon, Elly wiped down the glass table, eliminating the few crumbs of evidence that there ever was a sandwich. After that was done, she spent twenty minutes re-cutting and taping the ends of rolls of satin ribbon that hung on the wall, and wiped down the cooler. She flipped the sign to closed and turned out the lights. Gathering up lose stems here and there for her tiny bathroom vase, she headed upstairs.

As soon as she opened the door, she knew something was wrong. The stench was overwhelming, a punch to the sense. Puddles of brown fluid trailed about the room. The corner of the couch was ripped open, and Elly noticed vomit in the corner. She stepped inside.

“Cadbury?”

Nothing.

“Honey, I’m home…C’mere Cadbury.”

From the bathroom she heard a small cry. Throwing down her bag, she raced to him, carefully avoiding the diarrhea trail down the hallway. Cadbury was lying sideways across the bathroom rug, his stomach heaving violently. His eyes were squeezed shut in pain and his body was shaking.

“Cadbury! Oh NO!”

Elly knelt beside him, lowering her face to his. He opened his eyes slowly and looked at Elly, with a palpable relief.

“We’ll get you help. Oh, sweetie.” Elly stood up. Call the vet. Immediately. She told herself not to call 911, even though she was tempted to. She ran to her bag and found her cell phone.

“Ladue Vet Clinic.”

“Yes, hello. My dog Cadbury is having some sort of seizure.”

“What kind of dog is it?”

“An Old English Sheepdog”

“And how old is he?”

“Two and a half years.”

“And he is having what symptoms?”

Elly looked over at Cadbury. The desperate look in his eyes broke her heart.

“Um, there is foaming at the mouth, diarrhea, eyes rolling back in his head, and his stomach is moving like crazy.”

“Is he up to date on his shots?” The lady on the phone seemed to not understand the emergency situation here and was speaking slowly, as if she thought Elly was 10 years old.

“Can I just answer these questions when I bring him in?”

The woman sighed. “I suppose.”

Witch! thought Elly.

“Bring him in and we’ll get to him as soon as we can.”

“Thank you,” said Elly, snapping the phone shut. She grabbed Cadbury’s leash and ran back to the bathroom. He was still in the same position, his eyes on her, looking like the saddest dog she had ever seen. Elly hooked his leash to his collar and pulled slightly.

“Cadbury, you have to walk. C’mon,” she urged.

He didn’t move.

“Get up sweetheart. We’re going somewhere to make you feel better.”

Cadbury put his front feet down and attempted to push off the rug. His giant paws shook, and he collapsed again. Elly started to hum frantically to herself to hold off true panic. Cadbury weighed 90 pounds, and she could never carry him down the stairs.

“Isaac.” She looked at Cadbury. “I’ll be right back.”

As she ran out of the apartment, she heard Cadbury cry. Her heart wrenched. She ran down the stairs, through her studio and out to the street. She passed Keith’s deli, and went up the stairs to the left of his store. At his door she could hear pulsating music coming from the apartment – piano and guitars wailing, along with the erratic banging of drums. She banged on the door.

“ISAAC!!!” she yelled. She waited a beat and knocked again, harder. “ISAAC!!! IT’S ELLY!!” The music had not ceased, not even for a minute. They had not heard her. “Arggggh!” She banged again, with both hands. She could hear her fists blending in with the drums. Tears welled up in her eyes. She turned down the stairs, taking them two at a time. Sean. She could call Kim and have Sean come over. That would take forever. Oh no. As she turned the corner, she saw Keith locking his door.

“KEITH!” she screamed. Keith jumped. Elly felt momentarily embarrassed that she had reacted so dramatically. “Keith, I need help, I mean, I’m okay, but my dog is sick, and I can’t carry him, I have to take him to the vet, I think he’s having a seizure, and I left him to go get Isaac, but he can’t hear me and I hope Cadbury doesn’t die and then I’ll have to eat myself to death…” She was rambling, tears streaming down her face.

Keith grabbed her shoulder. “Elly. I need you to be calm. Where is Cadbury?”

Elly felt instantly steadied. Thank God someone was in charge here. “Upstairs in my apartment,” she answered. They ran to her apartment together.

Keith followed the poo trail into the bathroom.

“Hey buddy” he said softly. He knelt down beside Cadbury, and placed his arms under the dog. Elly stood awkwardly beside him.

“Should I help you? I can carry half of him.”

“Nope. Just hold the doors.” Keith counted. “One, two, three…” and then he quickly lifted Cadbury into his arms. Elly grabbed her purse and held the door for Keith, who was walking quickly with Cadbury whining. The stairs were the tough part. Narrow and wooden, Keith took each stair very slowly, his arms shaking under Cadbury’s weight.

“Your dog needs to go on a diet,” he huffed. When they got to the bottom, Elly ran to her car – her little Toyota Tercel – and brought it to the front. Keith gently lowered Cadbury into the backseat. Cadbury licked his arm.

Keith turned to Elly. “Do you want me to go with you? How are you going to get him into the vet?”

“No,” Elly said, “They have vet techs there that can carry him, I’m sure. Thank you so much Keith. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

“It’s nothing,” replied Keith. “Hey – are you sure you don’t want me to come? It’s not a big deal, really. No big plans or anything tonight.”

Elly spoke quickly and started the car, gunning the engine loudly. “I think we’re okay. Thank you again. I’ll stop by tomorrow and let you know how he’s doing. I have to go, I’m sorry.” Keith smiled and stepped back from the car. He waved to Cadbury one last time and Elly took off, headed for the vet’s.

Many hours later when Elly entered her apartment, twilight had fallen. Everything was still and dark. The vet had been exhausting. They had taken Cadbury right from her car, and she had not seen him for three more hours, as they put in an IV and ran every test imaginable. She had to sit in the waiting room, with no one really telling her what was going on, only asking her questions like “Did your dog ever drink from a well? Has your dog showed previous symptoms? Has he been eating normally?” Elly felt like a horrible dog owner. She had no idea if he had eaten normally this week. Would it have been so much work to glance at his dog bowl while she was kissing Isaac on the couch? This was her retribution for too much snogging, she was sure of it. Kim had arrived two hours in, and sat with Elly as they waited. Kim was starting to show a little, and the way she lovingly rested her hands on her belly made Elly want to weep. “Kim” she whispered. “What if I did this?”

Kim looked at her stupidly. “What?”

“What if I did this? I mean, I’ve been hanging out so much with Isaac the past couple of weeks, what if Cadbury has been sick and I didn’t even notice? I’m horrid. I’m a whore who killed her dog.”

Kim patted her hand. “You’re crazy. Stop talking. This isn’t a punishment. This is life. He’s going to be okay.” She leaned her head against Elly’s. “And I’ll be there for you. No matter what happens.”

“You are such a good friend.”

“I know,” sighed Kim. “It’s a full time job.”

The door to the back opened and Elly’s vet walked out of the back. She was a short, intense woman. Elly jumped to her feet, bracing herself for the worst.

“Cadbury is going to be just fine,” the vet said quickly. Elly felt a sudden rush of relief.

“Thank you for saying that first. You are a saint.”

The vet didn’t smile. “Your dog has a very serious case of Giardia. It’s a microscopic parasite that is found in streams and lakes. It can also be contracted from eating feces. Has your dog had access to any unclean water?”

Elly’s mind quickly flashed to last week. Isaac and her walking hand-in-hand at the park, and Cadbury bounding ahead, jumping into a duck filled pond and lapping at the water. “I have NO idea where he could have found water like that.”

“Well, try and keep him away from those things from now on. I haven’t seen a case this bad in awhile. We rehydrated him with some saline and put him on a round of medication. We are going to keep him for the next two nights for observation. I’ll walk you through the meds right now…”

Back in her apartment, after she spent hours cleaning up Cadbury’s mess, Elly laid on her smooth couch, head straight down. What a day. She murmured a prayer of thanks into the pillow that Cadbury was alive and promptly fell asleep, until her head was jerked up at a banging sound on the front door. She looked at the clock. 11:15pm.

Cautiously, she peered through the peephole. Isaac looked up at her from behind tousled hair, gorgeous as always. She smoothed her hair out and sniffed her shirt. It made her dry heave.

“Hold on!” she cried, and ran into the bedroom to throw on a wrinkled black blouse. She walked back and opened the door. Isaac pulled her into his arms. Elly buried herself into his t-shirt. The smell of him, of paper and metal and blueberries – it was overwhelming and delicious. She had a feeling her own smell was less than delicious, though perhaps overwhelming.

“I heard you had a bad night.” he murmured into her hair.

“I did,” sighed Elly, pulling back from him. “I’m sorry I’m pretty disgusting. Cadbury made very clear that he was not feeling well.”

“Can I help?” “No, I’m all done. I’m just exhausted. Come in.”

Isaac followed her through the door, wincing at the smell.

“It does smell pretty bad. Here, let me open the windows for you.” He went around opening all the windows in the apartment, and Elly was so tired that she didn’t even mind him poking around. He walked back out and sat by her on the couch, running his fingers down her cheek.

“Today totally sucked for you. And I don’t want to make light of it. But, I have something that might make you happy.” He kissed her mouth softly.

“You make me happy” she breathed.

“The feeling is mutual,” his mouth curved upwards. “Don’t distract me.” He laughed. “If Cadbury’s health permits it, I would like to take you somewhere next weekend.”

“Where?” asked Elly, as she imagined dancing with Isaac on the dimly lit streets of Paris.

“Well...” He paused. “You don’t need a plane ticket. We’ll be driving. It’s a surprise.”

Elly snuggled into his lean arms. “I like surprises.”
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“I hate surprises,” declared Elly as she plopped a thick bundle of milva roses into a terra cotta urn. “I don’t know why he can’t just tell me.” She added orange blossoms around the outside. “I don’t even know what to pack.”

Anthony smiled at her from behind his rosy glasses. “Well, he said you were driving, right? Then you know it’s somewhere in the Midwest still. Pack for warm, humid weather.”

Elly groaned. Her hair had enough problems without added humidity, and early June had proven to be sizzling hot. There were times when she still could not believe that Isaac wanted her. It was beyond explanation.

“What are you going to do with Cadbury?” asked Anthony.

“Oh, Kim and Sean are taking him. He loves being at their house. They have a huge yard and feed him bacon. He probably won’t even notice that I’m gone.” She sighed. “Which is kind of depressing.”

Anthony picked up clippers and began trimming an ivy topiary which was getting prepped for pale pink blown garden roses. “Are you guys staying in a hotel?”

“I’m not sure.” Elly paused at the thought. “Huh,” she said out loud and headed to the front. She placed the potted arrangement next to a small bucket of Star of Bethlehem blooms and sat down next to Snarky Teenager, who was mailing invoices.

“We’re friends, right?”

Snarky Teenager looked at her bewildered. “Um, you are my boss. You aren’t like my best friend or anything. Romy is probably my best friend. Or Michelle. Except that Michelle dated this guy that I dated like two months ago. I know because Kelly saw them together at Olive Garden… well, maybe Kelly is my best friend, she’s kinda -”

Elly cut her off right there. “That’s fine. We’re not best friends. But, can I ask you something?”

Snarky Teenager sighed obnoxiously. “I guess.”

“Okay.” Elly shifted in her seat. “Isaac is taking me away this weekend. To a hotel. Probably.” Please God, don’t let it be camping, she prayed. “Anyway, it’s been awhile since I’ve dated.”

“Yeah,” agreed Snarky Teenager as she licked an envelope. “Like 20 years ago.”

Elly imagined her getting a paper cut on her tongue and smiled. “Yes. It’s been awhile. If a guy takes you to a hotel for the weekend, does he expect, er, you know – intimacy?”

Snarky Teenager widened her eyes. “You are NOT talking to me about sex. Weren’t you married?”

The words still stung.

“Yes, I was married. I know about sex. Hopefully more than you do,” said Elly, though she doubted it. “But I’m not sure if that’s what is expected now. What do I say to let him know that I’m not that person? I’m definitely not ready for that. I’m an old-fashion type of girl.”

Snarky Teenager snickered. “Haven’t you guys been dating for awhile? Like, a month?”

“Three months…ish,” said Elly. “But it’s not like we see each other every day.” She paused. “Okay, more like every other day, but still, I’m not ready.”

Snarky Teenager’s smirk fell away when she saw that Elly was actually quite nervous. “Just tell him. He’s not going to jump you. Do you need some lingerie?”

Elly pushed herself haughtily up from the table. “I’m walking away now. Thank you for your help,” she snapped.

Grumbling to herself, she headed over to her desk. One glance at the clock told her that it was 10 am. Isaac was picking her up at 11. She had barely enough time to get cleaned up. Elly shut down her computer and stood over Snarky Teenager.

“Okay. You and Anthony are done at noon. Please remember to clean up completely, flip the sign and write down the deliveries for Monday. And don’t call me unless there’s an emergency.”

Snarky Teenager lifted an eyebrow. “A SEX emergency?”

Elly ignored her. “I’ll see you Monday. Be good.”

Snarky Teenager bit her fingernail naughtily. “You DON’T be good, okay?”

One hour later, Elly sat nervously in her apartment overlooking the street. Her suitcase was packed beside her. She felt lovely in her outfit, a light cotton sundress in pale yellow gingham, with black flip flops, and a big floppy straw hat. Isaac’s black Honda pulled up in front of the store. He honked. Elly awkwardly knocked her suitcase down the stairs and was closing her apartment door when Snarky Teenager walked past her on the way out of Posies. Without blinking an eye, she grabbed Elly’s straw hat off her head, quipped, “You are not 70,” and kept walking. Elly, dragging her suitcase behind her, walked up to Isaac’s car.

“Hey, beautiful!”

He popped the trunk of the car for her. Elly awkwardly lifted her heavy bag into the car and flopped into the passenger seat.

“Are you ready for this?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” she replied shyly. “I would love to know what ‘this’ is.”

“You’ll see soon,” he assured her, “It’s only a two hour drive.”

Elly sunk into disappointment. Two hours? Where was he taking her? A truck stop on I-70? She instantly regretted packing both her sundresses and beret. Elly glanced at the back of the car, which was still a total mess. There was clothing piled everywhere and what appeared to be a didgeridoo in the corner behind the driver’s seat.

“Sorry about that,” chuckled Isaac. “I kind of live out of my car.”

There was a beat of silence. He gathered her fingers in his and raised them to his mouth, kissing the tips of them softly. “I’m so glad we get to get away for a weekend. We are trying to record an album, and Tifah is being such an idiot about the whole thing. Gene is working overtime, and I’ve had almost no sleep the past couple of days. The balance between the bass and the lead guitar is a disaster, and Eddie is insisting that we bring in a cellist.” He pulled the car out of the driveway and headed toward the interstate.

For the next hour and a half, Elly listened patiently as he talked about his band, watching the city and its suburbs fall behind them into rolling plains. There were sporadic trees dotting the road, and pretty green hills that rose up every couple of miles. The many billboards that disgraced most of St. Louis’s highways slowly tapered off and Elly felt the weight of the week slowly float out the open window. The lull of the music, the whipping air from the open windows and the hum of the car calmed and invigorated her. She pulled out her hair-tie and let her blond curls fly wildly around. She felt sexy and free, with Isaac holding her hand. Truthfully, she was barely able to listen to him talk about his band, but she loved the sound of his voice. She was here, with him, in the here and now.

“I’m going to pull over for a bathroom break!” he shouted over the wind. “Is that okay?”

She looked back at him, her hair whipping around her. “That’s fine!” Fierceness overtook her and she pulled his face in for a kiss.

“Elly!” he laughed, “I’m driving!!”

She sat back in the seat. “I know.”

He pulled over to a McDonalds and hopped out of the car. Maybe I could get used to this, she thought. The new, wild Elly. We can drive around the country, living on scraps, being liberated, young and sexy. No brides, no drama, no Georgia in the rearview. Just me and Isaac, and I’ll kiss him whenever I feel like it. She flipped down the mirror to give herself a wink and shrieked. Me and Isaac and my awful HAIR! Her hair was not sexy-free. The front was plastered down across her forehead, resulting in a messy comb-over look. The rest of it was pushed back, mullet-style. Her eye make-up was smeared, and not in a sultry way. Also, she had a bug in her teeth.

“Well, that’s it for young and beautiful,” she said out loud, and went back to being just Elly.

Isaac walked back to the car.

“Geez”, Elly murmured to herself, watching his leg muscles flex with each carefree step. He was wearing a navy T-shirt with a school emblem on the chest, and dark plaid shorts that hugged his thighs. He was radiant. There was no other word for it (except for maybe super-model). Elly sighed happily.

Isaac leaned over her car door. “Can you get up for a minute?”

Elly exhaled the breath she had been holding and climbed out of the car. Isaac grabbed her shoulders gently and turned her around.

“And now,” he said, “we’ll make sure it’s a true surprise.” He lowered a black blindfold in front of her.

“Errr…what?” whispered Elly, “I can just close my eyes…”

Isaac laughed out loud. “Yeah right! I know you. You would not be able to keep your eyes closed. Do you think I can’t tell that not knowing where we are going is killing you?”

Elly smiled in spite of herself. He knew her! Isaac covered her eyes with the blindfold and tied a strong knot.

“How’s that?” he asked. “Is it too tight?”

Elly pressed her fingers over her eyes. “Nope.” She put out her hands out in front of her. There was a beat of silence.

“Where did you go?” she asked. She then felt warm breath on her face, moving from her ear to cheekbone, over the corner of her smile to her lips. Isaac kissed her gently.

“I’m here.” Then, after he had made her weak in the knees, he loaded Elly clumsily back into the car, her head smacking loudly against the door frame.

With the blindfold on, the next half hour seemed to drag on for eternity. Elly’s anxiety about spending the night together increased with each mile, an argument raging in her brain. Just tell him you’re not ready, she told herself, he might feel the same way. Yeah right, she answered back. He’s only dating you because he thinks it will be amusing to see what you look like naked. On and on it continued, until the hammering of voices became too much for her to handle.

“Isaac?” she asked blindly.

She felt his calloused musician’s hand slip into hers.

“Yes?”

He ran his finger down her lips. Way to make this hard, she thought.

“Look, um, it’s been awhile since I’ve dated, so I’m not sure what the protocol is, but….and this is weird to say, so please forget this conversation immediately, but…”

There was an awkward pause and she could hear Isaac tapping the steering wheel.

“I’m not sure that I’m ready to get intimate with you. I’m not sure what you were expecting, but I know we are spending the night there, and I didn’t know what you were…er..wanting…Oooohh this is so embarrassing…” Elly put her hands on her hot cheeks. “Is that okay?”

There was a second of silence, and then Isaac had his hand on her knee.

“Elly” he said, “It’s okay. We will only go as far as you are comfortable. We’ll just let things happen naturally, okay?”

Elly breathed a sigh of relief.

“Was that bothering you?” he asked teasingly.

“Yes. Yes it was. Also, WHERE ARE WE GOING?” Elly slapped his hand off her knee.

“No more touching until we are there.” Isaac laughed and turned up the music. “We’ll be there soon.”

Swaying in the blackness, Elly felt both anxious and excited. After what felt like an eternity, she felt the car screech to a stop. Isaac led her out a couple feet from the car and slowly removed her blindfold.

“Look around” he whispered, his mouth moving the tiny hairs on her ear.

Elly gasped. Somehow, they had left St. Louis and ended up in what seemed to be a New England Village. The car was parked on a ridge overlooking the town and a spectacular view. She grabbed Isaac’s hand and stood speechless. Blowing maple trees covered a picturesque valley lined with purple and yellow flowers. The center of town was bordered by steep river bluffs that cascaded down into rushing muddy water. She could hear tinkling water from a nearby stream, and just past the town, Elly could make out a large bridge gracefully spanning the Missouri River. To her right lay a sea of green vineyards. Lush vines snaked over endless staggered terrain that rose and faded into the horizon in neat tiny rows. Near each vineyard lay small wineries – stone buildings tucked into wooded corners and dirt roads. A gigantic bright red church that resembled a barn towered over the center of town – a bustling village with low laying brick buildings. It took her breath away.

“Where ARE we? This is incredible.”

Isaac pulled her into his arms. “Welcome to Hermann, Missouri, the hidden jewel of the Central Midwest. My parents use to visit the wineries here every year when I was growing up. I hope you’re ready to drink some wine and relax.”

Elly kissed his cheek softly. “This is incredible. I feel like I’m in a different world.” She gazed over the picturesque town. “I can see myself living here one day.”

Isaac grinned. “Good. And while I have you stunned, I have another card up my sleeve”

“You brought cannolis?” asked Elly hopefully.

Isaac laughed. “I can’t promise pastries, but I can promise dessert wines. I arranged a private winery tour for us at Red Cedar Winery, which is the oldest of all the wineries here.”

Elly felt herself sway with the succulent romance of it all.

“Are you ready to go?” Isaac asked. She leaned against him and took it all in: the smell of him, the landscape laid out in front of her and the feel of warm air on her face.

“Okay. I’m ready.”

“Lunch first?” he asked swinging her hand like a little child.

Elly grinned. “Always.”

After lunch at a questionable deli, Elly held tight to her stomach as Isaac wound his zippy car up the bluffs. It had not been Keith’s, not by a long shot. Looking at her little greasy sandwich, with too much mayo and not enough veggies, Elly had greatly missed Keith’s mastery of the bread and meat. She felt her stomach grumble with each minute, compressing more and more uncomfortably inside of her. Isaac, thankfully, had not noticed.

“Red Cedar Winery is the most awarded and famous of the Hermann Wineries. Their Dogwood Red label is all my parents drink. They fly out every year just to taste it fresh, and then ship home about twenty cases.” Isaac ran his fingers through his lush hair. “The taste of that wine reminds me of a good portion of my rebellious adolescence. I remember laying on the couch, drunk out of my mind with a glass of Dogwood Red lying next to me, with my girlfriend playing guitar….good times, those memories.”

Elly nodded, thinking that that sounded like the worst time ever. Her memories of her teenage years were very different. Painfully shy, chunky and a lover of books, Elly didn’t exactly fit in with the popular kids. She did fit into lockers, however, which was something she had learned her junior year. Elly was pretty sure that Isaac would have never noticed her in high school. She laced her fingers through his, resting lightly on the gear shift. She was so lucky to be here, here with him, and she pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. The moment was sweet, but interrupted by a loud stomach grumble.

“What was that??” Isaac cried, laughing.

“It was my stomach! I swear!!”

Three more stomach eruptions later, with Isaac in tears and Elly barreling down against the seat, the little Black Honda parked in a small stony alcove in front of the winery. The main building for Red Cedar Winery was an old vermillion brick Colonial building with large navy shutters. A small balcony ringed with ivy and white flowers hung over the petite red door. Hoping to find a readily available bathroom, Elly pulled the door open and was greeted immediately by two glasses of wine, held by a kind looking gentleman in a flannel shirt.

“Welcome to Red Cedar Winery!” he said cheerily.

Elly accepted the wine with a pained smile. “I love this place already,” she whispered to Isaac.

He downed his glass in a gulp. “Ahhh, childhood,” he sighed.

Elly sipped hers slowly, trying to not upset her already turbulent stomach, which rumbled with each step. As dozens of elderly people filtered in, the tour began. Holding Isaac’s hand tightly, she followed the tour guide, a friendly, 60-something year man who reminded Elly of a hippie Santa Claus.

“Welcome to Red Cedar!” he declared. “Our winery celebrates 142 years of wine-making heritage. Red Cedar combines old world tradition with the newest wine-making technology in the world. This particular winery is owned by the Patton Family and has been passed down through seven generations.”

“Awesome,” Isaac mused.

Elly rolled her eyes. The tour guide led them out the broad doors and down a steep path that led to a fabulous garden canopy. The view was magnificent, with tiny café tables overlooking the vineyards. White haired couples leisurely sipped wine on the balcony as waiters strolled past wearing white gloves.

“This is our pavilion,” said the guide, waving his arm like a pageant contestant. “You can enjoy a glass of wine here before we walk down to the vineyards. I would start the tour out with our infamous Dogwood Red, or maybe our Bitternut Rose…”

They continued down the petunia-lined path, Isaac walking ahead of her, talking wine with some local aficionados. Elly lingered behind, taking it slow and leaning on the railing, feeling her stomach clench with each step. Please don’t explode, she pleaded with herself. No one wants to kiss a woman who explodes. Her stomach let out a load moan. Isaac turned around, looking embarrassed.

“Sweetheart, are you okay?”

He called me sweetheart! she thought joyfully, before her stomach clenched again.

“Not…great,” she said.

Isaac pulled her aside. “Do you want to go back?” he asked.

“No, no. This is wonderful. I really want to finish the tour. Plus, I really need a glass of wine.”

“Okay. We could do this another day…we could go back to the hotel… get more comfortable…” his voice lifted suggestively.

Elly felt her stomach tighten and press down. “Er, I need a bathroom.”

Isaac looked grossed out at the thought. Yes, I have to use a bathroom occasionally, she thought, try not to be shocked. Isaac waved his hand at the tour guide.

“Um, excuse me, my, um,” there was a delicate pause, “My friend needs to use the bathroom.” The crowd’s eyes turned upon Elly.

“Thanks for saying that out loud”, she murmured softly. Isaac winked at her. The guide strolled up to Elly.

“Okay ma’am. Listen to me. You are going to head back up to the main building. Take a right just outside the back door. Then you are going to head to the bottom level via the elevator. Take a left at the stained glass windows, past the kettles and around the back. The closest restroom is there.”

Elly nodded frantically. Isaac pulled her close.

“Do you want me to come with you?” he asked nervously. Elly pondered the consequences of that decision.

“No, no. I’m fine.”

Isaac looked visibly relieved. Elly’s stomach rumbled. She quickly hurried away from the group.

Okay, she said to herself, walking quickly up to the main building, keep it together. Huffing, she pulled herself up the hill and through the backdoor of the colonial house. She looked around. She was in a long dark hallway, with low walls in grey stone and old pictures in brass frames. At the end was an elevator. Elly pushed the button repeatedly and hummed to calm herself. Please let me make it to the bathroom, please let me make it…CURSE that stupid sandwich! The doors open and Elly launched herself inside. The elevator hummed slowly downwards. The doors opened and Elly broke out in a full run towards the bathroom. She found it quickly and there was no one inside, much to her relief.

Ten minutes later, Elly emerged, feeling much better. She walked down the corridor in front of giant silver fermentation tanks, distracted by an intense search for gum in her purse. Sighing happily, her stomach a placid lake and her mind on Isaac, she turned the corner towards the elevator. She walked past the stained glass windows, each etched with blues and greens, depicting wines pouring out of bountiful urns. They were luminous, and Elly ran her fingers over the raised iron, the windows bathing her in light. She took a deep breath in.

Here I am, she told herself, on vacation with a gorgeous man who is crazy about me. It’s amazing where life can go…I never dreamed I would be here. She sighed happily and followed the arched hallway. Elly walked for a couple of minutes before she realized that she had missed the elevator. She turned around. There were hallways on either side of her. She started to walk back the way she came. The hallway continued, but no elevator. She ran back a couple of steps. More hallway. Elly tried to quell her rising anxiety. Okay, I came down the hall, past the stained glass, turned the corner at the elevator… she traced her steps. It didn’t help that she was walking quickly, slightly panicked.

She ended up in a giant underground cellar, flanked by arching stone walls the held the foundation of the house. Red oxidized brick lined the room, which was filled with tons of wine barrels. The air was damp and musty, tinged with the sweet smell of berries, licorice and mushrooms. Dim yellow lighting hung from the corners. It was both romantic and intensely scary, and it reminded her of catacombs. Elly started hyperventilating and leaned against the barrels. Maybe if I just head to the end of the corridor, she thought, I’ll find an exit. She didn’t. She also didn’t find an exit in between the barrels, or near the doors. One long wine filled corridor led to another and another. She couldn’t find her way back to the entrance. Again and again she circled back, weaving her way in between endless barrels.

Her spirits faded as her panic took over. Her thoughts bordered on absurd. This was it. She was hopelessly lost in the basement of a winery. It had been about an hour since she had left the tour. Search parties had been called off. Isaac had found another woman to sweep off her feet. Snarky Teenager had taken over Posies and turned it into a racy underwear store. It was over. Her life would end, here, in this wine cellar of death. Condensation dripped on her face. The stone walls were closing in on her, and the room seemed to be getting darker by the minute. She was very cold. Elly slumped behind a giant barrel at the very end of the row. She grabbed on to the tap with desperation. If she was going to go out like this, she might as well be very drunk. She leaned over and positioned her mouth under the spout while at the same time her lips formed the words of familiar prayers.

Suddenly, she was looking at a brown pair of orthopedic shoes.

“And here, ladies and gentleman, is our wine cellar, which was made in 1847. We made the secret entrance during the Prohibition era….”

The tour guide stopped shortly upon seeing her. Elly quickly sat up and wiped the mascara from her eyes. Three old ladies stood gaping in front of a hidden door in the brick.

“Was she drinking straight from the spout?” one of them cried. “That can’t be sanitary!”

The kindly tour guide smiled down at her.

“Young lady, how did you get down here?”

Isaac’s gorgeous face peeked around an alarmed woman’s appliqué sweater.

“Um - Elly?” he asked nervously.

“Well, that was interesting,” Isaac joked later as he steered the car past endless fences of grapes. “How was the wine cellar? I bet all the barrels looking the same got to you?” He chuckled. “Poor Elly. Were you really that upset? Not that I blame you. I would have probably tapped in myself - their wine is so delicious. Of course, I might have waited to get a glass first….”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Elly snapped.

He ran his fingers through her hair. “It’s their fault for putting the bathroom in the dungeon. I was just glad to find you. Otherwise I would have had to take home the lady with the snowman sweater on.”

“Hmm…that was a nice sweater. I would have understood.”

Isaac looked at her, his brown bedroom eyes bearing into her. “Let’s go find our hotel.”

Elly felt her pulse quicken. The hotel. Were they sharing a room? Did that mean something? Isaac sped up the car.

Twenty minutes later, he pulled the car into the drive of the Blue Baron Inn. Pale brown and grey, the reformed Tudor had a large white deck that overlooked the river, which was shrouded in a humid mist. Isaac went to the front to check in, and Elly heaved their suitcases out of the car. Pulling them behind her, she jogged to keep up with him. Please say two rooms, she thought, please say two separate rooms…

The young pert receptionist was beaming at Isaac. “Just you then?”

“No,” he said, “I’m here with…umm…my neighbor. Elly.”

Elly walked forward, dragging the bags. The receptionist widened her eyes, looking from Isaac to Elly.

“Oh, sure. Okay, I see… So, your room is up the stairs to the right. The back door opens up to the deck, and you will find a bottle of wine waiting for you. Should you need…anything...” her eyes smoldered at Isaac, “Please let me know.”

Elly reached out and snatched the key out of the girl’s hand. “Please bring up our bags,” she snapped and led Isaac upstairs. They opened the door to their room.

“Shall I carry you?” Isaac asked. Elly raised an eyebrow at him and walked inside.

The oval shaped room was painted a pale orange and accented with dark browns and red. It had a cozy lodge feeling, plus a hideous flower arrangement on the coffee table, a kitschy disaster of red carnations and baby’s breath. Elly scooped it up and deposited it into the trash can. She walked out and stopped dead. In the middle of the room was a bed. One giant sexy-time bed, surrounded by hanging billowy white fabric and covered with a rich sage duvet. This was a bed that said “Sex!” and not so much “Cuddle-time.”

Elly gulped.

Isaac strolled in and collapsed on the bed. “Man” he moaned, “That drive up here was long.”

Elly sat down at the desk. “Well, it was certainly feels long when you’re…” Elly stopped short. The blindfold! Oh my gosh – why did he have a blindfold?? Was he into that kind of thing?

Elly felt like she was going to faint. “I need some air.”

She headed for the deck. The warm air felt good on her face, and she managed to calm herself momentarily with the breeze on her skin. Isaac handed her a glass of wine and wrapped himself around her.

“I’m so glad that we’re alone for once. No neighbors. No shop. No Cadbury. Just us.”

Elly was mildly annoyed at Cadbury’s inclusion, but was jerked away from her thought by Isaac’s hand creeping up her belly. I bet that feels like a bag of flour, she thought, before turning quickly around.

“Do you want to go look at the downtown? I saw a bunch of antique shops when we drove in, and I would love to find something for Kim’s baby. Then we could eat dinner overlooking the vineyards.”

Isaac frowned. “Are you feeling up to that? You didn’t seem like things were going that well” – he gestured to her stomach – “at the winery. I was thinking we could order room service and stay in, but we can go shopping.”

He made it sound akin to torture. Anything to distract you, she thought.

“I’ll change,” chirped Elly, and headed back into the room.

“Can I come?” Isaac joked.

“Um, no.” Elly shut the door behind her. How am I going to do this? she thought. Maybe I can keep him distracted. Kiss him until he’s satisfied. Mention jazz. Hit him over the head with a pan. Ask him about indie flicks. Or…I could get him drunk. And he’ll pass out early. YES! That was it, that was the plan. Elly opened her suitcase. What in here said “Nun” or “You’re not getting action tonight?” She pulled out her khakis and black cardigan. Perfect. She also grabbed her fuchsia tank top. Layers would be key here. More buttons, more fabric. She tromped out of the bathroom. Isaac eyed her up and down.

“You look great – love that sweater.” He winked at her. “Are you ready?”

Ready to get you drunk, she thought.
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As it turned out, Elly was the one to get wasted. Two hours and five cups of sake later, Elly stabbed her last piece of dim sum.

“I feel like I’m in a dream with you. No seriously. I mean,” she bit off a hefty mouthful, “you are, like, SO gorgeous, and I’m kind of a chubby. I mean, I have a pretty face, but you could be a model. Seriously. A SUPER model. I can’t believe how gorgeous you are. Sometimes I watch you walk home out my window. And I have a little song that I sing, it’s called ‘I’m dating Isaac…’” Elly motioned with her sake cup. She began to sing.

Isaac cut her off. “I can just imagine” he said laughing.

She stuffed a dumpling into her mouth. “Oh my gosh, I love dim sum...” she moaned.

Isaac kissed her palm. “You’re hilarious when you are drunk. And hot.”

Elly giggled, feeling shy. “Am I really that drunk?”

“Well, you did tell the waiter that sesame beef was like heaven made of meat.”

“I did?”

“You did. Also, I think your shoe is under those people’s table.”

Elly leaned over. Yup. One brown loafer lay underneath the next table over. The patrons eyed her warily. Their little boy whispered, “Mama,” and nuzzled into his mother.

“Whatever,” Elly announced to them as she turned back to Isaac. His lips curled up in a lupine smile.

Elly lifted her cup. “TO SAKE!!” she yelled. Then she stage-whispered, “I can’t believe this little cup of liquid packs so much PUNCH! I’ve never had it before!”

Isaac motioned for the check. “I think it’s time to get you back to the inn.”

“Ooohhhh…the inn. It’s so pretty. Like you. And you have a nice voice. I like when you sing. And talk. I like watching your lips when you talk.”

“Okay drunky. Can I have your credit card?”

“Sure thing” Elly sang. She handed it over and licked the inside of her sake cup.

“You better get your shoe,” Isaac said, laughing at her and tossing back his drink. Elly stumbled over to the family’s table and grabbed her brown shoe, much to their horror. Isaac signed the check with a dramatic flourish and they headed out of the restaurant, his hand on her behind.

Twenty minutes had passed– the time it had taken them to find the car and get Elly buckled in– and the headlights of Isaac’s black Honda roared up the Hermann vineyards. He stroked her face with one hand.

“Elly. You’re incredible. You are so intelligent, running your own business and helping your friends, and you know who you are.” He paused. “I’d like to show you tonight how much I know you.”

Elly couldn’t understand anything he was saying. She was concentrating on the swirling lights flying by outside her window and wondering how God ever made the sky so big.

Back in the inn bathroom, Elly pulled on her reindeer pajama pants and white tank top. All she could think about was how much she wanted to crawl into the wide bed and fall asleep. The world was still a bit tipsyturvy, and the allure of 400-count sheets was calling her seductively. She rinsed her face off in the sink and headed out to the bedroom, which, to her surprise, had been turned into a bordello.

Oh, crap.

Isaac stood by the bed, his pale chest muscles reflecting the light of dozens of lit candles above the room. The red carnations that Elly had previously moved to the trash had been de-stemmed and were sitting on the bed in the shape of a heart. The air pulsed with an uncomfortable pretense of passion and music filled the shimmering room. A familiar band sang in the background: “The man is holding me underwater and the trees are burning. I submerge myself in her flesh…”

Seriously? Isaac wanted to make out to his own band?

A candle flickered in his right hand and he gestured for her to lie down on the bed. Elly held up her finger with an embarrassed smile and ducked back into the bathroom. She grabbed her phone out of her suitcase and dialed frantically.

A very sleepy and annoyed Kim answered the phone. “Uh…hello?”

Elly whispered quietly. “Hi, it’s me, Elly. I’m sorry I woke you. Tell Sean I said hello. Hey, how is my dog?”

“Elly?? It’s 11 pm, what do you want? Are you…are you drunk?”

“Yes. I’m great, thanks for asking. So, I had a bunch of these little drinks that turned out to make me a lot drunk. I’m still a little tipsy and I’m in the bathroom and Isaac is out there in a room that he somehow turned into the Moulin Rouge and I don’t know what to do. He keeps putting the moves on! He grabbed my butt in the restaurant...is that NORMAL? I mean, we never talked about that. Don’t people have like a ‘Hey, let’s touch the butt’ talk? Oh Kim, he is so hot…”

Kim sighed. “Elly. You told me that you weren’t ready for anything physical. Don’t do something you will regret. I know how you are when you drink. You tend to make rash decisions.”

“You are right, you are right.” Elly bit her fingernail. “He’s all OVER me. And you should see the room. Candles, carnations…”

“Did you just say carnations?”

“I know, so tacky right?” Elly hissed. “But he has his shirt off and I can’t think; my brain is a little spiny. Oh, and hey, I got lost in a wine cellar today – isn’t that funny?”

Elly could hear Kim whispering to Sean. “Hey! Don’t whisper to him about me. WHAT DO I DO?”

“Elly. You are a strong, independent and intoxicated woman. Stand your ground and only do what you are comfortable with, which I know, at this point is not very much. You are the leader in this dance. Say it with me, ‘I am the leader in this dance.’”

Elly repeated after her. “I am the leader in this dance.”

“You got it. I’m going to bed now. Keep your clothes on, hussy.”

“Will do. I owe you Kim!”

“Yes, yes you do.” Kim hung up the phone.

Elly took a deep breath and looked in the mirror. “I am the leader in this dance,” she said to herself, and stepped outside the bathroom.

The room still looked like a scene from an NC-17 movie, only now more candles were lit. There was a path of them from the bed to the bathroom door, flicking their golden light against the walls. Elly smelled heavy cologne. Isaac prowled slowly towards her, wearing only light linen pants. Where does a person even GET those? Elly thought. Her heart hammered in her chest.

“Er, hello”, she said quickly, in the second before he reached her. Isaac grabbed her roughly and kissed her neck. Elly gasped. Suddenly, her heart was a consuming fire. Passion spread from her toes, up through her belly. It twisted around his hands, which softly stroked the small of her back. To hell with it - who cares, thought Elly, he is so delicious. She pressed her lips roughly against his.

“Take me now,” was on the tip of her tongue when he tried to pick her up without warning. Quickly, he swept his arms under her legs and lifted. Nothing happened. Elly heard a small grunt, a hefty breath and then her legs came up off the floor about two inches. The next thing she knew, they were sprawling across the hardwood floor. Elly rolled a couple of times and ended butt-up, her head inches from the base of the bed.

“Owwww!” she shrieked, grabbing her skinned knees, “you LAUNCHED me!”

Isaac was a couple of feet behind her, laid out on his stomach. “I’m so... sorry” he panted. “You were heavier than I thought.”

Luckily, he didn’t get a chance to finish that sentence, as his linen pajama bottoms suddenly caught fire from one of the candles on the floor. Isaac elicited a high pitched shriek as flames licked up the bottom of his pants. Elly felt adrenaline surge through her, erasing any lingering intoxication. She grabbed the sheet off the bed, which sent red carnation heads showering down around them, and threw it around Isaac’s leg. The small flames on the side of his shin extinguished immediately. She threw a nearby glass of water on him, putting out the rest. There was a moment of awkward silence as he lay back on the floor with a thump.

“Well, that was interesting,” he muttered.

“Are you okay??” asked Elly frantically. “Do I need to call an ambulance? Are you hurt?” She ran her hand over his calf.

“No, but I think I might have lost my leg hair. Do you find that attractive?”

Elly slapped his chest with relief and tried to stand up. “Whoa…I’m still a little woozy still.”

Isaac slowly stood up and walked around the room blowing out the candles. Elly collapsed on the bed, rubbing her sore knees.

Did that just happen? Lord, I dodged a bullet there, she thought to herself. Man, I was so drunk. He got me drunk! Thank you, pants on fire! She lay her head down on the pillow and closed her eyes, the siren of sleep calling her into floaty weightlessness. Suddenly, Isaac was over her, kissing her face and touching the strings that held up her reindeer pants.

“Isaac.” She sat up, kissing him softly. “You were on FIRE. Does that not bother you?”

“Nope,” he said, nuzzling her neck. “It’s not the first time I’ve been on fire this weekend. Just looking at you makes me excited.”

That was it.

“OH-KAY.” said Elly, feeling in control of herself once again. She pushed him off her roughly.

“Isaac. Seriously. I love being here with you. This has been one of the best days ever. You kiss me and I completely lose myself. I have such a good time with you, and I literally count the minutes until I see you again. But I told you in the car that I wasn’t ready for this.”

“Mmm..hmmm,” Isaac murmured, “But I knew you were just saying that.”

Elly pulled herself away from him. “No. I wasn’t. I’m not sure who you’re used to dating, but I’m not that kind of woman. It’s too soon.” Elly paused, weighing her next sentence heavy on her tongue. “You don’t know this, but…I caught my husband having sex with another woman.”

Isaac sat back, shocked.

“Sex is still something that I associate with the worst moment of my life. Aaron was the only man I ever slept with. It might not be a big deal to you, but it is to me. I’ve spent the last two years trying to overcome that one, awful moment.” She cupped his face. “I hope you understand – until I met you, I had not been able to forget about it. Now that I’m with you, I feel alive again. You are so familiar to me. My heart seems to know you. I’m not saying never. I’m just saying not right now and maybe not until I’m married again. I have my Mother’s values.”

Isaac groaned and lay at her side, running his fingers over her arm.

“Okay. So it’s just that? It’s not a religious thing or something?”

“Well, maybe it is a little. I’m a good old-fashioned church girl, you know.”

“That’s hot.”

Elly gave him an exasperated smile. “Listen, I’m just not ready.” She kissed him gently. “But if you still want me, you have my permission to kiss me as much as you want.” Isaac raised his eyebrow.

“Anywhere I want?” Elly growled at him. He laughed lightly. “You are quite the woman Elly Jordan. Frustrating, but intriguing. Thank you for sharing this with me.” He nibbled her ear softly. Elly ran her hand over his back.

“Just one more thing.”

“What?” he said, exasperated.

“Never. Ever. Try to pick me up again.”

He kissed her shoulder. “Yeah. That didn’t go so well. You’re solid.”

Elly closed her eyes. “And with that thought, I’m going to sleep now.” She curled gently against him, pressing her lips to his temple. Isaac fell back into the sheets, disappointed. Elly slipped into a hazy sleep, barely aware of the new and invisible space between them.
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In the back of the store, Elly stocked tall gold candelabras for the Kepke wedding into her broad storage closet. Dust showering around her, Elly pushed further and further into the space, pushing aside old boxes and praying that spiders were not nesting in her hair. At the very back of the closet, Elly saw a large white bag, hanging on a hook attached to the wall. She sighed. In that bag was her wedding dress, carried in the back of her car all the way from Georgia. She kept it hidden but safe, never really sure what to do with it. Elly purposefully turned her body the other direction so that she would not have to look at it.

After jamming in the last candelabra, followed by bags upon bags of hanging Swarovski crystals, Elly closed the closet door and dusted off her shirt. She bent down and gave Cadbury, who was napping blissfully on the sun drenched floor, a quick peck on his black nose and headed to the front. It was a simmering day at the tail end of August. Late summer light with the promise of fall filtered through the giant windows at the front of the store, which was already decked out with autumn décor. Gold aspen trees arched delicately over the entrance, framing the Posies sign. Inside the store, pumpkins and gourds covered Elly’s desk, and maple leaves hung down from the white chandelier above. A plate full of Keith’s cinnamon cookies sat uncovered in the corner, filling the room with a warm delicious scent. Anthony walked back and forth, humming show tunes and dropping blood red dahlias into amber mason jars for the front display window, while Snarky Teenager updated contracts.

She looked up from her pink glasses.

“Do you have a consultation today?”

“Yes,” answered Elly, moving a yellow squash in front of her computer. “I’m getting gelato with Kim, and then I’m meeting Sunny Kepke to finalize the details of her daughter’s wedding.”

“I think that wedding is going to be a disaster,” she said, twisting her long blond hair around her finger. “TOTAL train wreck”

“Thanks for your encouragement” said Elly, taking a consultation form from the printer. “You exude such a positive energy.”

