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Epigraph

Life is not merely a series of meaningless accidents or coincidences, but rather, it’s a tapestry of events that culminate in an exquisite, sublime plan.

—Jeremy Piven as Dean Kansky, Serendipity
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Part One

In a Room of Many





1.

MANDATORY ATTENDANCE AT A BACHELORETTE PARTY IN NEW ORLEANS during Mardi Gras is a special kind of torture. The bride is my cousin Coral, and though I’m happy for her (genuinely, so happy), I can’t say I’m overjoyed about being a bridesmaid.

For one, Coral’s new best friend and maid of honor, Melody, an attorney, seems to think we all possess the same blasé attitude she does when it comes to spending money. The truth is, despite saving almost fifty percent of my paycheck each month, I don’t believe spending four hundred dollars on a chartreuse bridesmaid dress is at all reasonable.

Chartreuse. The color of tennis balls and unhealthy mucus.

But I can’t say that.

Because I don’t want to ruin Coral’s big day—especially when there already lies so much unsaid between us. And I certainly don’t want the judgy lawyer look from Melody, the person who has replaced me as best friend. So I bought the four-hundred-dollar dress. And the one-hundred-fifty-dollar shoes. But I drew the line at the two-hundred-dollar hair and makeup package for the wedding day, thus justifying Melody’s disdain of me.

What I really want to say is that had Coral let me pick the bridesmaids’ dresses, I would have opted for a more universally flattering shape of some kind, instead of the mermaid monstrosity that draws unwanted attention to my hips. But because Coral and I are not as close as we once were and my Auntie Lakshmi likely forced her to include me in the wedding party—

I can’t say that either.

Instead, I’m drinking and laughing and playing games like Dick Pic Bingo (a Melody contribution to the “fun”) while pretending this trip isn’t thieving from my hard-earned savings.

I make a mental note to delete all the penis pics from my phone before I land back home tomorrow.

But at least it’s the last night.

I’ve navigated my way through four days and nights of weather extremes—freezing in the morning, sweltering by mid-afternoon. I’ve endured the stench of mold and spilled liquor that makes me wonder if I’ll still detect this city on me long after I’ve left. And there’s been more alcohol consumption than I’ve had over the last year. I’ve already researched effective detox strategies for when I get home.

There has been some good though. I’ve had the opportunity to take in the French Quarter during Mardi Gras, and though the constant crowds have spotlighted how much I value personal space, this place is alive with history, excitement, and culture. I’m particularly drawn to the mysticism and folklore, stopping to admire each voodoo shop we’ve passed. In these sparse moments, the decaying smell of the city floats around me like a perfectly placed prop. This part has me enamored. This and the beignets.

But I’m not here on a lazy vacation where I can wander the streets and peruse the shops for hours. I can’t consume slices of king cake while leisurely sipping café au lait. And I can’t stand on the street corner to watch the parade floats drift by, admiring their detail and scale against the backdrop of riotous live horns. No, I’m at a bachelorette party, where my experiences are confined to the inside of every bar on Bourbon Street and the scores of girls (and guys) gone wild on the streets outside them.

On this last night of bachelorette debauchery, Melody has unilaterally proclaimed we must go out with a bang. We’ve all been ordered to don the most revealing outfits we’ve packed (mine—a pair of black leggings and a plain blush pink crop top—was not up to snuff per Melody’s hypercritical glare), and we are under strict orders to collect as many beads as physically possible to bestow upon Coral at the end of the night. So far, I’m losing, with one measly purple strand handed to me by a waiter attempting to lure patrons into his bar, so it hardly counts.

So here we are, at the last bar of the last night per Melody’s itinerary. She’s planned every second of this trip, down to the bathroom breaks. The fact I haven’t shit on command during her slotted times is probably adding to her deep distaste for me. We’re at some bar with Bourbon in the name, just like the last three we’ve patroned.

A few more hours and this torture will be over. And if I can make it through this night without Coral puking on me—which has already happened twice on this trip—or me erupting on Melody, I’ll consider it a win.

The five other girls are all dancing atop the bar. Melody is wearing hot-pink mesh underwear under her black leather mini skirt, and there are currently four men positioned at the bar, all staring up said skirt. I thought lawyers were supposed to be conservative. Not Melody.

Coral is wearing a bra top and holey, wide-leg jeans and is currently wobbling from her perch on the bar. I’m wondering when she will puke again because it has become a question of when, not if.

Leaning against the back wall, I watch them bend and swat each other’s butts, making mental bets with myself about who will be the first to fall. I secretly hope it’s Melody.

My phone buzzes. A text from my best friend, Clarence: Two months until you are a Seattle legend! I hope you survive the night . . . try not to slap the Handmaid of Horror, er, maid of honor. I breathe deep. Just what I needed, a reminder of my impending thirtieth birthday and the “Life at Thirty” feature I’m to be showcased in. I think to tell him it’s technically ten weeks, but don’t want to discuss it further. The sheer mention of these upcoming events sends a pulse of adrenaline through me as I type my response. I really wish you were here. Still mad you found a way to back out. Clarence is the only bridesman and the only member of Coral’s wedding party who is not here in New Orleans. He somehow managed a “required work conference” for the same weekend. I expect receipts when I’m back.

I don’t notice his approach, but suddenly there is a guy by my side trying to be heard over the music, though I can barely make out what he says.

“Chest for beads!” is what I hear.

“Excuse me?” I say, debating whether to raise my knee to his groin.

He leans in closer. “I said, are you not into flashing your chest to a room full of horny dudes for shitty plastic beads?”

I really look at him then. His warm brown hair is tamed with gel, though it appears to be just barely working, like his hair may spring from its delicate trap at any moment in all directions. His thick brows hover incredibly close to his eyes, as if they are all the same feature, giving him a brooding quality I am decidedly attracted to. My dark brows are the opposite, highly arched and meticulously sculpted; the time investment alone makes it the first feature I notice on others.

“Shitty plastic beads that are probably full of lead,” I add, interest piqued.

He leans against the wall beside me, mimicking my position, then lifts his leg to place his foot against the wall behind him. As he does, the music transitions and I hear the screech of the sole of his light gray canvas shoe being ripped from the stickiness of the floor. I try not to think about what particular combination of filth has created said sticky substance below our feet.

“Yes, those.” He motions his beer bottle toward me and I look down at the lone strand of shiny purple beads around my neck. “So if you didn’t show your chest, dare I ask how you