Snarky Teenager rolled her eyes. “I’m just bringing the real.”

Elly wasn’t even sure what that meant. “Well, I’m just bringing the paycheck, so you better be ready for that wedding.”

“Is Kim helping out?”

“Kim will be due within three weeks of that weekend, so I doubt it. If anything, she will run things here at the shop. She can’t carry anything, but I think between you, me, Anthony and all the temp workers we’ve hired, we should probably be all set.”

“Well, I’m definitely looking forward to it. I bet there will be tons of rich guys there…”

Elly put her hands on Snarky Teenager’s shoulders. “You are not old enough to want to meet rich guys. You need to hang out with your girlfriends, watch a movie, play sports...”

“Get a class ring, go to a sock hop…” Snarky Teenager continued.

Elly gave up. “I’m going to Ada’s for a quick hot chocolate. Do you want anything?”

Snarky Teenager shook her head. “Those drinks are so sugary, you should think about how many calories...” Elly left her talking to herself in the front and poked her head in the back.

“Anthony? Would you like anything?”

Anthony, always unfailingly polite, sniffed a gorgeous red and orange kangaroo paw bouquet. “Yes, may I have a danish?”

“That’s my man.” Elly skipped out of the store. Entering Ada’s, Elly relished in the buzzing energy of the coffee shop. She adored this place, all dim lights and yuppie music. Having a coffee shop a few steps from your work place was both wonderful and dangerous. After picking up her drink and Anthony’s pastry, Elly headed back to the shop, walking extra slowly to enjoy the leaves swirling around her feet.

Early autumn was her favorite time of year in St. Louis. The dripping humidity had subtly vanished into the cool air, and the weather was no longer comparable to hell. Her hair stayed curled for more than an hour, and she adored the feeling of pulling on something other than a thin tank top in the crisp mornings. As she rounded the corner to the shop, she felt a hand brush her waist. Elly jumped, spilling hot chocolate down her ruffled blouse.

“Crap!” she yelled, as hot liquid poured between her breasts.

Isaac looked ashamed. “Wow, that was totally smooth. Good morning gorgeous, how are you – would you like a coffee bath?”

Elly cracked a small smile in his direction. “No coffee. Hot chocolate, remember?”

“Oh, that’s right. You’re ten years old.”

“Very funny,” she retorted.

Isaac cupped his cold hands over her cheeks and kissed her nose. “You look cute today. I like your hair.”

Elly nuzzled his nose. “Thanks.”

“Hey, I was wondering if you would want come see my band play tomorrow night. We’re playing at the Paradox Club downtown.”

Elly groaned inwardly. Many, many nights in the past two months were spent hanging out with Isaac’s band, in smoke-filled living rooms, listening to endless riffs on the guitar and Tifah and Gene discussing jaded idealism while insulting local bands. Elly was going to bed later than 1am most nights, and while the long kiss that Isaac planted on her at the end of the night was well worth it, the mornings were rough. Also, Cadbury was in a constant state of passive aggression, leaving secret “presents” behind the dressers and in Elly’s shoes. Another band night…ugh…the thought made her cringe.

Elly ran her fingers lightly over his stubbly chin. “How about we go out to dinner before your band plays and then maybe you can call me afterwards?”

“Awww...” Isaac suddenly looked crestfallen, like a child who had his new truck taken away. “I wanted you to come. I’m singing a song that was inspired by you, babe.”

Babe, thought Elly to herself. Babe, like the pig. Fantastic. Still, her brain buzzed with the idea that someone had written a song for her. That was so romantic, in an 8th grade kind of way.

“Okay, I’ll go. But I have to be in bed by midnight. I am not a night person.”

Isaac winked at her. “You aren’t really a morning person either, just so you know. You’re kind of scary before 10 am. Like a monster. Like a really cute, terrifying monster.”

Elly laughed and lightly swatted his shoulder. “Why am I dating you again?” she asked, pulling his arms around her.

Thirty minutes and many kisses later, Elly entered the gelato bar down the street from the store carrying a light green glass vase full of sunflowers. As a hunky Italian man seated her at the table, Elly waited excitedly for Kim and pondered her gelato choices, staring at the voluptuous peaks of multi-colored cream. Between Kim’s pregnancy, a very full wedding season, and Elly’s late night jam sessions with Isaac, they hadn’t been able to see each other as much as they would have liked. Their occasional gelato fixes were the highlight of Elly’s week.

Through the wavy glass, Elly saw a large figure waddle past the shop, stop, come back and head inside. She stood as Kim huffed around the corner. She looked…awful. Her normally long and ethereal hair was pulled up in a messy bun, and her bangs were plastered against her forehead, winging out in every direction. Kim always projected an impeccable sense of fashion – it was thoughtless perfection, a look that turned heads and inspired others, but the only word Elly could think of today was “frumpy.” Kim donned a bright orange top and a long, shapeless khaki maternity skirt with last season’s Ugg boots poking out of the bottom. Her belly, round and glorious, preceded her around corners and bumped into the table.

She dropped her shopping bags in front of Elly and sighed loudly. “I just walked a mile dragging these heavy bags full of overpriced stuffed animals, about five strangers molested my belly without permission, and I keep farting and having no control over it.” She collapsed into her chair. “I’m huge. I see people looking at me, talking about how large I am. Elly, I know it. I’m like a walking whale. A walking whale wearing bright orange.”

Elly gulped some water. “Yeah, that shirt was maybe was not a great choice for today.”

Kim’s face fell into devastation. Elly instantly regretted her words. “Oh, sweetie, that was totally a joke. I’m sorry. You’re always gorgeous, Kim, you’re glowing! Now you just know what it’s like to be an average person who doesn’t look like a supermodel.”

Kim wiped her hair off her forehead. “It kind of sucks. You know, normally that would have been funny, but I’m so sensitive lately. Everything offends me, or makes me cry or gives me mania. I’m a total nutcase.” She rested her hand over her swelled belly. “Is this what fat people feel like?” she asked no one in particular.

“Um, yes. Yes it is,” said Elly, laughing.

Kim rolled her eyes. “Stop. You’re just sexy plump. Go get me two gelatos, you’re buying. This baby is taking all my energy, my thoughts, and my ability to control my bowel functions. I deserve a free cup of mango.”

Elly laughed at her dear friend. “You do.”

The next two hours passed quickly as they sampled a handful of flavors. Kim had regained her positive glow, endlessly amused by Elly’s retelling of the romantic Hermann trip.

“So, he was on fire, and he STILL wanted to get in your pants? What does it take to get him to – you know - calm down?”

Elly laughed. “I don’t KNOW. He was like a lion, ready to pounce. I mean, he seriously prowled towards me. There is no other word for it…he PROWLED.”

Kim licked gelato off her finger. “So, how has it been since then?”

“It’s been…good,” said Elly.

“Why the pause?” Kim arched her eyebrow.

Elly recanted. “Oh, it’s nothing. I think I just need to spend more time with him…and less with his band.”

“His band? That sounds awful.” Kim grinned evilly. “Are you an Everest Oppressed groupie now?”

“I feel like it sometimes. I sit there, and I watch him strum his guitar or lean over the piano with a pencil in his teeth. And it was – no, is – very sexy. I still get the chills when he smiles and me, and I feel like the only woman in the world when I am with him, but…”

“You’re bored.”

“YES. I’m SO bored, but only when he’s with his band. Or talking about his band. Or music in general. Which is a lot of the time. But I know that as his girlfriend, I should be interested in what he is interested in. He loves music, the way I love flowers.” She bit her lip and looked past Kim out onto the busy sidewalk. “Just tell me how I can get him to stop taking me to indie clubs with heavily tattooed waitresses.”

Kim snorted. “I don’t know what to tell you. Are you sure he’s your type?”

Elly spooned a rich chocolate cream into her mouth. “For those eyes, I will make him my type.”

Kim winked at her. “He is gorgeous, that much is true.” Suddenly she sat up, a mortified look on her face. “Oh my gosh, Elly, I just farted! We have to leave. Now!”

Back at the shop, Elly prepped for her meeting with Sunny Kepke. She was doing a centerpiece trial, with full table settings. In the center of the studio, Snarky Teenager, Anthony and Elly transformed her consultation table into a white and gold wedding reception table, fit for a sultan. White phalenopsis orchids and pale yellow mimosa launched from a gold candelabra, cascading down and twisting around the bottom of the table. Crystals dangled from each white taper candle, which was covered with gold Indian beading. Each gold charger held delicate white china with a folded champagne linen napkin topped with a cattalya orchid, which had a delicate monogram painted on its creamy leaf. All around the centerpiece, white candles flickered in mirrored votive cups with a gold lace pattern on the top. In between each votive sat a tiny glass vase holding bundles of individual flowers: yellow tea roses, white gardenias, and white calla lilies. Glistening in the center of the room, the table was luminous.

“Wow, this makes the rest of your store look like CRAP!” declared Snarky Teenager.

Elly shushed her. “Okay, take it all in. I hope she likes it.”

“I don’t know how she couldn’t,” Anthony nudged her shyly. “It’s fabulous.”

Elly eyed it up and down. “Yes, yes it is.”

She turned to Snarky Teenager. “Do you want to sit in on this consultation? I want you to start learning the language and how to meet with clients. I know this particular one is abnormal, but it couldn’t hurt for you to listen in. Do you understand me? JUST LISTEN. Sunny is perhaps the most important client that Posies has ever had.”

Snarky Teenager rolled her eyes. Elly shook a finger at her. “Don’t make that face. I genuinely like Sunny. She’s quite nice, very accommodating, and for a wedding of this size, she has been surprisingly easy to work with.”

Anthony handed her a stack of papers. “You still need a lot of specific questions answered. We don’t have the names of anyone, the ceremony start time, the cocktail layout, and we also need to ask about floral allergies.”

Elly felt like she was preparing for a high school test. She took the papers from Anthony and glanced at her watch. “Okay, she’s coming in five minutes. Places, everyone!”

When Sunny Kepke walked into the store, she gasped and put her hand over her heart. Tears shimmered in her bright eyes.

“Oh Eleanor…it’s BEAUTIFUL.” She walked around the table, her proper white gloves gliding over the chargers and orchids. Delicately, she took her seat next to Snarky Teenager, who was chewing gum, Elly noted with annoyance.

“Okay Sunny, tell me your immediate reaction to the layout in general,” Elly prompted.

“I don’t know what to say – it’s perfection! I love the centerpiece, the way the orchids drape, and these little votives are so elegant. Could we maybe have just a little less greenery around the base here? I think we would want a cleaner look.”

Elly nodded enthusiastically. “I was actually thinking that, as well. Also, I could see some white garden roses here, maybe instead of the yellow tea roses, and I’d like to add some curly willow to the top – I think it would give it an enchanted, almost whimsical feeling.”

Sunny clapped her hands gaily. “Oh Elly, that sounds beautiful. This wedding will be the talk of the Clayton elite. All my friends are coming from Paris, and I’ve been telling them about the work you have been doing, they are so excited! And Lucia, she cannot wait to meet you. She’ll be in town in two weeks for our final consultation. What are your thoughts for the bridal bouquet?”

Elly placed several pictures down on the table. “I looked at these for inspiration, and came up with a concept: For the ceremony, I see a ring of lily of the valley tucked into the back of her updo, which will accent her bouquet. I imagine a cluster of white blown garden roses and ranunculus, peonies, rare cattalaya orchids, fringe parrot tulips in pale shades of pink and white, and sweet pea accents with small flowering cherry branches. For the reception, we’ll go with a timeless look: a gardenia in her hair, which will be side swept, and a hand-tied bouquet of cattalaya orchids in a gold tussie. For her departure, a pale pink peony strapped to a chocolate headband.”

“That is going to look SO freaking sweet!” chirped Snarky Teenager.

Elly shushed her with a look. “Sunny, what do you think of this?”

“Well, I would have to look over it with Lucia, but I think that she’ll love it. She’s very artsy, and that sounds right up her alley.”

“Where does your daughter live?” Elly asked. Sunny sipped her tea demurely.

“Where hasn’t my daughter lived? She is a world traveler, definitely a free spirit, bohemian girl. She has lived in New York, Europe, L.A, Berlin…I never thought she would settle in the South. We don’t talk as often as I’d like, but I keep up with her travels. I can’t believe she is finally marrying someone.”

Sunny frowned and Elly saw a flash of internal struggle on her green eyes. “Between you and me, I’m so relieved that my youngest, my wild-child has finally found a man to pin her in place. She has given her father and me a run for our money. My ex-husband and I don’t agree on much, but we both agree that she needs a firm hand and large amounts of discipline.” A hint of displeasure flitted across her elegant face. “Truth be told, her fiancé is very aesthetic as well. He doesn’t seem like a good provider. I hope that they’ll be able to take care of each other.”

Anthony brought out a tray of tea and set it on the table. Elly took a sip and winced as it burned her tongue. “Ouch. Hot. Well, I have done many weddings and I know that it will be beautiful, despite any fears you might have about awkward family dynamics.”

“Thank you my dear, that’s very reassuring. You’ve been wonderful to work with.”

Elly clamped the papers together. “Well, I have just a few more questions for you to wrap things up, and then we should be pretty set until I meet with you and Lucia. First, I need the ceremony and reception start times.”

“The ceremony will be in the hotel garden at four-thirty in the afternoon, and the cocktail hour starts at six, with the reception beginning promptly at seven.”

“Great.” Elly made notes on her paper. “Does anyone have any floral allergies?”

“No, I asked my daughter and she couldn’t think of any.”

“Wonderful. Your wedding coordinator?”

“Lizette Kobul.”

Elly clenched her jaw. She hated Lizette with her big beehive hair and fake accent and the way she always managed to sneak in a comment about Elly’s weight. She was demanding, unrealistic and irrepressibly snide. Lizette being in charge was going to make Elly’s job that day all the more difficult. However, she refused to convey these thoughts to Sunny, reminding herself that she must remain professional even though the thought of Lizette hovering over her made her want to scream.

“I’ve worked with Lizette many times. She has a great way of getting everything done.”

Sunny smiled as she patted her mouth with her napkin. “She’s a little scary and very neurotic, but I trust in her to execute.”

Elly cleared her throat. “Next question – in our email correspondence you had said that the monograms should read ASL, correct?”

“That’s correct, my darling.” Elly smiled at being called a darling – it reminded her of her mother. She loved when sweet older ladies doted on her. Who didn’t? She exhaled happily and thought of the warm chicken enchilada casserole waiting for her upstairs, along with a glass of moscato.

Time to wrap this up, she thought. Besides, Snarky Teenager was acting ridiculous. Eyes on the ceiling, twisting her hair around her finger, she was horrible at hiding her utter boredom. Elly was going to kill her. She stood.

“Thank you so much for coming in, Sunny. I have all my notes and will send you an updated contract tomorrow.”

Sunny pushed her chair out from under her and pulled on her gloves. “Thank you again Elly,” she said warmly. Elly motioned to Snarky Teenager, who ran to the cooler, grabbing a vase of explosive pink heather. She handed it to Sunny.

“This is for you, Sunny, for coming in to work with me today. I appreciate it.”

Sunny purred at the vase. “This is beautiful - perfect for my bedside table. Thank you.”

As she turned to walk out the door, Elly remembered one last thing.

“Sunny! Would you like us to do table numbers for you? They’re the pretty little cards with numbers. I have some extras laying around here, and if you want we can nestle them among the flowers…”

Sunny snapped her fingers. “I knew I forgot something! No dear, actually, my daughter’s fiancée is an artist, and we will be using his small prints for the table numbers. I brought one to show you.”

Elly reached out her hand and took the small card. Before she even saw it fully, she knew it was his. The bright splashes of color, the texture, the women woven in between the flowers. This particular work of his was called “Evening Ghosts,” for the grey shades that surrounded the petals. The whole painting looked like it was dripping water. Long smears cascaded down the canvas, pooling a swirl of colors at the bottom of the print. She heard muted voices around her, and felt Sunny’s hand grip her shoulder. Everything swayed in front of her, and Elly felt her knees melting. Her vision tunneled and she thought a single word: Aaron. Her head hit the ground first, but not before she felt her heart break all over again.
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– Two Years Ago

It had been an ordinary Wednesday morning in Peachtree, Georgia. At 6:15, Elly’s alarm went off, blaring loudly. She groaned and buried herself deeper in the covers. Soon she felt Aaron’s warm fingers close on her soft hip and his breath on her ear.

“Honey, you need to get up. Turn off the alarm,” he murmured.

Elly flung her arm out of the covers and found the snooze button. She wiggled her body around so that she was facing him.

“I don’t want to go work. Let’s stay in bed all day.”

Aaron kissed her. “I would like that. Of course, we would probably be homeless. But, as long as we had a mattress in our cardboard box, and maybe some granola bars we would be okay.”

Elly ran her fingers through his thick dirty blond hair. “I could live on sex and granola bars, but I’m not sure you could live without your painting supplies,” she pointed out.

Aaron sighed. “True. But then you would get to stay in bed longer this morning. Maybe long enough…” He flipped her over and Elly screamed with laughter.

Thirty minutes and a bit of a workout later, Elly whipped a brush through her curly hair and pushed it back with a headband. She headed down to her kitchen – her favorite room in the house. Aaron had painted the walls a bright and happy red, with his signature flowers along the baseboard. Yellow Georgia light blazed through floor to ceiling windows, and Elly’s bountiful garden peeked in from outside. She kissed her finger and touched the picture of her mother on the fridge. Miss you, Momma. She pulled the door open and gathered eggs, cheese and red peppers to make breakfast omelets. As delicious smells drifted up the kitchen, Aaron padded down the stairs fresh from his morning cigarette.

“Mornin’ beautiful,” he said as he dropped into his chair.

“What are you up to today?”

“Not much. I’m sure that Jeff will have me run thankless errands for random items all day. After that, I’m meeting Cassie for lunch at Hopkins. That will be really nice - I miss her. Plus, they have those amazing crab cakes.”

“Those are delicious,” he agreed. He patted his belly. “I would know.”

“Yeah right,” Elly slid an omelet onto his plate. “You never gain weight, no matter what you eat.”

“It’s a gift,” he said, taking a long sip of the coffee Elly placed in front of him next to his steaming omelet.

“What are you doing today? Are you still working on Evening Ghosts?” she asked.

“I think so. I just can’t seem to get the left corner perfect.” He tapped the side of his head. “I know it’s lurking somewhere in here. Let me get some feedback from you.”

Aaron ran up the stairs quickly and came back carrying his canvas. He pulled Elly onto his lap while she ate her omelet and kissed the side of her neck.

“Now look at this. Do you see here how the lines don’t meet up, but rather curve here? It is becoming arcane, no? I wanted it to be sensual, but it seems cold….perhaps if I had a model…”

His hand crept up her shirt.

“NO MORE!” she cried, standing up. “You already had your fun this morning. I’m beginning to think that we have more sex than any married couple I’ve ever met. Also, I’m dressed for work. Like my new shoes?”

Elly lifted a red heel. Aaron loved sexy shoes, and while Elly much preferred flip flops, she loved the way Aaron looked at her when she wore the uncomfortable things.

“El, those are hot.” He grinned naughtily.

She looked back at the canvas. “Aaron, your work is beautiful. I like this new figure here. Maybe you can integrate her with this line, as if they are connected by the stem.”

Aaron’s beautiful face contorted with thought lines. “Hmmm…I could see that. Yeah, I think that might work.” He pushed Elly off his lap. “As for today, I think I’ll probably be locked in the studio, maybe get some more inspiration at the library. I love the old texts and pictures in the Renaissance section.”

“Such a romantic time period,” sighed Elly, “Big dresses, love letters, suitors…”

“You don’t need a suitor, you have me.”

“Then where are my love letters?”

Aaron ran his fingers across her cheek. “Maybe I’ll paint you one.”

Elly grabbed her thermos and threw her plate into the sink. “My favorite kind. Okay, I’m off to work. I love you – have I told you that today?”

Aaron opened the fridge and peered inside. “I don’t think so, but it never gets old.”

“Well, I love you.”

“You too. I’ll call you later.”

Elly headed to the foyer.

“Wait!” Aaron ran up beside her, adorable in a wrinkled t-shirt and flannel pants. He looked nervous as he grabbed her hands. “I don’t deserve you, you know? You’re a marvelous wife, and I’m just a bum who lives with you.”

Elly took his stubbly cheeks in her hand. “Nonsense. You are Aaron Schuster, the most talented painter in Georgia. Your work speaks to women, to everyone. It spoke to me. It made me fall in love with you.” She kissed him again. “I’m going to work. If I stay another minute, I’ll be forced to call in sick.”

Aaron straightened up quickly. “I suppose you must,” he said dramatically. Call me when you are on your way home – I think I want to cook dinner tonight. How does minestrone sound?”

“Incredible.” Elly closed the door behind her.

After her fifteen-minute drive to work, winding past both antebellum mansions and trailer parks, Elly entered the office, her thermos of hot chocolate in hand. She had barely settled at her desk when Jeff came around the corner with a mischievous smile on his face.

“You’ll never guess what I have in mind for you today.”

Elly sighed. “I can only imagine.”

“You finished the notes on the Magellan meeting, correct?”

Elly nodded as she organized her desk. “Done and emailed.”

“Fantastic. Here’s what I need: I was thinking that when I was in the service 30 years ago, there was this nurse. She helped me when my leg was shattered. And I would like to send her a gift basket, preferably with exotic fruit of some sort. So, if you could track her down and get a gift basket sent, that would be great.”

Elly suppressed the need to roll her eyes. “I’ll need more information than that Jeff,” she explained patiently.

“Oh, of course, of course. Uh, she had brown hair, big boobs and a small waist.”

And with that, he shut himself back into his office, where Elly knew he would be playing online poker and watching ESPN. She settled herself into her chair, smiled at the picture of her, Aaron and her mother on her wedding day, and then set about finding a woman with brown hair, big boobs and a small waist.

Around 11:00, her desk phone rang.

“Jeff Burhope’s office,” she answered.

“Elly?”

Elly smiled and spun her chair around. “Cassie! Hey! I am so excited to see you today. I miss you! And I am seriously ready for some wine and crab cakes. You would not believe what I have been doing this morning.”

There was a long pause on the line.

“Cassie?”

Elly heard her friend inhale deeply. “I can’t make it today. I’m so sorry. I was really looking forward to it! Maddy has the flu, and I hate to make the babysitter clean up after that. Eight bucks an hour isn’t enough to clean up Exorcist-level puking.”

Elly felt a twinge of disappointment. “That’s okay, Cassie, I understand. Just promise that we will get together next week sometime.”

“We will. I miss you and I have this amazing new teal blouse that needs to be taken out on the town.”

“Okay, well, I better get back to Jeff’s new obsession.”

“I can’t wait to hear details on that. Oh no, Maddy is running for the bathroom….” The phone went dead. Elly hung up feeling a little deflated. Now she had no friend and no lunch, a bad combination on any day.

She picked up the phone and dialed Aaron. The house phone rang and rang. He was probably in the studio – he never heard the phone while he was in there. Once he started painting, the rest of the world was tuned out, and it was him, his canvas and his music, which blared loudly from speakers set around the room. She could either run down to the iffy Indian restaurant down the street, eat the stale Heath bar in her desk, or she could run home and eat with Aaron. Elly made a snap decision. She needed to stop by the library anyway for research purposes, and their house was barely three minutes from there. He seemed off this morning, she thought, like the painting was weighing heavily on his mind. She would grab lunch on the way home and they could talk about it over some salads from Charlie’s.

Elly grabbed her purse and poked her head into Jeff’s office.

“I’m heading to the library to look at some micro-films about nurse stations during the Vietnam War.”

Jeff nodded and waved his hand at her, absorbed in the Falcons game. “Okay, thanks!”

Elly shut the door quietly behind him. She bounced out to her Tercel, thinking of seeing Aaron’s bright smiling face when she surprised him. Things had been a little off since her mother’s death, with bouts of Elly being depressed, combined with the mediocre success of Aaron’s last gallery showing. It seemed, however, that the veil of sadness was lifting, and there had been new life injected into their relationship in the past couple months. Elly couldn’t put her hand on it, but it seemed that one day their quiet arguments had turned into kisses, and that Aaron had a new and passionate outlook on things. When she watched him whistling around the house, cleaning brushes and categorizing his art books, Elly was filled with such a rush of love that it sometimes overwhelmed her in its sheer volume. It crashed over her, leaving her breathless and captive to Aaron’s every look. Aaron was her everything and she was his. Together their love was… Okay, no need to get carried away, Elly thought to herself, as she popped in an Elton John CD.

Driving through Peachtree, Elly relished the air conditioning that blasted her hair back from her shoulders. She loved Georgia fiercely, but it got so hot that it sometimes made her nauseous, and this July was the hottest on record. Humming along with the music, she wound through the streets and pulled up outside her house after a quick stop at the library and Charlie’s. It was her dream house. Beige and grey brick cemented the walkway up to the white columns and washboard roof. Balsam apple vines wove around fire red celosia that Elly had planted on the side of the walkway. She loved the way the porch creaked when she placed her foot on the thin wood, and the way the door swung open so grandly to announce that she was home.

Walking in the door, she could hear Aaron’s music blaring wildly from his studio upstairs. She smiled and placed the salads onto the counter, and pulled out two crystal wine goblets. Above the fridge were a couple of wine bottles, remnants of house warming and dinner parties. She grabbed a bottle of Pinot Noir and poured it into two glasses, making sure that Aaron’s brimmed to the edge. Moving her hips to the pulsating music coming down from upstairs, Elly swung open the fridge and grabbed a brick of cheese. She sliced it into small squares and placed it on a large serving plate with the two salads and the wine. She glanced in the mirror over the stove. She was a little disheveled from the heat, but at least her hair was tame. Her wide blue eyes blinked back at her. This should be fun, she told herself. She picked up the tray, balancing it delicately against her heavy breasts and headed up the stairs.

Aaron’s studio was on the top level of the house. Tiptoeing was unnecessary – Aaron’s music was so loud that Elly could barely hear herself think. Rounding the small corner of stairs, she pushed open the black door to the studio. It was empty. The lights were off and the Evening Ghost canvas stood silently under the skylight. Huh, she thought, where is he? She heard some rumbling from the middle level of the house. Oh, he was in the bedroom – hopefully showering since he didn’t yesterday. She smiled in spite of herself.

Having an artist for a husband made certain things, like not showering on a normal basis, not only tolerable, but sometimes adorable. She turned around on the stairs and made her way to the master bedroom, singing along softly with the music. She kicked open the master bedroom door, her hands holding the tray.

“Guess who brought…”

There was a naked back. That was the first thing Elly saw. Long and curving, ribs covered with glowing pale skin. A single bead of sweat ran from her neck to the curve of her butt. Her hair, long, thick and red, was tangled up in Aaron’s ink-stained hand.

Elly was struck by how a hand could grasp so desperately. His face was intense, staring into his lover’s eyes, a sigh on his lips. She had never seen him look more determined, or more passionate. Elly felt the whole house was collapsing around her. She dropped the tray, flinging cheese, wine and salad all over their hardwood floor. Aaron’s lust-filled eyes met hers.

“ELLY!!! Oh my God, GET UP!” The girl leapt off Aaron and pulled the sheet around her, but not before Elly had a chance to see a model’s naked physique.

Aaron was heaving. “Elly, it’s not what it looks like. I mean, it is, but it’s not...”

“GET OUT!” Elly screamed at the top of her lungs. “GET OUT, GET OUT!”

The girl grabbed for her clothes and tried to move around Elly. Her green eyes were unrepentant and defiant as she walked past her, reeking of sex and oil paint. She stopped and eyed Elly up and down.

“It makes sense,” she said dismissively, striding down the stairs before Elly had a chance to push her.

Aaron stood before her, naked and shaking.

“Elly…” he said, reaching toward her.

Elly’s fury rushed at him. “How DARE you say my name? Who is she?? WHY would you do this to me??” Her hands were shaking, and she swallowed the sob building in her throat as tears ran down her face. “You are my husband! You took a VOW…WHY WOULD YOU DO THIS??”

Aaron shook his head sadly. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Understand what?” Elly whispered.

Aaron yanked on his pants. “I needed to feel again. I needed that passion back. My work has suffered since you checked out. You used to be my muse, and now…now you are just my WIFE. The last six months I’ve spent taking care of YOU. Seeing you sad all the time, making sure you don’t get too depressed, listening to you endlessly talk about her…”

Elly lost control and screamed at him. “My mother DIED, Aaron! What’s your excuse?! It’s not MY fault that your show failed, that your work sucks! And yes Aaron, it sucks!”

She gulped to catch her breath. Aaron looked shocked, as though she had slapped him.

“So what do you do? You find some whore to sleep with? IN OUR BED!?”

Aaron muttered something under his breath.

Elly snapped at him. “What did you just say?”

Aaron looked at his feet. “I said she isn’t a whore.”

Elly felt her heart seize. She knew that voice, that tone. That worshipful, adoring and all-encompassing tone. It was the same tone he had used when he proposed to Elly. Oh God, he loved her. A tear ran down her face as her voice contorted into sobs.

“What is she? Someone you met at a coffee shop? The secretary at the gallery?”

“She is an art student. Her name is-“

She cut him off. “I don’t ever want to know her name.” Elly sobbed quietly. “I want you to leave. Right now.”

Aaron touched her shoulder. “Els, we can talk about this.”

Elly’s heart wavered for a second, teetering between eruption and acceptance. Then she saw her, the red headed girl, clutching Aaron’s hand as she moved on top of him.

“No. Get out. I want you as far as possible from me.”

Aaron pushed past her, angry now. “You did this to yourself, you know. Maybe you should have thought about what being married to someone so needy was like.” He spun around and faced her. “I can’t even paint because I’m so tired of worrying about your needs. All the time, wanting to talk about your job, or your feelings, or your mother. I feel like I’m married to a middle aged woman. At least she inspires me.” He gestured downstairs, to where Elly knew the red-headed half-naked homewrecker waited.

“She listens to me. She worships my work. She understands me.” He paused. “She goes to the gym.”

In his eyes, Elly saw a pleading weakness, that he was trying to sound more confident than he felt. She realized that this show was not for her benefit, but she didn’t care. She felt herself crumbling; an old city, piece by piece, and she could not have them here.

“I will not tell you again. Leave.”

Aaron pounded down the stairs. She could hear him mumbling in hushed tones to the girl. Then she heard the girl’s voice, ringing clear and aggressive.

“No. Don’t go up there. Come with me.”

The front door slammed. Elly’s breathing became labored.

“Oh God!” she cried out loud. She ran up the stairs, two at a time, tripping and stumbling over her feet. She flung open the studio door and focused her sights on Aaron’s newest painting, Evening Ghosts. With an inhuman cry, she grabbed a cloudy glass of water that sat by the painting, holding used brushes. She flung the water onto the painting. Iris and tulips melted before her eyes into a cloudy, carnival smear. And with that, Elly sank to the ground, feeling a bittersweet relief at letting the sobs propel her into hysteria.

She cried until the daylight faded into evening and then sat numbly, waiting. Waiting for Aaron to return. Waiting to wake up from this terrible dream – telling herself that it couldn’t be real, it couldn’t be. The dark sky churned thick humid air onto the streets and her house sat wrapped in fog. Covered in her mother’s favorite shawl, Elly silently watched out the window, watching her neighbors return from work, unaware that the life next door had been broken apart. She longed to scream questions at them. Had they never noticed a stray car? How long had this been going on? Was it love? Was it sex? How did it begin?

Elly had always known that Aaron was admired by the female sex. He was handsome and artistic, a deadly combination for women of all types. He had overtaken Elly with a smile, that’s all it took. One admiring glance and she had given it all over to him: her life, her virginity, her bank account. It was like taking candy from a baby. Elly pondered how within each woman lay a tightly wrapped box of secrets, the worst of these being that they would throw it all away for someone to love them. Aaron had flung open the box and her love, like bees, swarmed around him, living on his kisses like honey. Elly stifled a sob. She had learned from her mother’s death that even when the tears dried up, the sounds still came. The guttural gasps that were completely unattractive and very un-ladylike brought the most satisfaction. It wasn’t the tears; those, it seemed, just made her face wet. She raised her blanket into her mouth and bent over.

Elly was sitting in front of her picture window when the car pulled up around midnight. She saw Aaron step out of the passenger side. He brought her back, she thought; he brought his lover back to our house. He walked over their lawn and through Elly’s carefully planted flowerbeds. She heard his key in the lock and thought too late to try and hold the door shut. It swung open. Aaron stood warily before her, his tan and black leather jacket sitting tightly on his flat shoulders. He had large dark circles under his eyes, and his hair was combed back messily.

“Elly,” he said softly. Elly felt her chest rise with anger, but once her eyes met his, it deflated. She was tired. And she loved him. He had broken her, and she would never be right again. There were no words to say, words that would fall on him would not shame, only vindicate. Elly was done. Wrapping her shawl tight around her, she gave Aaron a withering look as she stood, swaying on her feet.

“I just came to grab my things,” he said nervously as he ran his hand through his hair. “Elly, please understand.”

Elly walked past him, brushing his arm slightly with hers. She slowly climbed the stairs, feeling in each step that her heart was growing heavy and jaded. Once she got into the bedroom, she stopped in the doorway. She closed her eyes and saw it again, the red hair twisted in his hand, the long back, Aaron’s contorted and ecstatic face. Elly cried out loud and ran forward, ripping the sheets off the bed, down to the mattress. The bed now bare, she lay down, her mother’s shawl wrapped around her. She pressed her face down on the naked mattress, the mattress that had once held a wife and now had held a lover. She cried out for strength, but felt empty inside, as her prayers disappeared into the night air. Sleep came and went, encompassing her violently and then leaving just as suddenly. But Aaron never came. She waited all night, and he never came back. In the morning, Elly packed a sandwich cooler, a bottle of water and her wedding dress, and without knowing it, turned her car toward St. Louis.
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Present Day

“Oh my goodness, is she okay?”

“Is she bleeding?”

“We should call 911.”

“Make sure you pull her shirt down before she wakes up.”

“Should we sit her up?”

“She’s so heavy!”

Elly slowly opened her eyes to the fuzzy faces of Anthony, Snarky Teenager and Sunny Kepke. Cadbury was barking hysterically.

“Eleanor dear, are you alright?” Sunny asked anxiously, wringing her hands. “You fainted!”

Anthony’s face was paralyzed with concern. “Elly, I was about to call an ambulance.” He spoke very slowly. “Would you like me to do that?”

Elly shook her head. Snarky Teenager smiled sympathetically at her and then Elly felt fingers travel over her stomach.

“I’m just going to pull this down.”

Kill me now, thought Elly. She hesitantly put her arms underneath her and pushed her body up into a sitting position. What happened, she wondered. Why am I on the ground? Anthony hastily brought her a glass of water. Elly reached up with one hand to rub her eyes.

“How did I...” Her eyes traveled down her body to the print clasped in her hand. The painting. Aaron. Sunny. Sunny’s daughter. Her chest shook like it would implode. She felt the uncomfortable tightness in her throat and she knew it was mere minutes before she was wailing at the top of her lungs. Keep it together, she thought.

As much as she wanted to tell Sunny Kepke that her daughter was the home wrecker who stole her husband from her, she knew, looking into Sunny’s bright green eyes – the same eyes, she realized, that has flashed by Elly that fateful day in the stairwell – that she couldn’t. Not at this moment, anyway.

“I’m so sorry. I – I think my blood sugar must have been low.”

“Do you have diabetes?” Sunny asked.

“Um, no. But – maybe?” said Elly, trying desperately to save face and get out of there as quickly as possible.

“I knew it,” breathed Snarky Teenager.

Elly handed the print to her. “I think I should go upstairs and go lay down. I’m feeling pretty woozy.”

Sunny put out a frail arm to help her. “Here, let me help you dear.”

Elly rose shakily to her feet. “No, no, don’t worry about it. I’m fine.” I will never be fine again. “Anthony can help me upstairs and into bed.”

“Are you sure?” Elly refrained herself from yelling, “Your daughter is a WHORE!” and said instead, “Yes, Sunny, thank you so much. I’ve had a long morning.”

Snarky Teenager made a face. “All you did today was eat gelato,” she pointed out. She glanced down at the card. Elly watched her expression go from one of confusion to one of understanding as she read the artist’s name. Her mouth opened slightly and a look of honest, mature empathy crossed her face – a look Elly had never seen before.

“Yes. Let’s get Elly into bed. I can run the store while she rests.”

Elly gave her a grateful look. “Sunny, I’ll call you next week. I’m sorry about this.”

Sunny hugged her tightly, he eyes filled with sympathy. “I hope you feel better. Don’t be embarrassed, dear, I come from a long line of fainters.”

Sunny headed out the front door, and Anthony led Elly upstairs, followed by Snarky Teenager. Anthony let Elly fall onto her couch and grabbed a cold cloth for her head.

“You’re wonderful,” she murmured to him.

Snarky Teenager knelt beside her. “Is that Aaron Schuster, as in your ex-husband?”

Elly’s lip quivered. “Yes. And please, I can’t talk about it now. I really just want to sleep.”

Snarky Teenager her hand tightly. “Okay. I understand.” She paused. “And may I just say, what a douche-bag.”

Elly felt a smile crack her crumbling face. “Thanks. I want to be alone now.”

“Okay.”

Anthony and Snarky Teenager headed downstairs and Elly could hear whispering all the way down the stairs. Cadbury, sensing Elly’s sadness, climbed up onto the couch and lay his heavy head down on her chest. Elly stared at the ceiling. How could this happen? Why would God do this to her? How could Aaron be back in her life without her permission? How did he find her, when she had stayed hidden for so long? Elly’s tears drifted down her cheeks onto the couch, creating a wet spot on the tan fabric. She wanted to hide away, forever. The door to her past had been flung wide open, and everyone in her life was now looking through it, curious and judgmental. She picked up the phone to try and call Kim. It went straight to voicemail.

“Hi! You’ve reached Kim and Sean. We aren’t here right now…well, I mean, it’s a cell phone, so maybe we are, but…” The phone beeped loudly in Elly’s ear. She sniffled.

“Hi Kim, it’s me. I just um, wanted to talk. I know you already saw me today, but -” Her voice caught in her throat. “It’s about Aaron. The shop is probably closing early, but I’ll be here all night. Please call me back.”

Elly hung up the phone and closed her eyes, letting sleep wrap its strong arms around her. She woke up around five in the evening, as the sun was starting to sink in the sky. Elly got up, washed her face and pulled on her pajamas. She grabbed a full bottle of wine and headed down into the now-empty studio.

In the middle of the studio stood the table set for Sunny Kepke’s wedding. No, Lucia Kepke’s wedding. Aaron’s perfect, shining wedding. She saw the writhing back, the single bead of sweat. The white orchids basked in the blinding sun, and all the gold on the table seemed to radiate light. Elly grabbed the consultation form that Sunny had given to Anthony. Name of Bride: Lucia Kepke, it read. Name of Groom: Aaron Schuster.

So it was. She crumpled the paper in her hand and dropped it to the floor. She looked at the table again. A rage churned up inside of her, and with a loud cry, Elly flung the candelabra across the room. She smashed the mirrored gold votives against the wall, followed by gold chargers that clanged loudly. Screaming out loud she ripped the blown garden roses into shreds, followed by the monogrammed orchids. Flower petals flowed over her hair, the floor and the table like snow. Elly clawed at the curly willow, flinging it around her, slashing open her hand in the process. She pulled the beaded linen out from under the remaining plates and vases, which resulted in a satisfying loud crash. She grabbed a wooden chair and hurled it at the design table. Elly let out a painful scream – followed by a curse that would have made her mother blush, and threw the table over. Her beautiful glass table, filled with thank you notes, fell to the ground, the glass cracking and shattering all over the floor. Elly collapsed on the floor, breathing heavily, sobbing loudly and hysterically.

Suddenly the door to the studio burst open. Keith was there, with a bat in his hand, a vein in his forehead throbbing intensely.

“WHO’S THERE?” he screamed. “Come OUT before I come in!”

Elly turned around. Keith’s obvious adrenaline rush turned into confusion.

“Elly?” He dropped the bat and ran toward her. “What happened? Are you hurt? Was someone here?” He put his hands on her shoulders. “Did that hippie upstairs do this to you?”

Elly shook her head. A lie alighted on her tongue, for the purpose of making the situation better, but she found herself too exhausted to even consider it.

“I did this. It was me. All of it. It’s my fault.”

Keith walked her to an overturned chair, righted it and sat her down.

“Sit down. Why would you do this to your beautiful shop?”

“Lucia,” she said.

“Is she your other personality?” Keith asked nervously.

Elly smiled in spite of herself. “No. Lucia, previously unbeknownst to me, is the name of the woman who slept with my husband. Lucia is the name of the woman who stole Aaron from me, the name of the woman who I found straddling my husband in our bed. And Lucia is who all this was for.” She paused to catch her breath. “Somehow, I’ve been hired to do my ex-husband’s wedding.”

Keith sat down beside her and picked up the crumpled consultation form.

“Wow. That’s a lot to process.”

Elly nodded and continued. “I always told myself she was just a fling. Just sex. A young, gorgeous art student who he decided to screw around with, that he stupidly let lust overtake him. I liked to believe that he regretted what he had done. Losing me.”

Keith cautiously put his hand on her back. “I’m sure he did.”

Elly took a deep breath and wiped away a tear. “No, no, I don’t think so. He is marrying her. Making her his wife. Obviously, he loves her and I’ve been deluding myself all this time. I’ve held onto him for so long, and even though I never let myself know it, I’ve been waiting for him, all these years. And now he is here, here in my place.”

She put her hand over her heart.

“I’ve been safe here. This is my world. And now, she is here. And HE is here. In my place.”

Keith picked a piece of glass out of her hair. “Is that why you destroyed it?”

Elly looked around. “Maybe. I’m so angry I can barely breathe.”

Keith looked at the floor. “Just tell me again when you plan to destroy your store, that way I won’t run over thinking you are being robbed.”

Elly leaned against him, tears welling up yet again. He smelled like warm bread.

“It’s nice to know there are people who care. You’re a good friend to me. Besides, it was very heroic.”

“Elly, maybe the timing is wrong….” he started to say, but was interrupted by the door to the studio flinging open.

Kim stood before them, with jeans unzipped and a fisherman’s sweater unbuttoned over a tank top.

“Elly?” she asked. She took in the devastation. She approached carefully and slowly, as though Elly was a wild animal that could attack at any moment. “Sweetie.” She knelt and wrapped her arms around Elly. “I talked to Snarky Teenager on the phone. She told me what happened.”

Elly choked back a sob. What was it about being held that re-released her emotion, full tilt? She was so relieved that Kim was there. She wanted to curl up and die. Keith stood, seeing that he wasn’t needed anymore.

“I think that I’ll take off and let you guys talk. Elly, if you need anything, please come over. I’m just on the other side of this wall.”

Elly reached out her hand past Kim’s shoulder. Keith took it gently in his. “Thank you Keith. One could not ask for a better neighbor.”

Keith looked embarrassed. “Next sandwich is on me.”

Even though Elly was crying, she managed to look excited. “Free sandwich for a broken heart? I’ll take you up on that.”

“It’s a plan,” said Keith, and walked out of the store, stopping to grab his baseball bat on the way out.

Kim lifted Elly’s face to look at her. “Oh, my sweet friend.” She wiped a tear off Elly’s face with her pinky. Then she turned bewildered and looked around the store. “Hell hath no fury…”

Elly moaned. “I can’t believe I did this to my store.”

Kim stood up carefully. “Well, I can’t bend over very far, but I’m sure that you and I can get this mostly cleaned up in an hour or so.” She tiptoed over the broken glass. “Did you have to throw the table? I mean, wasn’t it enough to throw everything else?”

Elly sighed. “I guess not.”

“I noticed that nothing hit the cooler.”

“I’m devastated, not stupid,” she countered. “That cooler was expensive!”

Kim tilted her head sympathetically. “Let’s clean up and then find you some wine.”

Elly looked at her best friend with intense gratitude. “Thank God I have you,” she said and reached for the broom, to clean up the mess she created.

Later that evening, Elly held out her wine glass. “More please, more please! Por favor!”

Kim wagged her finger at her. “No more for you. Depressed and drunk is a very bad combination. Also, if Isaac comes over, he will try a full-on attack. Linen pants, guitars AND candles.”

Elly moaned. “Isaac. What am I going to tell him about this? The last thing he needs is to hear about my ex-husband. One minute I’m the sexy florist next door…” Kim rolled her eyes at this. “And then I tell him about Aaron and then I’m the crazy woman with tons of emotional baggage and lots of feelings.”

“So you’re just going to pretend that this isn’t happening?” Kim asked incredulously.

“I’m not going to pretend. I’m just not going to share this with him. He’s not the kind of guy that I could unload this on. At least, he’s not yet. We just aren’t at that point where this would be acceptable date conversation.”

“Understandable.” Kim paused. “How are you doing?”

Elly looked up at the stars. She and Kim were sitting on her roof deck, bundled up in sweatshirts and blankets. Kim sipped her tea as Elly finished a cracker topped with feta.

“It’s a good thing your appetite hasn’t suffered in all this,” Kim commented.

“No, it didn’t the first time around either.” There was a long silence as the cool air whistled around them. Elly could make out the buildings in downtown St. Louis, their tiny windows filled with light.

“How did you not know?” Kim finally asked. The silence settled around them, heavy with meaning.

Elly pulled her blanket over her toes. “Do you know I’ve been asking myself all night? Did I know? On some sub-conscious level, did I know that this was Aaron’s wedding?” She thought for a second. “I have to say that I really didn’t. I very rarely know the name of the groom. I never asked. I knew that Sunny’s daughter was named Lucia. But I never knew the name of the woman who slept with Aaron, so how would I have made the connection?” Elly looked into the dusky sky above her. “Kim, I’ve never been quite honest about how I left Georgia. I’ve let people think that it was a quick resolve.”

She moved Cadbury’s heavy paw from her leg. He sighed deeply, drool pooling on Kim’s lap. “The truth is, there was no resolve. I never knew her name because I left before I could learn it. Aaron and I have not spoken since that day I found them together,” Elly choked back a sob, “in MY bed. I left him the house – I wanted no part of it. I mailed the divorce papers from a Post Office Box. I never looked back.” Kim leaned over and rubbed her shoulders as she shook. “He took EVERYTHING from me. And I let him. I let him take my friends, my house, my…dreams.” She paused. “We were trying for a baby. He said he wanted to have a baby with ME while he was sleeping with her. Who does that? I never knew I was weak. I thought that I was a strong person, until he took my life away from me. And I made it easy for him to walk out the door with it. I let him take it all, because I loved him too much to stop him. And I would have given even more.” Elly gasped for air.

Kim pulled her against her side. “Slow down, it’s okay. I’m here. I’m listening.”

Elly wiped her eyes, embarrassed. “Kim, I’ve been waiting for this. Aaron was always there, inside of my dark places, waiting. Every day and every minute. He’s every unfulfilled thought, lurking in the back of my mind. All this time, I figured he would find me. It wouldn’t have been hard. I thought I would open the door one day, Aaron would be there and he would beg me to come back. Then I could slam the door in his face.”

Kim looked skeptical. “Would you do that?”

Elly shook her head. “No. I would probably have gone back with him,” she said, pointing at herself. “Weak, remember? Well, at least I would have, until Isaac came along.” Elly smiled. “He was the one who came knocking on my door. I stopped waiting for Aaron the first time I kissed Isaac. It figures that once I’m finally getting back to good, Aaron finds me.” Her hands flopped up in exasperation. “Okay, seriously?! I got hired to do their wedding?!”

She sank back against the couch exhausted. “This would only happen to me.”

Kim rubbed her eyes. “That much is true. You are a magnet for weird situations. What are you going to do? You’re going to decline the wedding, right?”

Elly closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the pillow. “Probably. It makes the most sense. I can’t think about that yet. I’m going to need a good 24 hours to just understand how this came to be.”

Kim leaned forward. “You cannot do this wedding Elly. You can’t. You don’t even allow yourself to think his NAME. How are you going to react to seeing him get married?”

“I know it. I just feel so bad for Sunny.”

“Do you think Sunny knows?”

“No. She can’t. Would you tell your mother that you met your fiancé by having an affair with your married art tutor? No, I’m sure Sunny thinks they met at a museum or something.” Elly kept her eyes closed. “I’m exhausted. I think I need to go to bed. I can’t believe I have a WEDDING tomorrow. At least it’s at the Pavilion. It should be pretty simple.”

Kim nudged Cadbury off her lap, to which he gave an annoyed moan. “Yes, yes, I know, you were comfortable. Don’t you also have to go see Isaac’s band play?”

Elly let out a huge groan, followed by an involuntary wine burp. “Oh, no! His stupid band! Everest Oppressed? Seriously, what does that even mean?” Elly attempted to stand and fell back into the couch.

“Er, let me help you inside, Elly.”

Elly looked at Kim, pushing herself up laboriously from the couch. “Kim – what would I do without you?”

“Die, probably,” retorted Kim. She waddled over and kissed Elly on the forehead. “Let’s go to bed. You’ve had a horrible day. Is it okay if I stay the night in the guest room?”

Elly sighed, but was secretly comforted that there would be someone with her in the apartment tonight. Together they descended the stairs into Elly’s apartment and turned out her lights.

In her bedroom, Elly pulled off her pants and slipped into bed, Cadbury flopping against her side in the darkness. There were a couple of minutes of silence as Elly prayed, alternately angry and pleading, all for mercy, for grace. Out of the silence, mingling with her own clipped whispers, she heard soft murmurs through the wall, drowsy and loving, as Kim talked to Sean on her phone. That is what Aaron took from me, she thought. Someone to whisper with. Her covers lay cool on her body, but Elly suddenly felt like she was suffocating. She threw the duvet off her, turning over on her stomach and facing the wall. She let a single tear run down her face.

“I thought I was done crying for you.” she breathed, the last thought before she slipped into empty drifting.
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Elly’s alarm went off at 9, and then again at 10. She hit the snooze button, burying herself deeper in the covers with each passing hour. Finally, at 11 am, she awoke with a start to a loud banging on the door. She moaned and threw herself out of bed. Her head was pounding, her eyes dry and tired. Cautiously, she looked out the peephole. Snarky Teenager stood in front of the door, hand on her slim hip. Elly pulled open the door.

“Good morning” she muttered.

Snarky Teenager looked down at her. “Why aren’t you wearing pants?”

Elly blinked to attention and stepped behind the door. “What do you want?” she groaned.

Snarky Teenager blinked dumb-founded. “We have a wedding today – remember? The mother of the bride called and wants the delivery moved up two hours so that the bride can have her flowers for the pictures. We probably need to start packing up in about a half-hour. Anthony and I have been designing all morning.” She paused to catch her breath. “We know you had a rough night, but we need your direction on loading the van.”

Elly nodded, thankful for the sleep she had been allowed. “I’ll be down in ten minutes.”

Snarky Teenager grinned and turned to head down to the shop. “Nice granny panties!” she called as she rounded the stairs. Elly shut the door behind her. Kim’s purse was gone from the table beside the door. She must have left early this morning to let Elly sleep.

Elly yawned and headed for the shower. She turned on the faucet and undressed. She climbed inside, savoring the jolt she felt from the pressured water pounding down on her. She stood in the shower for ten minutes, letting it cascade over her tired shoulders and neck. Eyes closed and hands on her fleshy belly, she her thoughts ran wild. Can this even be real? Aaron is coming here? What will he think when he sees me? Will he want me back? Elly imagined Aaron’s face at the end of a wedding aisle. She knew what it looked like. Maybe she’s pregnant? Maybe she trapped him? Elly shook her head, as if to shake loose the rampant thoughts. Stupid – you shouldn’t even care. The real question is, how can I hide this from Isaac? She turned off the shower and wrapped herself in a giant towel.

Rubbing a small circle in the steamy mirror, Elly looked at herself. Her blond hair was streaked back from her forehead and a tiny drop of water ran from her forehead down the tip of her nose. Bloodshot and weary, Elly’s eyes had never looked worse. She was ragged all over, as if she had been fighting an emotional war. Ignoring the wreck in the mirror, Elly brushed her hair up into a quick and messy bun, quickly applied some mascara and lip-gloss and ran into the bedroom to change into her delivery clothes: Khaki’s and a white polo. She pulled on sneakers, and not being able to find matching socks, decided on going without. She glanced back at Cadbury, still passed out under the covers and headed downstairs to the studio.

Thankfully, there were few remnants of her tantrum the night before. The consultation table had been righted, minus the glass and thank you notes. A broom leaned against the far wall, the only evidence of a hasty clean-up. On the long design table, Anthony and Snarky Teenager had already started pulling the flowers for the delivery, their first of the fall. Rows and rows of fat glass cylinders lined with thick leaves and wrapped with twine covered the area. Circus roses, their yellow petals morphing orange into a pinky red at the tips, poured out of the containers, with rustic pinecones and bright red winter berries peeking out between the roses. The bridesmaids’ bouquets, all circus roses with deep cranberry wraps, stood in stark contrast to the bride’s all white mini-calla bouquet that was accented only by a gold brooch tied at the base of flowers.

“This looks great” Elly breathed in relief. Anthony grinned proudly.

Snarky Teenager sidled up beside her. “So what happened last night? I just found an orchid from the table on the top of the shelves.”

“We’re not going to talk about that.” replied Elly. “Let’s just get packed up and get this thing done with. A wedding is the last thing I want to face today, but I have no choice. Anthony – would you mind getting the cart out for all these centerpieces?” She gestured towards Snarky Teenager, “Why don’t you start counting the personal flowers out and I’ll make sure that we have all the tools we need. You know we’re decking the entire pavilion, correct?”

Snarky Teenager nodded. “I heard. Thank goodness that the parking lot is so close, otherwise that would be a nightmare.”

It was an hour later when Elly solemnly declared, “This is a nightmare.” They were standing at the bottom of a large grassy hill peppered with fertilizer. The road that normally wound up the hill to the World’s Fair Pavilion had been dug up and was roped off by a detour sign, tractors and road work debris. A small hand-written sign declared “For the Bradshaw/Sander wedding, please head up stairs on East side of Park.” The Pavilion was a large stone rotunda with columns filtering the light in on either side, covered by a burgundy roof and had the best views of Forest Park in the city. It was also very, very high up.

“You have got to be freaking kidding me,” breathed Snarky Teenager. Elly looked around for an alternate entrance. There was none. At the bottom of the hill, a large staircase carved up towards the building, separated upon encountering a large slate man-made waterfall and the returned again to make a steep climb into the Pavilion. These were the stairs they would have to climb, carrying a van load of flowers. Elly and Snarky Teenager stared dumbfounded up the hill.

“I can’t do this today” snapped Elly, sitting down defeated on the curb. “I can’t do this.” She had a moment of drowning in self-pity before a centerpiece was handed down to her. She looked up into Anthony’s smiling face.

“Well, are we going to do this or not? I didn’t design all these gorgeous flowers to sit in the shop. Also, I’m guessing you don’t feel like being sued.”

Elly summoned her weary strength, standing up from the curb. “Let the record show,” she declared, “that you are the most annoyingly cheery person I have ever met.”

Heaving three centerpieces up to her chest, Elly started walking up the long staircase, the first of four trips she would make with her workers. Step by step, sweat bead by sweat bead that dripped from the back of her neck, Elly worked out the dormant anger that had laid restless in her heart since she opened her eyes that morning. She was here to do her job, and not even Aaron’s arrival back into her life would prevent that from happening. Ranting to herself with every step, Elly kept her eyes glued to the top, never looking back. Her heart hammered, her face was flushed, and she felt that her calves were ready to separate from the rest of her body. Wheezing pathetically, she finally reached the top. The three of them stood at the top of the hill, sweaty (except for Snarky Teenager, who was simply bathed in a sensual glow - Elly hated her) and accomplished. They turned around and gazed at the empty Pavilion.

“Now, let the real work begin,” sighed Elly, wiping her face with an apron.

In each archway surrounding the reception area, Anthony hung a dark orange satin ribbon and looped it through a single pomander, tying a beautiful bow at the top. The round balls of red berries, yellow skyline roses and burnt orange chrysanthemums circled in the wind, their ribbon tails swirling gaily underneath them. A makeshift aisle was taking form as young men in black shirts threw down white chairs. Elly tied bundles of orange cockscomb to the end of each chair lining the walkway. Anthony and Snarky Teenager gently carried large glass urns to the front, each exploding with yellow aecidium orchids and cattails. Elly spread orange and red rose petals down the aisle, creating a thick carpet to the front.

They took a ten minute break - enough time for Elly to breathe and get her face down to a relatively normal shade of red. She sat beside Anthony who was lounging under a crab apple tree overlooking St. Louis’s greatest asset, Forest Park. Its expanse was vast. Trees, trails, and flower gardens wove together making a tapestry of city and nature. From their position on the hill, Elly could make out the Art Museum and the Zoo, along with the Science Center, nuzzled cozily against the highway.

“I love this city,” sighed Anthony happily, a mirror of Elly’s thoughts. “I never knew it was so beautiful. I’ve lived many places – New York, San Francisco, Austin…but I’ve never found a home until I settled here. I knew it the first time I walked through Clayton. And then I stumbled across your shop and saw the Now Hiring sign. I had always dreamed of working with flowers. It was meant to be.”

Elly smiled and nudged him with her elbow. “Well, it was between you and the craziest woman I have ever met. You weren’t the obvious choice, but I figured, hey – why not?”

Anthony laughed. “You’re terrible.” He took a slow drink of water. “Elly, I don’t know you very well, but I know you’ll get over this. It doesn’t feel like it right now, but you will. You’ll emerge stronger on the other side. He doesn’t deserve you. He never did. God will see it through, girl.”

Elly nodded, trying to hide her suddenly blurry eyes. “Thank you, Anthony. You are an extraordinary person.”

As she looked at the ground, a pair of pink sneakers stepped into her line of sight. “Um, I know you guys are having a moment or whatever, but the linens are up and the wedding party is going to be here any minute.” Snarky Teenager looked at Elly. “I know you need a break from the stairs, but you might not want the bride to know.”

Elly closed her eyes for a moment and imagined herself flinging Snarky Teenager down the hill by a lacy bra strap. “I’m coming. Be nice.” She pulled herself up and walked towards the centerpieces huddled together in the shade near the entrance.

The three of them hurried to place all the flowers onto the tables, anxious to complete the job. Each table got a large urn, overflowing with large circus roses, which were then surrounded by a ring of cranberries and vanilla votive candles. Each white chair was draped with a champagne chair cover and chocolate bow. Elly placed a single wired pinecone into each nook on the back of the ribbon. Anthony finished the job by sprinkling the head table with handfuls and handfuls of red rose petals, so only the plates were visible in a sea of crimson. Elly stepped back to look at their work. The cement Pavilion had been turned into a rustic fall celebration, blazing with vibrant reds, oranges and yellows. It was a masterpiece. She felt a momentary peace, watching Anthony and Snarky Teenager head back down the river of stairs, glancing back at a job well done.

It was then that she saw them, walking playfully over the ridge: the bride and groom, followed by their photographer. Her bride, Cynthia, looked luminous in a fitted mermaid dress with elaborate ruching and a large black sash just under her bust. Her hair was covered with a short netted veil, accented with a silk black flower. The groom held her hand as she climbed up on a small brick wall for pictures, then leapt up beside her. He whispered something in her ear as he tucked back a stray piece of hair behind it. She smiled coyly and kissed his face softly. He wiped her lipstick off his cheek and they both laughed, the photographer capturing every second, their happiness unmistakable. Elly felt a formidable grief rush through her, as though she had been impaled through the heart. She looked back at her bride, who had transformed from the sweet and lovely Cynthia to a devilish Lucia, her deep red curls whipping around her face as Aaron stared into her eyes, captivated by their angry green hue. They both turned and looked toward Elly, whispering to each other as they sized her up, devouring every ounce of self esteem she had left. They locked lips passionately, clasping at each other with fervor. Elly turned and vomited into a bush.

She closed her eyes and waited for the dizziness to stop as she wiped her mouth with her hand. Above her, she heard the voices of bridesmaids.

“Eww…did that lady just BARF?”

She opened her eyes in time to see Cynthia walking towards her, true concern etched on her kind face. Elly held her arm out to keep her away.

“Cynthia, I’m so sorry. I think I might have the flu. Or a bad lunch. Or both. Yeah, it was probably the salmon. Um, congratulations – you look lovely.” Elly turned and fled down the hill. She climbed into the white van, which was idling by the side of the road, slammed the door and said, “Just go. I don’t want to talk about it.”

Anthony nodded, but Snarky Teenager snapped, exasperated, “What do you mean you don’t want to talk about it? You just barfed into a BUSH at a WEDDING. Oh my God, are you pregnant?”

Elly spun around to face her. “What?! Am I pregnant? First of all, that’s an impossibility at this point. Secondly, when I say I don’t want to talk about it, I mean, I DON’T want to talk about it.”

Snarky Teenager looked as if she had been slapped in the face. “I’m sorry, but if you are going to throw up in a bush and then not want us to mention it, then you are being totally WHACK.”

Anthony bent over the steering wheel, laughing, “Did you just say whack? What is that?”

Elly took a deep breath and allowed a smile to crack her face, trying not to focus on the vile taste in her mouth. “Yeah, what is the definition of whack, exactly?”

Snarky Teenager groaned loudly and crossed her arms in front of her, pointedly pouting. “I should totally get a job at Dairy Queen. I hate you guys.”

“That would be totally whack,” Anthony deadpanned. Elly laughed, but it was hollow. All she could think was that if she couldn’t handle seeing another couple getting married without seeing Aaron and Lucia, what would happen if she actually had to see them together?
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As evening clouded over, Elly struggled to find both an appropriate outfit and mentality for Isaac’s band gig. Staring in her mirror, she declared “This is not working.”

The empty apartment concurred. Elly had on a black pencil skirt with tan boots and a white peasant blouse. It was good in theory, but she looked like a frumpy kitchen maid. Or worse. “Ugh,” she uttered and tore off her shirt.

Maybe her blue sleeveless top? She pulled it over her head. Nope. Now she was the blueberry girl from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, only with worse hair. Elly slumped on the edge of the bed. Cadbury trotted over and happily gave her toes a tongue bath.

“What am I going to wear to this stupid club?” she moaned. She reached over and grabbed the phone.

Kim answered quickly, “Sean, I dropped this kiwi and I can’t pick it up. Hello?”

“Hi, it’s me. What can I wear that doesn’t say ‘I just found out that my ex is getting married to his mistress’ or ‘I’m a train wreck’ or ‘today I barfed at a wedding?’”

“No Sean, I can’t just pick it up, it’s directly underneath me – do you want me to kill our baby picking up a kiwi? Elly, go to your closet. Do you have that black cap-sleeved shirt that I bought you last year?”

Elly walked to the closet and pushed her hangers back, one by one. “Yes.”

“Okay, now wear your dark boot cut jeans, a pair of black heels and your pink cashmere scarf. Tie it around your neck and wear those dangly gold coin earrings. Oh no, I just dropped the knife.”

Elly pulled on the jeans and tied the scarf around her neck. Slipping on her heels, she spun around and checked the result out. “Okay, I look sort of cute. Well, passable. You’re good.”

She could hear Kim chewing. “Yes, I know. Remember, don’t bring up the Aaron thing tonight. It’s Isaac’s night to shine.”

“You don’t have to worry. I don’t want to EVER talk about Aaron with him.” Elly raised her eyebrows in the mirror. “Okay, well, I better run. Thanks for the clothing advice. And for everything else in between.”

“Uh-huh. Sean – the water is boiling over!” And with that, the phone clicked to a dial tone. Elly had just enough time to pluck her eyebrows before she heard the doorbell outside the shop.

“Coming!!” she yelled, as she grabbed her purse, slyly tucking a book inside. It wasn’t that Everest Oppressed was boring. It was just the three opening bands that she had to watch first, just to get to their set that she couldn’t stand. She ran down the steps and out the door, to where Isaac was waiting, looking dapper in tight jeans and a loosely buttoned plum colored shirt. He placed both of his arms around Elly, pulling her face close to his.

“I missed you,” he murmured, kissing her cheeks, her closed eyes, her chin and then finally her lips. Elly surrendered to his warm mouth.

As they kissed, Elly thought to herself, How can I still be so thrilled with Isaac when I’m obviously not over Aaron? She felt a deep guilt in her soul and pulled away from Isaac, as though he could sense her thoughts.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Oh, nothing. A long day at work. We had a wedding.”

“Did you have a bridezilla?” he asked.

Elly looked at him, amused. “Did you hear that word on TV?”

He laughed. “I did actually! I thought I would use it in a sentence today, just for you.”

Elly stood on her tiptoes and nuzzled his chin. “You make me smile. Did you know that?”

Isaac wrapped his hands around her waist. Elly sucked in sharply.

“I felt that!” he whispered.

Elly stepped back. “We better go. You don’t want to miss your set.”

Isaac glanced longingly at the apartment overhead. “Or we could just stay in…drink some wine…shed some clothing…”

Elly rolled her eyes. “Into the car. Now.”

Isaac smiled and ran around to his side of the car. Elly sat down inside, wrinkling her nose at the hazy smell of cigarettes. Isaac kissed her hand. Please let me get through tonight without crying, she thought.

They took the highway east, soaring past Forest Park until they arrived in the Central West End. The Central West End was sometimes called The Heart of the City, but what it really was was the heart of the money in the city. Lush art galleries, specialty shops and fine French restaurants lined its wide streets. It was an eclectic showcase of St. Louis, tucked away under broad trees, their branches creating a canopy over the old brick buildings. Isaac pulled perfectly into a front row parking spot, just off the main street, placing them directly across from the club.

Elly looked at him, exasperated. “Everything in life just works out for you, doesn’t it?”

Isaac grinned, his white teeth gleaming. Elly’s chest condensed with longing. “Pretty much. I’ve always been lucky.”

Elly grimaced at him. “Yeah. I’ve noticed. My life, not so much.”

Isaac took her hand. “But now you’re with me. I’d say your luck is a-changin’.”

Aaron is marrying her, she suddenly thought. “Take me inside” she whispered.

The Paradox Club was in an old mill, which sat conveniently across from numerous hipster bars. Isaac took Elly around the back entrance, which momentarily thrilled her.

“It’s like we’re famous!” she gushed.

Isaac rolled his eyes at her. “It’s just the back door. The cooks come in this way, too.”

“Why are you ruining it for me? Go on, I’m waiting for the paparazzi.”

The club was just starting to fill up. Isaac led Elly to the small table that was in the back of the room. The club was beautiful – a far cry from the tiny club where they had their first date. It smelled the same – cigars, heavy musk, and a hint of rum in the air. The walls of the Paradox were swagged with elaborate fabrics in deep oranges and purples. There were rock outcroppings lining the wall, and tiny white lights shimmered from within them, giving the effect of a desert canyon at dusk. Overhead, mobiles of copper plates spun and reflected, throwing their light around the room. Elly rubbed her hand against Isaac’s chiseled back.

“This is really, really nice. You guys are certainly moving up in the world!”

Isaac simply nodded. He looked bewildered. “This is the biggest venue we’ve ever played in.” His color drained. “What if we screw up?”

Elly took his hand in hers. “You won’t. You guys are great.”

Isaac seemed to be barely listening. “You know, Tifah keeps screwing up her cadenza and Gene can’t seem to find the fifth, even if he’s sitting on it…” He kept talking.

Elly stared into his eyes, something that she always found easy, but had a hard time keeping up with his thoughts. It seemed that every minute or so, her mind wandered back to Aaron. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Lucia standing in a wedding dress, smirking, Aaron wrapped around her, gazing lovingly back at Elly as his hands splayed across Lucia’s chest.

Isaac’s voice cut through her illusions. “I told him to come in on the second beat, and what does he do? He says that I’m being pretentious and rigid and that I’m not allowing the music to flow through him. I told him that was just a commercial view of our music, and to really shoot us into the stratosphere, that we needed to embrace music tradition in order to free our creativity…”

Elly beamed up at him encouragingly, appearing as if she was listening. He looked so nervous that she just wanted to console him and take him in her arms until the whole thing was over. He was still in the middle of his rant when the lights dimmed.

The first band took the stage. Isaac leaned back in his seat, obviously agitated. The first band was an Irish fusion, according to Isaac. They were very good and finished their set to thunderous applause. The second band, led by a roguish looking trumpet player, took the stage and began a phenomenal jazz set. Elly kept glancing over at Isaac in the dark club. He was beautiful, as always, his curly brown hair falling over his eyes and his tan skin flushed with a thin layer of sweat. But what Elly saw tonight were his nerves. His leg was shaking under the table, and he had torn a napkin into a thousand shreds. It looked like maybe it was his turn to throw up today. She reached across the table, stroking his thumb with her finger.

He looked at her pleadingly and then blurted, “We aren’t as good as these people. They are going to laugh us off the stage. We aren’t that prepared.”

Elly felt her energy draining. The emotions of the last two days had taken a toll on her mind, and she didn’t know if she could handle the mental cartwheels that it would take to boost Isaac’s ego. She looked at his forlorn face and steeled herself. Circling the table, she knelt beside him, taking his gorgeous face in her hands. “You’re wonderful. Your band is wonderful. You are so talented and this is what you deserve. So go out there and take what’s yours. You can only control what you play, and what you do. Don’t worry about Tifah, don’t worry about Gene. Worry about you. And I can tell you,” she murmured, nurturing his ego, “That you are very talented.”

Elly saw a glimmer of relief cross Isaac’s face. “You mean it?” he asked adoringly.

“I do.” She kissed him softly and returned to her seat. He leaned back, still pale, but looking a bit more assured. Elly ordered another drink.

On the stage, the jazz band was winding down with a slow and pulsating song. Elly found her mind drifting back to Aaron, aided by the fading notes of the guitar on stage. She thought of the last time she saw him. The look on his face when he defended his lover and not his wife. The morning of that fateful day, the way they snuggled under the covers. His face as she walked up the aisle in her mother’s backyard. Elly felt tears brimming in her eyes. For goodness sakes, HOLD IT TOGETHER, she told herself. Push him out of your mind. Think of something else..think of…Elly tried desperately to think of something positive…Chinese food and cool pools! She let her mind linger on the drifting of a rubber raft in Kim’s pool and the taste of salty lo mein into her mouth.

The emcee took the stage, following thunderous applause for the jazz set. “We’re going to take a short break and then we will return to hear our newest band…Everest Oppressed!”

The crowd clapped politely. Elly looked at Isaac, and then down at his hands. They were shaking slightly, rattling the ice cubes in his half empty Scotch. He stood up, looking lost and terrified.

Elly looked at him, trying to radiate assurance and calm. “You are going to be fantastic. Just breathe.”

Isaac started to walk toward the stage. Elly sat back in her chair, relieved, and took a sip of wine. She was not in any state to be someone’s emotional rock. Not this weekend, anyway. She heard whispers in front of her. Elly pulled her gaze away from her empty glass and looked toward the stage. Isaac was walking back from the stage, right towards her. Hundreds of audience eyes and a spotlight followed him as he vaulted up the stairs and stood in front of Elly. There was something dangerous and dramatic in his eyes.

“Elly,” he declared loudly, “say that you love me.”

Elly blinked rapidly. Had she misheard him? She managed to utter, “Um, what?”

Isaac raised his arms to the ceiling, as if embracing the universe with his awesomeness. “I can’t go on the stage unless you love me. Your love is all I need. If I have that, then I’m GOLDEN, and nothing I do will matter, because I have the love of a perfect woman!” His voice boomed through the crowd, and they twittered around him with excitement. Every woman in the room swooned while at the same time questioning why this gorgeous guitar player was obviously head over heels for this moderately attractive woman. Elly wanted to die. She wondered if Isaac would notice her crawling under the table. Oh Lord, she pleaded silently, let this not get any worse.

Then he knelt in front of her. “Tell me that you love me, and there is no feat that could ever weather this heartsick musician.”

Elly heard sighs echo all around her. Oh god, oh no, WHAT is he doing?

Elly felt the spotlight hot on her body, the wine rushing through her veins, and the eyes of everyone in the club upon her face. Isaac was on the ground in front of her, a gorgeous Adonis of a man, dazzling and resplendent with his guitar strapped across his back. Just do it, Elly thought. Screw Aaron. Screw Lucia. I’ll be happy with Isaac.

“I…” the crowd hushed. “I…I love you. Yes, I love you.”

Isaac threw his arms up to the ceiling. “SHE LOVES ME!!!” The crowd erupted in drunken cheers. Isaac kissed Elly hard on the mouth and dashed back down to the stage, taking the stairs two at a time. He got to the stage, whipped his guitar around and palmed the mike. “This first song is called Curves of a Woman and it’s inspired by that woman, my muse, my all.”

With that, Everest Oppressed launched into their first number with gusto, drums blazing and Gene moaning into the microphone. Elly put her head onto the table, trying to drown in the tsunami of guilt washing over her. What had she done? What was he thinking? What…WAIT. What were they SINGING about?

Gene mouthed the microphone so close it appeared they were intimate. His raspy voice was clipped and nasal. “And when she wakes, she knows, she knows who she is…She is softness and light and her curves are of the earth…Elly…”

Elly’s head jerked off the table. Did they just say Elly?

Gene moved aside and Isaac walked to the microphone. He pointed at Elly. “OH…ELLY… Elly….your supple flesh under my thumbs, your breath on my face. You are my February sky, my sensual croissant…the world is burning, but your flower is opening to me.”

Several seated in front of Elly turned to look at her. Elly felt her face burning. Could this night be any more embarrassing? Then Isaac ripped his shirt in half. Women screamed. The crowd seemed intoxicated by his voice, his presence. He was now swaying back and forth, strumming his guitar, sweat glistening down his ripped chest. He was the embodiment of sublime sexuality, and any minute now Elly wagered that panties would be thrown on the stage. They would NOT be hers.

A tiny waif of a girl spun around to face Elly. “OH my GOD, are you his girlfriend? You are SO lucky!”

Elly nodded, feeling pride, humiliation and confusion all at once. She was lucky. She did adore him. Their band might suck, but Isaac was a good catch. He was beautiful, charismatic and fun. He made her feel worthy. But she couldn’t quench the nagging doubts that had arrived with yesterday’s news. That evening, in a dimly lit club, somewhere in the middle of the Central West End, a mortified woman wondered how one man from her past could ruin every single thing in her life.
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Elly sliced granny smith apples into thin pieces, and layered them on a cutting board, squeezing a lemon over them. She turned to the caramel that was simmering on the stove, testing it with her spoon and then pouring it into an empty pie shell. On top of that, she latticed the apples, streusel and pastry dough. Taking a whipped egg, she basted the top of the pie, finishing it off with large crystals of raw sugar.

She popped it into the oven, exclaiming to Cadbury, “Well…maybe that will kill me, then we won’t have to worry about a thing, will we?”

Cadbury yawned at her.

“Yeah, I guess it couldn’t be that easy.”

It was Sunday, Elly’s favorite day of the week. There were no weddings, no workers, no songs sang about her luscious breasts…it was just her, Cadbury and a caramel apple pie, her mother’s recipe. Elly felt a twinge of passive guilt for skipping church this morning, - and every Sunday, two years in a row - but she rationalized for today that if your boyfriend had ripped off his shirt in front of hundreds of people while singing about your comforting fat rolls, then you got a free pass.

Elly plodded to her couch, which was surrounded by used tissues. She had called Kim that morning to no answer. Almost every other Sunday, Elly headed to Kim’s house for swimming, movies or a nice dinner. As Kim’s voicemail turned on, Elly had almost felt relief. Since she had learned about Aaron, she had not been alone to properly organize her thoughts, to sort out her wide array of feelings. With the wedding a few short months away, Elly knew that she had to issue her response so that Sunny had enough time to book another florist. Today was a day to reflect, a day to be introspective and honest. A day to make pies. She sat down with the purpose of deep and revealing thought, but was soon distracted by her massive pile of unopened mail. Ripping open envelopes and clipping coupons, Elly mulled over her situation. I can’t do the wedding. I can’t. Absolutely not. It would be admitting defeat. I can’t bear the thought of seeing Aaron with her. I’ll attack her if I see her. That, or I will hide in a corner until I cry myself to death. Even if I delegated the wedding, she thought determinedly, I would still need to meet with Lucia and Sunny. I can’t. It’s done. I can’t.

Elly slipped a letter out of its envelope. She groaned loudly, followed by a short snort. She had forgotten to pay her quarterly state taxes again. She loved running the shop, meeting with the brides and designing the flowers, but bookkeeping was never her strength. Elly was on a first name basis with John, the tax commissioner for the city of Clayton. They would have lengthy conversations about their mutual love for live theater and English sheepdogs before getting to Elly’s late notice or many miscalculations. She found numbers and math in general overwhelming and intimidating, and really had no use for them. Kim constantly remarked that it was a miracle that she wasn’t homeless. Elly glanced at the bill, her mind momentarily crippled by the staggering amount. Surely she could cover it, but it would be nice to have a little extra. The shop desperately needed new carpet, air conditioning in the back and the van seemed one delivery away from dropping its engine on I-64.

The timer rang loudly and Cadbury barked. Elly quickly put her hands over his muzzle. The last thing the neighbors needed to know was that Cadbury was familiar with the sound of a perfectly cooked pie. Pulling on her large oven mitts, Elly was reaching for the pie when there was a knock at the door. She hastily shoved the pie onto the top of the stove and walked to the door, glancing wistfully back at the golden brown lattice steaming deliciously on the counter. Elly yanked open the door. Keith stood before her, a bag of sandwiches in one hand and a box of Kleenex in the other. He shuffled his feet nervously and stared at the ground.

“Hi Elly, how are you feeling? I just thought I would bring these by and see how you were feeling after your, your…”

“Hissy fit?” Elly offered.

Keith nodded, laughing. “I was going to say your emotional day.”

“That would be kind of you, considering I threw over an 80 pound glass table.”

“Yeah, that was more impressive than upsetting.”

Elly smiled and waved towards the couch. “C’mon in.”

Cadbury trotted over to Keith, tail wagging happily. “Hello buddy, how are you feeling?”

“He’s doing much better. You’ll be thrilled to know that there is not a trail of dog poop leading into the bedroom.”

Keith took his shoes off at the door and sat down on the couch. “Something smells delicious…”

Elly walked into the kitchen, “You are a lucky man, because I just made caramel apple pie.”

Keith rubbed Cadbury’s ears. “I planned it that way. That’s really the only reason I came over. Did you have lunch yet? I brought you my new sandwich. It’s a turkey, avocado, cheese and toasted foccacia with basil pesto.”

“That sounds amazing.” Elly sat down next to him and started to unwrap her sandwich. She peeled back the wrapping and stopped. She was so touched by this small gesture, but still felt restless and uneasy. “You know what? I’ve been in this apartment all day, and I really could get out of the house. Would you mind if we took a walk? It’s so beautiful outside. We could take our sandwiches.”

Keith jumped up. “Yeah, a walk sounds nice. Are you sure you don’t mind the company?”

Elly shook her head as she hooked Cadbury to his leash. “Nope, as long as you don’t mind taking a walk with a jaded woman who is going to eat her sandwich with equal parts anger and vigor.”

Keith smiled. “I don’t mind. I know somewhere we could go…have you been to Regal Park?”

Elly had not. “Is it far?” she asked, trying not to betray that an intense uphill hike was maybe not her forte.

Keith laughed. “No, you will not believe how close it is.”

Wet mist covered the ground, soaking the fallen leaves into a dark teak brown. The air was moist and thick, rolling in with the arrival of mid-autumn. Bright sunlight filtered through holes in the low lying clouds, illuminating spotted trees along the path, casting everything in a pale grey. Elly pulled her sweater tight around her, “I love days like this. They are so rare in St. Louis.”

Carrying the sandwiches, Keith led Elly up the street from the shops and towards the giant mansions that rounded out the block just behind the local college soccer fields. Regal Plots was Clayton’s richest neighborhood – a gated community where Elly frequently delivered large, gorgeous arrangements to old, preserved looking women. The mansions were mostly an ancient grey, with wrought iron fences that surrounded their expertly manicured grounds. They faced outwards, in an oval shape that circled around a cobblestone street lined with stately mailboxes and dark green pittosporum. On this chilly, damp afternoon, there was nary a filthy rich person to be seen, although Elly did spy a gardener trimming a bush into a giant fleur de lis.

Keith rolled his eyes. “You would think with this much money, they wouldn’t need to trim their bushes into status symbols.”

Elly laughed. “Maybe Cadbury can pee on it on the way back.” Her legs burned. “Are we almost there?” she tilted her voice up at the end, to make it sound that she was enjoying the walk.

“Yup – we just have to go through this.”

Keith made a sharp right into the side yard of a giant brown house, elegant and whimsical with dark teak gables and a bright red door. Elly stood trying desperately to hold on to Cadbury, who was trying to bolt toward Keith.

“Um, are we allowed in there? I don’t think we are.”

Keith grinned. “I don’t think they’ll mind.” He glanced towards the house. “I don’t think anyone is even home.”

Elly stood waiting.

“What’s the worst thing that can happen?” he urged.

“Aaron and Lucia have decided to consummate their love behind the house. That is the kind of week I’ve been having,” Elly replied snidely.

Keith sighed, walked toward her and grabbed her hand, pulling her and Cadbury through the small opening. They took a small brick sidewalk past the edge of the house and ducked under an arbor crawling with frosted white foxglove, dipping their heavy heads sadly. Thick dead leaves covered the end of the walk, and they stepped into the wet grass.

Under the arch, the path opened up into a large circle garden, about the size of a baseball field. There appeared to be no entrance to the park – it was completely circled in by the back of the mansions. Bushes, maples, sparse pines all rounded the edges of the clearing, tiny blue flowers tucked up against their trunks. All around the perimeter, decaying flower bushes crowded each other for room, and ivy ran wild over every surface. In the middle of the park was a single picnic table, a small wooden swing set and a tiny cherub fountain. The dilapidated angel stared towards the sky, hoisting a huge urn that poured out remnants of dead flowers and a small trickle of water. One of its wings was broken, and someone had placed a lopsided crown of dried wax flowers on his head.

Elly stopped. “This is…so...” She was rendered speechless. It didn’t happen often.

Keith nodded. “I love it. I come here to think. There is never anyone here. I have yet to see a single person use this garden.” He shook his head. “What a waste.”

Elly strolled over to the cherub statue. Some punk kid had carved his initials into the wings, but somehow, it only made the statue more luminous. She ran her fingers over the deep cuts. “Rich people never know what they have.”

Keith settled down on the picnic table and started unwrapping the sandwiches. “It’s not just rich people.” He responded, eyeing Elly. “Most people don’t know what they have.”

Elly kicked the leaves away from the base of the fountain. “Isn’t that the truth? These people don’t realize that they have this incredible garden right here in back of their houses. It would be perfect when it’s in bloom, but instead it’s all neglected.”

Keith squirted some mayo on his sandwich from a small packet. “Most true and good things are hidden things. Faith in trusting the unseen, that kinda thing.”

Elly agreed, tying Cadbury to the end of the picnic table, where he happily commenced rolling himself in the wet leaves. “Great,” she said, rolling her eyes and sitting down, “now I’ll have to give him another bath. He’s really a ball of fun in the bathtub.”

Keith grinned. “I can imagine.”

Elly dug in to her sandwich with vigor. There were a couple of minutes of comfortable silence as they chewed, savoring the herbs and avocado on their tongues.

Keith cleared his throat and broke the quiet lull in the garden. “So, how are you?”

Elly wiped her lips with a napkin. “Honestly? Not great.” She felt tears gathering on the edges of her vision and told herself that she would not cry during this conversation. “In my worst moments, I’ve wondered if God is punishing me. The shock of it has finally worn off, but I’m not sure what that leaves me with. Aaron – that’s my ex-husband’s name – is marrying his lover, and if that weren’t enough, I can’t even seem to look at Isaac lately without thinking of Aaron. I finally thought that I was over him, and here he comes, with wedding bells ringing and I’m getting emotionally trampled.”

Keith nodded, listening intensely.

“Okay, so this might sound overly dramatic, but you know what it feels like?” She took a deep breath. “When I was about 10, my mother took me to the North Carolina shore. It was one of the few times that we went on vacation because we couldn’t afford much. Anyway, she swam out past the wave breaks and was just bobbing around in this warm, perfect green sea. I tried to run out there after her, but I got knocked back by the huge waves. And once I lost my footing, there was no stopping it. I got tossed around and dragged under. It was like being in a washing machine. My legs and hands got all cut up from the rocks. No matter how many times I stood up and tried to get to my mother, I panicked and got swept under again. It felt like drowning in shallow water. Finally, my mother came over and grabbed my arm and just held onto me as we walked through it together. I realized it had only been a few seconds since I got pulled under. And walking out was so easy once I was with her.”

Keith’s eyes were filled with empathy. It made Elly want to cry even more.

“And now, I feel like I’m just trying to get past these waves, but there is no one that can help me. Isaac certainly can’t – he has his own issues. I see that it’s calm and perfect on the other side of them, but I just can’t seem to get my feet underneath me.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and stared at the ground. “I need someone to pull me out.”

Keith rose and settled next to her, his face inches from hers. He took her hand. Elly was unsure how to react and froze on the spot, mesmerized by the sparkling azure blue of his eyes.

“Elly. Excuse my frankness, but that’s where you’re wrong. You don’t need anyone to pull you out. You can pull yourself out. I’m constantly impressed by your determination and attitude. You took that empty building and made an incredibly successful business. It seems there is nothing you can’t do. Don’t you have any faith in yourself?”

Elly pulled backwards, letting Keith’s hand drop. “I have faith, but I certainly can’t do their wedding, no matter how profitable it may be.” She groaned. “It was enough to pay off the remainder of what I owe on my apartment.”

“Wow,” Keith whistled. “It must have been a big wedding.”

“Huge. The biggest we’ve ever booked. It was $45,000.”

Keith’s mouth dropped open and a huge clump of turkey fell out as he strangled his sandwich. “Forty five thousand dollars for a wedding? Who would spend that much for just one day?” Elly couldn’t help but laugh at his shock. “Not $45,000 for the wedding…$45,000 for the flowers.”

Keith looked like he had never heard something so ridiculous. “ARE YOU KIDDING ME?”

Elly blushed. “Yes, it’s a lot but…”

Keith suddenly took on a businesslike tone. “How much would you make from it?”

Elly stammered, “Quite a bit, but it’s out of the question…”

“Why?”

“Why what?” Elly voiced, annoyed. “Why won’t I do my ex-husband’s wedding? Maybe because I haven’t seen him since the night I found another woman straddling him in our bed? Maybe because I don’t want him to see me, looking just as chubby as I looked the morning I left him? Maybe because if I see HER in a wedding dress I will get hysterical, kind of like I am right now?”

Keith frowned at her. “Maybe it’s because you don’t want him to see how just how wonderful you are doing without him.”

Elly stopped. “Keith, I can’t do this.”

“Elly, I hope this doesn’t offend you, but that is ridiculous. I understand you not wanting to see him, but I’m almost positive that you could arrange for that not to happen. You are looking at this completely backwards. This isn’t a chance for him to see what he did to you. This is a chance to show him that what you are without him, and that is an intelligent and wonderful businesswoman.”

Elly shook her head. “No, it won’t be like that, you don’t understand what he does to me…”

“So don’t see him. But take the wedding. Make the money. Pay off your apartment and claim that as your prize. They’re getting married, and that sucks. But Elly, you can gain from this travesty, and you SHOULD. Haven’t you earned that much?”

Elly leaned back against the bench, agitated but thoughtful. “I never considered actually doing the wedding. Wouldn’t that be saying that it was okay? That I was lying down and taking it?”

Keith stood up and started pacing. “No, it wouldn’t. It would be saying that you are doing fine without them. It would be saying that you have overcome your past. Elly, you drastically underestimate your own strength.”

She was touched by Keith’s fierce belief in her. “Thank you Keith. That means a lot to me.”

Keith growled at her. “I’m not trying to make you feel good. I’m trying to talk some sense into you.”

Elly paused, a witty retort sharp on her tongue. It started to fade when she realized that Keith was making sense. It killed her to do it, but why shouldn’t she profit from Aaron’s infidelity in some little way? He might be a bastard, but she was a professional. And she was good at her job. She was the best florist in Clayton, for crying out loud. Maybe even in all of St. Louis. She could design circles around those other stuffy designers, all puffed up with perfume and flower dye. But still, there was no possible way.

“Keith, I…I just can’t. I don’t have it in me.”

Keith was circling around Elly, making her quite dizzy. “Have you thought about the repercussions for NOT taking this wedding?”

Elly’s combative mood faltered. She hadn’t considered the consequences. All she had to do was picture Lucia in a wedding dress, and she was thrown into a flurry of illogical emotion. Yes, there would be consequences. Sunny was a very prominent member of the St. Louis social hierarchy, with connections to many socialite charities and hospital boards. Elly imagined that once she abruptly dropped her daughter’s wedding, Sunny would speak ill of her to all her friends and acquaintances. Elly might lose some business, but wasn’t it worth it? Wasn’t it?

Sensing Elly’s inner conflict, Keith sat down beside her on the bench. He hesitantly put his hand on her shoulder. “Elly. Tell me this, how much more of your life are you going to let him control?”

It was the right question. For the next two hours, in the secret park, Keith and Elly discussed every possibility until her hands were damp and stiff, her skin swelling with moisture. She cried, she ranted and Keith took it all in. The sun dipped behind the horizon, and the weather went from pleasantly chilly to a damp cold. They walked back in silence, Keith holding Cadbury’s leash and Elly staring off into the distance, deep in thought, her hands shoved into her green sweater pockets. They arrived in front of Elly’s shop.

“Would you like to come up for apple pie?”

Keith declined politely. “No, it seems like you need to time to evaluate things. You know, consider it, think it through…maybe eat some cheese...”

Elly nodded, taking Cadbury’s leash from him. “Keith, I don’t know how to thank you. You are possibly the best listener I’ve ever met.”

Keith waved his hand at her, obviously embarrassed. “Don’t worry about it. Give what I said some thought.”

“I will. I promise. Goodnight.”

Keith looked into her eyes. “Goodnight Eleanor.”

Elly felt a small thrill rush through her body. Aside from Sunny, only her mother called her Eleanor. Hearing it warmed her heart and brought tears to her eyes.

After putting Cadbury into her bed, Elly sat in the dark, staring out at the street below. Her answering machine showed that Isaac had called three times, but she didn’t have the energy to talk to him. Instead, she sipped mulled apple cider with rum and stared out the window. Even though she knew she should be thinking only about Aaron and the wedding, she wasn’t. She was thinking of her mother. She was up at one in the morning when the first raindrop fell, the thunder rattling her windows, and at four am when the downpour ceased. At six am, exhausted, she climbed into her bed, said a quick prayer, and dialed Anthony’s voicemail.

“We need to have an emergency meeting tomorrow morning,” Elly paused, rubbing her bloodshot eyes. “No, scratch that, tomorrow afternoon. Bring Snarky Teenager with you.” She paused. “We’re doing the wedding.”
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TWENTY
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Elly looked into the mirror above her small fireplace. Her blond curls were pinned up against her head, and her tortoiseshell glasses reflected the light. She hooked small snowflake earrings into her ears and dashed on some tinted lip-gloss. Her dark jeans hung loosely around her hips, and her pale pink button down shirt clung tightly to her bra.

“I can do this,” she breathed. She headed down the stairs with Cadbury in tow, wrapping a bright red pea coat around her body before heading outside and walking briskly to Ada’s Coffee. She ordered a tall hot chocolate with all the extras: whipped cream, chocolate curls, and something heavenly called toffee crunch.

Thinking to the groveling to come, she also ordered drinks for each of the staff, and some cranberry zucchini bread. Elly sipped her drink slowly as she walked back, feeling with each step that she should mentally arm herself for what lay ahead. She stood outside her shop and looked in the window. Sitting at her now glass-less table were Kim, Snarky Teenager and Anthony. They were all talking animatedly, with Kim waving her hands around like a maniac. Elly smiled. She truly loved these people, she really did. And she hoped they would love her after this. Cadbury, seeing Kim’s Lexus parked at the curb, started barking excitedly, causing all three to look up to the window.

“Here we go,” mumbled Elly, and stepped inside. Cadbury ran to Kim and collapsed at her feet. He was a total fool for her. It was something she understood well.

Elly stood in front of the group, trying to keep her voice calm and under control. “As you all know, I have decided that we are going to do Aaron’s wedding. I hope that you will respect my decision and understand my reasoning. Now, if that’s all…”

“ELLY. YOU CANNOT DO THIS!” interrupted Kim. “This is WRONG. You cannot handle this wedding! Aaron cheated on you and wrecked your life and you cannot REWARD him by doing this.”

Snarky Teenager piped in. “Are you a masochist or something? Is this you punishing yourself for leaving him? You are dating that hot guy next door now, you don’t need to care about anything that has to do with Aaron.”

Kim went on, livid. “Elly, listen to me. You have spent the past three days sobbing about this dirt bag! And it’s justified! But taking this wedding will just prolong your pain, and it will give Lucia a chance to gloat in your face! Elly, I love you and I think you are a very strong person, but you will not handle this well. I know that much.”

Snarky Teenager flung her arms into the air. “Not to mention that you will be making the bouquet OF THE WOMAN HE LEFT YOU FOR!” She paused, her eyes lighting up with mischief. “We should set it ON FIRE!”

While the two of them continued ranting, Anthony stayed silent, his eyes lingering on Elly. He finally raised his hand, and Kim and Snarky Teenager fell silent. “Elly, why don’t you tell us why you want to take this wedding.”

She paced in front of them. “It’s hard to explain” she started, wearily. “I stayed up all night thinking it through. I know this is the right decision. I…” Elly steeled her nerves. “I can’t let Aaron ruin MY life. He destroyed me. So much that I created a whole new life for myself rather than face what he did. I’ve spent the past few years pushing him out of my mind, the very place that I should have control over.” She paused, catching her breath. “Let’s be honest - I need to move on. If I don’t do the wedding, it will always be there, the fact that Aaron could take one more thing away from me.”

She shakily raised her Ada’s Coffee bag. “Also, I bought you zucchini bread, so you have to do this, okay?”

Utter skepticism was still displayed on their faces. Elly bit her lip out of frustration. Kim rose out of her seat and put her arm around her shoulder. “Elly, we love you. We’re just having a hard time understanding.”

Elly took a deep, purging breath.

“You might not realize this, but not doing this wedding will have repercussions. Sunny is a very well connected woman. We don’t want all of St. Louis society and every hotel owner from here to St. Charles thinking that we cannot handle a large wedding. They won’t know the details of why we pulled out at the last minute; they will just know that we acted unprofessionally.” High point, she thought. They looked half-convinced. “And, I know that this is silly, but I really, really like Sunny. She is a sweet woman, and I wouldn’t be able to tell her why I would suddenly decline the wedding. It’s too late. She would never find another florist who could give her what she wants with this short notice.”

Kim jumped in. “Elly, we aren’t worried about Sunny. We’re worried about you. We just want you to do the best thing for you. I think that you may be making this decision emotionally, out of some stubborn desire…”

Snarky Teenager spoke quietly. “I think you may be mistaking Aaron hiring you for his wedding with Aaron coming back for you.”

Everyone fell silent, as Snarky Teenager had spoken the words that everyone thought but didn’t want to say. Elly put her drink on the table where she sat and looked her workers and best friend in the eyes. “Please understand. I know it won’t be easy. I know that it will probably break me a little more. But I need to do this. I need a resolution. I need my heart to be free from Aaron.” She raised her eyes to the ceiling and muttered quickly: “I also may need to pay off my apartment.”

Kim shrieked. “Are you kidding me!? This is about money?”

Elly hung her head. “Maybe. But it’s mostly about reclaiming myself. Kim, I need you to trust me. I will not have my heart held captive by Aaron Schuster forever.” She looked right into Kim’s sea glass eyes. “I have thought this through. I talked to Keith about it for hours yesterday.” Elly couldn’t be sure, but she thought she glimpsed a wink of pleasure in Kim’s eyes when she said Keith’s name. “This isn’t a rash decision. It’s not something I decided because I felt guilty. I was all for declining the wedding yesterday. But I’ve thought it through - I need to do this. And yes, the money is almost too good to refuse.” They stared back at her. “Fine. I’ll give you each a $500 bonus for doing the wedding.”

“SOLD!” said Anthony, banging his hand like a gavel. Snarky Teenager gave her a thumbs-up and headed to the back room to get started on the day’s designing, followed by Anthony, who was looking at color swatches.

Kim and Elly sat alone. Elly ran her hands over her now cool hot chocolate. She looked pensively at Kim. “I can’t do this without you. I need you to support this decision.”

Kim lay back in her seat and rested her hand on her swollen apple belly. “So what’s the next step?”

Elly could have kissed her with relief. “In two days, I have the final consultation scheduled with Sunny and Lucia. I actually think that will be the hardest part. I don’t know if I’ll be able to be in a room with her.” Elly stood and tossed her cup into the trash, as Kim waddled over to the cooler and helped herself to some Blue River delphinium and pale pink lisanthus.

“Don’t take all the lisanthus; I’m pairing it later with some black magic roses,” Elly instructed.

Kim stood back and looked at her arrangement. “I miss designing so much.” She plunked her arrangement sadly into a petite glass vase ringed with pink dots. Brushing her hands on her black lace maternity shirt, she sat down at the table. “Well, I guess if you’re meeting with Lucia in two days, then we have a lot of work to do.”

This caught Elly off guard. “What do I need to do? I already showed everything to Sunny, so we don’t need another centerpiece or table trial. We’re just supposed to run over the contract with the bride.” Elly forced herself to say the woman’s name, a hot liquid on her tongue.

“Lucia. I need to run over the contract with Lucia.” She paused, proud of herself for being so mature. “THAT WHORE!” she yelled, kicking a trash can and sending stems all over the floor.

Kim raised her hands defensively and backed away from Elly. “Yeah, okay. See, that’s what I was talking about. We have a lot of work to do.”

Elly shrugged her shoulders with exasperation. “I’m not at peace with this. I’ve made the decision to do this wedding, but I can’t change that I’m not over him completely.”

Kim smiled at her coyly. “No, you can’t. But you can pretend that you are.”

The swivel chair seemed barely strong enough to hold Elly, as the hairstylist swung her around to face the mirror. Kita looked to be about 18 years old and fresh off the boat from some Eastern European nation that bred supermodels. She had black spiky hair, a nose ring, lush dark eyelashes and a tattoo of a wolf fighting an eagle. Her harsh beauty made Elly feel uncomfortable. Kim had brought her to Krasa, an elite salon in Ladue. Every surface and wall was white, and the place had the feeling of a stylish mental institution. All the stylists wore black and each station had a single orchid on the table. There were no magazines, no couches, no waiting area. Bizarre piano melodies were pumped out of loud speakers set inside the walls. Isaac would like this crazy music, thought Elly affectionately. She was surprised by the warm feelings coursing through her at the thought of his name.

Kita lifted Elly’s glasses off her face and pushed her hair back, peering closely at Elly’s puffy eyes. “You want her to look younger, yes?”

“Yes,” Kim piped in. “In two days she is meeting with the woman who stole her husband.” Kita clicked her tongue.

“I have stolen many husbands in my day, but their wives were all happy to let me take them.” She winked at Elly. “But some were better than others.”

Her red lips quivered next to her ear. This crazy girl is going to lick me, thought Elly. Kita straightened her back and stretched her arms above her head, pulling up her black t-shirt so that Elly was able to glimpse a perfect stomach, complete with a pink rhinestone belly ring.

“Here is what Kita will do for you,” she announced as she leaned backward against the mirror. “Kita can tame unruly curls into gorgeous tendrils. Your coloring is awful, unsophisticated and bland. I will lighten the hair to a wheat blond, with strawberry gold and butterscotch highlights.”

“Am I getting a sundae or a hair cut?” joked Elly.

No one laughed. Kita curled her lip. Stupid fat woman, Elly thought, always thinking of food.

“After the coloring, we’ll trim the ends and add side swept bangs.” Kita glanced at her fingernails. “You could use manicure, pedicure, brow and bikini wax, and facial scrub, yes?”

Elly started to decline but Kim interrupted her. “Yes! She could.”

Elly shot a nasty look in her direction.

“I’m pregnant” Kim said, grinning wickedly, “And therefore you will do as I say.”

Kita sighed loudly, her time obviously being wasted by their banter.

“I can do all this,” she circled her hands around Elly, implying that “this” was Elly, “for $700.”

Elly started to climb out of the torture chair. “Absolutely not! That is -”

“That’s reasonable,” said Kim over Elly’s voice. “I’m treating, so yes that sounds reasonable.”

Elly stared at Kim. “Kim! You cannot pay that much to make me look a little bit nicer.”

Kita spun on her spiked stiletto and leaned over Elly menacingly, her perfect face alarmingly close. “A little bit nicer? Kita will not make you look a little bit nicer. Kita will make you look like a new woman. This woman who steals husband will not hold a candle to Kita’s work!” Kita put a strong hand on Elly’s shoulder and pushed her back into the chair roughly. “Now you sit and let Kita work. NO TALKING!”

Kim waddled towards the door.

“Where are you going?” whispered Elly. “Don’t leave me alone here!”

Kim smiled. “Call me when you are done. All the sudden, I’m craving a turkey burger with feta cheese and a chocolate milk shake and I’m going to find one.”

Elly opened her mouth to ask Kim to bring her one when she felt Kita’s bony fingers on her chin, pushing her mouth shut. “I cannot study your face while your mouth is open. No more talking. Besides, you do not need burger.”

Elly sat quietly while Kita peered at her every pore, mumbling to herself as she went. “Eyebrows of Genghis Khan, hairline is slanted,” and Elly couldn’t be sure, but thought she heard, “Double chins.”

This is going to be a long day, she thought.

Soon, Elly was lying back in a cold hard chair, her hair being violently washed by Kita. “So, this woman, who steal husband? She beautiful?”

Elly squinted her eyes shut to avoid the shampoo dripping down her face. “Unfortunately, she’s pretty much the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I mean, morally reprehensible, but very beautiful.”

Kita roughly wiped a towel over Elly’s face. “Well, beauty is not everything. The inside, it is what counts.”

Elly opened one eye and peered at Kita, a stunning creature in her own right. “Do you really believe that?”

Kita smiled, revealing dazzling white teeth. She’s a vampire, thought Elly. “Not at all. Beauty is only true measure of success. But Kita will make you as sexy as possible.”

Elly closed her eyes and exhaled for the first time since she had learned about Lucia. “Do your best. At this point, I have nothing to lose.”

It took five hours. First there was the hair washing, coloring, and highlighting. This took two hours, for most of which Elly was forced to abject humiliation by walking around the salon with tin foil on her head like Winnie the Pooh with a motorcycle helmet on. Then came the waxing - the brows were not that bad, neither was her upper lip. There was a moment of agony, and then sweet hairless bliss. However, when Kita hoisted Elly’s naked leg up upon her shoulder and applied burning hot wax onto her upper thigh and nether regions, Elly felt a rush of fear.

“Um, Kita? I don’t really see how waxing that area will help me here. I’m positive Lucia will not be looking THAT closely at me. In fact, I just feel that I should tell you that no one sees me that closely.”

Kita moved her leg aside, grunting under the weight of it. “You not get bikini wax for someone else. You get bikini wax for you.”

“That’s the problem.” Elly quipped back. “I’m completely happy going a little more natural.”

Kita squinted down at her. “That is not natural. That is rainforest.” And with that, Kita reached down and ripped the wax off, flourishing her prize high above her head. Elly let out an unattractive howl. In the interest of distracting Elly from the searing pain below, Kita then smoothed Elly’s brain into mush with a rejuvenating facial and head massage.

“I love you,” murmured Elly as Kita softly rubbed her temples.

“So does everyone,” Kita confirmed.

Finally, after five hours of primping, pulling and the all-out torture of a bikini wax, Elly was ready. She sat with her back to the mirror, Kita putting some finishing touches on her lip gloss.

“Now, I send this home with you, so you can do yourself, yes?” Elly nodded, subdued by this gothic princess. “You show that woman that she cannot own you.” Elly smiled at her. “Okay, you start like potato pauper Ablachi” – I’m not sure what that means, thought Elly – “And now you are like royal princess.”

Several stylists had gathered around Kita and were whispering excitedly. She smiled proudly and spun the chair around. Elly gave a sharp inhale and clasped her hands over her mouth. Her eyes brimmed with happiness. She looked…..sumptuous. Yes, she thought, that was the word. Her plump lips shimmered in a light honey. Her cheekbones jutted out, and every flaw she’d previously found in her face was covered by a healthy glow. What drew her in most were her eyes and hair. Elly’s curls, which were always obnoxiously bouncy, had been coaxed into soft tendrils that flowed around her face. Her dishwater blonde had been lightened to a rich golden blond, with creamy wheat lowlights. Her eyes, lined with a dark shadow, radiated light and confidence.

“Oh my God.” Elly heard Kim behind her. “Elly, you look…I mean… WOW!”

Elly burst into laughter, pulling Kita down into a hug, which she strictly protested. “Okay, okay, no need to be emotional.” She pushed back, but not before Elly glimpsed a sly smile on her dramatic face.

Kim walked over and proceeded to stroke her hair. “Elly, it looks so beautiful!”

“Stop touching it!” cried Elly, slapping her hands away. “You’ll mess it up!”

Elly wandered over to a large gilded mirror and stared at herself. The red, bloodshot eyes of the last three days were gone, and in their place bright aquamarine jewels gazed back at her, fringed with dark lashes. Elly felt a surge of self-esteem return, one that she had missed, and it raced to her toes, lighting up her mood. She was beautiful.

Kim settled the bill, tipping Kita such a ridiculous amount that Elly was forced to look away.

Kita kissed Elly lightly on the cheek, “You go get this woman, yes?”

Elly nodded, her heart full of gratitude. “Thank you, Kita.”

Kita smiled and walked briskly back to her station, her five-inch stilettos clicking. When she and Kim walked out of the salon, Elly was surprised to see that it was already dark. “What should we do with my new fabulousness?” she cried, flipping her hair obnoxiously. “Dogtown?” Elly stepped down off the curb.

“Oh no,” said Kim, “You already have plans tonight.”

“I’m sorry?”

Kim reached in her purse and pulled out Elly’s beat up cell phone. “Turns out this ancient thing texts. I sent Isaac a message saying that you wanted to go out for a nice dinner tonight followed by some wine at home. Wink, wink”

Elly’s mouth dropped open. “You did what? Did you – wait, what? How am I? Does he know?”

“Calm down, stop hyperventilating, you’ll wreck your face.”

Elly leaned her head against the cool window. “What did you do?”

“You have a gorgeous man that wants to ravish you and run his hands through your hair. You don’t think that’s the boost you need before going into the meeting with Lucia?” Kim fiddled with the radio, before she rested her hand on her belly, exclaiming sharply. “Wow, she is kicking a lot today! Anyway, I’ve never been completely convinced that you belong with Isaac. There is something about him that doesn’t sit quite right with me. But I think tonight his ridiculous guitar strumming and lame poetry is exactly the tonic you need.”

“I hope you didn’t imply that there would be wild adventures under the covers tonight. I’m not sure I can fight him off again. He was like an animal last time,” Elly pointed out, a laugh light on her tongue. “Like a crazy, bohemian animal.”

A light mist had crept across the windshield by the time Kim pulled her Lexus up to the curb in front of Posies. She patted Elly’s hand lightly. “Go enjoy yourself a little. There are tough times a-coming.”

A wave of gratitude and affection washed over Elly as she climbed out the car.

“Thank you Kim. I’m not sure how to say just how thankful I am for you.”

Kim smiled at her. “Reel it in. No need to be emotional,” she said in her best Kita imitation, then, softly, “And you’re welcome.”

The black SUV roared away. Elly looked up to her apartment, where she could see lights glowing through the wavy glass. Isaac had let himself in. She smiled and headed upstairs.

At the door, she took out her keys and unsure of what to do next - knocked. Weird, she thought, you’re so weird. Isaac yanked it open, chopsticks and a wine glass in his other hand.

“Hey beautiful, I ordered – Whoa.” He grabbed her hand and twirled her around. “Elly.” He started to let out a string of compliments and then stopped abruptly, a flush running up his cheeks. “You take my breath away.” Violently, he swung Elly into his arms, chopsticks pressing into her back and caressed her mouth with his lips. Elly kept her eyes open, watching raw passion rush over him like a flame. Make me forget, she thought, take me away from my own thoughts. She let her eyes close softly, surrendering to this perfect and adoring distraction.
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Elly had always felt that the best mornings started with the best breakfasts. This is why, on the day of the dreaded consultation, she began the day with homemade raspberry and brown sugar oatmeal. She followed this with a shot of vodka. The studio, which Elly had immaculately cleaned the day before, was empty save for the single table in the middle of the room. She went to the cooler and started pulling for the arrangement that would sit on the table during the meeting. Hmm, she thought, what says “you wrecked my life?” A crackled vase, broken, like her. Blood red roses, symbolic of Lucia’s fiery hair, along with dusty miller to frame the outside of the arrangement like creepy intrusive fingers. Fuchsia nerine lilies added a bright splash of betrayal, and vibrant yellow costus French kisses added a distorted, misshapen feeling to the vase. She topped it all with dark brown branches, their decaying berries adding a tart, sickly smell. She placed it in the middle of the table, and laid down the contract, with three sharpened pencils on the side of it.

Snarky Teenager came in the front door, unlocking it and then flipping the sign to open. She stopped when she saw the flowers on the table. “That is the ugliest arrangement I’ve ever seen. Did you make that blindfolded?”

Elly smiled grimly. “It was how I was feeling.”

“Yikes,” breathed Snarky Teenager, hanging her black trench coat on the coat rack. Her white lace sweater dress barely covered her upper thighs, and there was nothing between that and her heeled brown leather boots. For once, Elly was glad for her near-nudity - perhaps Lucia would be threatened by this younger and more vibrant woman. Snarky Teenager burped loudly and took a large sip of tea. Not likely, Elly thought.

There had been massive preparations for today. Four chairs sat at the table. Elly had placed both Sunny and Snarky Teenager between her and Lucia, hopefully allowing her as little contact as possible and putting Lucia well out of punching range. Snarky Teenager was to do most of the talking, under the guise that she was undergoing training for final consultations. Elly was hoping to do as little conversing as possible, and she was going to attempt to direct most, if not all, of her questions to Sunny. The consultation was to last no more than an hour, and Elly had called Sunny that morning and informed her that they had another meeting beginning at noon. There was no water or cookies on the table, no cute cards or favors. This was business, and Elly wanted to get it done. She looked at the clock. 10:30. They would be arriving in a half hour. Her adrenaline pumped wildly, and her stomach writhed like a wild animal.

That morning she had forced herself to cry, hoping that it would get out any tears that threatened to fall during the consultation. Facing herself in the mirror, eying the haircut that looked much better when Kita did it, Elly told herself that no matter what, she would not lose control of the consultation. That was key. She had to maintain the control, both over her emotions and over Lucia. I can do this, she told herself, standing in front of the store. I have control.

Snarky Teenager’s voice boomed across the store. “Oh. My. GOD! Is that a hickey?” She pranced up to Elly, pulling at her collar. “No way, that is totally a hickey.”

Elly looked at her, wide-eyed. “Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no.” She raced over to the small mirror next to her desk. Sure enough, just above her clavicle was a large dark mark. She closed her eyes and saw Isaac nuzzling deep into her neck, his hand clutching the curve of her hip. He was an incredible kisser, and even though nothing truly intimate had happened, Elly had lingered on every breath and caress.

Snarky Teenager stood behind her and poked her long finger against the hickey. “Are you going to cover it up?”

Elly smiled. “No, I don’t think so.”

“That’s not very classy, considering Sunny will be here.”

Elly fell violently out of her daydream. “Sunny. Yes, that’s right. I probably should cover it up.”

She ran up the stairs to her apartment, pushing Cadbury back from the door with her foot. Her heart hammered nervously in her chest.

“Hi, good boy, Mommy needs a turtleneck.”

Cadbury let out an overblown sigh and went back to sleep in front of the door. Elly clawed at her closet. Where was it? She knew she had a flattering black turtleneck in here somewhere! Racing to her laundry basket, she dumped the entire thing upside down, sending clothing and underwear flying all over the floor.

“There it is!” she cried, picking it up and shaking it out. She smelled it. Not great; a faint odor of cheese clung to the fabric, but it wasn’t too offensive. She pulled it on over head, sending her hair up in a frizzy wave.

“Crap!” she yelped, trying frantically to push it back into place. Oh, why couldn’t it look the way it did when Kita did it? Curse that beautiful Ukrainian! Her hair was worse than ever. She heard Snarky Teenager’s frantic voice call up the stairs, “Elly! Their car just pulled up!!” This can’t be happening...

Elly ran to her window that overlooked the front of the store. Sunny climbed out gently from the driver’s side of an elegant blue Lincoln Continental. The passenger door opened slowly, and Lucia, the woman who filled her waking nightmares, climbed out of the car. Her deep red hair cascaded over her shoulders, which were covered by a grey shawl. Lacy black leggings and tall, dark green designer boots covered long, lithe legs, and her delicate hands carried a knit tote, worn from years of use and covered with patches. Without a doubt, this was the woman who had been in her bed that day.

A white hot rage filled Elly, and she clutched the windowsill, wrestling with the fury of wrath consuming her. You took him, you took him! one half of her mind screamed in a frenzy, while the other whimpered quietly back, you are in control, stay in control. Elly felt hot tears burning her eyes as her emotions whirled and rampaged within her. Just when she felt the jealously had won, as she let herself drown in pity, Elly felt something wet on her hand and looked down to see Cadbury looking expectantly at her as he licked her palm. It shook her back to reality, giving her the chance to breathe. She placed her hand gingerly on Cadbury’s head and rooted to the ground.

“I’m okay. For now.”

Outside, Lucia tossed her thick mane behind her shoulder as she opened the door to the store. Elly walked to the stairs, and took them one at a time, savoring each step.

“God help me,” she whispered, and she turned the corner that led into the back room of the shop. There was a moment, a beat of silence and Elly stepped out of the shadows.

“Hello, Sunny.”

Lucia looked up from her BlackBerry. Her eyes widened and she stepped backwards. Once, twice, and then again, until she stumbled over a basket of wedding books. Her pointed petal mouth opened and Elly heard Lucia inhale sharply. She dropped her BlackBerry onto the floor, and Elly noted with delight that she was obviously taken aback. Her emerald green eyes reflected a storm of wild confusion. It was delicious. Elly shook hands with Sunny, each tiny controlled movement a conscious decision.

“Sunny, I’m so glad you could make it. This must be your daughter. I’ve heard so much about her.”

In a flash, Lucia seemed to recover, twisting her neck menacingly and making her eyes slits of seething arrogance. She took a bold step toward Elly. “Yes mother, this must be the florist that you’ve talked about so many times. I don’t believe you ever mentioned her name.”

Elly winced at her voice, digging her nails into the palm of her hand.

“It’s Elly, right?” Lucia raised her eyebrow sarcastically. “What is your last name?”

It was Schuster, thought Elly, until you stole him from me.

Snarky Teenager strode up beside Elly, taking her arm gently. “It’s Jordan, as you could see from the sign on the door.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. Elly felt a surge of strength flowing from Snarky Teenager’s arm into hers.

“Why don’t we all sit down and get some these details ironed out?” she offered.

Elly sat down in front of the contract, picking up the pencil and trying not to show her shaking hands to Lucia. Snarky Teenager sat on her left and Sunny on her right. Lucia seated herself across from Elly, forcing Elly to look directly into her infuriatingly magnetic face. Her red lip curled in a sneer as she glowered.

“Mom, I can’t stay too long. Aaron is waiting at the hotel and then we have a lingerie fitting.”

HOW DARE YOU SAY HIS NAME, Elly screamed inside her head.

Sunny looked over at Lucia, “We don’t need to rush this. I want to make sure that you have everything you want.”

Lucia burrowed her eyes into Elly’s chest, causing her heart to compress. “I always get everything I want.”

“That’s good honey, we know,” Sunny absentmindedly patted her hand.

Elly was having a hard time breathing and passed the contract over to Snarky Teenager. “My assistant is learning to do final consultations, so I’m going to let her take over from here, with my supervision.”

Snarky Teenager tapped her pencil against the contract. “Okay, so first we have the bride’s bouquet. We are using a variety of blown garden flowers in shades of white and pink with fringe parrot tulips and flowering cherry blossoms…”

Lucia interrupted her. “White? Are we really going with that patriarchal symbolism for the flowers? The color white says to me, ‘old fashioned’ or ‘matronly’ – don’t you think?”

Snarky Teenager looked up from her paper. “It also says classy, so probably that wouldn’t be the best choice. Perhaps bright red roses?”

Elly interjected before Sunny could catch on. “White is classic and traditional. The white we will be using will be the pinnacle of elegance, and since your colors are white, pink, gold and a hint of pale yellow, it would be the ultimate compliment to the rest of the wedding. It’s refined. But we can change it for a...” Elly shot a precise glance in Lucia’s direction, “looser look.”

Sunny leaned over and rested her hand on Lucia’s. “You don’t like white dear? I had thought that we agreed on the color scheme, but if you don’t like it, we can change it.”

Lucia rolled her eyes and picked up her phone, texting away. “I don’t really care, actually. I just thought that it seemed strange that it was white. It’s not like we haven’t been together…you know, intimately.” She gave Elly a sly smile.

Sunny looked at her, shocked. “Lucia! We don’t need to hear about that.”

“Sorry, Mother.” She looked back at her phone. There was a tense silence resonating through the shop. Any minute now, Elly thought, Sunny is going to ask what is going on, and then it will all be screaming and crying and me throwing Lucia through the front window. She smiled at the thought.

Snarky Teenager continued. “Let’s move on. So, the bridal bouquet and the bridesmaids are all set. How many bridesmaids do you have?”

Lucia didn’t glance up from her phone. “Ten.”

“Yes, that’s what we have here on the contract. Their bouquets will accent yours, only with more peonies, and we will be adding mimosa and pale yellow orchids.”

Lucia smiled knowingly at Elly. “We have a lot of friends, so it was hard to choose.”

Snarky Teenager stared, then spoke tersely. “Your friends must be really loyal to stand beside you and all the choices you two have made.”

“They are!” chirped Sunny, “Your friends are so bohemian, they love and accept everyone.” She paused, searching for the right words. “They are, what would you call them – free spirits? Although, the last time we were all together, Aaron didn’t seem to appreciate them very much.”

Lucia shushed her mom loudly. “Mother, we don’t need to talk about that.”

Snarky Teenager gushed theatrically, “I’d LOVE to hear that story! Do tell!”

Lucia tunneled her eyes into Snarky Teenager’s face. “Don’t you have, like, cheerleader practice or something to go to?”

Sunny leaned forward, “Be nice! I don’t think the florist much cares, dear. It was so amusing. At their engagement party, a couple of her friends had a little too much champagne and started to give a speech about how they met. I was thrilled to hear it, but Aaron cut them off so abruptly. He was embarrassed, I’m sure, since his parents were there and didn’t appreciate that they were slightly intoxicated.” Sunny laughed gaily, her hands in air. “Young people are so refreshing, but I’m sure Aaron didn’t see it that way.”

Elly couldn’t stop staring at Sunny. How could this woman, this wonderful and delightful woman produce such a demon of a daughter? She relished in knowing that Lucia and Aaron would always have to go great lengths to hide how they truly met from their parents.

Snarky Teenager plowed forward with the contract. “For the mother’s tussie, we have pink vanda orchids and then a white gardenia wrist corsage for the reception.”

Sunny leaned back in her chair with a sigh. “It’s all going to be so beautiful. I’m absolutely over the moon with these flowers.”

Lucia’s voice snaked back into the conversation. “What are we doing for the ceremony? I want to make sure that is something that our guests will never forget – the moment that I walk down the aisle, staring ahead to the man I love.” She leaned forward, laying her hand flat on the table, her green eyes looking straight into Elly’s. “Looking at the man who wants to marry me. A man who wants to share his entire life with me. A man who chose…me.”

Elly felt a cold hand close around her throat and lifted her eyes to the ceiling, tears blurring the chandelier that hung overhead.

“Isn’t this his second marriage?” she heard Snarky Teenager snap. “I’m not sure where I read that.” She pretended to shuffle through her notes. “So this is the second time he’s done this, correct? Second time he’s been down the aisle?”

Lucia sat forward. “Yes, that’s correct. It’s such a sad story. His wife left him! Just up and left him one day. No one knows where she went. She left him with a mortgage and this big house on his artist’s salary. The poor man. He was so devastated. It’s a miracle that we found each other so quickly afterwards. He was so thankful to find me.” She looked lovingly at Sunny. “It’s like I saved him.” Sunny looked down at the table. “How romantic, my dear.”

Elly snapped the pencil she was holding in half. So that was how they told it! Ah yes. The poor artist, left by his wife, with Lucia’s waiting arms to catch him. What a wonderful fairy tale. She glanced over and saw Snarky Teenager looking at her with sincere concern. Elly’s cracks were starting to show and she felt herself crumbling.

“Elly! Why don’t you show Sunny all the flowers we’ve been working on for this week’s wedding?” Snarky Teenager chirped.

Sunny clapped her hands brightly. “Ooohh!! I’d LOVE to see them. Your arrangements are magnificent, my dear!”

Elly stood, thankful for the momentary distraction. Sunny, moving quite quickly for a 70-year-old woman, practically skipped to the back. Elly followed slowly behind her, aware that her slower waddle fully displayed her large backside to waifish Lucia. She was about to turn the corner when she heard Snarky Teenager say, “Listen up, you skanky home wrecker.” She smiled in spite of the tension rippling through her veins. She would hate to be Lucia right now.

The arranging area in the rear of the store was a beautiful disaster. Sunflower heads, purple statice, blue cornflower and French marigolds lay strewn about the floor, a spring layer of confetti. The long design table was covered with white and cream milk jugs, each with a bright flower explosion, accented with wheat and dried lavender.

Sunny let out an excited squeal. “Oh dear, these are charming!! Look at the wheat!” Sunny prattled on, touching the leaves, the jugs and picking up tiny bits of flowers from the table.

Elly leaned back around the corner and peeked towards Lucia and Snarky Teenager. They were both leaning over the table towards each other, their shoulders hunched forward and hands splayed flat. Two tigers, though Elly, ready to pounce. Secretly, she hoped that Snarky Teenager would leap across the table and grab Lucia by her red mane. Then, it would all be out in the open - no more pretending.

“Sunny, we should finish up the consultation.” Elly swallowed her lie. “I would love to spend all day talking about Lucia’s wedding, but we have another appointment coming in at noon.” She allowed herself another one. “My tax guy.”

Sunny nodded and looked gratefully at Elly. “Thank you so much for doing this wedding. I know it’s quite the circus and I’m just a crazy old woman who has a million questions. Please understand, I have three sons and one daughter. I’ve simply attended my other children’s weddings. I show up in my god-awful corsage, eat some bland gourmet food and smile for pictures. And it’s lovely enough. But this is MY wedding, the one I get to throw, to show how proud I am of my child – even if my child is obstinate and completely ungrateful. She’s in rare form today; don’t think I haven’t noticed. That being said, I cannot wait to celebrate this…” she paused, searching for the right word, “surprising union with all my friends and people that I love.”

Elly looked into Sunny’s nurturing eyes, the same deep green that shone in the person she hated most, and felt her heart stir a little. She realized that she had made the right decision in doing this wedding. She would not break this wonderful woman’s heart to save her own. Sunny was a mother, through and through, and Elly loved mothers.

Elly heard a scuffle from the table, a sharp bite. She softly took Sunny’s arm. “Let’s go finish the consult.”

Elly and Sunny headed towards the table, Lucia glowering at her across the store. Snarky Teenager, whose normally perfect face was flushed and sweaty, gripped the ends of the contract. “Are you alright sweetie?” Sunny leaned over her.

Snarky Teenager took a deep breath. “Yes, I’m fine, I’m sorry. I’m not feeling well today.” She looked at Elly, helpless and confused as to what to say next. “I have the runs.”

An awkward pause settled over the table. Lucia sat back in her seat and crossed her arms, a smug smile upon her deceitful face. Elly turned to Snarky Teenager, who looked ready to cry. “Why don’t you head up to my apartment and lay down for awhile? Or um, do you what you need to do.”

Her brave ingénue stood up, said goodbye to Sunny and headed for the stairs, mouthing, “Sorry!” to Elly.

Elly gathered what was left of the contract. She looked directly at Lucia. “We have a beautiful plan in place for your ceremony. Your mother has approved the details. Would you like to run over it again?”

Lucia rolled her eyes. “Honestly, I couldn’t care less about the flowers. I mean, seriously, who even notices the flowers at a wedding? Aaron doesn’t really care about flowers either.”

That is a lie, thought Elly, he loves flowers. He paints flowers. You don’t know him like I do.

“Lucia!” Sunny was getting upset now. “That was so rude! What is wrong with you today?”

“Sorry, Mother.”

Elly dug her heels into the carpet. I will finish this consultation, and then I will never have to look at her face again. “Okay, so we’re all set then for the ceremony. I think you will be very pleased with what your mother has picked out. As for the reception, we have the most extraordinary centerpieces: Tall gold candelabras, filled with white phalenopsis orchids, pale yellow mimosa, with blown white garden roses…”

Lucia let out an exaggerated sigh. “That sounds pretentious. I mean, do huge centerpieces really represent Aaron and me? I would prefer something more down to earth. I have this friend named Zoe that makes organic plant arrangements out of natural soils and compost, and we were thinking that if we used those mixed with some silks…”

“Absolutely not,” Sunny exclaimed at the exact same time that Elly deadpanned, “We don’t do silks.”

Lucia curled her lip. “Why not? Flowers just die and it’s a total waste of money.”

Sunny gasped. Now this, this was something Elly was prepared for. Brides expressed this thought from time to time, and Elly was ready with her answer. She leveled Lucia with her level gaze.

“Why have real flowers? First of all, silks are only good for two things: ladies over seventy,” she paused, “no offense Sunny…”

“None taken,” chirped Sunny.

“…and graveside memorial wreaths. Secondly, we have a clause in our contract that says that we are the sole provider of the flowers. I’m not going to let the name of my shop be attached to some planter with silks sticking out of it. Third, your friend is probably not equipped to handle a wedding of this size. Many people who try to do it themselves end up calling me at the last minute.”

Lucia huffed noisily at her mother. “Whatever. Fine, you know what, it’s fine.” Her eyes flashed at Elly. “What matters is that I’m marrying the love of my life. I can’t wait to begin our adventure together, and I know Aaron is so ready to begin what will be the first truly happy phase of his life.”

Elly felt her temper roar, a thick hot mass that pitted in her stomach and flew to her temples. She gripped the ends of the table. Sunny seemed not to notice the exchange as she flipped through Elly’s flower books.

“Ooohhh! Look at this tiny ring of bovardia.”

Elly quickly flipped the contract over, aware that she was dangerously close to breaking. “I think we can call this a day. Sunny, if you would sign here, and Lucia here.” She handed the contract to Sunny, who signed and dotted it gaily. She then pushed the contract aggressively towards Lucia, who signed it with large sweeping letters.

“Thank you.”

All three women stood. Sunny squeezed Elly’s cheeks and kissed them with flourish. “You are so marvelous. I cannot wait to see your creations on the big day. Your mother, God rest her soul, must be so proud.”

Lucia’s face dissolved into fury. “Mom, can you go warm up the car? It’s chilly outside, and I only wore this shawl.”

Sunny rolled her eyes and rubbed her daughter’s back. “I told you when we left the house that this shawl thing wasn’t going to cut it.” She smiled at Elly. “Thank you for all your patience today! I know we aren’t the easiest clients. We’ll be in touch next week with any last minute details, but other than that, we should be all set!”

Elly raised her hand in a half wave. She felt exhausted to her core, ready to weep and mere seconds away from a colossal breakdown. “Thanks for coming in.”

Sunny turned and walked quickly outside.

Elly’s heart sped up as Lucia inched closer to her, her thick red waves hanging menacingly over her face. She pushed towards her until her eyes were inches from Elly’s.

“I don’t know what you are trying to do here, but if you wreck this wedding for us, I swear to GOD, I will come after you. I’m not sure what kind of sick, demented thing this is – what are you, stalking him? – but he will never come back to you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Elly heard a hundred witty responses in her head, but she seemed rooted to the ground, her throat frozen.

“God, you are so pathetic. Do you know that he was sleeping with me for three months before you even found out? He was planning on leaving you, just as soon as his newest show opened. He said I was the best he ever had and that looking at you sometimes made him sick.” Lucia drove her pointed fingernail into Elly’s chest, running, it felt, right into her mutilated heart. “If this is your revenge fantasy, I’m more than willing to play. He loves me, not you. He never did.”

Elly’s vision spun, just as it had when Sunny showed her Aaron’s painting. Lucia’s face hovered right above hers, and Elly felt the walls closing in. She was fainting, she had lost control. She uncurled her palm slowly. Maybe on her way down, she could claw her face. She raised her hand, just as her knees began buckling. Oh, let me smack her before I go……

“Elly?” Elly’s head jerked up. Isaac stood in the doorway, an Ada’s hot chocolate in his hand and his guitar strapped handsomely across his back. He eyed Lucia with disdain. “What’s going on? Elly, are you okay?”

He strode over to Elly and took her arm in his soft hands, pulling her away from Lucia. “You look upset.” He peered into her eyes. “Sweetie, are you about to faint? Your pupils are going crazy - what’s wrong?”

Thank you, God, Elly thought, for this incredibly naive, incredibly romantic and gorgeous man. Isaac gathered Elly in his arms and circled defensively around her looking right at Lucia, who was staring, mouth open at his imposing presence.

“Why were you poking her? Who are you?”

Lucia’s bright red mouth gaped open like a fish. “Er, um, my Mom is waiting for me in the car.”

“Is she dropping you off at the mall?” Isaac laughed out loud and Lucia turned and fled, the bells clanking angrily behind her.

He gently trailed his finger down Elly’s cheek and kissed her chin. “Who was that girl? She looked like she was bullying you or something.” He pulled Elly into his shoulder, where she breathed in the cool, clean smell of his shirt. “Are you sure you’re alright? You’re pale and sweaty.”

In that moment, Elly had never appreciated Isaac more. His hair hung over his eyes, and his bright teeth curved up in a half smile. Here he was, her knight in shining armor. If Lucia was the hurricane ripping through her life, than Isaac was the calm breeze keeping the storm at sea. She wanted to disappear into his arms forever, and hide in the crook of his neck until this whole thing dissipated. Elly looked into his deep brown eyes.

“Elly…” he started. Her gratitude overwhelmed her, combining with a wave of anger towards Lucia. Together they hurtled Elly towards Isaac.

“I love you” she whispered. His face melted with happiness and he pressed his lips against hers. Her heart ached with guilt. I’m sorry, Elly whispered in her head, but I need to believe that now.

That afternoon after the consultation, after Lucia had stomped out the door, and after Elly had stopped Isaac’s attempts to grope her, she headed back up to her apartment. She was thoroughly wasted, so tired that she could feel it in her bones, her eyes. She swung open the door, ignoring Cadbury’s wildly swinging tail, and headed straight for her bedroom. Shutting her door behind her, Elly pulled off her blouse and had started to pull off her camisole when she heard an “Ummmm?” Elly screamed loudly and bolted for the door. It had locked behind her. She pulled at it frantically. Oh God, oh God…..

A figure rose up from the bed and moved towards her. Elly whimpered and banged on the door. There was a moment of silence, and Elly anticipated the feel of a knife being buried in her back.

“What the heck is your problem? I swear, sometimes I think you’re crazy. Why are you so jumpy?” Elly turned around, to see Snarky Teenager standing next to the bed. She had on some of Elly’s blue flannel pajamas, which hung loosely around her, giving her the appearance of an overgrown child. She spun around “Look! I had to find some ribbons to hold them up! They’re really cozy though. Wearing your pj’s is like wearing a blanket.”

Elly leaned back against the door, trying to calm her thundering heart which was threatening to burst out of her chest. “I forgot you were up here. Was it so hard to call out to me when I came in the door?”

Snarky Teenager rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I was sleeping. I didn’t feel good when I came up here.” She sat down on the bed. “That woman was awful.” she looked up at Elly. “Lucia is the devil.”

Elly nodded and sank down to the floor, sitting comfortably against the door. “I know. I’ll have to tell you about what happened when Sunny left.”

“Do you know what she told me? She told me that I would grow up to be trailer trash and that while I was pretty now, it was obvious that I wasn’t very smart.” Elly glanced up, surprised to see Snarky Teenager’s eyes fill with tears. “I thought that I would be a match for her. I mean, I’m pretty hot, and,” she gave Elly a devious grin, “I’m wicked sarcastic. But she was a different kind of mean. She wasn’t funny mean, she was cruel. One minute I was in there, totally chill and I felt like I had the upper hand, and the next moment I was getting screamed at, and I wanted to cry. I was so overwhelmed…” She looked down guiltily. “I’m sorry I left you alone. I was upset, but I should have stayed.”

Elly shook her head, stood and sat down on the bed next to her, wrapping her arm around Snarky Teenager’s shoulders. “No. This is my issue to deal with. People like Lucia, sadistic and devious people – there is no point in arguing with them. You should have never had to attempt it and it’s my fault for leaving you at the table with her. That was completely wrong of me. I thought I was about to lose control and I had to get away, but it wasn’t the right choice. Forgive me?”

Snarky Teenager nodded and then looked at Elly weirdly. “Why is your arm around my shoulders?”

Elly bit the inside of her cheek. “Get off of my bed. You still have half a workday to finish.”

“Can I wear your pj shirt as a dress? It’s kind of hip in like a retro, old person way.”

Elly pointed at the stairs. “Go. I can’t believe I paid you today to take a nap in my bed.”

Snarky Teenager grabbed her white knit dress and headed to the bathroom to change. “No. You paid me today to defend you from your ex-husband’s lover. If you ask me, I am being drastically underpaid.”

Elly heard the door slam. She would apologize later, she decided. Finally alone, Elly closed her eyes and lay down on her bed. She saw Lucia leaning over her, her long fingernail poking into Elly’s chest. Her eyes. Her eyes were filled with such rage, such unrelenting hatred. Elly had expected the smugness, the superiority. She had not expected Lucia’s billowing anger, big enough to fill a city block. It was hard to believe that same face, those same fingers were kissed and loved by Aaron. How could he love someone like that, someone so harsh? Had Aaron ever really loved her, his wife? How could he, if he could love someone like Lucia?

Or, she thought tearfully, was I just his meal ticket? A woman who gave him a warm home, who cooked for him, and made love to him in the hot afternoons? Was my entire life with him a lie?

Elly groaned and buried herself under the covers with Cadbury, giving herself over to every drop of despair; the tears and the anger, the shock and the jealously, the betrayal and the disappointment. She let them all in, and they wrapped around her like a cocoon. There was strange comfort in letting the pain take over and she let herself slide into it, thought after destructive thought.
  

CHAPTER

TWENTY-TWO
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It was the end of October, and Elly believed she was sweating to death. One in the morning was not an attractive time for Elly on a normal day, but with the added sweat, frustration, and the fact that she was half-naked, it became a nightmare of epic proportions. Her pajama shorts sat bunched at her side, and her tank top lay damp against her skin. The back of the store wasn’t air conditioned and without it, the design area and back storage closet became infernos, even in colder weather. That, unfortunately, was where Elly was counting out crystal dangles.

It had been a few weeks since Lucia’s disastrous consultation, and Elly was tinkering this particular evening on the edge of madness. No one had informed her that beading and counting 1,500 dangling Swarovski crystals would take hours upon hours, and that while the light reflecting off the crystals made the room a sparkling wonderland, it made it very hard to count.

“750, 751…” Elly pulled out each crystal, inspected it, and hung it on a hanger. The studio, while being under her actual home, had become her only home. In the last few weeks, Elly had done nothing but take meticulous detailed steps planning the Kepke wedding. Aaron’s wedding. Earlier that week, Elly spent the entire day ordering flowers, and then buckets to hold all those flowers. She had done some large weddings before, but there was still something about writing “500 White Phalenopsis Orchids Stems” that gave her cold sweats. Her massive order placed (five pages of flowers, two pages of floral supplies, and one full page of glassware), she moved on to making sure that her order was shipped in the right time frame. Greenery was being delivered the Wednesday of the wedding, orchids and tropicals on Thursday and the bridal party’s flowers arrived Friday. Getting such a behemoth delivery all at once would cripple the store, and leave them all to die, buried by imposing piles of parrot tulips and gardenias.

The flower shipments had all been arranged to fly in – rather than refrigerated trucks – to ensure that the flowers would be as fresh as possible. After the order was completed, and a bottle of wine had been drunk, Elly had started ordering the endless stream of accessories that would bedeck the wedding: granite and ceramic urns, natural wooden branches, beaded linens (dropped off at the caterer’s early this morning, who gave Elly a exhausted look filled with empathy), ivory taper candles, monogram stencils and gold filigree napkin rings.

Then there were the glass vases. Bud vases, cylinder vases, flute vases, and pedestal vases, tapered vases and Pilsner vases, all to be filled with lush arrangements. When Elly walked out of the glass wholesaler, pressing her temples in an effort to quell the pounding headache caused by spending three thousand dollars on glassware, the owner – a large and smelly German man – picked her up in a boisterous hug, mumbling something about his children’s Christmas. In addition to Elly’s two delivery vans, Anthony’s SUV and Keith’s sandwich delivery truck, Elly had rented three vans for the delivery and had hired five laborers Keith had recommended to help them set up the wedding. That put the total at nine people – herself, Kim, Anthony, Snarky Teenager and the five hired hands. If she considered it honestly, she could see that this was a somewhat shabby team for task assigned. There was no other way to say it: she was screwed.

Back in the studio, Elly wiped a line of sweat off her forehead, and laughed goofily as she looked down beside her. She had long ago forsaken the use of her bra. How long until everything came off? She chuckled to herself. I’m delirious tired. It’s time for bed. It was almost two in the morning, and Elly was still counting out crystals for the wedding, making sure they were all there and accounted for. What was she doing??

1237, 1248…

The dim lights in the back studio made the floor shimmer with their reflection, and Elly felt a little bit like she was high, like she was sitting on a sea of diamonds. She had been at it now for three hours, singing along to The Carpenters, and enjoying the solitude of a quiet night. Elly sighed as she hung up a couple more crystals, and then yelped as the plastic shelf they were sitting on came crashing down around her, buckling under their weight. Crystals fell from the shelf, showering Elly like heavy raindrops. One nicked her cheek on the way down, and Elly felt a small trickle on blood run down her face. She groaned and looked down at the scattered crystals. This wedding was going to be the death of her. Literally.

After her face had been washed and a bandage put on her cheek, she leaned back against the studio cooler and let her thoughts rest pleasantly on Isaac’s face. Those brown eyes, so deep, like chocolate wax. Sporadically through the night, Elly had forced herself to think of Isaac’s features, not only as a way of passing the time, but also as a way or reassurance. He was a glorious, wild thing, and the way he had come to her defense with Lucia had made her want to meld herself to him permanently. His crooked smile splashed across her mind as Elly plodded back into the sweltering room of shimmer.

1486, 1487…

Elly was close to finishing counting the crystals when she heard a knock at the shop door. Cadbury let out a low growl. She quickly stood and pulled on her pants. Who would be knocking at 2 am? Through the glass window, she could see the shape of a man holding a bag. Isaac. She breathed a sigh of relief and opened the door. Keith’s blue eyes gazed up at her from under an old frumpy Ascot cap.

Elly was surprised. “Keith? What are you doing up? It’s 2 am!”

Keith stepped inside and took off his cap and coat. “I saw your light on and figured you were working on that big wedding you have coming up. I thought you could use some hearty substance to work through it.”

Elly looked hungrily at the bag. “Do I smell a roast beef and cheddar on wheat in there?”

Keith grinned. “Your nose is incredible. I like a woman who knows her scents.”

Elly couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw Keith’s eyes run appreciatively over her tank top and pajama pants. “Uh, would you like to come sit in the back with me? I’m sorting Swarovski crystals into table settings.”

“I have no idea what any of that meant, but sure.” Elly laughed, and Keith followed her to the back.

The entire floor of the storage area was covered with the multi-faceted crystals, and when the door swung open tiny twinkles of light spun and danced over the walls.

“Wow,” Keith breathed. “This is…” he paused, searching for the right words. “Really girly.”

Elly pushed some crystals over with her foot so Keith could sit down, sending scatters of light over his face. “Yeah, it was really magical for about the first five minutes, then I just felt like I was going crazy. It makes it hard to count when the light is shimmering around like some sort of pixie rave.”

Keith chuckled and plopped down and pulled out a large dill pickle as Cadbury plopped into his lap heavily. “Oof. I forgot how much he weighs.” He shifted under Cadbury. “So how’s it going?”

Elly sighed and pushed her hair back from her face. “It’s going. I’ve still got a long way to go, but I think that I’ll get it all done before she walks down the aisle.” Elly paused, a cynical look on her face. “I hope she trips.”

Keith crunched the pickle loudly. “Mmm…me too.” He raised his pickle to Elly. “To the bride falling on her face.”

Elly toasted his pickle with hers. “Cheers!”

“What do you have left to do?” Keith asked, wiping his hands on his jeans.

“Well, next week I’m picking up the last of the materials with Kim at the wholesaler, which is in the flower market near Soulard. There are so many tiny details to get for this wedding: rhinestone bouquet bracelets, pearl pins, extra beading, gilded ribbon...”

The confused look on Keith’s face made Elly laugh out loud. “You have no clue what I’m talking about, do you?”

Keith shook his head. “Honestly, not at all. But that doesn’t mean that I’m not interested in learning. Tell me, what matter of thing is a bouquet bracelet?”

Elly took a bite out of the pickle and closed her eyes in ecstasy. “Oh my gosh, that is good.” Elly let the tangy taste dance on her tongue. “Don’t worry about it. I drive myself crazy thinking of these stupid, insignificant things on top of everything else. Not only is this Aaron’s wedding, but this is also the biggest wedding we’ve ever done.” Elly picked up the crystal strands and resumed sorting as she spoke. “I spent about twenty minutes tonight fretting about different shades of pale yellow. Lemon chiffon or canary? Light cream or frosted buttercup? It’s like I’ve lost my mind in addition to getting my heart ripped out.”

Keith eyes met Elly’s. “Don’t worry about the wedding – I know you’ll do fantastic. On the other hand, how is your heart these days? What’s new with the hippie guitar player upstairs?”

She laughed. “You mean Isaac?” Her heart skipped a quick beat. “He’s good. He’s…very involved with his music and his band, otherwise, he’s everything a girl could want.”

Keith raised his eyebrow at Elly. “Everything a girl could want, or everything a woman could want?” Without warning, he reached out and brushed the tip of her cheek with the tips of his fingers. “You cut yourself here. What happened?”

Elly felt a palpable change in the warm air, which was suddenly simmering with tension. Something stirred from deep within her – a tingling, a fire kindled from the smallest of sparks. Keith’s eyes shimmered and spun with the reflection of a million tiny lights as he stared down at her. Elly couldn’t breathe. What is happening? She quickly stood up and brushed her hands off, trying to seem at ease.

“Thanks for the grub. That was very thoughtful, and it will be adding to my waistline all week. I should probably head to bed.”

Keith pushed himself to his feet. He seemed bashful and embarrassed after his forward comment. “I wanted to know if you needed any additional help on the wedding day. My niece is getting christened that day in Kansas City, but I could stay behind if you need an extra hand…”

Elly was touched, but busied herself pushing crystals above the doorway. “I think I should be good. I have nine people on board with the workers you recommended. You are gracious for offering, and thank you for letting us use your van. You don’t think our flowers will smell like sandwiches, do you?”

Keith laughed. “Be honest. You would like that.”

Elly smiled, in spite of the fresh awkwardness in the room. “I would like that. Thank you again Keith.” She held the door open. Keith gathered up his bag and coat and slowly walked down the steps. He took two steps out, and, thinking better, took a quick two steps backward, and leaned into the door as Elly pulled it closed.

“He’s not right for you,” he said with surprising boldness. “You know that, I think.” He looked at her with intensity. “Maybe someday you’ll see who is.” And with that, he pulled his cap over his eyes and strolled into the cool night.

Elly closed the door tightly after him and walked quickly to the back room. She lay down on the crystal covered floor, ignoring the Swarovski jabbing into her butt cheek, and tried to calm her breathing. What just happened? Keith? KEITH?! WHAT?! She had never even thought of him in that way. Sure, he was attractive and kind and generous, but Keith? The sandwich guy? Oh, his sandwiches were so good….Did she have feelings for him? That day in the garden, she was sure that she had felt a warmth flowing from him, but she had figured it was just friendship. Elly shook her head, trying not to remember the feelings his touch had ignited within her. NO. She could not deal with this. Not this, on top of Aaron and Isaac and Lucia and Sunny. Most days it seemed that she was barely holding everything together – and if she loosened her hold on these strings, she would be completely undone. Elly could see her sanity dwindling away with each approaching hour, and she didn’t always feel the inner strength needed to summon it back.

And now this? Keith. A good friend, a good man. This complication, on top of everything else. For so long, it seemed that men might as well be in outer space they were so far from her. And now, she had Aaron’s emotional battalions blowing her to shreds, and Isaac scooping up what was left. And now there was Keith. Elly ran her hands through her hair. She knew what she had to do.

Lord, please help me deal with this, she pleaded silently, please don’t let me hurt Keith by pretending this didn’t happen. Elly paused, remembering Keith’s deep blue eyes, penetrating her thoughts so easily. NO, she screamed at herself. Elly palmed the cool floor and pushed herself up. I can’t think of this! I cannot deal with this! She closed her eyes and began building a mental block around what had just happened. She took a deep breath, and then another.

With each contracting of her lungs, with each exhale, she pushed Keith out from her, out from her mind, her thoughts.

It took an act of exhausting will, but by the time the sun had pushed though the October morning, Elly had completely pushed Keith’s advances from her mind. His confession emptied from her heart, thought by conscious thought. Like a sieve, she had let every thought and feeling slide away from her as the night wore on. The spark was blown out. It was done. She told herself that she would worry about it after the wedding. Covered in the dust of a thousand of crystals, Elly climbed the stairs towards her bedroom, and hoped that she would find the peace that came with an empty mind.
  

CHAPTER

TWENTY-THREE
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Elly struggled to steer the mini-van while sipping a hot chocolate and texting Snarky Teenager with directions to a small wedding. Kim rode shotgun and was eying Elly angrily.

“Can you please look where you are going? You are going to kill me, you and my unborn child if you keep driving like a maniac.”

Elly threw her phone down and took a quick sip of her drink. “I’m sorry, I know. She says she doesn’t remember how to get to the Coronado. How do you forget how to get to the Coronado? We did, like, twenty weddings there last year!”

Kim fiddled with the radio stations until she found the country station. Elly curled her lip at the guitar twang coming through the speakers as Kim apologized. “Sorry...it’s all the baby likes. You’ll live.” She closed her eyes and rested against her seat. “You should cut her a break on getting lost. Maybe she’s just been overwhelmed with all this wedding stuff. There are so many little details, I’m not sure how you keep them all straight.”

Elly grimaced. “It’s been hard. I’ve made to make room in my head by erasing other things.” Like the other night with Keith, she thought sadly. “I am literally counting down the days until it’s over, and I never have to hear the name Lucia again.”

Kim looked over at her pensively. “How are you doing with that? Snarky Teenager was really upset after talking to her.”

Elly bit the inside of her cheek. She had forgotten that Kim and Snarky Teenager were email buddies. “I felt so bad after that. I had no idea that Lucia would be so cruel. She was so mean to her. I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

Kim clutched the seat angrily with her hands. “I swear, if I see that woman before then, I am going to rip her red hair out…” Her face flushed with anger. Elly looked over at Kim, eight months pregnant, sweaty and all riled up, and she couldn’t help but laugh gleefully.

“Calm down! You’re going burst your water over there!”

“I’m heated about that!” Kim huffed. “I’m defensive of you!! You are my Elly.”

Elly smirked “I think I handled myself pretty well.”

Kim looked over at her quizzically. “Didn’t you tell me that you almost fainted?”

“Well, there was that.” They both giggled until Kim yelped in pain and put her hand over her belly. Elly almost swerved the van into a storefront. “ARE you okay??”

Kim groaned and doubled over. “Yeah, it’s just Braxton Hicks, but they feel like they’re ripping my stomach apart!”

Elly tried to keep her eyes on the road. “Kim, I can take you home – I don’t need you to go the wholesaler with me, seriously!”

“No, I want to get out of the house. I’ve been looking forward to this all week – you know how I love the wholesaler. Plus, I really want to feel like I’m a part of this massive disaster.” She paused, lowering her voice. “And I miss you…you’ve been so busy.”

Elly looked over at her friend, radiating beauty, even now as she propped her feet up on either side of her belly. Her long blond hair hung down over her face, and her eyes were closed in a Zen like state.

“Um, are you going into labor right now?”

Kim opened one eye. “I’m not. But even if I am, you will still take me to the wholesaler because I need some new vases for my mantle.”

Elly smiled. Kim lived for the wholesaler. Every type of vase and candle, house plant, and silk orchid was held in high esteem at St. Louis Wholesale. Every time Elly headed in that direction, Kim tagged happily along and dropped hundreds of dollars on whatever fit her fancy.

Kim let out a long breath. “Keep driving. I’m fine.” Elly nodded and drove silently towards downtown St. Louis, guided by the giant arch looming against the skyline.

Entering the wholesaler was like stepping into a literal retail jungle. Aisle after aisle of clear vases radiated in the sunlight, reflecting back shadows and light across their transparent faces. Each tall shelf was lined up the sides with wreaths of every shape and color: Christmas wreaths with candy canes and red velvet ribbon, lemon leaf wreaths decked with pale green sugared pears, yellow forsythia wreaths, pink cherry blossom wreaths, and Elly’s personal favorite: a simple lavender wreath, tied with a petite purple bow.

Kim sighed in ecstasy and grabbed two shopping carts. “If you need me…” she trailed off in the direction of the decorative pillows. Elly pulled out her intimidating shopping list for the Kepke wedding and groaned dramatically. She needed 150 mirror and gold antique glass votives, 17 bejeweled candle holders for the ceremony, ribbons in gold, canary and pale pink, seven wreath holders, 250 metal embossed and rimmed tags, 10 rolls of white satin… Ugh. Elly leaned on her shopping cart and headed for the wall of candles.

She had been shopping for about half an hour when she heard the familiar shrill voice, the one that sent shivers up her spine.

“Ah don’t know how you could even SUGGEST that hideous pink color to me. Look at it, it’s like cotton candy threw up on a rose. Why would you even make me look at this?? ASHLEE! Don’t turn your back to me!”

Elly’s felt the hairs on her arm stand up. She backed up and wheeled her shopping cart around, making a beeline for the adjacent aisle. Breathlessly turning the corner, Elly crouched down behind a shelf of Boxwood trees and peered through a small opening between leaves.

Lizette Kobul, clad in a full body denim jean cat suit with yellow heels, was shouting at her wide-eyed assistant, her short spiky hair bobbing up and down.

“ASHLEE. Now you just listen to me, hun. There is NO reason that I should ever have to do everything myself. When I tell you that I need a Persian pink ribbon, then I need a Persian Pink ribbon, not a tea rose pink. Do you understand what I’m saying, darling? Am I speaking clear enough English? PE-ERRR-SIAN.” She shook the ribbon in front of her face. “Now go on, and go find me some matching lace for that. Do not disappoint me again, otherwise you will be standing in the welfare line come tomorrow mornin’. I SWEAR I could hire an infant at the breast to do your job.”

The assistant scampered away.

Elly heard a popular hip hop song coming from Lizette’s pocket and felt grateful for the distraction.

Lizette sighed loudly and flipped her phone open. “Honey, what do you need? I am very busy and don’t have a lot of time for your questions.” There was silence. “Well, I don’t know about Tommy’s allergies – have you called the nanny? She would know. Mm-kay. Mm-kay. Well, just run a bath for him and wait until she comes over. Well, Philip, I DON’T KNOW, you are supposed to be cooking dinner while I am out making a livin’. I want a salad, and I want the sugared almonds and no, I don’t care if you have to take Tommy downtown covered in calamine lotion, I want those damn almonds!”

Elly bit her lip to keep from breathing. She slowly backed away from the boxwood trees, and tiptoed towards her cart. Unfortunately, her weak ankles didn’t provide a great support for her curvy figure and one turned in, sending Elly flying into a shelf of azalea bushes. There was a giant crash, and a terra cotta planter exploded near Elly’s feet. Oh no. She heard Lizette pause suspiciously.

“Honey, I’ll call you back. Don’t even think about moving.” Her phone snapped shut loudly. Elly hastily tried to put everything back on the shelf as she heard Lizette’s stilettos echo ominously toward her. The metallic clicking rounded the corner and stopped short. Elly turned around on her knees and raised her hand in a half-wave.

“Hello, Lizette.”

Lizette smirked, her wide lips opening in a saccharine smile. “Elleeee Jordan. Why is it that every time I see you, you are in some kind of mess?”

Elly brushed the soil off her pants and tried to look as dignified as possible. “Lizette. Always good to see you.”

Lizette gestured to the mess at Elly’s feet. “Were you buying that hideous planter?” She snorted. “Well, I guess you will be now!” She strode up to Elly, phone still in hand. “So I guess you know we’ll be seeing each other next week for the Kepke wedding!”

Elly stared at her blankly. “Of course I know, we’ve been emailing each other for weeks about the details – remember?”

Lizette waved her hand, “Oh, my assistant does all that for me now. You must have been emailing back and forth with her.”

That’s why the emails have been so competent, Elly silently mused.

Lizette put her hand on her hip. “You know, this Kepke wedding is the biggest wedding I booked this year. So imagine my surprise when Sunny told me that YOU would be taking care of all the details and that she only wanted me to do day-of coordinating.” She eyed Elly furiously, “I bet you are making a fortune.”

Elly shifted her eyes to the floor. “Sunny has used our shop in the past, and she trusted us to execute her vision.”

Lizette stomped her foot. “Do you really think that you are equipped to handle this amount of planning? Aren’t you just a florist?”

Elly felt a growl deep within her chest. Just a florist. You’re just an idiot, she thought.

“Our staff is equipped for anything. We may usually do just flowers, but we have helped many brides with the smaller details of a wedding.” She paused and threw caution to the wind. “Obviously Sunny preferred just a florist over your expansive planning services.”

Lizette narrowed her eyes. “You aren’t just a florist darling, or did you forget? You’re the ex-wife of the groom!”

Elly felt as if a cavern had been punched through her stomach. She knew. Lizette Kobel knew. Oh no. If Lizette knew, that meant that the entire St. Louis wedding industry knew. Instant panic clouded her eyes.

Lizette smiled. “Elleee Jordan, you naughty little thing. I would have never thought that you would lie to your client, just to secure the wedding of the year. I have to say, hun, I’m a little impressed. You sure you don’t want to come work for me?”

Elly shook her head and struggled to find her voice. “How did you –”

“Oh Lucia, told me. I tell you what, that is the sweetest girl. She and I have become GOOD friends. And she’s such a beauty. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen someone so…provocative.” She played with her short spiky hair. “I’ve even requested to my hairstylist that the next time I come in, we are going RED. Of course, a size 2 waist and perky boobs don’t hurt.” She looked Elly up and down. “Your ex-husband must not have a type.”

Elly felt her hands shake with anger. “Lizette, no offense, but you know nothing about this.”

Lizette frowned. “Oh, I know everything about this. I know how this is your little revenge on Lucia, about how this is your attempt to win him back. I know that you don’t want Sunny to know, and neither does Lucia. And I know, dear, that this knowledge is worth power.”

Elly balked.

“Don’t make that face. I’m just using my God-given skills. I’m not asking for much. Maybe just that after this wedding is over, that you come looking to me to partner up with my company. If you book a wedding, than you send me your brides and I’ll send you mine.” Her eyes glittered. “Exclusively.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Elly snapped. “We get twice as many brides as you do.”

Lizette gave a feline grin. “I know.” She wheeled around on her heel. “Maybe just think about it, Elly Jordan. I would hate after the wedding if word got out that you were dishonest.”

Elly stood perfectly still, shocked and furious. “How dare you…”

“No” said Lizette curtly, “How dare YOU not tell Sunny the truth? You made this bed, honey, now you have to lie in it. All’s fair in weddings, my darling.” She stalked towards the counter. “By the way, nice job on that first husband of yours! Aaron is the most gorgeous thing I’ve laid my eyes on in awhile.”

With that, Elly lost control. She grabbed a handful of soil and flung it at Lizette. It fell short by about two feet.

“That was pathetic,” said Lizette.

“Your accent is pathetic” retorted Elly, feeling like she was in third grade. “Everyone knows it’s fake.”

Lizette smiled. “I know” she said, molasses dripping from her mouth. “But ah luuuhv the way it sounds. And so do my brides.”

Elly took a step menacingly towards Lizette. She wasn’t afraid of her the way she was afraid of Lucia. “I’ll….”

Ashlee, the naïve assistant, ran breathlessly up the aisle and handed Lizette some god-awful pink ribbon. “I found it, I found it! Is this right?” She looked as if she was prepared to get beaten.

Lizette glanced down at it. “This looks fine, I guess. It’s not ideal, but when I work with you I guess we all have to lower our expectations.” The girl’s face fell. Elly felt compelled to take her into her arms. Lizette headed towards the exit. “Think about what I said Elly. We could be of use to each other. It’s just good business. Otherwise, you might find yourself needing MAH help to get brides.” She turned to her assistant. “AshLEE! Go get the car. Right now. Also, call my nanny and tell her that Tommy is sick. I swear to God….”

Elly clutched the handle of her shopping cart, closed her eyes and counted to ten. Taking deep breaths, she slowly calmed down, reminding herself that homicide was never legal, even when it was justified. When she opened her eyes Lizette was gone, and Kim stood in front of her face looking skeptical. “Why are you standing in the middle of the wholesaler with your eyes closed? Did something happen?”

Elly sighed. “I’ll tell you in the car.” She looked at Kim’s carts, piled high with shopping bags. “Wow, you did some major damage.”

Kim grinned. “I know, isn’t it great? I found these amazing black and white paisley cashmere throws, this Springray topiary, and just wait until you see all the other pink stuff I bought for the nursery.”

Elly mustered up a smile. “I can’t wait.”

Kim put her hand on her hip. “What’s wrong? Tell me now before I shake it out of you.”

“Well...” Elly replied, “the good news is that I found some adorable votives. The bad news is that I think I’m being blackmailed.”
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TWENTY-FOUR
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Anthony held up Elly’s bright pink polo.

“What the heck is this?”

Elly put her finger up and mouthed “Hold on,” as she pulled the leaves off a yellow ranunculus while cradling the phone with her shoulder.

“No. No. Sir, please, you are not listening to me. I need everyone ready to go at 7 am. Yes, seven. I know that means you have to get up at 5:30, but that is what time I need you and your workers to be here.” There was an uncomfortable pause. “I’ll buy everyone breakfast burritos.” A smile stretched across her tired face. “That sounds great. I will see you Saturday.”

Elly grimaced as she hung up the phone and turned to Anthony. “What is it? I’m not sure I can handle any more problems today.”

It was three days before the wedding. Elly had been up since the night before, getting the store ready for the massive flower shipment arriving tomorrow, and the next day…and the day after that. One hundred and fifty water-filled black buckets lined the walls of the store, the counters and various desks and tables. Elly had already knocked over two today, leaving her knees damp and sore.

“What’s wrong with that shirt?” she asked.

Anthony looked at it with disgust. “You are designing and delivering the wedding of the year. You cannot wear a pink polo.” He spit out the words as if they disgusted him.

Elly rolled her eyes in his direction. “What would you have me wear – a ballgown? Maybe a tiara?”

Anthony snickered. “No, just something with some…elegance.”

Snarky Teenager marched up to Elly from the back of the store, her perfect ponytail bouncing behind her. “I’ll buy you something. I have wicked style.”

Elly frowned. “I’m not wearing just a bra if that’s what you have in mind.”

Snarky Teenager accidentally kicked over a bucket of water as she reached for Elly. “What size are you – crap!”

Elly sighed. “Ignore it. I’m pretty sure our carpet is already ruined.” Elly spun around as Snarky Teenager grabbed for her collar. “No – no, I’ll just write it down for you.”

Snarky Teenager caught her and glanced at her tag. “Whoa. I thought sizes only went up to eight. Where do you buy...” she gestured to the tag. “THIS size?” She paused dramatically. “Do I have to go back to the mumu store?”

Elly gave her an exasperated look. “A fourteen-sixteen is not that hard to find. I’m not talking to you anymore. Go finish prepping the greenery.”

Snarky Teenager stomped her foot. “Seriously? I’ve been prepping now for, like, three hours!”

“Wait until the actual flowers get here, then you will have nothing to complain about. It’s a good thing we are doing the greenery early, because we are going to be processing and designing every hour of our life for the next three days.”

Snarky Teenager sulked to the back. She looked so ridiculous that Elly couldn’t help but snicker.

Anthony swept up some stems in a tiny space between buckets. “She’s crazy about you – you know that, right?”

Elly harrumphed him. “Thanks to you, she is probably texting all her friends my size right at this very moment.”

Anthony laughed. “Probably.” He looked around. “Are we all ready for this? I’m starting to have stress dreams and stomach cramps.”

Elly gathered a handful of pale lavender wax flower and weaved it with the yellow ranuculus, sticking it in her tiny vase. “Ahh,” she sighed. One square of inch of perfection in a store filled with chaos. “Tell me about it. I’ve been having horrible nightmares.”

She let the description fall into empty air. Anthony didn’t want to hear about her dreams: dreams in which Lucia chased her through her mother’s empty house, carrying a broken wine glass and screaming at the top of her lungs. Paint dripped down from the walls in a multitude of colors, and Elly was always hopelessly lost, looking for something that she could never find. Lucia pushed her closer and closer to the wall, making the paint drip over Elly’s face. Just as she couldn’t breathe anymore, paint filling her mouth, Lucia’s face would change to Aaron’s and Elly would wake up with a scream, bathed in sweat, her hands clutching the sheets. It took half an hour before her heart stopped hammering enough for her to fall back asleep. Cadbury, sensing the change in her, would lay his heavy head over her lap, his steady breathing finally lulling her into peace.

Elly snapped back to reality. “Mmm…Stress dreams, me too.”

“Can you believe it’s only three days away?” Anthony’s dark eyes lingered on hers. “Are you ready for this, sweetheart?”

No, no, I will never be ready for this, thought Elly, I’ve considered leaving the country every hour.

“I…” her words seemed to melt away.

Anthony put down the broom and flung his wide arm around Elly. “We’re going to be fine. There’s nothing that we can’t do together. Just a short while ago, when you hired me, I had no job, no friends, no money. This store - it’s my livelihood, my social life, it’s everything. So, I’m not gonna let this ship go down, not while I’m here.”

Elly felt like bursting into grateful tears and bit her lip to keep from weeping. “Thanks, Anthony. I think we’ll be okay, too. As long as I have you, I don’t know how I can feel anything but confident.” As she turned back to the buckets, Elly hoped that her voice didn’t betray the excruciating doubt she felt.

At 5 pm, after shutting off the lights to the studio, Elly arrived at her door, eagerly awaiting her leftover enchiladas in the fridge that would be accompanied unashamedly by some ice cream gorging in front of the television. Instead, she saw a familiar inked note taped to the door.

Elly, it read, Please join me tonight for dinner and wine. It seems like you could use a night off.

Elly sighed with contentment. Just when doubts about Isaac seemed to creep up, he always redeemed himself in a big way. It was also his luck that she never got tired of staring at his earthly beauty, running her fingers through his thick curls or kissing him. Oh – Elly felt a tingle run up her spine – kissing him was heavenly. She ran quickly inside, changed into jeans, a grey sweater and silver earrings, along with a splash of perfume on her neck. Cadbury got a quick walk, and rewarded her by dragging his mud-covered paws on the sofa.

Twenty minutes later, Elly stood at Isaac’s door, dizzy with hunger and longing to feel safe somewhere. She gave a soft knock. The door swung open, and Isaac pulled her swiftly against his chest. Elly gasped. In the soft lighting he was ridiculously beautiful. His black henley shirt clung to his chest, and his ripped khaki shorts showed off long and muscular legs.

Elly pulled back from him confused. “Um, are you wearing shorts? It’s November, remember?”

Issac made a serious face and yanked her inside his apartment. “I don’t conform myself to the seasons.”

Elly laughed, but noticed that Isaac didn’t. Oh. He was serious. She quickly sobered.

He nuzzled her neck. “You smell amazing...like the damp earth.”

Elly smiled. “That’s because I’ve been processing greenery all day. On top of that, I had six separate deliveries to schedule and Snarky Teenager seems incapable of getting drivers who can…”

“Wow, that sounds tough” interrupted Isaac. “Come inside, I have something to show you!”

Elly followed him into his bare bones living room, and noticed that it was more empty than usual. “Where is your couch?” she asked.

“I sold it. I felt like it was keeping me away from my true potential… my music was stronger when I sat on the floor or the balcony, so I didn’t want it to be a temptation. By removing the stigma that I have to sit ON something, it allows the whole apartment to be my dwelling place.”

Elly nodded, confused. “Yes…but now you have no couch.”

Isaac kissed her fingertips. “Yes. I have no couch, which is why we will sit on the blanket.” He gestured into the dining room, where a large red afghan was unfolded on the floor, covered in pillows. Two paper plates and wine glasses were set in the middle, surrounded by tiny little votives. He smiled down at her. “I know you had a long week and you have a tough couple of days coming up. I wanted to do something nice for you, Elly.”

Elly was overwhelmed by this small, sweet gesture. She cupped Isaac’s cheeks in her hands. “You are good for me. Every part of you has been a wondrous surprise.”

Isaac opened his mouth to say something suggestive and Elly put her finger over his lips. “Don’t ruin it.”

Elly settled herself down on the thin afghan and shoved a pillow under her legs. “I’m intrigued. What are we having?”

Isaac smiled. “Well, I think it’s something you will like, and I worked all afternoon on it.” He came out of the kitchen carrying two familiar sandwich bags. “I know you love Keith’s deli, so I bought you your favorite sandwich. I ALSO got us this amazing salad and chocolate ganache cake for dessert.”

Elly felt her heart sink. Keith? The last thing she needed tonight was to think of Keith. Keith tipping his hat at her. Keith tricking her into thinking they were good friends, when he had ulterior motives. Keith’s face, covered with tiny reflections of light, the way her body had simply radiated light when he touched her….Ugh! Elly slammed her hand down on the rug. Keith and his stupid, stupid sandwich face! Elly was suddenly furious at him. Who did he think he was, walking into her store at two in morning and telling her that Isaac wasn’t the right guy for her? How rude! Elly scoffed as she looked at Isaac, humming to himself as he folded his legs underneath him. Isaac...not the right guy? Look at him, she thought, how could he be the wrong guy?

“You okay?” Isaac asked, putting the sandwiches on the plates. “Do you want something else? I could order a pizza…”

“No, I’m fine” Elly snapped. She grabbed the wrapped sandwich. “Smells amazing. What do I have here?”

“Something Keith came up with. I was going to get you the Sprout Veggie Surprise, but Keith said you would like this better.”

Elly took a bite into her sandwich. It was incredible. She suppressed a loud moan, figuring only strange, fat girls moaned about sandwiches. Keith had outdone himself.

Creamy chicken with a hint of lemon and mustard danced across her tongue, while sharp braeburn apples mingled sensually with brie. The bread was a thick grain, toasted lightly and then brushed with butter. It was the best sandwich she had ever had. Isaac, on the other hand, was making a disgusted face at his.

“Gross!” he said, flinging aside a wilty cucumber. “This is nasty.” He took another cautious bite, chewed and then spit into a napkin. “I’m pretty sure this lettuce has mold growing on it. Sick. I’m never eating there again. I think that guy HATES me. Is yours okay?”

Elly couldn’t answer, as she had a mouthful of pure bliss. She nodded.

Isaac popped up from the pillows. “Whatever. I’m having ramen.” He huffed into the kitchen. Elly sat back on the blanket. Now that the sandwich was resting happily in her stomach, she was feeling very sleepy. Isaac sat down beside her.

“Where’s your ramen?” Elly asked, with one eye open.

“Oh. I didn’t feel really like eating. I had a banana today already.”

I hate you, thought Elly.

He leaned over Elly, bracing his body over hers and sticking his hip right into the remains of her sandwich.

“Er, I think you might have chicken on your thigh,” she pointed out. He smiled, his white teeth dazzling her. She suddenly felt a loss for words.

“I don’t care,” he said, trailing his finger down her cheek. “I just care that you are here with me. Close to me. I don’t like being away from you. You are just so…warm.” He kissed her softly. She fell into him, whirling in a vortex of passion. He pulled away from her breathless. “Wow. You really did have a week, didn’t you?”

Elly nodded, her eyes unexpectedly filling with tears. “It’s been crazy. I’m still not sure that I can pull this off, and I’m asking myself ‘Why? Why did I do this? Why am I torturing myself? Am I masochist?’”

Isaac’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I certainly hope so.”

She slapped his roaming hands. “You should stop in and see the studio. It’s fern gulley in there. We have six different types of greenery…Dark pittosporum, Magnolia leaves, jade palms, and this amazing full leaf called Tree of Heaven…” She sighed happily. No matter what the occasion, talking about flowers always brought a sense of calm. “You can barely walk because of all the buckets, but it does feel a little like a peaceful rainforest.” She paused. He looked like he was listening, but she couldn’t be sure. There was something that she had wanted to ask him…something that she had talked over with Kim. Elly sat up halfway.

“I need to ask you something.”

Isaac sat back, looking oddly disappointed.

“What would you think…” she halted to read his face, “about helping me with the wedding?”

Isaac’s face was still as ice, but his eyes widened. She traced over his hand with her pointer finger.

“I’ve been thinking about it, and I think that if you were by my side all day that I could get through this. Not only could I use the extra hands,” she said, bringing those gorgeous hands up to her face, “but when you’re there, I feel more confident, more alive.”

He looked confused and Elly carefully weighed her next words.

“You’re a shot of adrenaline to my heart.” His eyes lit up with the praise. “Before you knocked on my door, my heart was just dormant.” She eyed his flushed face. “And now, you’ve set it on fire. You made me feel like I could live again.” Okay, now she was getting carried away. “So, will you be there? Will you help me that day? I….I need you there. I need that boost that only you can give me.”

Isaac placed his hand on her heart. “If you want me to be there, I will be there. It’s important to you. And Elly…I love you.”

She suddenly wanted to tell him everything, not the watered-down version of the wedding, but the truth behind it. That there were times where she still felt like her heart would explode from the pain, that she saw Lucia’s face every time she shut her eyes, that she was praying feverishly into the night that Aaron’s hold on her would be lifted. She took a breath. Why not? What could happen if she truly bared her soul to him? Besides, his brown eyes were so inviting…

“I feel like I’m in a dream that I will never wake up from,” she started. “When I left Georgia…”

Isaac put his finger over Elly’s lips. “Let’s not talk about that,” he whispered, and Elly felt a sharp punch of rejection. “I want to talk about us.” He pushed her back onto the pillows, softly nuzzling her nose. “Do you remember the other night, at the Paradox Club?”

You mean, where you ripped your shirt off and told me that you loved me in front of a crowd of hundreds? Elly’s cringed at the awkward memory. “Yes, I remember.” Unfortunately.

“Remember when I told you I loved you?” His lips brushed across hers, from side to side. “I had thought that you would…ah…feel more comfortable with me after that.”

Elly smiled and ran her hand down his back. “What do you mean? I do feel comfortable with you.”

He pulled away from her. “You know what I mean. I’m just wondering where this relationship is going.” Elly avoided his questioning eyes. “When are we going to make it…real?”

Oh no, not this again. Why is he such a sixteen-year-old boy? I so don’t want to talk about this tonight, she grumbled inwardly, and kissed him furiously with hopes of distracting him from this particular line of thought.

Elly’s head was now cradled against the soft pillow. Isaac’s breath on her neck was making her drowsy and she felt her eyes closing. It had been a very long day. She could feel the dirt caked under her fingernails and the sore ache in her thighs. Her whole body hurt. Instead of responding to Isaac with passion, it seemed to be screaming for bed. She was drifting…

“I have to go home. I’m just so tired,” she whispered.

Isaac’s head jerked back. “You’re falling asleep?”

Elly nodded, content with the feel of his hand on her face. If he would just stop molesting her, she could nap here, pressed against his body, wrapped up in his adoring arms.

He looked annoyed. “Why are you so afraid to move forward with me?”

She pushed him off. “I’m not. I’m just exhausted, please understand. It has nothing to do with you.”

Elly knew she was lying. Why was she afraid of moving forward with him, in every sense? It wasn’t just the physical. She just never gave much thought to their future together, either. She loved being with him, and that was all she was able to see; the present, with him. She could feel he was beginning to sense that. She pulled him into her arms and kissed his nose.

“I’m sorry I can’t keep my eyes open. Trust me, if there was anything that could keep me awake, it would be you.”

Isaac forced a smile to his face. “I guess so. It’s okay. The band will be here in an hour anyway for a late night practice.”

Elly was slightly ticked off. So, you planned on making passionate love to me on the floor and then having your band practice mere minutes later?

“I’ll head out. Thank you for the floor picnic. It’s exactly what I needed.”

Isaac kissed her hair. “Wait. I have a gift for you. I don’t want you to open it in front of me, I want you to wait until you are home. I think it something you’ll enjoy.”

“Oooh…is it a spa gift certificate?” Elly cooed.

“Nope, it’s a picture of myself.” There was a tense pause. “I’m just kidding.”

Elly chuckled awkwardly. Of course he was. Isaac skipped to the back bedroom and came out carrying a small lavender box, tied beautifully with a brown ribbon. Elly was taken aback. It was so…delicate and expensive looking. She had been expecting a box of organic tea leaves. The top of the box said “Méchant” in raised calligraphy.

Elly was breathless. “Isaac…this looks expensive.”

“It was,” he replied with a grin. “It will be worth every penny. You’re going to love it.”

Elly tucked the box under her arm and stood on her tiptoes to kiss him. “Thank you. You’ve been really thoughtful tonight. Sorry I’m a party pooper.”

Isaac flung his hair out of his eyes. “Eh, it’s understandable. Call me if you change your mind and want a little snuggling. Or anything else.”

Elly nodded. She walked to the door, Isaac trailing behind her, clutching her hand. Turning slowly, she let her eyes meet his. “You’ll be there, right? On the wedding day, promise?” Isaac entwined his hands into her thick hair.

“Absolutely. I’m yours, whenever you need me.”

Elly smiled at him, gave him a soft kiss, and headed down the stairs.

Back in her apartment, she pulled on loose pajama pants and an old softball t-shirt. Elly climbed into her bed, taking Cadbury and Isaac’s gift with her. Switching on her tiny bedside lamp, she let out a breath of anxiety, settling into her soft comforter, rejoicing in being in bed at last. She untied the ribbon slowly.

Please, let this be what I think it is. Please let it be the most delicious French chocolate I’ve ever tasted. The ribbon fell away and Elly excitedly pulled at the tissue paper. She saw a flash of black. Chocolate box? She grinned and reached for it. Surprisingly, it gave way under her hand, sliding silkily between her fingers.

It was a nightgown.

No, that wasn’t right. There wasn’t enough fabric to make a nightgown.

Silver satin stretched along the outside hip area, crossing the body with nothing more than a thin piece of black lace. The top section was a mix of black and purple lace that looped under the chest area and swirled around the breast cups, which were studded with tiny rhinestones. The back was held together with a tiny black string, and altogether, it was barely larger than a scarf. She looked at the tag: Size six. Elly stifled a giggle. She dangled the tiny naughty thing from her finger, an amused look on her face. Cadbury growled at it. She looked down; there was something else in the box, a tiny hand-written note. She opened it nervously.

“For after the wedding” it read, and clipped to the corner was…

Elly yelped and flung the lingerie across the room. She fell back against her pillows, exasperated, and let her amusement overtake her. It was the most ridiculous thing she had ever seen.

“You have got to be kidding me!” she gasped. Her laughter grew louder and more hysterical until it rang out through the apartment. It was several minutes before she finally dissolved into sleepy giggles.
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“You have got to be kidding me!” repeated Elly. “Please tell me that you are joking.” She was pacing in the studio, back and forth, stepping over mounds of flower buds and rose leaves, branches and greenery. The phone was pressed tightly against her ear, and Snarky Teenager stood by her side anxiously. “What do you mean appendicitis? I’m not sure what that means.”

She paused, feeling her blood pressure rise steadily. “Anthony. I don’t think you understand, I can’t do this wedding without three designers…I am standing knee deep in flowers and still have twenty-five centerpieces to design, not to mention ten bridesmaids bouquets for Lucia’s harpies, and a ceremony that has more flowers than the last four weddings we did combined!” She threw a white hydrangea across the room. “Anthony, if I come down to the hospital, and you are not getting cut open by a surgeon, I swear I WILL CUT YOU OPEN MYSELF FOR THIS!”

She slammed down the phone, sending leaves scattering all down the table. Snarky Teenager looked at her, terrified. “You’re scary when you’re angry! Stay away from me!”

Elly opened her mouth and shut it. Anthony wasn’t coming. He had woken up in the middle of the night, severely nauseated, with an excruciating pain in his lower belly. He had barely been able to drive himself to the hospital and was admitted immediately. Elly felt a twinge of guilt as she rested her head against the cool table. She was down one designer, but Anthony was in the hospital. How could she be furious at him when he was obviously quite ill? Easily, she mused, but it still wasn’t right. She murmured a quick prayer for some semblance of peace, and moved forward, still fuming.

Reaching under the counter, she pulled out a simple silver bucket and walked to the cooler. She stuck her hand through tons of pale yellow roses and grabbed handfuls of flowers: red ginger, Bells of Ireland, hanging heliconia and bright orange tulips. Anthony loved tropicals; they fit his bright and eccentric personality. She arranged them quickly in the heavy container, bending ti leaves in half to make an artful grid on the base and layering the ginger so it rested gently on the top. She stepped back and looked at her quick work. It was elegant, but hinted at chaos - exactly what she wanted. She rang her delivery driver, Eddie, for the pick-up.

“One for Barnes Jewish Hospital, ASAP. Thanks, Eddie.” She hung up the phone quickly.

Snarky Teenager piped up from the corner. “That was nice.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Elly walked to the front, where Kim, hugely pregnant with a belly that looked as if it might pull her over, was working on the phones.

“Guess who is not coming?” Elly announced.

Kim dropped the phone. “Are you kidding me? Anthony’s not coming?”

“Apparently, he had an attack of appendicitis.”

Kim put her hand over her mouth and gasped. “Elly, it’s not an “attack of appendicitis” It’s just appendicitis. Poor Anthony! He was really looking forward to designing this wedding, too. Is he going to be okay?”

Elly grabbed the back of her office chair. “Yes, thank God. The doctor said he’ll be back on his feet soon. It sounds horrible, but I can’t really worry about him at the moment– what are we going to do? It’s...” she looked at her watch “…8 am already, and we’ve barely started. The wedding is tomorrow and even if we stay up until two in the morning, we can’t finish by then, not to mention we’ll be exhausted for the delivery.”

Kim shakily got to her feet. “Elly, I can help with designing.”

Elly held out her hand. “Absolutely not. First of all, I’m not going to have you standing in the back with all the slippery leaves. The last thing I need is for you to fall, and then I have two workers in the hospital. Secondly, you can’t even get your arms around yourself. How are you going to design exactly?”

Kim reached around her belly - there seemed to be mere inches to spare. She laughed softly, a tinkling sound. “I guess you’re right,” she sighed. “What are we going to do? I guess we could call Clayton Flowers and see if they can spare any workers…”

Elly shook her head. “No way. I can’t have a florist from another shop poking around here. They’ll sneak into our client list and steal our design style.”

Kim rolled her eyes. “No one is going to steal your design style, Elly.”

“Regardless. I wouldn’t be comfortable with that.”

“Well, beggars can’t be choosers,” snapped Kim.

Elly sighed. “You’re right. I can’t be choosy. I need to finish this wedding, otherwise it will bury me.” Elly’s face creased with worry as she walked quickly to the filing cabinet and started pulling out papers.

“Wait, what are you doing?” asked Kim.

Elly looked up at her, a hint of insanity in her sparkling blue eyes. “You should prepare yourself for what’s about to happen.”

Twenty minutes later, Ardelle Buche flung the front door open, sending the bells crashing against the wall. Elly cringed. Ardelle threw her scarf onto the table and ripped off her peacoat, revealing a yellow ruffled top and tight white pants.

“Darlings, I am here. I am here to save ze day, to design and preserve the precious name of your inner city store and to make an artistic achievement zat will win the admiration of people everywhere.”

Elly nodded and picked up her coat from the floor. “Yes, Ardelle, but remember what we talked about – you have to design exactly what I say. There is no room for creativity here. Everything has already been ordered and set up in back for you. It’s going to be a very long, intense day of designing and we are glad that you could help us – er, are you wearing heels?”

Ardelle tipped her toe. “Of course, one cannot design unless one is dressed to design. My personal style must live up to ze standards of my creation.”

Elly looked down at her T-shirt and green cargo pants with sneakers. “Riiight. Okay. She…” Ardelle arched an eyebrow at Snarky Teenager who stood scowling at Elly, “is going to be your boss today. She’s going to tell you everything you need to do, and you need to do exactly as she says. If you have any questions, please come find me, but we really need to work as fast as possible. This will be a 10 hour day, at the least.” She clapped her hands. “Everyone set?”

Ardelle ignored her. She turned to Snarky Teenager, eyeing her up and down. “You are so young to be a floral designer. I cannot take direction from someone so…new to the world of designing. It is insulting, that zis 12-year-old child will tell me what to do.” She turned back to Elly. “I believe I can handle myself…”

Elly’s temper flared and she raised her hand to stop Ardelle in the middle of her sentence. “These are the conditions of you designing here. I am not paying you to create your own…creations; I am paying you to do what we tell you. Can you handle that?”

Ardelle bit her lip and considered it. “You are paying me well, and I need a new fountain for my bathroom. Yes. I will stay. Although, I am not sure how I can work in such conditions.” She pushed a fern away from her foot, disgusted.

Snarky Teenager rolled her eyes. “Oh, geez. Follow me – don’t step on anything!”

They headed to the back.

“Oh, Ardelle?”

Ardelle spun around to face Elly.

“Please don’t hit anyone with a broom.”

Ardelle frowned. “I won’t. That was just ze one woman, and she – how do you say – deserved it? She was only a cleaning person, so technically, it didn’t count.” She walked into the back. Snarky Teenager pointed her finger at Elly and mouthed “RAISE.” Elly groaned and headed to her own design table.

There was a small area, maybe five feet across, that was Elly’s own space. All around her, flowers crowded every inch of room. It felt like being under a breathing canopy – roses, orchids and garden flowers basked in the sunlight. Bright mimosa hung down from above, alighting on their branch like tiny yellow fairies. The corners of the store were filled with different types of twisty branches – cedar, dogwood, and curly willow. Next to Elly on the counter were tall grey buckets, holding all the flowers for the bouquets: calla lilies, white and pink peonies (flown in at 4 am that morning), creamy ranunculus, and blown garden roses. Immediately to her left were fluttery white and pale pink fringe parrott tulips and a pile of loose cattalayas, brushed in the middle with a fuchsia stripe.

Elly stood in front of the table, trying to breathe calmly and enter into her own peaceful mind-set. I can do this, she told herself. I will design these flowers not as if they are for Aaron’s new bride, but rather just that it is the most important wedding of my career. I will be centered and focused when I design this, and I will be filled with love and beauty. She opened her eyes. It wasn’t working. “Forget it,” she huffed. “I’ll just make it as pretty as possible.”

She began with the bridesmaids’ bouquets, lush and full, filled with pale pink peonies, huge white garden roses, unabashedly showing their pollen to the world, and canary yellow orchids. Around each one, she wrapped tiny twigs covered with cherry blossoms, their bright pink in sharp contrast against the white buds. Dark green magnolia leaves rounded the bottom, filling in any tiny holes in the bouquet and giving it an air of drama. She topped each one with an antique lace wrap, accented by white pearls. The result was an ambrosial delight, a lavish garden you could hold in your hands. Elly had just completed the tenth bouquet when she heard the front door chime.

“Hey, babe,” said a deep male voice. Elly ducked behind a bucket of freesia. Isaac? Please no. She had still not overcome the embarrassment of him buying her lingerie. She peeked her head around the corner. Sean, Kim’s handsome husband, stood at the front of the store, one arm wrapped around Kim and the other around a pile of pizza boxes. It’s a shame he’s married, thought Elly, the man brings pizza. She emerged out of her flower jungle, arms wide open.

“Sean!” she cried, giving him a friendly hug, “Thanks for lunch! Kim, you have an amazing husband.” She opened the box and helped herself to a large slice of cheese, not bothering to get a plate. Unlike with Isaac, she had no problem eating like a caveman in front of Sean. Kim’s face glowed as Sean kissed her hand.

“How are you feeling today? Any contractions? Are your hips sore?” He looked accusingly at Elly. “I can’t believe you have her working today.”

Elly felt a flush rise up on her face. “I told her she didn’t have to…”

Kim scoffed. “If I left, this whole place would fall down. I’ve been fielding calls from vendors all day – did you know that the caterers aren’t planning on having the linens down until 2 pm?” she growled. “What’s wrong with people?” Elly grabbed her second slice of pizza and tucked a soda under her arm and headed back to her table.

“You’re ruining my design buzz. I’ll go tell the other ladies that lunch is here. Bye Sean, I owe you one.”

“You sure do.”

Elly snuck a look over her shoulder, and saw Sean give Kim a passionate kiss, one hand pressed against her very pregnant belly. She turned away and felt a familiar twinge in her heart.

The back room looked like someone had blown up a greenhouse. Stems and leaves were ankle deep, and Ardelle and Snarky Teenager were working furiously away, sticking white orchids into wet floral foam and making sure they fit into the candelabras. Ardelle’s normally pristine face was damp with sweat and she had some berries in her hair. Elly swallowed a laugh.

“Hey, Sean brought pizza and cold drinks.”

Snarky Teenager threw down an orchid. “THANK YOU,” she snapped and stalked out of the room.

Ardelle smiled simpering at Elly. “I’m surprised, the young madam is actually quite good. Not like me, not in ze ethereal sense, but she has some flair for design.”

Elly nodded, even though she had no idea what Ardelle was talking about. “Do you want some pizza? There’s plenty out there.”

“Pizza? For me? Do not insult me with your common food. I brought my own.” Ardelle pulled out a picnic basket – a basket! thought Elly – from under the table. She delicately unpacked several thin slices of cheese, a tiny handful of crackers, a single wineglass and a small bottle of wine.

Elly shifted uncomfortably. “Uh - is that alcohol?”

Ardelle poured, swirled, sniffed and took a long sip. “Of course. One cannot design without wine.”

Normally, Elly would have grabbed the bottle, thrown it in the trash and reprimanded a worker for drinking on the job, but today was not that day. She grabbed her coffee mug from the shelf. “Fill ’er up”.

Ardelle thoughtfully chewed on a piece of cheddar. “Your young worker told me all about zis wedding, your ex-husband and his lover? Such an interesting scandal for such a plain little shop.”

Elly leaned back against the door. “I can’t believe it myself. I’ve never been a scandalous type of woman.”

Ardelle drank deeply from her wineglass. Elly watched, impressed by her voracious guzzling.

“Every woman needs a scandal. It’s what lets us show zem our teeth.”

Elly smiled and leaned her head back. She could barely see the shop’s exposed beams through the white orchids, exploding from the tall gold candelabras.

“All this is really beautiful. Even though it’s the worst thing I could possibly imagine, it’s still beautiful.”

Ardelle brushed off her hands and tucked her ridiculous picnic basket under the counter. “When you work with beautiful things every day, it can be difficult to see real beauty.”

Elly squinted at Ardelle, surprised at the wisdom pouring forth from this boozy Parisian.

“Now, back to work in the squalor!” Ardelle announced. She looked over at Elly, annoyed. “I cannot work while someone watches me. It destroys all the the magic. One cannot look directly at ze sun.”

Elly headed back to her table. She made quick work of the personal flowers, wiring and taping doughy gardenias, pieces of petite dahlias and tea roses into small bundles, each secured with an antique gold brooch. There were fourteen additional corsages, made of white dendrobium orchids, and twenty boutonnieres for various groomsmen and fathers, all made with white mini-callas and canary mimosa. Snarky Teenager passed her on the way to the back, a slice of pizza hanging out of her mouth. She circled her finger around her temple. “CRAZY,” she announced. She disappeared behind the orchid curtain. Elly looked over the thick contract. Bridesmaids’ bouquets? She made a small check. Personal flowers? Check. Hair Pieces? Elly glanced into the cooler, double checking the pale pink peony she wired to a chocolate lace headband. Check - delicious perfection. She looked over the contract. There was nothing left on this list… except the bridal bouquet. Her heart thudded. Lucia’s bouquet. Lucia, walking down the aisle, looking up into Aaron’s adoring eyes. Lucia, bearing his children, being his wife. Lucia, cradling her husband with her naked body on Elly’s bed. Lucia, carrying this bouquet.

The cry flew from her throat before she could get a handle on herself. She quickly ducked behind the table and covered her mouth with her soil covered hands. She tried in vain to stifle her overwhelming and wrenching sobs, and sat shaking on the floor. It had been a few minutes when Kim crawled up next to her and quietly leaned her head against Elly’s shoulder. They sat for ten minutes in silence, Elly moaning unattractively with big, wet tears rolling off her cheeks and nose, and Kim sitting solidly against her, not saying a word. There was no hair stroking, no hand-holding. She just simply sat. Elly let out her last long wail and then was silent. She sniffled and pushed her hair back. “Now that that’s done...” She pulled herself off the ground, pushing her shoulders against what felt like a rock, bearing its weight against her body. Kim smiled at her, touched her forehead against Elly’s shoulder and waddled back to the front. Elly turned to look at the back room and heard a quick shuffling of feet, as Snarky Teenager and Ardelle hurried to look busy.

Wiping her swollen eyes, Elly hurried over to the stereo, put in her favorite CD and let the soothing music wash over her. She picked up the contract and looked over the details of the bridal bouquet.

“Just get through it,” she said out loud, and instantly regretted it, hearing snickers in the back. She smiled in spite of herself. She was Elly Jordan, the owner of the most popular florist in St. Louis, and she wasn’t going to let some red-haired homewrecker ruin her life…again. And she may not be a lanky supermodel, but she had pride and talent, and a hot piece of tail waiting for her in the apartment next door. Isaac, Keith, Aaron…the images started swimming around her mind, touching lightly her last hold on sanity. She stomped her foot. NO. Not today - I will not think of them today. She consciously cleared her mind and grabbed what would be the foundations of the bouquet.

Lucia’s bouquet was to be a large cascade – an architectural waterfall that poured from her clutched hands. She began with the white ranunculus, pulling the tiny petals open with gloved fingers and blowing on them delicately to billow them out like silky clouds. Round and flushed white garden roses were followed by the exquisite and expensive cattalaya orchids and then topped with fringed parrot tulips, full hussies, their pale eyelashes kissing the edges of the other flowers. The palest pink tissue sweet pea topped off the bouquet, adding an air of innocence. Tucked deep into the bouquet were tiny lily of the valley stems, secreting their intoxicating and tart scent. And just like that, three hours later, she was done.

Stepping back, she examined the bouquet. It was the most beautiful arrangement she had ever created, for the woman who destroyed everything she had. She took a deep, restorative breath, suppressing the urge to tear the entire thing apart with her teeth.

Kim came around the corner. “How is –?” She stopped dead at the site of the bouquet. “Oh, Elly. That is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. It’s…heartbreaking.”

Her wording couldn’t have been more correct. Dripping and gorgeous, the bouquet conveyed a sense of deep loss, and it knowingly spoke of the betrayal of a lover. Elly had mixed herself into the pillows of flowers, intermingling in the whites and creamy pinks. It was her greatest work and just looking at it pulled bright pangs of pain straight into her chest.

Kim carefully took the bouquet from her hands and put it into the cooler. “Have you started on the reception bouquet yet?”

Elly leaned her forehead against the table. Her spine felt twisted around, her hands were cracked with dryness and her legs quivered in exhaustion. “I don’t think I can do another bouquet for Lucia. I’m done.”

Kim nodded and took the contract from Elly. “I’ll give it to Ardelle. Take a little break, okay?”

Elly took a large swig of water and, wiping the sweat from her brow, peered out at her lovely store, a mirage of leaves and flowers.

“What’s next?” she asked.

Kim glanced over her shoulder. “The ceremony décor.”

Elly’s mouth dropped open. That was a massive undertaking. “Why did I take this wedding again?”

Kim waved her hand. “Hell if I know. Oh right, because you can pay off your apartment.”

For the next six hours of designing, Elly gritted her teeth, muttering “Apartment. Apartment, Apartment…”

It was ten minutes to midnight when Elly wearily climbed the stairs to her apartment. Her body screamed with every step. She leaned heavily on the stair rail, trying to protect herself from the exhaustion that threatened to take over at any minute, one that would leave her sleeping on the stairs like a hobo. Elly didn’t bother turning on her lights when she got inside. Methodically, she poured herself a glass of milk, petted and fed Cadbury and wrapped herself in pajamas, a sweatshirt and a thick fleece blanket. The oddly silent sheepdog at her side, Elly made her way to the roof, curling against him on her soft terra cotta couch. Minutes ticked slowly by, as stars crept through the sky, their bright light reflected in Elly’s glass. She was struck, in this quiet moment, by just how alone she truly was. At the end of the day tomorrow, it would still be her, and the wedding would be over. Aaron and Lucia would be married, and Elly would be back here, staring at a dark and howling November sky. The empty part of her heart – the one that Aaron had cut out of her - would still be a vast and ugly scar. Her apartment would be paid off, but when she looked at the walls, she would know the price she paid…that having her heart broken twice was the cost of financial independence.

Cadbury’s soft breath heaved against her chest as her whispered prayers disappeared in the wide sky. Something that felt like an iron determination rose up inside her. It would have been exhilarating if it hadn’t been wrapped so thickly in sadness.

Tomorrow was Aaron’s wedding.
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The alarm sounded at 4:30 am, jerking Elly out of a dense, dreamless sleep. She felt as though she had been drugged. She showered slowly, letting the hot water drip over her throbbing back and legs. Elly dressed in silence, a pulse rising in the corner of her brain. She pulled on her long khaki pants and the black ruffled blouse that Anthony had purchased for her so she wouldn’t wear her normal pink delivery polo. Her golden curls were swept up into a loose ponytail – she couldn’t deal with hair in her face today. She gave Cadbury a quick nuzzle and headed into the studio, which was still a complete wreck.

When Elly had left yesterday, the floor was a sea of compost, and the chaos of a giant wedding evident in every corner, but they had all been too exhausted to clean. Today, amongst the chaos, the arrangements stood lined up at the front in stately rows, and the bouquets pulled out so that they would be fully opened. The back design table was covered with the ceremony arrangements. Everything was organized and ready to go, all within a disastrous mess. A wave of love swept through Elly as she looked at her employees standing among the flowers, breaking through the numbness that had overwhelmed her that morning.

“You guys…what have I done to deserve you?”

Kim handed her a hot chocolate. “Nothing. But you are paying us VERY well.”

Ardelle stuck her nose in the air. “She’s not paying me ZAT well. I am a one of a kind.”

Elly ignored her and took a sip. “Let’s run over today – does everyone have their notes?” Her team nodded.

Elly, Kim, Snarky Teenager and Ardelle sat at the consultation table, shoving aside candles and buckets of rose petals. Each had typed up detailed notes of their schedule for the day.

“Okay. Kim, tell me your schedule.”

“I wait here for the delivery drivers that are coming at 7 am. I tell them exactly what to load and where it goes, along with giving them a map to the hotel and a list of all our cell phone numbers. I then periodically check in with you via your cell to see if you need anything, or if any of the delivery drivers are not where they are supposed to be.”

“And?”

“And, I make any last-minute arrangements if they are needed.”

“Yes. Wonderful.” She turned to Snarky Teenager. “And you?”

She gave an exasperated sigh. “Do I have to go over it AGAIN?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. I take all the personal flowers straight to the bride’s room. I set up the bouquets, making sure that I double check them with Lizette, who will be with Lucia all day.” Her face distorted when she said Lucia’s name. “I then pin all the groomsmen, the fathers, the ushers, the grandparents, aunts and moms. After that, I meet Elly in the Grand Ballroom to help with the reception set up.”

Elly nodded. “What else?”

Snarky Teenager groaned. “I watch Ardelle.”

“Yes. Ardelle, you know what you are doing?”

Ardelle ran her French manicure over the table. “Oui. I do whatever she,” she gestured flippantly to Snarky Teenager, “tells me to do. Also, I fix any arrangements zat might encounter travel damage.” Ardelle sat primly at the table, her lavender scarf tied in a giant bow around her neck.

“And what do we we not do?”

Ardelle winked at Elly. “We do not hit anyone with brooms. But I might trip people if zey get in my way.”

Elly waved a hand at her. “That’s fine. Just no brooms. We’re all set, yes?”

There was a deafening silence.

“You have to tell us your schedule,” Kim said gravely.

“Right.” Elly took a deep breath. “I stay here to help Kim load all the delivery vans and direct the drivers, who will then unload everything for us. I then drive over and set up the ceremony in the hotel courtyard. Isaac is meeting me there and helping me.” She smiled at the thought of his cheerful face. “After that is done – and I imagine it will take at least two hours – I will decorate the reception venue, and will be joined by the other two. We will all ride back together. If all goes perfectly, we should finish setting up the reception right before the ceremony begins.”

Ardelle started to say something.

Snarky Teenager shushed her. “No crazy today.”

Ardelle stopped, and Elly stood up. “Are we all ready?” She sounded much more confident than she felt.

Kim held up a finger. “Wait. We aren’t saying what needs to be said.” Everyone’s eyes were riveted to her. “Don’t forget; under NO circumstances is Elly to see either Aaron or Lucia. Do you both understand that? Elly is setting up the ceremony and some of the reception alone – easily the biggest job of the day.”

“Isaac will be there,” Elly interjected.

Kim narrowed her eyes. “Right. This is a trade off so that she does not have to be ANYWHERE near them. Is that clear?”

Snarky Teenager and Ardelle nodded. Elly felt a lump in her throat and wiped her brow. She was already sweating and it was 5:30am. Great.

There was a sudden knock at the shop door and Snarky Teenager opened it. A delivery driver, adorable in his white cap and apron, stood before them with a handful of colorful balloons and two boxes of donuts. He brought them inside, a bright smile on his face.

“Delivery for the Posies staff?”

Kim clapped her hands as she helped herself to a brightly sprinkled donut. “Who are these from? They’re wonderful!”

The delivery man handed her a card. Kim opened it and read it out loud, “Knock it out of the park today. I’m sending good thoughts to each of you, but especially Elly. I’m sorry I can’t be there. Love, Anthony.”

All four women sighed and then proceeded to feast on the donuts, even Ardelle, who eyed them with suspicion before giving into delicious frosting with a tiny, bird-like bite. They enjoyed their morning snack, talking over the details and gushing over the twenty-five lavish centerpieces that sat at the entrance to the store.

Reluctantly, Elly rose up from her seat. “Okay, I guess we have to get started. The drivers will be here soon. We can do this, people!”

Everyone headed to the back. Kim grabbed Elly’s shoulder softly. “You’re going to be fine.”

Elly gave a quick nod of her head and started wrapping Gardenias in tissue paper.

At 7 am, the five hired laborers arrived. All except one had the ruddy look of dock workers; greasy hair and fingernails, and they smelled slightly of milk. They were somewhat surprised when Elly gave them each a white collared shirt with “Posies” embroidered on the pocket. One by one they went into the bathroom and changed, pointing at each other and laughing as each one emerged looking…well, still not great. They babbled away in Russian, looking at the massive centerpieces gathered in the storefront and shooting Elly suspicious looks.

Snarky Teenager sidled up beside her. “These are the guys that Keith uses?”

“Yeah, thanks a lot, Keith,” Elly replied dully. He had been in her mind all morning. Somehow, today of all days, she missed him. It seemed that he should be here, as her friend. Elly felt that she wanted him to witness all these things – the donuts, the funny way the workers were slapping each others’ butts. She wanted to pull him aside, whisper and laugh. Her confidant should be here today. Keith…It was a strange feeling and it made her uncomfortable. She shrugged it off. One of the men burped loudly.

Elly grimaced and reassured herself. “They just have to carry things and drive to the hotel. How hard can that be?”

Snarky Teenager bit her lip, causing a stir amongst the men, who watched her with hungry eyes. “I’ll keep them in line.”

“I bet.” Elly circled the drivers around her. “English, yes?” The men nodded. Elly was unconvinced. “Okay. We,” she gestured to her workers, “are going to load these centerpieces into your vans. Two of you will be making trips to the,” she pointed toward downtown Clayton and enunciated her words, “Hotel La Vie Courtyard. The other two of you are making trips to the reception, which is in the Hotel La Vie Grand Ballroom.”

She pointed to the remaining worker, a rakishly handsome man with caramel skin and black eyes. “You will be taking all the rest of goods: Candles, mirrors, extra crystals, wire and tape, scissors, clippers and all the branches.” He nodded. The workers listened with amusement as Elly described their duties in detail, emphasizing careful carrying and respect for the flowers. “You comprehend? Yes?”

The handsome young man with dark eyes snickered – he was obviously king of the workers. “Yes ma’am. We speak English. We are students at Washington University. My name is Behir.”

“Oh.” Elly felt an intense wave of embarrassment. Way to go, she told herself, piss off the workers before the day has even begun.

Snarky Teenager snapped her fingers. “Students, whatever. Load these into the van. Now!”

Ah, the power of a beautiful young siren. The men practically fell over themselves getting the centerpieces disassembled and into the air-conditioned vans. Elly’s neighbors peeked their heads out of their doors, wondering about all the noise and suspicious unmarked vans. Elly waved to them as she handed the drivers their directions and headed back in. None waved back.

Snarky Teenager and Ardelle were packing up the personal flowers into lined boxes, wrapped in thick layers of newspaper. The bouquets were all stuck into thick glass cylinders and given a generous spray of water. The bridal bouquet would be carried by Elly until the hand-off at the hotel.

Elly looked around her disheveled shop. “Do we have everything?”

Kim waddled over with a clipboard. “I think so. I have everything marked down for the second pick-up, and I loaded all the emergency supplies into your van already. Our fearless young worker and Ardelle have all the extras arrangements for the parents’ room, the bride’s room, the bathrooms…” Kim ran down the list. She got to the end and remarked, “This is simply ridiculous.”

Elly laughed. “Tell me about it. Okay, we’re ready.” Her voice quivered at the end. “I wish you were coming.”

Kim’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I wish I could be there. I feel so stupid, stuck here behind the desk, doing nothing.”

Elly grabbed her hand. “You are running things, and you have no idea how much peace you have given me. I would never have made it here if it wasn’t for you.”

Snarky Teenager walked into the store and rolled her eyes. “Okay, LAME. You guys are best friends. We get it, let’s GO!!”

Elly smiled in spite of herself. “I need another donut.”

“No you don’t,” replied Snarky Teenager. “You need a carrot.”

Elly took a bite of a powdered sugar donut, blowing white powder all over her face.

Snarky Teenager called out to Ardelle. “We’re finally going – she needed to eat! Let’s get this trainwreck on the road!”

Elly dusted off her hands. “Alright, alright, I’m ready.”

She wasn’t.
  

CHAPTER

TWENTY-SEVEN
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At 8:30am, Elly pulled the Posies van up to the garden entrance of Hotel La Vie. Hotel La Vie was the most posh hotel in Clayton, an already rich area. The French Art-Deco style lent itself out perfectly to the most highbrow of society events, and its minimum for renting out the ballrooms was rumored to be in the six-figure range. The rooms in the hotel went for five hundred a night or above, and Elly had heard that each room came with a personal butler, chocolate mints with tiny gold flecks on the pillows, and a dirty martini at check in. She had never stayed there. Obviously.

The path to the outdoor gardens was long and completely inconvenient. It wound through a grey stone alleyway, up some stairs and through the hotel’s graveyard for old serving trays. Her arms full with two large urns, Elly uttered a low moan of relief when the courtyard came into view. It was the one of the loveliest places she had ever seen.

A long brick wall arched over yellow tipped maple trees. On either side of an aisle sat long, low fire pits filled with pretty river rock and charcoal. Two hundred and fifty bamboo-backed chairs flanked the fire pits, with a simple white ribbon tied across the aisle. The breeze blew, bringing a slight chill in the air. The day could not be more beautiful. Birds twittered happily away in the trees, and the warm sunshine flooded the small gardens on either side of the courtyard.

“Shoot,” muttered Elly. “I was hoping it would rain.” Her hired hands had already been here, as was evident by the massive flower piles on either side of the aisle. Everything was strewn about in chaotic fashion, but Elly was still glad that her carrying would be minimal. Lord knew, she had enough to do.

Sitting against the corner of the fire pit, Elly took a minute to catch her breath. She gazed up at the hulking hotel, a postmodern glass and steel high-rise that mingled gracefully with its stone entrance. Somewhere, inside that building, Aaron was putting on a tuxedo, getting ready to marry Lucia, the love of his life. And Elly was sitting here, in the hotel’s backyard, looking up through the windows, pondering the sad irony of it all. Her thoughts were interrupted by a handsome waiter.

“Ma’am? Miss Sunny Kepke ordered this to be delivered to you here.”

He set down a black tray laden with a dripping glass of lemonade and assorted scones. Elly felt foolish, sitting out on the fire pit when there was so much work to be done. She jumped to her feet and wiped her hands on her bright yellow Posies apron. “Thank you.”

The waiter bowed to her, as Elly reached for the tiny note on the tray. Her head smashed roughly into his. “Oh my gosh – oh, I’m sorry, are you okay?”

The waiter scurried off, holding his head. Elly stood perfectly still. This was the kind of day she was going to have. She let out a disgusted sound and opened the note.

Elly – I cannot wait to see your amazing talent in full force today. The best decision that I’ve made in this whirlwind of planning was to hire you and your extraordinary team. Your patience and glowing enthusiasm for this wedding… Elly gave a curt laugh …have made this experience the highlight of my year. Thank you, my dear.

Elly folded the note and pressed it against her heart. It was good to have a reminder of her reasons for doing this as she gazed at the intimidating pile of ceremony décor. She greedily gulped the lemonade down and got to work.

It had been an hour and a half before she took a five minute break. Flushed with sweat, Elly stood back proudly to look at her work in progress. The back of the ceremony site had been transformed from an outdoor living space into an elegant utopia of orchids, branches and dripping urns of flowers. The fire pits had been filled with beeswax candles and pale pink peonies and lined with gold votives. Each bamboo chair had been draped with a satin chocolate brown ribbon and covered with a cascade of gardenias and tulips in different shades of white, from diamond to a creamy ivory. Blown garden roses and gladiolus lined the aisle, making a heavenly path to the altar area. At the front, two gigantic urns overflowed with antique hydrangeas and hanging Dutch tulips, giving the courtyard a whimsical effect as they blew slightly in the wind. She was only half done.

Her hands were covered in charcoal as she flipped open her phone and dialed Isaac for the ninth time in the last hour. It went straight to his voice-mail. Again.

“Hey, it’s Isaac, give me some love! If this is a booking for Everest Oppressed, press one, everyone else, press two. Leave a message or do whatever your soul compels you to do!”

Elly rolled her eyes. Her soul was compelling her at the moment to be pissed off. “Hey, it’s me. I was just wondering if you got lost, or if you were confused about the time…I can’t wait to see you and…” She paused, trying to keep the edge out of her voice, “I could really use the help.”

She hung up the phone with irritation and looked at the monstrous job before her. She began gathering thick manzinita branches into large bunches and placing them in their respective urns. In a large black bucket, she soaked her light green floral foam until it guzzled up the water, turning it a hunter green and giving it the consistency of a sponge. She shoved the heavy foam into the urns to secure the branches in place, and covered the foam with a thick, green moss. She stood up and brushed off her face. One down, five to go. She felt like crying. She plunged the second bunch of foam into the water, enjoying the cool splash rising up to her elbows. Her phone vibrated against her thigh. She snapped it opened, annoyed.

“Isaac? Where are you?!”

She heard Isaac chuckle and murmur to someone in the background. “Hey baby! I’m so sorry that I didn’t get back to you sooner. You will never guess what happened this morning!”

Elly felt her fingernails pressing into her palm. “What?”

“Stanley from Gemini Records called, and he needs an opening band for Valentine’s Marine on Sunday night and they asked us! Isn’t that SWEET?”

Elly pushed the phone closer to ear. “Yes, that’s great, but WHY AREN’T YOU HERE?”

She heard Isaac’s joyful mood go somber. “Well babe, we have to practice if we are going to be opening for them on Sunday night! The whole band is here – Tifah made veggie lasagna, it’s so awesome…”

“Isaac!” Elly heard her voice on the edge of tears. “I told you that I needed you here with me today! I am setting up this ceremony site all by myself, and it’s taking forever because I thought I would have an extra hand today.” She choked. “Not to mention I wanted you here to take my mind off the fact that this is Aaron’s wedding!” Elly hissed the last words.

Isaac was silent. “Babe…who is Aaron?”

“Forget it. And don’t call me babe,” Elly snapped, a wide surge of anger pouring out of her. “I depended on you today. I never ask anything of you! I do everything you want me to do. I go to your shows and sit through your four hour practices with your stupid band!” She took a deep breath and starting yelling. “I cook for you, and I take you out to dinner, and I just asked this one little thing of you, and you couldn’t even do it. Do you even care that this is the most important moment of my year? That this could mean everything for my business? Not only that, but that my emotional well-being is dangling from a thread?”

Isaac inhaled sharply. The background noise had vanished, and Elly was sure that everyone in the room with him was now party to their conversation. His voice changed when he spoke again. Now, it sounded like a pleading child, rather than a grown man.

“Don’t be mad at me. Are you breaking up with me? You can’t. Elly, you’re my muse.”

Elly was bewildered. He truly was taken aback by her anger. “I’m not breaking up with you, but I’m…” She took a deep breath and looked up at the impassive job still before her. “I’m overwhelmed and exhausted and I can’t fight about this right now. I have more work to do then you could possibly imagine.”

Isaac’s voice wavered. “I love you, Elly. I told you that. I’m sorry. Do you want me to come there right now?” He paused. “Do you really think my band is stupid?”

Yes.

“No. I can’t really talk right now. I will call you later.”

Isaac rushed into his sentence. “I can come. I mean, the band is here, but I will leave now. You are the most important thing to me. They can wait.”

Elly frowned as her words were twisted around. The pleading tone in his voice pulled at her heartstrings, and she found herself relenting. “No. Don’t come. Be with your band. I’ll talk to you when I’m done.”

“Elly…” Isaac said pleadingly.

Elly hung up the phone and wiped a tear off her face. As she looked over the half finished terrace, she felt a wave of nausea run over her. She knelt on the ground, her head between her knees. For the next ten minutes, she focused on breathing and letting the sun beat down on her, warming her skin and pulling her out of the depths of despair. Shakily, she stood, resolving that she would finish the job, Isaac or not. She plunged the third batch of foam into the water. There was a soft thudding sound to her left. She heard footsteps echoing down the narrow alley and turned around, a surge of joy pulsating through her. A man’s khaki pants strode toward her, his face and chest covered by a white box, which Elly knew contained white dendrobium orchids strung onto fishing wire. She wiped her hands on her bottom, instantly regretting the action, as she knew the back of her pants were now covered with wet green handprints. Thank you, Lord!

“Hey! You came!” A wave of relief crashed over her. “I didn’t think you would actually leave everyone. I’m sorry for the things I said. Give me a kiss!” Elly cried.

He turned around, putting the box down gently. Keith’s face broke into a grin. “Are you sure?”

Elly gasped. “Keith? What are you DOING here?”

Keith’s blue eyes widened. “So does that mean I don’t get a kiss?”

Elly stopped awkwardly. “Er – no.” She gave him a tight hug. “I, uh…”

Keith chuckled. “Never thought I would see you speechless. I came to help, of course. What, do you think I would stay at this ridiculous place?” He waved his arms at the lush hotel. “I’ve catered here before, so I know the layout. Kim told me where you would be. She didn’t look so great.”

“What do you mean, she didn’t look so great?”

“Oh, she looked tired.”

“Keith” Elly grinned. “She’s eight months pregnant.”

“That must have been it.” Keith put his hands on his hips. “Well, what can I do?”

“Didn’t you have your niece’s christening today?”

Keith bowed his head and fidgeted nervously. “Yes, I did. I got halfway to Kansas City when I turned around. I knew that you needed help, and what kind of friend would I be if I left you when you needed it most? Besides, my niece doesn’t need my help to get christened, but it looks like you need my help to get this…” Keith looked around, baffled. “Whatever THIS is, done with.”

Elly felt adrift in confusion. She was still wishing that the man behind the box had been Isaac, and yet…she was so happy that Keith was here. It felt right, as if his arrival guaranteed that things would be okay. Gazing at his wide smile, she realized that it wasn’t that she couldn’t do it alone – she could – but that she had someone who believed in her, who knew without a doubt that she would succeed. Keith had always given her the gift of believing in her, more than she did herself. She was staggered by this revelation, but had no time to dwell on her thoughts. She was already an hour behind, and the reception was waiting.

“Okay. These are manzinita branches. They go in these urns…”

“Before we begin,” noted Keith, “you should know that you have charcoal all over your face.”

They worked for an hour, quick and furious. Elly gave rapid directions and they moved well as a team. The forest made of manzanita trees went up first, followed by pink cymbidium orchids that were tucked into their rough nooks. With Keith on the ladder and Elly passing them up, they hung dangling curtains of white dendrobiums from a gorgeous wood arbor, bathing the outside aisle flowers with a shower of tiny white blooms. Buckets full of white and pale pink rose petals were spread down the aisle in the couple’s monogram: A large letter L crossed over a smaller A. Elly was tempted to write out some other choice words, but Keith gently reminded her of Sunny and her job stability.

The sun simmered lower in the sky when they finally finished. Elly looked at her watch: The ceremony started in two hours. They were still officially one hour behind. Frantically, she began throwing all the trash into the van that Keith had backed up into the alley. She was covered in tree bits when Keith gently took her arm.

“I know we’re in a hurry. But come see what you have done,” he insisted. “You have reason be proud.” They walked together to the front of the ceremony – the same place where Aaron and Lucia would stand – and looked back at the empty chairs. Elly felt an unexpected rush of pride. It should have been horrible to look at it, to marvel at the beauty that was the place of their wedding, but Elly for some reason couldn’t shake the astonishment of the sight.

It was a heavenly delight, a wildwood of pearl and peonies that swayed and blushed in the breeze. The hanging orchids quivered in the wind, and the overhead braches invited everyone to join in their fantasy. The hydrangea urns were elegant and romantic on a grand scale. The chocolate brown ribbon matched perfectly with the soft tan brick ground beneath it.

“It’s perfect,” breathed Elly.

Keith stared into her eyes. “Perfect,” he murmured.

Elly was suddenly aware of their surroundings and stepped back, insecure. She faked a yawn. “I feel like I could sleep for a year.” She let out a sly smile. “I have an idea. Let’s just go home and you can make me sandwich. We’ll kick up our feet and watch some trashy daytime television.”

Keith laughed, a deep throaty sound. “I think that we may have to finish this.”

Elly groaned. “I can’t believe it’s only half done. We still have the reception!”

Keith shook his head. “I can’t help you with that. My family will disown me if I don’t at least make the party. And my niece will never talk to me again. She’s three years old and very attached.” He paused. “I’m probably going to have to wear a princess crown.”

Elly grinned as she started picking tiny petal pieces off the ground. “I bet that looks nice.” She stood, stretching out her back. “Keith, this is more than I ever had a right to expect. I would never have finished this in time. I hate to say it, but this looks incredible.” She eyed the ceremony site. “Maybe he’ll leave her at the altar.”

Keith tilted his head. “Or maybe she’ll leave him.”

Elly scoffed.

Keith recanted. “Maybe the hotel will fall on them both.”

Elly mimicked a scream and then was aware of how silly she looked as her designated butler came back around the corner. “Ma’am, they are ready for you in the reception room. I was told to ask you…” He looked at his note and cringed. Elly recognized Snarky Teenager’s messy scrawl. “Where the hell are you?” He cleared his throat. “Should I respond?”

Elly grabbed the note from his white gloved fingers. “Tell them I will be up in five minutes.”

She turned to Keith, who was double checking on the stability of the manzanita branches. “Thank you again, but I have to run. Can I pay you?”

Keith’s eyes darkened and his mood seemed to immediately change. “No. I don’t want your money, Elly.” He raised an eyebrow. “Where is your hippie today? Wasn’t he supposed to help?”

Elly stepped back as if she had been slapped. He was trying to provoke her. Again. “No, he had some important band stuff. They got hired for a job – very big deal.”

Keith gestured to the elaborate gardens in front of them. “What could be more important than this?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Elly grumbled. “I have to go Keith.” She started walking towards the hotel.

“Elly, wait.” He grabbed her arm softly. Fire shot through Elly’s skin as Keith looked down into her blue eyes. “Good luck today. Don’t let anything or ANYONE take this day away from you.”

Elly was confused and yanked her arm away. “Why would I want this day? This is the worst day of my life, Keith.” She pondered that for a second. “No. This is the second worst day of my life. The first one was the day I found Lucia in my bed, and today is almost as bad, because I have to live through it all over again. Only this time, I can’t run off and start a new life somewhere. Although, the idea is becoming more and more appealing.” She turned her back to him. “I will have Kim pay you for your time. I insist. Now go, don’t miss any more of your niece’s party.”

“I’ll stay if you want me to.” Keith looked pained to be walking away.

“I’ll be fine now. A horny teenager, a crazy French woman and a handful of Russian immigrants are inside waiting to help me.”

Keith laughed. “Elly, they’re from Boston.”

“WHATEVER.” snapped Elly. “Go away, you are making me LATE. And nervous.”

“Nervous? Really?” Keith’s eyes lit up.

“Goodbye, Keith. Go home.” Elly walked into the hotel. She forced herself not to look back at him.
  

CHAPTER

TWENTY-EIGHT
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Elly entered into the hotel through a side door marked “Deliveries.” It was always both fascinating and sad to see the inner workings of a hotel. Elly walked down a damp cement hallway lit by flickering neon bulbs. Motivational posters lined the walls: “The customer is always correct!” “Are you clean?” “Lawsuits can be avoided!” Two giggling maids passed by Elly, pushing a large cart of dirty towels and clear bags of trash. A young waiter, a baggy sweatshirt draped over his uniform, walked by her, moving rhythmically to the music pumping out of his earphones, passing an exhausted older woman, who peered at Elly with a palpable sadness.

At the end of the hallway, Elly made a sharp left into a service elevator. It chugged to life, climbing the twenty floors up to the ballroom level. Finally able to take a breath, Elly hung her head. She had been so rude to Keith. Why had she been so rude? It gave a final shudder, and Elly clutched the railing in fear. With a screeching sigh, the doors slid open.

To Elly’s relief, Lucia was not on the other side of the door. Instead, she walked out into a bustling kitchen. Hispanic waiters rushed past her, carrying delicious-smelling trays steaming in the cool air and shouting rapid Spanish at each other. A long galley of stainless steel stovetops stretched out to her right, with chefs in white hats dancing around flaming woks and barking orders at nervous assistants. Huge push carts wheeled by Elly, filled with elaborate fruit tarts, their raspberries sparkling with crystallized sugar. Elly’s mouth watered. She realized that she was very, very hungry. Her stomach let out a loud and embarrassing groan. A passing chef gave her a quizzical glance.

“That wasn’t what you think!” Elly cried. “It was just my stomach. I’m hungry.” The chef, looking embarrassed, turned away from her and began talking in low tones to a prep cook.

“I only had some donuts today. Donuts and lemonade. That’s it.” You’re not making this better, Elly thought to herself. Stop talking. Find the reception. “Excuse me, can you point me towards the Grand Ballroom?”

The chef pointed to a silver door on the other side of the room. “Ballroom,” he said sternly, gesturing for her to move out of the way of three waiters carrying trays. Elly jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding getting Chicken Marsala dumped all over her. She scurried to the door and pushed it open. In mere inches, the entire world changed.

She had entered into a large hallway that skirted the Grand Ballroom. Peach marble floors stretched out in both directions. Suede chairs circled around glass tables on either side of the hallway, each with a gorgeous bouquet of pale pink peonies and seeded eucalyptus in a square glass vase. Elly smiled. Those were theirs– the girls had obviously been out here already. An entire wall of glass showcased downtown Clayton. Elly pressed her nose up against it. She could see her street from here, and if she looked hard enough, the tiny patio on her apartment roof. The cool glass felt good on her forehead. She looked up. Huge lanterns twirled on the ceiling, which was inlaid with thousands of mirrored mosaic tiles. A butler walked by her, a white cloth draped over his arms and his head held high. He bowed slightly as he passed.

“Madam.”

Did that guy just BOW to me? Did he notice I’m wearing an apron? She shook her head. This was lunacy.

Walking quickly now, Elly weaved her way through more hallways until she reached 30-foot-high cedar doors embellished with woodland murals that danced up the ceiling. What, are they keeping a dragon in there? Elly took a deep breath and pulled on the handle. Nothing happened. She pulled again, this time, harder. They were locked. So much for her grand entrance.

Elly pounded on the doors with her fists. “HELLO!!!! Hello??” Elly waited impatiently, pacing in a circle. Finally, she heard voices on the other side of the door. She slammed her hand against the handle.

“LET ME IN!” she yelled.

Snarky Teenager stood in front of her, gorgeous, even in her dirty apron. “Come in, we’ve been waiting for you. Wait until you see it.” She gave a happy grin, and it was so rare that Elly stepped back out of alarm. She followed Snarky Teenager down a long corridor. “How did the personal flower drop off go?”

“Pretty smoothly. We took the guys’ flowers first. That went…as expected.”

Elly was thankful for Snarky Teenager’s omission of information; the last thing she wanted to know about was how Aaron looked in his tuxedo.

“Sunny’s ex-husband was plastered already, very classy. He definitely hit on me while I was pinning him.”

“Poor Sunny.”

“I know, right? She’s like a pinnacle of elegance and he’s like the pinnacle of the perverted guy at the bar!”

Elly laughed. It felt wonderful to laugh on such a dark and stressful day. “And the women’s flowers?”

Snarky Teenager’s mouth set into a frown. “That went…well, somewhat smoothly. The bridesmaids were in a different room than Lucia, so I just brought their bouquets in and set them on the table. They loved them – and were falling over themselves. The flowers were so lush – they had no prayer of disliking them.”

“And Lucia?” Elly bit the inside of her cheek.

“She was…”

“It’s okay you can say it. I know what she looks like.”

Snarky Teenager ran her hands through her hair. “She does look pretty incredible. Her dress is couture – I’m sure it’s custom-made. She was pretty rude to me, as expected. I wanted to slap her but restrained myself.”

“Good job.”

“I put the bouquet down and she looked over really bitchy like and said, “I guess that will do. Did Elly enjoy making it?”

Elly felt a shot of fury snake up through her veins.

Snarky Teenager looked up at her and smiled. “Ardelle kept muttering odd French words around her. I’m not sure what they meant, but I’m pretty sure that she wasn’t complimenting her. Seriously, Ardelle is nuts, but it was pretty amusing. I like her.”

Elly managed a small smile. Snarky Teenager continued “Sunny on the other hand, burst into tears upon seeing it. She literally kept staring at it, picking it up and saying, ‘My dear, come look at this. This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.’”

Elly nodded slowly. “I’m glad. I knew Lucia wouldn’t appreciate it, but we are doing this for Sunny.”

“And for $45,000.”

“And for $45,000.”

Elly slowed, just before entering the ballroom. “Speaking of money…”

Snarky Teenager whirled around with her hand on her hip. “You better not tell me that you aren’t paying me for this. I’m serious! I’ll go work at Hot Topic or something. Do you know that one time they told me that they would just PAY me to stand in the store wearing their clothing?”

Elly put her hand on Snarky Teenager’s shoulder. “No. I will pay you what I promised for this day.”

Snarky Teenager raised an eyebrow. “And I’ll buy you an iPod.”

“Good.”

“What I was going to say, before you interrupted me, is that I’m giving you the raise you keep demanding.”

Snarky Teenager’s mouth dropped open. “Really?”

Elly nodded. “Really. I know that you and I have always had an...interesting relationship. We aren’t close like you and Kim are.” Snarky Teenager nodded and crossed her arms awkwardly. “But you have shown maturity, growth and such fierce loyalty to me over the past few months. You have gone above and beyond what I ever could ask of a worker, and I appreciate you. I hope you stay with us for a long time, and it’s an honor to have you as a part of my team.”

Snarky Teenager’s thick lashes blinked rapidly, filling with tears.

“Of course,” added Elly, “If you dressed more appropriately for work…”

“Okay, you’re done.”

“I’m done.” Elly linked her arm through Snarky Teenager’s and they walked together into the gigantic ballroom.

Elly’s first thought was that she had never seen anything as beautiful as the chrysanthemum chandelier that hung over their heads. Its long legs draped down over a raised platform that held a small sweetheart table where the bride and groom would sit. Huge white poofs of flowers billowed out from the ceiling, mixing elegantly with tiny crystals that were worked in amongst the dewy petals. She turned to survey the rest of the room. It was an amusing mix of extravagant loveliness and a huge flowery mess.

“Yikes” said Elly, walking up to Ardelle, who was busy fixing a centerpiece with a pair of tweezers, “It’s like a flower shop puked in here.”

“What are you talking about? Wait and zee, all will be perfect when we are done. No go away, I am creating here.”

Elly sighed and reached for her supply bag. The ballroom itself was awe-inspiring. Immense floor-to-ceiling windows surrounded the room, broken only by tall, thin mirrors lined with pale granite. It was the size of a baseball field, only covered with inch-thick Persian carpet, swirled with deep shades of wheat. Its scope was as grand as the wedding itself. Totally appropriate, thought Elly, good job Sunny. She made quick work of unpacking her tools and had started to work herself into a trance when she heard a familiar clicking sound.

Lizette was walking up and down in the aisles between the tables, adjusting and moving things around while Ashlee, her hapless assistant, trailed after her with a large clipboard in her hand.

“Remember to ask Erin about the linen steamer, and mention to them that if there is one single wrinkle on any of these table cloths that it will be their job.”

She approached the bandstand, where a group of very attractive young men and one woman were warming up their instruments. She clapped her hands loudly and the music died abruptly.

“Ya’ll sound great, just great. I love that ethnic sound.”

Oh no, thought Elly, someone is going to shoot her.

Lizette gestured for the lead singer, a stunning African American woman with ebony skin and bright eyes, to come forward. She walked to the front of the stage.

“May I help you?” she asked breezily.

“Yes, I’m the wedding coordinator and I need to discuss your dress.”

The woman glanced down at her attire, a short creamy flapper dress covered with tiny silver trinkets. It was fabulous.

“What’s wrong with my dress?”

Lizette looked at the girl like she was the biggest idiot she’s ever seen. “Are you aware, little missy, that only the bride is supposed to be wearing WHITE? Mah bride is upstairs throwing a fit because you didn’t have time to look at an etiquette book. You need to get one of your ‘boys’” - she raised her fingers to make quotes - “to go get you another dress that does not steal the limelight or take away from the beauty of Lucia.”

The woman’s mouth dropped open.

“Don’t sit there with your mouth hanging open like some sort of gulley fish. Go get a new dress, or you can kiss this fat check in my pocket for you and your band good-bah.” Lizette waved her hand dismissively and spun on her heel.

The singer stood perfectly still for a moment with her eyes closed before she took a deep breath and flipped open her phone. Don’t worry about it, thought Elly. This wedding has made us all compromise our better judgement.

Elly averted her eyes back to the floral arrangement she had been touching up and tried to look as busy as possible.

“Ellyyy Jordan, my my. These look…well, they look incredible. I do say, I had my doubts and I let Sunny know them, but this has all turned out to be quite exquisite. I’m not easily impressed. I went down and looked at the ceremony site with Ashlee here – which was just about as helpful as looking at it by mahself – and I was satisfied. It’s like its own little Eden paradise.”

She grabbed Elly’s arm roughly, her long red fingernails digging into her arm. “Listen,” she hissed. “Did you think about mah offer? Because I have kept my mouth shut about your little secret.”

Elly shook her arm free. “Lizette! I am not going to talk with you about this now. We are running behind and I have work to do – don’t you?”

Lizette raised an eyebrow. “I suppose you’re right. I’ll find you later.”

Elly turned her back to her and headed down one of the aisles.

“Oh darhlin.”

Elly turned, on the edge of fury.

“Did you notice that this rose here is looking a little wilty? It’s a bit like you.” Lizette pulled the rose out of the centerpiece and flicked it to the floor.

Elly heard a gasp of air behind her and a shrill bark of anger. Ardelle flew forward past her, lunging at Lizette, her short lavender nails clawing at the air.

“How dare you touch my work? Who are you to destroy a masterpiece?” she screamed.

Elly flung her arms around Ardelle, but wasn’t fast enough. Ardelle’s nail grazed the side of Lizette’s cheek, drawing a paper-thin line of blood.

“What the…” Lizette let out a string of curses, suitable for a sailor. “My gawd, what is happening? You did NOT just touch MAH face.” She looked both surprised and terrified.

Elly wrapped her arms around Ardelle, trapping her arms to her side. “Calm down!” she yelled.

Ardelle nodded, and Elly could feel the tension make her body go rigid.

Ardelle pointed her chin at Lizette. “Who are you to touch zees flowers? This creation took me three hours, and you have ze audacity to pluck a rose out of it?” She bared her teeth at Lizette. “Why did you touch it? It’s not yours, it’s mine! Do you know much time I put into this arrangement? How I put zat rose right in that place so that it would complete the design aesthetic? I have more talent in my little finger…” She held the rose in her hands, in front of Lizette’s wide eyes. “Does zis rose look wilty to you? Or does it look like a perfect bloom? In France, women pay much money to have zeir roses look of this consistency. But you don’t know that – no!”

Ardelle struggled under Elly’s arms. I don’t know how much longer I can hold her, thought Elly, she’s very strong for someone so petite.

“You don’t see the beauty, because you are too busy with your trailer trash hair and those heels, zey are made for strippers! Do you know, if you remove this from the water – it dies? You knew zat, correct? Perhaps you are not from here, but here, we leave our flowers in water.”

Lizette held a shaking finger in front of her face. “Are you talking to me ME, mah dear? I can’t tell because of your ridiculous Euro-trash accent.” Her voice was unsteady, and Elly could see that her confidence was broken.

Lizette continued. There was no trace of her Southern accent when she spoke this time. “Do not come near me…again. Do you hear me?” She turned to Elly, eyes blazing. “Call off your French Poodle!”

Ardelle snarled “A poodle? Who are you calling a poodle? Vous etes le chien! If you were an animal, you could be a lazy bovine!”

Lizette stepped close to Ardelle. “Lady, you do not know who are talking to. I am the premiere wedding coordinator in St. Louis. Mark my words, you will never work in this town again.”

Ardelle gave a sly smile. “I do not want to work in this town anyway. It is hot and disgusting. Ze moment I get my visa back, I will be off to Provence and you will still be here, chasing after brides and using glue in your hair.”

Lizette screamed at Elly. “Get her out of here! Your worker just assaulted me!”

Elly turned to Ardelle, her temper flared. “GO!” She pointed to the foyer and pushed Ardelle in that direction. Ardelle paraded proudly out of the ballroom, her head held high and her scarf flying behind her. Elly turned around, mortified. To her surprise, Lizette had already moved on the next table and was adjusting a hanging crystal as her assistant held a Kleenex up to her face.

“Um, are you okay?” Elly asked. I’m going to be sued, she thought.

Lizette turned around, still no trace of her Southern accent. “I’m fine, and I have a job to do. Actually, I kind of like that woman. She’s as crazy as a loon, but she’s got spunk. I appreciate that. She reminds me of my sister.”

Elly blinked. “Are you sure, because she, er, scratched your face!”

“You think a little ol’ scratch is going to stop Lizette Kobul from doing her job? Then you are dead wrong, Ellee Jordan. Besides, don’t you have WORK to be doing, mah dear? This ballroom looks half-done,” Lizette chirped. Her accent was back in full force.

Elly nodded, still in shock.

“Then maybe you should get to it. Lucia is not gonna like how this is looking at the moment.” Lucia’s name shook Elly back to reality. “ASHLEE!!” Lizette barked at her assistant. “If I wanted to hold my own Kleenex, I would! Keep it steady GIRL!”

Elly had barely been in the ballroom for forty minutes. She stomped out to the foyer, where Ardelle was staring at her reflection in a mirror as large as a door. She was calmly brushing her fingers through her hair and humming to herself. She was nuts.

“What are you supposed to be doing right now?” Elly asked. “What were you doing before you attacked the wedding coordinator?”

“I was moving ze low centerpieces to the tables and looking over each one, adding when necessary.” She scoffed. “Which it never is. My work is impeccable.”

“I know. Can you go do that? It looks like there are still some tables waiting for them. Also, stay AWAY from Lizette.” Ardelle stalked away, grumbling in French. Elly turned to Snarky Teeanger, who couldn’t stop laughing. “Time to work,” she said, and this time she meant it.
  

CHAPTER

TWENTY-NINE

[image: image]

Elly was in charge of mounting the tall centerpieces, which sat on scattered tables around the room. It was a slow process, one that was both physically and mentally exhausting. First she set down the tall gold candelabra, making sure that it was secure on the bottom and level at the top. Next came a brick of floral foam, secured by a large plastic handle and which was additionally taped and glued at the top. The white orchids dripped and bounced from the floral foam as it fell into the open slot of the candelabra. Each orchid was then checked over, and the base was covered with a dry green moss. More bright yellow mimosa was added piece by piece, until there was a brilliant explosion of white, gold and pale yellow on each table. Snarky Teenager finished the table with petite glass hourglasses – one for each place setting, filled with blown tea roses, in every pale shade of creams. They had finished ten when Elly’s phone buzzed. She pulled her taut apron up to her face, wiped the sweat from her brow and flipped open the phone. This better not be Isaac, she thought to herself, because I am going to murder him.

“ELLY?” Kim was screaming into the phone.

Elly almost dropped the bucket of mimosa. “Kim, what’s wrong? Are you alright?”

“No…I’m in labor! DO YOU THINK YOU CAN MANAGE NOT TO KILL US??” She let out a high-pitched wail. “Sorry. I’m in a cab on the way to the hospital. GO FASTER! I will give you a hundred bucks if you get us there in the next five minutes WITHOUT CRASHING THIS PIECE OF CRAP CAR!”

Elly inhaled. “How can you be labor? You aren’t due for another month!”

“Yes Elly, well contrary to your belief, not everything revolves around this wedding. Like this baby’s impending birth. WHICH WOULD HAPPEN FASTER IF THIS MORON KNEW HOW TO DRIVE!! ARRGGHHHH!!” Kim let out a loud bellow of pain.

Elly winced. “Is Sean with you?”

“No,” Elly could hear Kim gritting her teeth. “No, he was at work, at the hospital, so he’s meeting me there. Lucky for him he can just walk down from his office, get some coffee and watch his wife have a baby! It’s all very convenient. Owwwww…THIS HURTS!!!”

Elly widened her eyes and ran her hands over her face. How could this be happening? Of all days, of all times.

“Did you leave the store locked? Was everything picked up…I don’t see anything missing…”

“Elly. This. Is. Not. About. YOU!! AIEEEE!!!”

Elly pulled the phone away from her ear. “You’re right. I will be there as soon as I possibly can. I think we may have about two hours left, but I’ll hurry, I promise, I will be there.”

“You better get here fast, because your goddaughter is on her way.”

Elly felt tears of joy spring to her eyes. “I’m coming. I love you.”

“I love you too - Do you not see that TRUCK?? THAT TRUCK COMING RIGHT TOWARDS US? WHAT THE HECK IS WRONG WITH YOU?” Kim hung up the phone, right in the middle of berating her cabdriver.

Elly took a deep breath. Okay. She could do this. She waved Ardelle, Snarky Teenager and the hired workers over to her. “Everyone, our deadline has just narrowed. We are going to finish the tables first. Ardelle – can you start dressing the chairs? Each chair is mounted with a gardenia on a folded ti leaf, tucked under and around the bow. Understand?”

Ardelle squinted her eyes at Elly. “Of course I understand. Do you know zat I studied under Madamoiselle Lorelai at ..”

“Okay, off you go.” Elly turned to the Russian students, who all standing around looking equal parts confused and amused, expect for the handsome one, who couldn’t take his eyes off Snarky Teenager. “This entire platform needs to be covered with pale pink rose petals, in the buckets over there. Then take the remaining rose petals and cover the buffet table. Can you handle that?”

They nodded and stalked off, grumbling. She turned to Snarky Teenager. “After we finish the tables, I need you to lay down the cattalaya orchids on each place setting – that shouldn’t take long – and then start instructing the men on cleaning up and packing the vans.” Elly looked at her watch. “I need all the trash out of here and everything ready to go by 4 pm. The cocktails start at 5:30. Do you think we can do this? We need to hurry.” She grabbed Snarky Teenager’s arm lightly and pulled her close. “Kim’s in labor. We need to get the hospital.”

Snarky Teenager’s mouth twitched into a surprised o. “So…we need to hurry.”

“Yes, we need to hurry.”

The next hour was a blur of fast movement and flying flowers. Elly worked at a constant furious pace, stopping every twenty minutes to guzzle water, look around, sigh in frustration and continue mounting centerpieces. At 3:30, Elly finally finished and checked on how the rest of the progress was coming along, only to find herself swept away in the romance of it all. Ardelle had almost finished with the ti leaves mounted to each chair, which gave the room a slight whisper of a tropical breeze. The orchid centerpieces stood tall and luxurious, while the low centerpieces were sophisticated and extraordinarily lush. Under the flower chandelier, the raised platform for the bride and the groom was covered – inches thick – with rose petals. They scattered out from the center, mingling with tall glass cylinders that held floating candles, along with submerged callas. Crystals winked and sparkled in the light, and the entire room was a whimsical fairy tale, a place brides would only imagine in their wildest dreams. The wedding guests would find themselves immersed, bedazzled – and mumbling about just how much money must have been spent for such lavish details.

Elly sighed, filled with relief at the near- finished product. A low hum had fallen over the room as the workers had begun packing up their supplies: Boxes, knives, buckets, foam, ladders, carts and even a small scaffold. Snarky Teenager approached Elly as she walked among the tables, pulling roses open and picking up loose petals.

“What’s left?”

“Hmm…” Elly flipped through her immense contract. “The entrance flowers – you are handling those, correct?”

“Those are the giant urns filled with white anemone and the New Zealand hydrangeas, right?”

“Perfect. Finish that and then get the workers packed up and on their way. I don’t want to worry about them touching everything.”

“That one is kinda cute…”

Elly snapped her fingers. “Focus.”

Snarky Teenager rolled her eyes. “We are as good as done. Stop flipping out.”

Elly ignored her and glanced over her checklist. Bathroom flowers, done. Foyer entrance, done. Arrangement placed on desk for the catering manager, done. Table numbers… She bit her lip. The last thing she wanted to do was the table numbers. She looked up to see who she could assign to the task, but everyone was knee-deep in their projects, including Ardelle who was cleaning up a broken vase.

Elly stomped over to the labeled boxes on the other side of the ballroom. She ripped open the first one, giving herself a small paper cut in the process.

“Ow!” she yelped. A small drop of blood dripped into the box, and Elly dove after it. She came up with a large photo: Aaron and Lucia, looking healthy and tan in their bathing suits, smiling at each other on a boat. Elly grabbed the next photo. Aaron and Lucia, sitting in front of a fireplace, wearing big wooly sweaters. Her arm around his neck, his hand on her knee. White heat gripped Elly’s chest and she crumpled the photo in her hand. His face. Please…. She hadn’t seen his face since that day, years ago. He had barely aged. His long hair had been buzzed short and he was sporting a goatee, but his beauty was still the same. The hazel eyes, the playful smile, that roguish look that had captured her immediately…it was him, her love, her life.

This wasn’t worth it. The thought rattled Elly, but she knew it to be true. All the money in the world wasn’t worth looking at this picture, having to help in the celebration of their love. Not worth it. She dug in the box, pulling out the revolting prints and tucking them reluctantly into the photo holders. Small postcards of Aaron’s painting, Evening Ghosts, were put on the opposite side.

Elly felt a presence behind her. Ardelle was looking down with sympathy. “I’ll put those on ze table for you.”

Elly was grateful. “Thank you.” She pushed them toward Ardelle, who picked one up thoughtfully.

“She might be pretty, but she’ll never have what you do.”

“What? Size sixteen pants? A Sheepdog to sleep with every night? An addiction to chocolate and wine?”

“No.” Ardelle smiled, wise lines stretching across her face. “She is ze mistress, you know? The mistress who temporarily replaced ze wife, and she will forever have to worry about lovers just like her.” Ardelle’s face was etched with sadness. “Trust me.”

Elly looked at the picture of Lucia and Aaron, decked out in hiking gear and posing proudly on a mountainside. “I don’t think so. They look quite happy.”

“They always do.” Ardelle plucked the pictures up from the table. “I’ll finish zis.”

Elly looked at her gratefully. “Thank you,” she mouthed softly. Ardelle Buche may have belonged in a mental hospital, but at this moment Elly was very thankful for her.

Soon, they were all engaged in a frantic clean-up. Elly crawled around the floor on her hands and knees, picking up tiny flower petals that had gone astray. The hired laborers packed and carried all the supplies down through the service elevator. Chairs were brushed off, crystals were secured, and Ardelle walked slowly by each table, adjusting and cradling flowers in her skilled embrace.

Finally, half an hour before the ceremony was to begin, they were finished. Snarky Teenager snapped photos of each corner of the room and of each centerpiece.

“This is going to increase our business like crazy,” she whispered to Elly. “We should post these on the website.”

Elly pushed the camera down and shook her head. “I never want to see these pictures, do you understand?”

Snarky Teenager frowned. “Okay, but…”

“No buts. Take a couple of more pictures and then get the workers on their way. Drive the van back to the shop. Take any leftover flowers in and put them into the cooler. Don’t worry about clean-up. We’ll do all that tomorrow.” Elly pushed her fingers into her throbbing forehead. “I can’t even THINK about the clean-up.”

Snarky Teenager gave her a sympathetic look. “You look awful.”

Elly didn’t doubt it. Even under her apron, her beautiful ruffled black shirt was covered with soil and moss. Her hair, once so pretty, was frizzed out in every direction and pulled back into a loose bun. The knees of her khaki pants were brown from crawling on the floor, and dirt was caked under her fingernails and on her face. She had sweated off any hint of make-up while setting up the ceremony, and all in all, she had never been so exhausted.

“Get moving. All I have left to do is decorate the cake, and then I can go out to the van and head to the hospital.”

Snarky Teenager flung her supply bag over her shoulder. “This looks good Elly. We should be proud. I’ll see you back at the shop.”

Elly nodded. Snarky Teenager walked away from Elly, the workers trailing behind her like ants. A sudden silence fell over the ballroom as the immense door slammed behind them, interrupted only by a single waiter, humming softly as he polished the silver. Elly picked up the only remaining bucket and limped over to the cake table in the corner of the room. The cake was a six-tiered masterpiece. It was an ivory confection, with a white lace and fleur de lis fondant overlay. The surface had been lightly dusted with sugar crystals, giving the cake a hint of shimmer, and it stood proudly in front of a large window swaged with long sheer curtains. Elly rolled her eyes. She was too exhausted for all this drama. The décor for the cake was simple: a long cascade of cattalya orchids – the same ones adorning the napkins – down the cake and around the base.

Elly made quick work of it, tucking flowers into the corners of the tiers, making sure not to touch the delicate icing while securing the blooms so that they wouldn’t fall. She stepped back and admired her work. Perfect. She looked up at the topper, a white hand-made porcelain statue of two entwined lovers, their arms twisting around each other to form a heart. Elly gagged. Without thinking, she reached up on her tip toes and snapped the bride’s head off, tucking it securely it into her apron pocket. She gathered up her tools, throwing each one haphazardly into the bucket.

She turned to leave, taking a long last look at the ballroom. His steps made no sound as he approached behind her. She felt his presence before she even saw his face.

“Hello, Elly.”

Elly turned around slowly. Aaron.
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Elly’s hands gripped the chair in front of her. Please God, no… Her legs felt weak; she was going to faint. A black tunnel opened up in front of her and she was quickly whirling out of control. She pressed down against the chair, summoning all her strength to stay upright.

“Elly, Elles – are you okay?”

Elly pressed out her hand towards him, the other one still gripping, white knuckled. “Stay back. Stay away from me Aaron!” Oh God, oh God, please help me…

“Elly, are you afraid of me? Let me look at you.”

“Stay AWAY from me. Please, I mean it, don’t come any closer.”

“Elly,” he said sweetly, pleadingly, “Stop. Look at me.”

She shook her head and closed her eyes. “Go away Aaron.” Her voice quivered on the last note. “Leave me alone.”

Suddenly, he was upon her, his arm sliding over hers and releasing her fingers, lacing them through his.

“You look like you are about to pass out. Come sit down, sweetheart.”

His scent washed over her, a sweet wave of Georgia air and sharp, crisp notes of paint. She inhaled deeply, breathing in every inch of him. Elly let Aaron lead her over to a chair. She sat heavily, aware as she did that she was crushing one of Ardelle’s arrangements in the process. Aaron’s arms held firm around her.

“There, there you go. Are you okay now?”

Elly nodded, trying to keep her unraveling grasp on staying conscious. She kept her eyes closed. His fingers trailed up her neck softly, pulling her chin upwards.

“Elles. Look at me.”

Elly opened her eyes reluctantly. He was the sun. His hazel eyes gazed at her seductively, tiny specks of gold dancing inside them. His soft baby cheeks with just a hint of pink looked out of place on his long, chiseled jaw. He had thin rose lips that opened slightly, framing his perfect white teeth. His lean body curled over the chair, Elly’s face in his rough artist’s hands. His tuxedo fit him like a glove, emphasizing his wide shoulders and long build. He was, after all this time, the most beautiful thing Elly had ever seen.

“Elly,” he murmured, staring into her face, “I forgot just how beautiful you were.”

Elly felt herself drifting happily away into his strong arms. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered.

“I missed you too,” he said, sounding heart-broken. “I think about you everyday, hell – every hour.”

“Really?” Elly whispered.

“Really. I lay awake at night and try to remember every inch of you.” Elly reached out her hand. “I can’t believe you’re here now, here with me.” Aaron took her hand softly and held it against his face. He breathed deeply. “I prayed that I would see you here today. I asked Sunny for inane wedding details, just to find you. I had to see you. I thought if I saw you then I would know.”

Elly’s lips curled into a soft smile. “Know what?”

Aaron brought his face close to hers – their lips were almost touching. “That I was wrong. I was wrong to leave. We are supposed to be together, Elles. I never knew how lucky I was until you had gone. I tried to find you, you know that?” Elly closed her eyes. These words, these were the words she had dreamed of hearing for so long. He loved her, he missed her…he had looked for her.

His hand trailed across her brow, his mouth whispering words into her own. “Come away with me. Be mine again. I have always loved you, and I made the biggest mistake of my life the day you left me. I should have crawled on my knees until you came back to me. Elly, you were my life.” His eyes simmered with pain. “I’ll do anything to be with you again. Elly. I choose you.”

With that, Elly pulled his lips violently to hers. The kiss was deep and passionate – waves of resentment and anger, love and want rolled over them and they clutched at each other with rough desperation. Aaron wrapped his hands into her hair and pulled her face against his. His breathing was labored and Elly gasped with joy. Aaron pulled her body roughly to his.

“I can’t believe you’re real,” he whispered, in between frantic kisses. “You’re here, with me, it’s incredible. I want to know everything about you. Where have you been?”

Elly buried her face in his warm neck, releasing all the passion that she had withheld from Isaac. “I’ve been making a life for myself. Wait until you see it.”

Their fingers intertwined, caressing and wandering.

“You and me, we belong with each other,” he breathed. Elly nodded, amazed at his presence. He was what she had wanted, for so long.

Two years, two years of never saying his name, of countless glasses of wine of the patio, followed by tears and drunk-dialing Kim; two long years, and this, this was all she needed. The flowers around them faded, the room shrinking gradually until all she could see was him; his lips, his arms, his eyes. There was no wedding, there was no Isaac. There was just Aaron. There had always been just Aaron.

His lips moved up from her cheek to her ear. “Look around. Look at how incredible you are. I can’t believe you did all this.”

Elly nodded, her messy hair falling over her face. “It was a lot of work.” She pulled his mouth back to hers, smiling. “I’m glad you noticed.”

Aaron’s hand crept up the back of her shirt. “Do you know that I dream of you, almost every night? You are there on the edge of my consciousness. Always.”

Elly felt tears of joy gathering in her eyes.

He kept murmuring. “How was I to know? I’m so sorry for what I’ve done. I’m a fool.”

Elly smiled, her lips still pressed against his. “You are a fool.” She nuzzled him affectionately. “I always knew you would come back.”

Aaron caressed her back softly. “I can remember each second of the day I found out where you were. I was painting in the living room, and Sunny came in and was raving about some local florist she had found in St. Louis. Truthfully, Sunny was always background noise to me, until she said the florist’s name: Elly.”

Elly stared up at him, captivated.

“Just hearing the name made my heart feel like it was about to break. I casually asked, ‘Elly who?’ When she said Jordan, I dropped my paint can, made a lame excuse about the stomach flu and ran upstairs. As quickly as I could, I got onto the internet and found the Posies website.” His grin stretched wide, the corners of his eyes twinkling with bliss. “And there you were, glorious. Everything that I remembered and more.”

Elly winced. The photo had been taken on a steaming hot summer day in August. Elly had been dripping with sweat, holding a bouquet of Ambience roses. Right before the picture had been taken, she had tripped down a hill and ended up with her hand in horse manure. It had not been a good day.

“I knew that I had to wait this thing out, just to see you again.” He shook his head. “The madness of wedding planning was worth it all to fall at your feet.” He raised her palm to his mouth. “Elles, I can’t live without you.” Elly closed her eyes, surrendering, having no mercy for herself. “Leave with me. Right now. We can go anywhere. I have the plane tickets for the honeymoon in my coat pocket.”

The honeymoon.

As soon as the words left his mouth, something inside her switched. The nervous butterflies in her stomach turned quickly to nausea. Anger flooded the place where an overabundant happiness had sprung. Her brain lit up with truth. Everything was so obvious. Elly’s eyes jerked open, to see Aaron’s face inches from hers, eyes closed. She pushed him back.

“Oh my GOSH - What am I doing!? Aaron, you are getting married today. TO LUCIA! Have you forgotten that? You are wearing a tuxedo, for God’s sake.”

Aaron grabbed her hands. “I know, that’s why we have to leave now. She can’t see me with you, otherwise she’ll flip out. She’s already threatened by you.”

Elly made a disgusted sound and stood up. “What is wrong with you? You left me for her, and now you are planning on leaving her at the altar?”

Aaron looked up at her, pleading. “You don’t know what she’s like, Elles. Ever since she found out that I’m not over you she has been insufferable.”

Elly made a face. “Don’t call me Elles. I can’t believe that I almost fell for this. I can’t believe that I almost fell…for you. Again! Aaron...” Her voice broke with tears and suddenly she was screaming. “YOU BROKE MY HEART! You cheated on me, IN MY BED, with Lucia. You chose her, over me. I was your WIFE.”

Aaron’s face contorted. He was losing control. “Love, I looked for you. I looked everywhere.”

“Where? Where did you look? Honestly, I wouldn’t have been that hard to find. I’m still using my maiden name.”

“How was I supposed to know that you drove all the way to St. Louis? That you picked up an entirely new profession? That you started a new life?”

Elly scoffed. “What else was I supposed to do, Aaron? Sit in Peachtree and wait for you to rebound back to me? Buy an apartment in the town next door and bide my time? Sleep on the porch until you came home?” She pushed her hair out of her face with fury. “I was a wreck after what you did to me! I needed to erase you completely just to be able to get up in the morning. You took my LIFE away.”

Aaron moved swiftly, wrapping his arms around her in one quick motion. “You took mine away too, the day you left.”

Elly felt herself fading into his arms once again, the delirious delight returning. She shoved him roughly. “Don’t TOUCH me. I can’t think when you touch me. What is the last thing you remember when you left? Huh?”

Aaron bit his lip, looking like an adorable little boy. “Your face when I walked out the door. It haunts me to this day.”

Elly spun around. “I hope it does. Because the last thing I remember about you is that you left me sobbing on the floor. In the home that I created for us.”

“Baby, I never meant it…”

“Please. You knew exactly what you were doing.” She paused. “How long, Aaron? How long was it going on before I caught you?”

Aaron mumbled something quietly to himself.

“What was that?”

“I said three months.”

“Exactly. It wasn’t some mistake, Aaron, like she fell into your bed on accident. It was a conscious decision.” Her voice raised in a shrill strain of hysterics. “I’m sure you were both laughing at me behind my back. Stupid Elly, she has no idea!”

Aaron stood up and drew close to her. “It wasn’t like that at all. There were some days that I couldn’t bear to look at your face because of the guilt.”

“Then why didn’t you STOP?”

Aaron started pacing, his shiny black shoes making circles on the carpet. “Not that I would expect you to understand. My painting was suffering. I needed something to wake me up, to shake me to my core.”

Elly rolled her eyes. “Then you should have taken up rock climbing. You needed a hobby, not a mistress.”

Aaron’s eyes were red and watery. “You don’t know how she pursued me, Elly. I had no prayer. I didn’t even know that she had feelings for me until the day I came into my studio and found her naked, laying on a bare canvas.”

Elly shut her eyes. Thank you for that, she thought, what a wonderful image to have in my mind.

“Her only purpose was to seduce me. And she pursued it, single-mindedly, until I finally submitted.”

This, Elly actually believed. She had met Lucia. “How long?”

“Excuse me?”

“How long did you wait before giving in?”

Aaron nervously ran his long fingers over his lips. “It was that night. In the studio.”

Elly felt the righteous anger rise up inside her, like a cleansing lava. “It must have been difficult to wait so long.”

Aaron looked at her pleadingly. “Don’t be so mean, Elles. What do you want me to do?”

Elly turned and started walking quickly towards her supply table, ducking under the flower canopy. “I don’t want anything from you, Aaron.”

Aaron ran his hands through his hair and chased after her, grabbing her arm roughly.

“Elly. Don’t go. We can be happy. You know we can.”

Elly sighed, staring up into his eyes, aware of the twirling flowers all around them. “Do you remember those days? Where we would stay in bed? Where I would paint you, and we would eat grilled cheese together and stay up all night, lost in each other?”

Elly looked to the side as tears sprung to her eyes. “Those were the best days of my life Aaron. But the sum of them can never equal the pain you caused me that day, when you chose your mistress over your wife. And today? Today, you are marrying her. That doesn’t exactly reek of repentance.”

There was a moment of awkward silence.

“Elly. I don’t WANT to marry her, but…” Aaron paused, weighing his thoughts carefully. “Her family has money. They can support my art, and we travel whenever we would like. If I marry Lucia, I’ll never have to worry about getting a job, or where we will live. My art would always be the first priority and Sunny has offered to fund my own gallery. I would be very a well-kept man.” He smiled wryly. “I have all that at my fingertips, and I’m miserable. It’s because I don’t have you, because I lost you, and I have to live with that everyday. I had a diamond, and I threw it away for a trinket, a shiny new toy. Lucia means nothing to me, you hear me? Nothing. I’m not sure that I ever loved her – I think I loved the secret, and the newness of her, but not Lucia herself.”

He looked surprised. “It turns out I can’t stand her. I hate her friends, her childish outfits, her naïve outlook on life, and her silly sculptures. There was a time when I cared about her, but that time has long passed. We could be happy. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you, showing you every single day that I will never stray again.”

He took her face tenderly in his hands and kissed her mouth with anguish. Elly looked into his face, a face that she had built up in her own memory, a presence that was more fantasy than reality. The Aaron of her memories was a perfect man, seduced away by a scheming home wrecker – he was the one who got away. The Aaron standing in front of her, looking glorious and handsome in his tuxedo was a coward of enormous proportions, someone barely in control of his own life.

Elly blinked hard. “Goodbye, Aaron.” She turned to leave, breathing him in one last time.

“Elly, Elly…” He was begging now, tripping after her. “I didn’t mean to cheat on you, I mean, I did, but - I didn’t! It was out of desperation, I was hurting, my art was suffering! You were sad all the time because of your mother, and I didn’t know where else to turn – Elles, you were my muse!”

Elly whirled around and slapped him across the face. It was a hard, sharp impact and it echoed across the room with a loud crack. He wasn’t expecting the full force of her weight behind her hand, and he sprawled onto the floor, holding his face. Elly stood over him, Isaac flashing in her mind.

“YOUR MUSE?? YOUR MUSE?? If I hear one more person call me their muse, I will kill myself!” Elly paced back and forth, wanting to experience the fullness of her epiphany. “I just realized that the worst thing you can make someone is your muse, Aaron! Yes, we may inspire creation, or sometimes just crappy paintings, but the minute the artist’s work starts suffering, then the muse is dismissed. You tied yourself to this idea of the muse, rather than just realizing that you are to blame for your own lack of talent!”

Aaron staggered to his knees and stared at Elly. She smiled broadly. “You told yourself that breaking my heart was just collateral damage in your search for a way to get control of a gift that you never HAD. And now poor Lucia,” I really mean that, thought Elly, “Poor Lucia has fallen in love with you, and she is the next muse who will fail you. But in truth, you will fail her. I imagine in no time, you will be throwing yourself at another woman, the way you are throwing yourself at me now. This is not about art.”

Aaron reached for her, a red welt rising across his face where Elly’s ring had struck him. “Elly…”

“Shut up, Aaron.” Aaron reeled back, shocked. “You have no claim over me, not anymore. I have been living half a life without you, thinking that I could never get back that part of myself you stole. But in truth, my life is fuller now than it has ever been.” Her mind lingered on Kim, Snarky Teenager, Cadbury…and Keith? She pushed him from her thoughts. “I have a successful business and friends I love. Friends who love me. Clayton is the perfect town for me and I love my shop. The mess you left me with has kept me from seeing the truth of that, all this time. But not anymore.” She looked down at him condescendingly, unable to believe the words that were about to come out of her lips.

“I’m going to live my life now, without your shadow lurking in the corner of my mind.” She bent over and kissed him quickly on his red cheek. “Marry your muse, Aaron, and stay the hell away from me. Forever.”

With that, Elly turned on her heel and walked slowly away, past the shocked waiter who stared at her wide-eyed, witness to the entire confrontation. He raised his hand in a high five, and Elly slapped her palm against his.

The room radiated a brilliant glow as the sun poured through the west windows, warming Elly’s skin. She could hear Aaron’s weeping fade into the background as she left the past behind her. It felt as if a giant yoke had been lifted from her neck and the result was a giddy freedom. She relished each light step out of the ballroom and down the hallway, admiring the incredible flower arrangements that she had made on her way. She hit the elevator button with gusto and grinned to herself down the ten floors to the lobby level. Turning towards the exit, Elly caught her breath and swiftly ducked back behind a corner.

Down the narrow corridor stood Lucia. Elly had never seen such a gorgeous bride. Her dress was an elaborate ballgown, with a tight fitted shell that barely covered the tops of her breasts. The bottom fanned out in layers upon layers of white feathers, only broken by a sweeping piece of satin that swirled around the waist. Her long cathedral veil floated behind her. She was bending over, her long red hair falling over her face as she talked to a tiny flower girl who nuzzled her nose. Lucia giggled and pulled the little girl into a hug, the girl’s flower pomander swinging wildly. The pride and bliss in Lucia’s face were obvious, even from fifty feet away.

Pity washed over Elly. As easy as it was to hate Lucia, she was nothing more than what Elly had been four years ago – a bride in love, ready to give everything to Aaron – Aaron, who would take it all away one day. She was struck by such a strange feeling, wanting to pull Lucia into her arms and steal her away, to save her from a fate that at times had felt worse than death. But she couldn’t. Lucia was embarking on the journey that Elly had already made – a journey through heaven, hell and back again. There was nothing she could do that wouldn’t appear done out of selfishness or jealously, aside from telling Aaron not to show up. But that would mean seeing his face again, and that was something Elly wouldn’t do. Not ever again.

She watched one of Lucia’s bridesmaids – holding a resplendent bouquet – walk over and whisper in Lucia’s ear. Lucia nodded and steadied herself, taking a deep breath in before an elated smile erupted on her radiant face. Elly ducked her head, feeling ashamed for seeing such a private moment, one that each bride had, a moment that should be hers alone. Her father walked up to her, swaying slightly, and took her arms in his. Awash in empathy, Elly quietly let herself out of a side door, not wanting Lucia to notice her. Without realizing it, she had forgiven her. Elly ducked under the vine covered arbor, staying perfectly still as Lucia walked past her, on her way to marry the man of her dreams. She smiled sadly as she turned toward the parking lot, her last thought of Aaron evaporating from her mind. The first strains of the wedding march rose up behind her as she looked to her new life ahead.
  

CHAPTER

THIRTY-ONE

[image: image]

Elly arrived at the hospital thirty minutes later, disheveled and beaming with happiness. She rushed to the front desk where an exhausted nurse looked her up and down.

“You here delivering flowers? They go to the delivery entrance in the North Wing.”

Elly ripped off her apron. “No, no, sorry. I’m here to see my best friend, she’s in labor and delivery I would assume.”

The nurse rolled her eyes. “Is she IN delivery?”

“Yes.”

“Okay then. What is her name?”

“Kim and Sean Creeden.”

The nurse sat down slowly at the desk and began typing. Elly tapped her foot impatiently. “Look, I know that you must get this all the time, but…can you hurry? I was delivering a wedding so I’m already late, and I don’t want to miss it.”

The nurse looked up at her with big, placid brown eyes. “Everyone is in a hurry, miss, so you can wait just a few more seconds.” Elly clenched her hands and did a little dance of impatience. “She’s in room 414, just down this hall to your right.”

By the time the nurse finished her sentence, Elly was already running down the hall. She wheeled in front of room 414 and took a second to calm her heavy breathing. I shouldn’t run, she reminded herself. I’m not really a runner. She took a deep breath and knocked softly.

Sean opened the door slowly. “Elly” he whispered, “Come on in, wait until you see him.”

“Him?!” Elly was practically shouting. Sean shushed her.

“Oh, sorry” she whispered.

“Follow me.”

He led her past a pink hanging curtain into a small but pretty delivery room. The walls were a pale beige, lined with wood paneling. Dim uplighting gave the room a soft, warm glow. In a large bed framed with metal rails, Kim lay sleeping, her chest rising and falling quickly, interspersed with soft murmurs. Elly put her hand over her heart and stared at her friend. She quickly sat down in the chair beside the bed. She looked over at Sean, who was looking at his sweet wife with such pride and tenderness that it forced a sob into Elly’s throat.

“Should I wake her?” she whispered.

He nodded. “She couldn’t wait to see you. I have to call my parents so I’m going to step outside. Could you get her some water?”

Elly nodded, overjoyed to have something to do. She walked over to the tiny cart next to the window and poured some water into a plastic cup, then walked over and kissed Kim on the forehead.

Kim stirred, opening her eyes slowly. “Elly?”

“Hi, sweetie. Congratulations. Drink some water, okay?”

Kim nodded and pushed herself up, her arms shaking with exhaustion. Elly wrapped her arms around her waist and helped her sit up. “Don’t try that with me, okay? We’d be here for hours.”

Kim gave her a weak smile.

“Is the baby okay?” Elly asked nervously.

Kim nodded. “The doctors said that he looked perfect, even though he was three weeks early. He’s a fighter, like his dad.” She let her head sink back against the pillow. “Elly, you wouldn’t believe it...he’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I can’t put it into words, but I’ve never felt so much love, not ever. He’s the center of my world and he’s only been here five minutes.”

Elly grinned, running her fingers through Kim’s ratty ponytail. “You look like a trainwreck.”

“You do too.”

Elly smiled. “Well, I DID just finish delivering a huge wedding.”

“Yeah, well, I had a baby.”

Elly winked at Kim. “You win.” They chuckled together.

Elly tilted her head. “Was it scary? Are you okay?”

“It happened so fast. One minute I was in the shop – it’s a disaster by the way, have fun with that – and then next thing I knew I felt liquid running down my leg. My water had broken. Then these gigantic contractions started, and I couldn’t even move. I was so lucky that Keith had run by his shop to grab some appetizers….he called the cab and wanted to come with me. I didn’t let him go.” She looked over at Elly, her eyes glazed over. “He likes you, you know.”

Elly pressed her lips together. “Mmm hmm.”

Kim smiled weakly. “I made it to the hospital. I think I might have yelled at the cab driver a little.” She winced. “Oh gosh, I think I called him something very insulting.”

“You’re allowed, just this once, to call people names.”

“Oh no. Did I call you a name when we talked earlier?”

Elly shook her head, pushing a lock of Kim’s damp hair out of her eyes.

“Sean was waiting for me, my knight in shining armor, right outside the hospital. From there, I don’t remember much. He came fast. It was horrible pain, but it was quick, thank God…I think I yelled at Sean, too.”

“Also allowed.”

“And then he was here. He just arrived into this world, screaming his little head off, announcing that he was very angry to be mistaken for a girl this entire time.”

Elly laughed. “Are you shocked about that?”

Kim smiled. “I always thought that it would be so awful if we were wrong, but it was always…him. It was just us who were wrong.” She bit her lip. “I hope he likes his bright pink room, and all the pink baby clothes that Auntie Elly bought.” Elly groaned. “And the princess-themed crib bedding.”

“Yikes,” whispered Elly.

“I think Sean was secretly hoping all this time it would be a boy. I bet he’s out high-fiving his doctor buddies right now,” Kim mused.

“Oh, absolutely.”

The door squeaked open slowly, letting bright light fill the room as Sean walked in, carrying a tiny bundle. “Are you ready to meet him?” he whispered.

Elly nodded, suddenly nervous as the prospect of dropping a newborn. “I’m really klutzy, maybe I shouldn’t…”

Kim put her hand on Elly’s. “You’ll be fine. I’m right here.”

Sean delicately put the baby into Elly’s waiting arms, moving ever so carefully. Elly sat so still she was barely breathing.

“Elly, this is Hadley.”

Elly pulled back the blue blanket and stared at him. He was perfect, in every way. Tiny long lashes brushed his pale pink cheeks. He had Kim’s blond hair, light wisps of cream that covered his somewhat peaked head. Elly looked at his tiny fingers, running her hand over the unbelievably small nails, the miniature thumb, the wrist no wider than an inch. Love washed over her, twisting through her brain and dulling out all other background noise. There was only Hadley, his little sleeping face holding her heart captive. She knew immediately that she would be at the mercy of this little person, that anything he wanted she would hand over with glee. Oh boy, she thought, I’m in it for the long run with this kid. Tears ran down her cheeks, and Elly cautiously raised a hand so that they wouldn’t drip onto Hadley’s angelic face.

Kim laughed. “You are such a weeper.”

Elly giggled and stifled a choke, “It’s true. He’s just incredible, I don’t know what else to say…except for good job. He’s a miracle, a gift… I mean, look at him!”

Kim laughed.

“Hey, how was the wedding? I’m dying to hear how it went.”

Hadley gave a small yawn and Elly dissolved into happiness.

“It was fine.”

“It was FINE? Elly, I need more details than that. I just pushed a baby out, and I demand a play by play.”

Elly’s eyes never left Hadley’s face. “Aaron was there.”

Kim pushed herself up so quickly that Elly jumped. “As in you saw him?”

Elly nodded.

“Did you talk to him?”

She gave another nod.

“Well…what happened?”

Elly gazed down at the sleeping baby and shrugged. “It’s not important.”

Kim’s mouth fell open and Elly continued. “Today is Hadley’s day, and your day. Maybe someday I’ll tell you about it, but Aaron will never be important again.”

Kim put her hands over her mouth. “Oh, Elly.”

Hadley let out a low cry. Elly turned to Kim. “Go see your mama.”

Kim reached out her arms, took her child gingerly and ran her finger over his baby pout. “Shh, shh baby, you’re mine.”

Elly looked at Kim. “Already a natural. You’re going to be an incredible mother.”

“You’ll be around to make sure, right?”

“Always.” Elly stood and gave Kim’s shoulder a squeeze, and kissed Hadley lightly on his satin cheek. “I’m going to go and give you guys some family time.”

Kim nodded distractedly, unable to tear her eyes from her newborn son.

“I’ll call you later.” Elly ushered Sean to her chair. “Congrats, Daddy!”

Sean gave Elly a quick hug. “Thanks for coming.”

Outside the hospital, the air was crisp, and Elly’s breath lingered in front of her face. Her steps were light and buoyant, and she danced across the parking lot. The black night sky didn’t hold enough depth to contain her joy. Her happiness, however, rapidly gave way to exhaustion as she drove back to the shop.

Flicking on the neon lights, Elly let out an exaggerated groan. The shop was an absolute wreck. Stems and greenery covered the floor, inches thick in most places. The air reeked of decaying stems and wet moss, and Elly noticed a dead ranunculus hanging from the swirling ceiling fan. Geez, what happened here? She carefully stepped over overturned buckets, loose floral wire and chunks of green foam as she made her way to the back. Pushing a flower cart out of her path, she fought her way to the cooler door. The last thing she felt like doing was making an arrangement, but she knew she had to capture this intoxicating freedom. The cooler was full of sporadic leftovers from the wedding: smaller pink peonies, yellow tea roses, some exotic greenery, one cattalaya orchid, three fringe tulips. Elly gathered them quickly and laid them down on the design table, which was covered in greens. Reaching into her vase shelf, she pushed the other vases aside, feeling for a special vase in the very back. Elly’s fingers curled around it, and she pulled it out, sending a flurry of dust bunnies into the air.

It was a small antique vase with a gold leaf top and a narrow neck. Its porcelain molding was covered in the blue outline of clouds that hovered delicately above magenta water lilies. It had been her mother’s favorite vase. Normally, she didn’t have it out because the mere sight of it was enough to send her into weepy hysterics. Tonight, she felt different.

The lackadaisical arrangement fell beautifully into the open container, the tulips draping over the sides with dramatic flair. Elly waded her way to the front of the room and placed it on her desk – the only neat space in the studio at the moment. She smiled. It was simply wondrous. She made the decision right then that the vase would never leave her desk, that it was here to stay. She yawned, every fiber of her body aching and screaming for rest.

As she headed for the stairs, she noticed the back room light was still on. For the love, she thought and stomped over to the door, jerking it open. Her first instinct was to scream. Her second was to laugh. Snarky Teenager was pressed up against the shelves, her toned arms wrapped around a brown male head that was nuzzling her neck as his hands grabbed her waist passionately, her dress hiking up her thigh. She looked up at Elly with horror, and then gave a casual “I couldn’t help myself” shrug, followed by naughty smile. The mane of brown hair whipped around, and Elly recognized the handsome Russian student from this afternoon.

“Good evening, Ma’am” he said stoically, backing away from Snarky Teenager, who looked at him with playful eyes. Elly noticed she was holding a belt in her hand, which she was twirling around like a whip. She didn’t want to know.

Elly let out a sigh, feeling the weight of the day sink around her. “Try not to make this place even messier, okay? And be good.” She switched off the light and shut the door, muffled laughter and shrieks of delight following behind her.

At the top of the stairs, Elly noticed a familiar note on her door. With an exasperated eye roll, she ripped it off and opened it.

Elly, I’m so sorry about today. Please come over when you are done, Love, Isaac

She crumpled the note before letting it flutter facedown to the floor. Elly opened the door to her apartment and was covered in doggie kisses as Cadbury leapt joyfully into her arms. Burying her face in his soft fur, she headed into the bedroom. She kicked off her shoes and crawled into bed, her clothing still on, her shirt collar pressing uncomfortably against her neck. In the seconds before she was asleep, a faint smile flitted across her face. She felt the door in her heart open, and the dark smoke that had filled it was sucked out and replaced by cool, clean air. She could finally breathe. A deep peace swept over her, one she hadn’t know since those hot mornings in Georgia, with her mother humming hymns over her shoulder. Her last thought that followed her into the inky blackness was a small mix of sadness and relief that her and Aaron’s love story was finally over. Elly closed her eyes, and was wrapped in the gentle arms of unconsciousness.
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Elly woke up to a horrible smell. She brought her hands to her face, confused, smelling the earth and dirt that ran through the cracks in her skin. Where was she? What time was it? With a groan, she pushed herself up into a sitting position. She was in her room, in her bed, fully dressed. Elly rubbed her eyes tiredly and grabbed her alarm clock. 11:00 am. Eleven?! Elly leapt out of bed, instantly feeling her legs go weak underneath her.

“Whoa,” she mumbled. “Slow down, cowgirl.” She sniffed her shirt. Ugh, most definitely the smell was her. She slowly unbuttoned her blouse and slipped off her work pants, letting them stay around her ankles as she limped to the shower.

She let out a low sigh of delight as the hot water cascaded over her sore shoulders and back. In the middle of working conditioner into her completely mangled hair, she inhaled sharply as the day before came rushing back to her. Keith. Lucia. Aaron. Elly stood shocked. Had that all really happened? Was she truly free of him? She rinsed her face in the cold water. I slapped someone. I slapped him! She danced around happily, stomping her feet in the tiny puddles on her tile floor. She sang into the water.

“Slap, slap, slap….”

Thirty minutes later, her mood had sobered as she prepared to head downstairs to a mess of enormous proportions. How long would it take to clean up? Five hours, maybe? She wrapped her hair up into a loose pony-tail (more like a loose nub) and headed down wearing comfy jeans and a dark blue v-necked t-shirt. Cadbury trailed along at her heels, whining happily to have some attention.

Elly stopped and scratched his head. “I know I haven’t been around very much lately. I’m sorry. We’ll go on a long walk today, I promise.” Cadbury seemed merely annoyed at such pithy penance. Elly gave a sigh and pushed open the studio door. “This is gonna be bad.”

It wasn’t.

It was…clean. There was no hint of the disaster that Elly remembered from the night before. The carpet was showing again! There were no flowers hanging from the ceiling like there had been some mad greenhouse rave! The place wasn’t exactly sparkling, but it wasn’t messy, either. Someone had been here. Elly raised her eyebrows, scouring her surroundings for any sign of life. Then she spied a post-it on the cooler door. She lifted it nervously.

This doesn’t make up for anything, but I had to try. Love, Isaac

Ugh…Isaac. Is there anyone left who doesn’t have a key to the store? Elly sat heavily at the table and put her head in her hands. This was something she had hoped not to deal with today. Isaac was truly an innocent; a sweet, self-centered man-child who wasn’t always in control of himself. Idiotic and sometimes devious; yes. Manipulative; no. Ridiculous; yes. Evil; definitely not. He was however, a fantastic kisser. That mouth…..Elly pressed her fingers against her lips, closing her eyes ever so slightly.

Before she descended too far into fantasy, there was a bang at the shop door. She jumped to her feet, trying to arrange her v-neck into the least ample breast revealing shape possible. Did I have a consult today? No, she would have never scheduled one for the day after this wedding. She moved back the dainty curtain, squinting into the light. Sunny Kepke waved demurely back at her, holding a plant.

Elly turned around quickly, her heart hammering wildly and she pressed her back against the door. Oh no. Did she know? Was she here to yell? To scream at the woman who wrecked her daughter’s trip down the aisle? Had Aaron even made it there? Was she going to sue her? Not pay her? Elly put her hand on her chest and tried to breathe deeply. Maybe she didn’t know. Maybe she was here to say thank you and pay you and be done with it. People didn’t bring plants when they were angry – right? Dear God, she mouthed silently, please let that be it.

She turned and opened the door, smiling uneasily.

“Hi, Sunny! Congratulations! What brings you here the day after the wedding? Aren’t you exhausted? I know I am.” Elly gave a lame, nervous attempt at a laugh.

Sunny smiled at her, lips pressed together. “Sit down, Eleanor. I need to talk to you.”

Elly felt her stomach drop, and she rested her hand on the table to steady herself. She took a deep breath and sat slowly, closing her eyes. Here we go, she thought, I deserve this. At least if she decides to hit me, it will be with old lady force. How hard could that be? Elly winced.

“Eleanor.” Elly opened one eye cautiously. “Look at me, darling.”

She opened her eyes. Sunny was slowly removing tan leather gloves. She was immaculate as always in a matching pink suede jacket with a pale sage scarf tied around her neck. Her eyes, however, played sadly over Elly’s face. “Dear, go get yourself a glass of water. You look like you are about to faint, and we don’t want that to happen again.” Elly nodded, grabbed a bottle of water out of the cooler and sat back down gingerly, as not to set off Sunny.

Sunny took a deep breath. “I want to start by telling you that I hope that you will forgive an old woman for her best laid plans. Sometimes I can be a little too…well, let’s just say too reaching for my own good.”

Elly frowned. “I don’t follow. Why are you apologizing to me? I should be apologizing to you. Sunny…”

Sunny raised up her hand. “I know what you’re about to say, but let me go first. I know about you and Aaron, Elly. I’ve known for awhile.”

The silence in the store was deafening. Elly’s mouth hung open, and then it seemed there were too many words to fit inside of it.

“How did you – wait, you knew? You knew that and you still hired me?” Elly’s voice was rising steadily.

“No darling, you have the details mixed up. There was no deception at the beginning. I had no idea that you were Aaron’s ex-wife when I hired you. It was exactly like I told you: I had received some arrangements from you and loved them. There was nothing more than that.” Sunny wiped her forehead and it occurred to Elly that she was also nervous. “You should know that I love my daughter. I love Lucia. She is my last born, my baby, my only girl. She was always a wild child, precocious and demanding, but I love her more than I love anything else in the world. I would do anything for her, even look the other way when I sensed that something wasn’t quite right with her fiancé.

“From the very beginning, it seemed that there was a large piece missing in their relationship. Oh sure, they were infatuated with each other, all lusty-eyed and brilliant, and yet there was a heart of sadness about the whole affair. I tried talking to Lucia about it, but she defended it so passionately that I immediately picked up on an underlying panic. It all seemed…off. Lucia had mentioned that Aaron had an ex-wife in passing, but never delved into the subject. I had decided to ignore it until the day you fainted, right here in this shop. I knew that the painting had upset you, and I needed to figure out why. I casually dropped your name in front of Aaron – and well, it was like his heart stopped. He’s very bad at hiding his feelings, that one, and I could tell that the mention of you shook him to his core. He never mentioned it to my daughter, which further convinced me that he – and she – had something to hide. Why did he care so much about YOU, a florist he had never met? So, I did what any old woman with too much money does…and I hired a private investigator.”

Elly leaned back in her chair, feeling awash in paranoia. Did he know everything about her? Her bank accounts? Her history? She clenched her fists tightly. Her weight?

“He told me everything I needed to know. That Aaron had an affair with Lucia while you were still married. That you left everything behind, came here and started a new life. That you were dating an attractive, albeit poor, musician. I figured, with everything that you had been through, it could be my gift to you, this wedding. I’m sure you could use the…” she paused, then continued delicately, “the business, if you will, and I didn’t want to punish you for what Aaron did. I knew that you could reject it at anytime, and you didn’t, which showed your true character.”

Elly bit her lip. “I wanted to, Sunny. I wanted to every single day. But I had good people who steadied my hand, and my will. I also had a lot of wine, and that helped.”

Sunny gave a weak smile. “Oh Elly, you really are a delight. I had thought that everything was going smoothly, and that’s why I brought Lucia to you. I thought it would help bring you closure, bring you peace, to face her. Lucia needs discipline. She gives no thought to her actions, never has. I thought seeing you would show her what she had done to you, to Aaron, to everyone involved. I should have known better. Lucia has always been ridiculously arrogant, and aggressive. The hell she put you through that day will be on my conscience forever. I felt it was too late to step in, and she was like a wolverine, tearing into you again and again…although your co-worker did put up a good fight. Brave girl.”

Elly smiled. Sunny paused, and Elly saw her eyes brimming with tears. “I know what it’s like, you know, to have your husband be unfaithful. I would have given anything to look his many lovers in the face, to have that sense of finality. I wanted to give you that…even if that woman was my daughter.” She wiped her eyes with a withered hand. “If you can someday forgive me for what I have done to you….then, please…just know that I’m aware that I should never have meddled in your life, in your past. I tried to give you resolutions that I never had, living vicariously through your chance at closure. Elly, dear, I’m so sorry.” At this, Sunny bent her dignified head over the table and wept.

Elly jumped up and gave the tiny woman a fierce hug. “Sunny, look at me.” Sunny looked up, her mascara running down her cheeks. “I’m going to say this, and I need you to believe that I am not saying this for your benefit.” Elly took a labored breath and let the next words pour out of her mouth gloriously. “You hiring me for your daughter’s wedding was the best thing that ever happened to me. I won’t go into it because frankly, I’m tired of talking about it, but Aaron took my life away. I have spent the last two years trying to get over the moment that I found him in my bed with Lucia.”

Sunny covered her mouth and widened her eyes. Elly guessed she hadn’t found out about that part. “Aaron took away every ounce of confidence that I would ever be truly loved again. I never got over him, and even when a wonderful guy” – she couldn’t bring herself to call Isaac a man, not quite – “took an interest in me, I wasn’t able to fully be with him, because Aaron was still there. He was always there, lurking at the back of my heart.” Sunny nodded empathetically. “But yesterday, I saw Aaron at the wedding. I talked to him, and he begged me to come back to him.” Sunny’s mouth twitched, but Elly bravely continued. “At first, I fell into him, and had that moment that I’d been waiting all these years for. He said and did all the things that I had built up in my mind that I wanted, and I was so ready to throw this all away, just for his kiss, just to be with him again.”

“And then…”

“And then I realized…he wasn’t the man of my dreams - he was the man who took them away.” She stood up, short but proud. “I am better without him.”

Sunny let out a happy sob.

“I woke up today, and I’m free of him. Forever. I can move forward with my life, and it’s all because of you. Because you hired me to do this wedding, because you trusted me with it. And yes, because you meddled where you really shouldn’t have.” She sat down beside Sunny and took her hand. “Thank you for giving me the closure that I wasn’t strong enough to seek out myself.”

Sunny smiled, the relief etched on her face. “Oh, thank God.”

Elly frowned. “On that note, I do feel the need to tell you that Aaron is going to be a horrible husband to Lucia. He tried to get me to run away with him yesterday, on their honeymoon! Honestly, I feel nothing but pity for your daughter at this moment.”

Sunny grimaced. “I’m aware. I tried to talk Lucia out of marrying him, but she does what she wants. She always has. She is a grown woman, who makes many conscious mistakes. Perhaps it’s time for her to live with the consequences of the pain she has caused.” She paused. “I sound like an awful mother.”

“No,” Elly paused, trying to find the right words. “You’re an honest mother.”

Sunny took a deep breath. “I’m so relieved. I fully expected to be screamed at today.”

Elly nodded, adding, “I thought maybe you would slap me.”

“Oh dear, I would never slap anyone.”

“I know.” Sunny turned and looked at Elly. “You really are the most extraordinary woman I think I’ve ever met. From the moment I met you, I knew you were something special. There is no one else in the world that I would have hired.”

Elly stood, helping Sunny to her feet. “I’m glad you came clean. I really should be thanking you, though.”

Sunny turned, the picture of grace and elegance in the early afternoon light. “Please don’t. It would be more than I could bear. I hope that we can still stay in touch, Elly. Would it be alright if I stopped by every once in awhile and took you for lunch?”

Elly nodded with sincerity. “I would like that.”

Sunny opened the shop door, the bells clanking softly. “It really was the most beautiful wedding. Even if the marriage isn’t, at least I have that.”

Elly closed the door softly behind her and picked up the plant that Sunny had brought in, a small pink azalea bush with a card tied to it. Elly opened the envelope. Written in perfect calligraphy, it simply said Thank you. A check fell out onto the table. Elly picked it up with trembling fingers. Her response was so loud the neighbors heard.
  

CHAPTER

THIRTY-THREE
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Sunlight swam through the bare trees, marking the end of fall, shadowing the ground with twisted lines. Elly hummed happily to herself as she walked Cadbury, who tore at the end of the leash like a dog out of hell.

“Cadbury, STOP!” she yanked back hard, but to no avail. Sunny’s confession had made the rest of her day sail along smoothly. Elly finished cleaning up the shop and caught up on emails which had seemed to triple after the wedding, all starting with the same wonderful phrase: Hello, I saw your amazing flowers at a wedding this weekend… Elly had whooped with delight. Business was going to be very good this year. She had called Lizette and told her where to shove it, but only after she gave her Ardelle’s phone number. Elly imagined they would either become best friends or end up dead in a river somewhere – either way, she was glad to be rid of both of them. Lizette had been disappointed that they wouldn’t be working together, but seemed as equally exhausted as Elly had been by the wedding and hadn’t put up much of a fight.

“Alrighty, missy, but this won’t be the last you hear of me,” Lizette warned.

Elly had laughed. “I certainly hope not, but if you ever try to blackmail me again, you will never work in the wedding business. My size makes me a formidable enemy.”

Lizette chuckled loudly and hung up the phone, but not before Elly heard her scream, “ASHLEEE!!”

Elly locked Sunny’s check securely in the small, fireproof safe she kept in her apartment - sixty thousand dollars didn’t exactly feel comfortable sitting in her pocket. There was also the concern that she would go to the airport, buy a ticket to some warm foreign country serving umbrella drinks and stay there until Isaac had moved on. The check safely stored until she could take it to the bank on Monday, Elly decided she would enjoy nothing more than a long overdue walk with Cadbury.

It was a perfect St. Louis day; cool without being cold, the sun warming her skin in between sporadic breezes. Elly smiled happily. She loved this city with its nooks and crannies, the large parks and urban downtown and each tiny neighborhood, offering its distinct flavor of ethnicity. As Cadbury enthusiastically peed on someone’s flower bed, Elly made the decision that she would live and die in this city - there was no other place for her. For the first time, her heart was at rest, content and full of bliss. She hummed through downtown Clayton, for the first time noticing the changing red and yellows of the leaves.

After they had walked for about an hour, Elly realized that she had taken a wrong turn. Instead of heading back east, she had been heading north, distracted by the beauty around her. She ground her teeth and tried to understand her surroundings.

She was on the edge of downtown Clayton, facing the parking garages to numerous skyscrapers and was two blocks from the main street. She walked past a tiny Brazilian café with salsa music pumping out of its windows and paused to catch her breath. Cadbury whined and flopped onto the warm pavement, evidently exhausted. Elly found a small bench in front of a tiny brick church and waited for him to recuperate. She heard a door slam behind her and dozens of elaborately dressed African Americans poured into the street. That’s right, it’s Sunday. Elly ducked her head, suddenly aware of her jeans and trench coat juxtaposed against their bright hats and dresses.

She yanked on Cadbury’s leash, “C’mon, let’s go, I look like a heathen!”

“Well, hello there,” she heard. She turned, plastering a smile on her face.

A portly dark-skinned man smiled down at her. He walked slowly down the steps, and Elly saw a white collar poking out of his suit jacket. The pastor. Nice job, Elly.

“What are you doing, sitting here outside my church?”

Elly grinned. She liked the man instantly.

“Just walking my dog. I’m not sure how, but I kind of just…ended up here, I guess. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was walking.”

He grinned back. “Maybe the Lord has led you here.”

“Maybe I have a bad sense of direction,” she countered.

He laughed. “You got a church home?” Ah, the rare tact of a pastor…

Elly shook her head. “No. I used to go to church every Sunday with my Mom, but then she died and…” She willed the tears out of her eyes. “Well, that was a long time ago. I haven’t really gone since. I should have.”

The man sat down next to her. “Mind if I smoke?”

Elly shook her head, amazed. “I didn’t know pastors could smoke,” she teased.

“They shouldn’t, but the Lord knows I have my vices. I figure if it’s between this and drinking too much and gambling, He’ll take smoking.” He took a few long laborious puffs, savoring each one, then promptly put the cigarette out. “I’m trying to quit. What’s your name?”

“Elly. Elly Jordan.”

He extended his hand. “I’m Reverend Mack Harris, nice to meet you. So tell me Elly, you think it’s time for you to come back to church?”

Elly wasn’t surprised at his frankness. This was how her pastor in Georgia had been – brutally honest and raw. It was nice.

“I think so. Yes. I never really lost my faith, but I just didn’t….” Rev. Harris leaned over and gave her a quizzical look. “Work on it. Or think about it. I let it get overgrown, in garden-speak.” He smiled and Elly found herself tangled in unexpected emotion. “I know it’s been awhile, but I feel like this is coming home. My soul is recently…” Her eyes clouded with tears. “Free.” He stood up and brushed off his pants. “Well Elly Jordan, that’s good to hear.” He looked around. “Here we go, another beautiful day in the Lord’s Kingdom. Got a service to lead God’s people, even though I really would like some lunch.” He paused and studied her face. “It was nice to meet you Elly.”

Elly nodded. “It was nice to meet you too.”

“I better see you here next week Elly Jordan. Our morning services start at 9 am. You better put your money where your mouth is. Jesus misses you, child.”

Elly smiled in spite of herself. “I’ll be there.” My gosh, she thought, I will be. I actually mean that.

“Good. By the looks of it, you like a good meal. We have a potluck after each service. Bring something to share.”

Elly nodded. She knew exactly what she was going to bring: her mother’s pancakes. Cadbury huffed to his feet and wagged his tail. He was ready to head home.

“I’m glad you stopped by my little church, Elly Jordan.”

Elly grinned. “I think I was supposed to.” She headed down the block and gave a quick backwards squint at the sign out front. Grace Baptist Church of Clayton. Grace…how perfect. She heard the beginning poundings of the organ inside, along with the raising of dozens of thick gospel voices. Joy coursed through her veins at the sound – it was a song that she had heard her Mother sing, many times.

“Mama, I’m coming home”, she whispered.

Elly took a short-cut home, cutting through several neighborhoods to bypass the main streets. Coming over a hill, she could see a tiny pathway twisting off to the right. She didn’t take it, but she knew where it led: the hidden garden where Keith had taken her that day, the day he tried to convince her to do the wedding. Elly ran her hands through her hair and raised her face to the sun. He had been right. He had been right about everything. Elly gave a sigh of resignation. She knew what she had to do.
  

CHAPTER

THIRTY-FOUR

[image: image]

It was 6 pm on Monday, and Elly couldn’t sit still. She drummed her fingers anxiously on her kitchen table, glancing at the clock every five minutes. Dinner was laid out on the table: elaborate and hearty. It was guilt food. Elly had spent the evening cooking up a fury, rushing around the kitchen covered in sweat and throwing one thing after another on the table. Homemade spinach lasagna, honey wheat bread, a Greek salad and coconut malted cookies lay steaming on the table. The spread was beautiful and Elly was a wreck. Cadbury lay in the corner, totally uninterested in the proceedings. When the doorbell rang, he simply turned over and licked his lips.

“You are a horrible guard dog,” Elly mumbled as she opened the door. Isaac’s face smiled down at her, brilliantly tan. He was wearing the tight jeans that Elly loved and a black t-shirt. His hair fell messily over his eyes. Elly couldn’t pull her own eyes away, he was so delicious. She suddenly found it hard to breathe.

“Come in, come in.”

Isaac pulled his hands out from behind his back and handed her a small bunch of flowers. “I bought these for you.”

Elly looked down into the paper, trying her best to hold back a gag. Half dead dyed purple carnations peeked out from behind dry caspia. It was horrendous. Why in the world would you buy a florist flowers? Especially BAD flowers?

“Thank you.” Elly set them on the table and reminded herself to be thankful for the sweet gesture. Still, there was no way they would make it into a vase.

Isaac wrapped his arms around her waist and spun her around so that his face lightly brushed hers. “I missed you” his whispered. “I couldn’t stand the idea of you being mad at me.” He let his lips travel slowly over hers, teasing every inch. Elly knew she should resist, but what was just one more kiss? Or two?

After a couple of minutes she pushed him back, laughing nervously. “Enough! I made all this food and we’re going to eat it.” She paused. “I think we should eat on the patio upstairs. We can bring blankets.” Elly instantly regretted her words. Blankets implied closeness, which to Isaac always implied intimacy. She was giving him the wrong idea, which was obvious by the way he wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

“Blankets huh? Definitely.”

Elly sighed. “Grab your food.”

Isaac reached for her hand, his voice edged with tension. “This is incredible. You are the most amazing woman, and I’m so sorry for the way I’ve acted the last two days. I’ve been an immature bastard who doesn’t deserve you.”

Elly simply nodded as she piled her plate with lasagna. Her face was flushing and her throat was tightening. Elly had never been one to break up with someone. In high school and college, she had always been the dumped, rather than the dumpee, and she was finding it much harder on this end. She had been unprepared for this rush of guilt, this tidal wave of pitying love that she felt bursting through her. She watched him, piling his plate high with food, the light reflecting off the chocolate shades in his hair, his long lashes blinking slowly. It took every ounce of restraint to not let herself fall into his arms, to let him love her and eventually leave her.

Isaac walked past her, on his way out to the patio, and slapped her behind playfully. “You’re the best, babe.” Elly hung her head. This was going to be harder than she thought.

The night was moist, the threat of frost hanging in the air. Isaac quickly built a fire in Elly’s small fire pit – something she never bothered to do. The small flames crackled to life and gave out just enough heat that the patio was perfect.

Isaac patted the couch next to him as he shoveled lasagna into his mouth. “You don’t want to sit by me? I won’t bite …much.” He chuckled at his own joke.

Elly declined and sat across from him. Her plate sat still on her lap. She cleared her throat. “Isaac, we…we have to talk.” She choked on the last word and took a huge gulp of water. So far, disaster, she thought.

“Mmm hmm.” Isaac put a huge bite of lasagna into his mouth. “I know!” he agreed.

Elly smiled slightly, “You do?”

“Of course, there is so much to discuss.”

Elly felt a rush of relief. “I couldn’t agree more.”

He wiped his mouth hastily with his napkin. “So, for the Everest Oppressed set on this coming Saturday, I was thinking we could start with ‘Perplexed Apathy’ and then segue into ‘Cherry Revolution’ and maybe close the show with our big number: ‘Curves of a Woman.’”

Elly shut her eyes. If she never had to hear the song about her ample bosom again, it would be too soon.

“That song is our big hit, you know.” He leaned over and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “You are the perfect muse. I think that Gene butchered the bridge though, last time, and I was thinking if we added a fourth….”

With that, the fog in Elly’s brain lifted, and she steeled her resolve. Best to just get it over with, she thought.

“Isaac – stop. Just stop talking.”

Isaac looked up from his plate with shock, a bite of Greek salad falling off his fork onto the ground.

“I don’t think that this is going to work out between us.”

His face displayed disbelief. “What?”

“I’m so, so sorry, but I just can’t be with you. And I know you won’t understand but I need you to believe that…”

“Wait, WHAT? You’re…breaking UP with me?” Isaac’s face fell apart. “But…how can you? Elly, I love you.” His lip quivered. “Elly…please don’t do this.”

Elly’s felt a piece of her heart chip off. She stood up and snuggled beside him, tucking her legs under his. She set his plate on the ground and she cradled his face in her hands. He wouldn’t look at her.

“Look at me,” she said. He wouldn’t. “Isaac. Look at me.”

His deep brown eyes gazed reluctantly into hers, red and watery.

“I learned something about myself yesterday, something that I should have always known. We each have flaws, each of us, and it’s a rare moment that we can see them clearly. Yesterday I saw our relationship…but through my ex-husband. Isaac, it was like looking into a mirror. Does that make sense?”

He shook his head. “I don’t understand. Are you leaving me for him?”

Elly bit her lip. She was failing miserably at this. Elly Jordan, world’s worst breakup artist, she thought inwardly.

“I have a type. Do you know what it is? Men like you. Beautiful men - artists, painters…musicians. Why do you think I love my job so much? Because I love beautiful things. It’s the reason I love flowers, it’s the reason that I fell so hard for you…and for Aaron. My ex-husband. I’ve told you a little about him.”

Isaac made a face. “Don’t compare me to him, that’s not fair.”

Elly ran her fingers down his cheek. “It’s not fair, I know. And you aren’t exactly like him…not yet.” She hesitated, deciding not to tell him that when she had looked at Aaron yesterday, she had seen that not only were they alike, but the same person. The same endlessly self-centered, immature person. She cleared her throat.

“However, I fear someday you will be. You are very much alike. I know that isn’t what you want to hear, but it’s the truth. You are both seekers, searching for your next big thing, your break-through.” She hesitated. “Your muse. And I cannot be that woman. I am at a very different stage of my life than you. I want a husband, children…a family. I want to go to church. You should know that I wouldn’t be good for you, not in the long run. I imagine down the road you would probably cheat on me, not because you’re a horrible person, but because I’m sure that’s where your future is heading. You need to be free, Isaac, and the only thing you love right now should be your music. I don’t want to hold you back from your deepest need, and I don’t want you to hold me back from the things I want.”

Isaac sniffed, holding back tears. “So, you regret being with me? Since I’m just like your ex-husband, apparently?”

Elly kissed his cheek. “On the contrary, Isaac, you were maybe the best thing that has ever happened to me.”

Isaac leaned back on the couch. “I don’t understand what you are talking about, not at all. I think maybe you have Tourette’s and this is all one crazy long episode.”

Elly laughed and leaned her face against his shoulder. “I adore you, do you know that?”

Isaac looked away. “Yeah, it sounds like that.”

Elly sighed. “This might be hard to understand, but you SAVED me. Before you came to my door that night, every single day was nothing more than a blank slate, one thing after another, the world moving without me in it. I couldn’t shake Aaron, not from any part of me. I forced myself not to think about him, and in the process I tuned out every feeling and emotion I had. Until there was you.” She glanced over at him and took his hand. “You, and your beautiful face. It awakened something inside me. For the first time, I felt my heart open again. I took in all the joy of you, all while sensing that something wasn’t quite right.”

Isaac shuffled angrily and Elly continued. “It was because I was reliving Aaron, through you. I was healing myself of him, through loving you. Being with you was like coming home…to him. I slipped into that skin easily, because you are so very alike. Without you, I would still be in that same place, living in endless self-pity.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Isaac. You made me feel beautiful. You made me feel loved and passionate for the first time in two years. You gave me the tools to be myself. Don’t you understand? Being with you let me bloom into the person I needed to be. You have been a blessing to me.”

Isaac’s lips curled into a small smile. “Really?”

“Really. I owe it all to you. There is no one else in this world who could have done the things for me that you have done. You changed me forever, by just loving me, in your own way.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “I know that it’s not fair. I wasn’t consciously aware of any of this. I should have known better, but there was no stopping the train that was Isaac. I mean, have you looked at yourself?”

He smiled widely. “I am pretty good-looking.”

“You are.”

“But so are you, Elly. You never see yourself clearly. I’m not sure how I’m going to deal with not being with you. I…I love you Elly.”

“No, you don’t.”

Isaac sat back. “What do you mean, I don’t?”

“You love me, but not in the way that two people should love each other. You love me because of what I give you, and because of the passion you have for me. I make you laugh and your face makes my knees go weak, but that does not a lifetime make.”

“But we can work on that…”

Elly put her fingers over his mouth. He kissed them softly, making her lose concentration. “Don’t do it – no, stop that.” She pulled away. “We can’t work on it. I can’t be with someone like Aaron again. I can’t force my past with him onto a future with you. Not to mention, we are very different people. You must see that.”

He nodded slowly. “Truth: I hate going to garden centers with you”

Elly grinned. “And I hate smoke-filled jazz clubs.”

“I hate Italian food.”

Elly gasped. “Well, I hate Gene.”

“I hate Gene, too.” They laughed. I hate your band, thought Elly, although she didn’t say it out loud.

Isaac pulled her toward him. “Can we at least be friends? Or maybe friends with benefits?”

Elly made a face at him.

He leaned over her. “You know, I’ll still be your neighbor. Still close enough for late night calls…”

Elly pushed against his chest. “Stop using your sexy super powers. The last time you tried that you set your pants on fire.”

“Oh, I forgot about that,” Isaac said sheepishly.

Elly smiled. “See, it’s not meant to be.”

Isaac’s face turned from playful teasing into a pained sadness. “But I really I thought that it was.”

Elly’s heart shrunk. She was killing him. Gently, she leaned against his warm chest. “I am so thankful for you Isaac. You will always have a very special place in my heart, as the man who brought me back to life. I hope that someday it can be enough.”

He ran his hands absent-mindedly through her hair. “It never will be.” There was silence. “I guess I better go then, if this is the end of things.”

Elly held his hand. “No, please stay awhile. I like you near me.”

They watched the flames flicker slowly out, the last plume of fire licking up the side of a small log. Isaac stared at her, his chocolate brown irises boring into the side of her face, while Elly kept her eyes glued to the fire. He pulled the blanket off himself, stretching his long body in the moonlight, and wrapped it around her shoulders, tucking it gently underneath her. His coarse musician’s fingers lingered on her chin as he tipped her lips up to his for one last kiss.

The night howled around them, as Elly said goodbye to the very last piece of Aaron. Isaac shut the door softly behind him, and Elly bent her head and cried. She headed inside, her throat dry from crying and began clearing the kitchen table. The lasagna was still warm. She stared at. Would it be wrong, with all that had happened tonight, to actually eat? Isaac’s stunned face appeared in her mind, the jilted look in his eyes, the agony that had played on his face while the fire died in front of them. He had been devastated and completely taken off-guard. Elly had truly hurt him, and it broke her heart, but the future was opening in front of her, and he wasn’t a part of it. It wasn’t fair to stay with him a minute longer. She looked back at the lasagna, muttered, “Eh,” and grabbed a fork.
  

Epilogue
 

Before anyone could notice, the sky turned grey and opened up her folds, letting in the snow, and with it, the Christmas season. It was Christmas Eve, and Elly was in charge of the turkey. Despite her inherited culinary abilities, how one cooked a turkey was somehow beyond her, so she was employing the help of the local news anchor.

“You will shove your hand into the cavity of the turkey and pull out the neck and gizzards.”

Elly stopped dead in front of the television. “I’m sorry?”

The woman proceeded to shove her hand up the bird’s back and pull out its insides. Elly gagged. She picked up the turkey and shook it violently over the trash can, random innards falling out. It slipped in her hands and tumbled into the trash can.

“ARRGGGHHH!!” she screamed. She grabbed it quickly out of the can and rinsed it in the sink. She turned to Cadbury. “Nobody saw that, right? Okay. good.” Cadbury yawned and licked his chops, waiting for a morsel to fall to the floor.

Elly turned her attention back to the news anchor with the bouffant hairdo. “Now, turn the turkey over and truss it with twine.”

Elly squinted at TV. I’m supposed to tie it up? What? She quickly wrapped the turkey, one end over another until it looked like some sort of prisoner of war.

“That’s done!” Elly pulled out a stick of butter, melted it in the microwave and slathered it all over the turkey. It felt a bit naughty, patting its rump, getting it all lathered up and sending it on its way into the oven. Dirty bird, Elly mumbled to herself. This, she knew, was what happened when you got used to kissing a handsome man every day. Suddenly, you had the dirtiest of minds. Elly turned down the television and up the radio.

Some alternative jazz played through the apartment, circling around Elly and echoing off the windows. Jazz would forever remind her of Isaac. She hadn’t heard from him since that night on the roof, although she had seen him loading up his car with his guitar and various boxes. She had waved and smiled. He had not, and it had sent Elly into a tearful flurry of guilt.

The oven beeped and she absentmindedly brushed a strand of hair out of her face with the oven mitt. It was so HOT in here with the oven on. She walked to the front of the apartment, pushing open the front window in time to see a black SUV pull up at the curb and Kim and Sean climbed out. She gestured gaily from the window, the cool air biting her warm cheeks.

“HEY! We’re just meeting downstairs, the table is all set!” she called out.

Kim waved back, holding a baby car seat in her free hand.

Elly whipped off her apron and headed downstairs, skipping down the steps. She loved her outfit. A red headband pulled back her blond curls, and a black dress with a red sash hit her right at the waist. Snarky Teenager had become her new shopping partner, and Elly couldn’t believe the difference new clothing could make on a person. Her black flats clicked on the stairs as she rounded the corner.

“Hello!” she cried happily. Kim ran up and threw her arms around her.

“Merry Christmas!” she exclaimed.

“Thank you!” said Elly. “I’m so glad you could make it!”

Kim smiled and whispered in her ear. “I’m so glad that Sean’s parents’ flight got stuck in Chicago. Thank the Lord for small miracles. I’m not sure I could have handled them today.” She leaned back. “Hadley has been crying non-stop.”

Elly looked over into the car seat, resting comfortably on a chair. Hadley dozed peacefully, his tiny mouth open as he wandered through his dreams.

“I can’t imagine that” she said to Kim. “He’s perfect. And he’s getting so big!”

Kim rolled her eyes. “Just you wait. It’s all oohs and ahhs until you accidentally wipe poop on your face. Can you babysit from now until he is eighteen?”

Elly laughed and walked over to the car seat and ran her finger over his rounded chin. “I hope so. I’m a little in love with him.”

Kim put her head against Elly’s as they stared down at her child. “Me too.”

Kim looked across the room and pinched Elly’s side. “He looks good today.”

She mouthed back, “I know.”

Anthony came around the corner from the backroom, walking slowly with Keith’s help. Elly ran over to him. He hadn’t recovered well from his appendicitis, but each day he showed hopeful signs. Elly had put him in charge of the front desk and consultations for the time being. She liked being in the back with Snarky Teenager. The new air conditioning unit didn’t hurt either.

“Anthony! You could have waited for us! Geez, here, I’ll help you.” She led him over to a chair with a hand-made pillow cover. “Sit down. You’re a nightmare!”

Anthony grinned at her. “I know, I just can’t stand not being able to move around in this place. I want to design! I missed the biggest event of the year and now I can’t even help with Christmas dinner.”

Elly laid her hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. Just try not to have another health crisis the next time we have a giant wedding, okay? I just booked a huge one for June – the daughter of the District Attorney! It’s going to be Kepke-sized.”

Anthony pumped his fist. He nodded and turned to Keith, who was making quick work of a beer. “I can’t believe I missed that wedding. Did you hear that Ardelle scratched someone? I’m sad I never met her - that woman is caahh-rayzy.”

Keith laughed good-naturedly. “I’m convinced that all women are crazy.”

The bells on the door clanked and Elly turned with a smile. Snarky Teenager walked in, looking gorgeous as always in a fur-topped sweater, skintight jeans and brown riding boots. She was leading her new boyfriend by the hand, who blushed when Elly looked at him.

“What’s up everybody? Merry Christmas!”

Elly gave her an awkward side-hug. “I’m glad you came today.” Snarky Teenager gave a shrug. “My mom and dad decided it would be more fun to be wasted in Florida than at home with me.”

Elly rubbed her shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here. Want to come to Christmas Eve Service with us later?”

She gave Elly a subversive nod and trained her eyes on Kim. “KIM! Let me see Hadley!!” She made a beeline for the baby, her boyfriend trailing helplessly behind her. “This is Basir. He’s from…um, where are you from again? Like Uzbekistan or something?”

“Russia.”

“Right. Russia!”

Elly snickered and sat down by Anthony. “How long do you give them? They’ve been together about a month now…I’m amazed!”

He whispered, “I know. Maybe another month?”

She whispered back. “I say two more weeks.”

“You’re on.”

They shook hands under the table as Snarky Teenager cooed over the baby.

Anthony gestured to the table. “This looks amazing…and so does the studio!”

Elly grinned. She was particularly proud of her spread for today. The consultation table had been transformed into a Christmas fantasy. A deep red tablecloth accented a table-long spread of flowers mixed with Christmas pines and cedar. There were three towering bundles of Candy Cane Poinsettas on the table, the base of each one circled by Black Magic Roses, twisting gently around pinecone place holders. Elly’s white china, which had been her mother’s, reflected the glow of dozens of tiny votives. Elly sat back in her chair, admiring. The shop reflected the theme, centering around a huge white Christmas tree that danced and twinkled with tiny rice lights in the window. Branches frosted with snow hung from the ceiling and sugared pears covered every surface. Anthony looked up at the décor around him.

“I feel like there should be lamppost in here. Elly, you’ve created a winter wonderland.”

Elly snacked thoughtfully on a spiced nut. “It took a long time. I had help.” She grinned at him. “Like you.” Anthony sat back in his chair. “I just can’t get over how good it looks in here.”

Elly glanced around her studio proudly. It had only been about a month since the wedding, but there had been several changes. She had ordered a fancy sign for above the door and had the glass etched with their logo. A large blackboard had been hung behind the design table, fit with vintage picture frames, each holding the flower orders for the week. Elly had replenished her ribbon supply, and now a dowel near the ceiling held hundreds of gorgeous ribbons in green polka dots, red stars, pink stripes, and fuchsia paisley. The store exploded with freshness and color.

“Well, you know, Sunny gave me enough extra that I had a lot to put back into the shop.” She paused for dramatic effect. “And…I just bought the new delivery van.” Anthony and Snarky Teenager sighed happily in unison. They both hated the other van.

Anthony put his hands behind his head. “I love this place.”

Elly gave him a half-smile. “Me too.”

Kim cleared her throat. “Elly, is it okay if we eat? I want to make sure that I have enough to eat and feed Hadley afterwards.”

Elly jumped up. “Yes! I’ll bring down the food.”

Anthony stood shakily. “I’ll help!” he cried, before Kim pushed him back down.

“You aren’t allowed to do anything but eat. Sit down.”

Basir stood. “I would like to help…please.”

Elly nodded. Basir followed her up to the kitchen and she sent him down with garlic mashed potatoes, mushrooms stuffed with brie, steaming French bread, and green beans amandine. He came back up quickly and Elly marveled at the glory and energy of his youth.

“Looks delicious! Where is the turkey?” he asked.

Elly nodded toward the oven.

He knelt, glanced inside and stood up awkwardly.

“Um, ma’am? That turkey is not cooked.”

Elly waved her hand at him, annoyed. “You’re from Russia, I’m sure turkey is different over there.”

“Well, ma’am, I’m not meaning to insult, but,” he gestured to the oven. “It is not cooked.”

Elly yanked open the oven. Oh no. The turkey was definitely not cooked. It was still a pale, pasty beige, and Elly could see ice chunks on the inside.

“Oh no.” She screamed down the stairs. “KIM!!”

Kim poked her head around the corner. “WHAT?”

“Come up here.”

Kim sauntered up the stairs. “I have a baby downstairs, remember?”

Elly nodded. “The turkey isn’t coming.”

“What?”

“The turkey…” She opened the oven and Kim crouched down.

She straightened up quickly. “Elly, how long has it been in there?”

“Maybe 40 minutes?”

“Elly, how long do you think it takes to roast a turkey?”

“I figured it was like a chicken breast….you know, 45 minutes at 350 degrees.”

Kim smacked her forehead. “You know how to make everything else, and you’ve never made a turkey? Turkeys take hours.”

Elly’s mouth dropped open. “That can’t be right. They didn’t say that on the news.”

“You learned how to cook a turkey on the news? Who does that?”

Elly shushed her. “My mom hated turkey, so I never learned how to make one. What do I do? I’ve ruined Christmas…” She flopped onto the couch melodramatically.

Kim gave her an exasperated look. “What did you do last month?”

Elly looked up from her hands. “What?”

“What did you do last month?”

“I designed my ex-husband’s wedding.”

“That’s right, so if you can do that, this turkey thing should be no big deal.”

Elly pushed herself to her feet. “That’s right, thanks for the reality check.” She hollered down the stairs for help.

Ten minutes later, Elly, Keith and Kim came back from his deli, carrying a tray of elaborate sandwiches.

“So…” Elly started. “We had a problem with the turkey.”

Snarky Teenager let out a groan. “Did you eat it?” she asked.

Elly gave her a mean look. “Instead of turkey, we are having sandwiches with our other sides!”

Everyone around the table was silent until Anthony clapped his hands wildly. “Sandwiches! Sides! Yay!”

Elly chuckled “Thank you for your enthusiasm, Anthony.”

While Kim dished out the food, Elly filled everyone’s wine glasses for the toast. Afterwards, all eyes trained on her as she settled into her chair.

“So, um, I guess I’m supposed to speak.”

Snarky Teenager rolled her eyes. “You’re the HOST, remember? Of course you are supposed to speak.”

Elly gave a faint smile and stood nervously. “This has been, at times, the best and worst year of my life. There were times when I never dreamed I would get through it. And yet, here I am, on the other side, a bigger” – she gestured to her hips – “and better person.” Kim whooped with laughter and Hadley cried back at the noise. Elly felt a sob rising up in her throat as she gazed upon the faces she so dearly loved. Keep it together, she warned herself, nobody wants to see you cry on Christmas. “But in all honesty, I truly believe that the day that I stopped at this coffee shop, on this street, that I was being put in the place I belonged. Besides my Mother, who I’m sure is looking down on me now and wondering why she never taught me to cook a turkey, I’ve never had family.” She paused, her eyes filling with tears, and her voice shaking. “Until now. You are my family, and this place,” she looked around her bright shop, “is my home.” Her eyes lingered on the chair next to her. “You are the joy in my life.”

Everyone smiled, caught up in the moment as Elly slowly regained control of her emotions. “So tonight, I’m giving thanks to God for everyone here. You are my presents this Christmas.”

She raised her glass. “To you.”

The table raised their glasses. Kim wiped a tear from her eye, and Snarky Teenager, whose eyes were suspiciously bright, mouthed “LAME” to her boyfriend. There was a wild grab for food, and soon the whole table was laughing and eating as the first flakes of snow danced down onto St. Louis streets.

Elly sat, flushed with happiness, filled with grace and a little too much wine. Slowly, she reached her hand under the table to find Keith’s hand waiting for her - where it had always been. Waves of fire blossomed out from her heart as he closed his hand tightly around hers. This was the beginning of something real, she could feel it. “Pass me a sandwich?” he asked. Inside the tiny shop on Wydown Street, Elly Jordan smiled. To everyone watching, she seemed very much like the sun.

The End

See Elly continue to bloom in Elly in Love, coming soon.
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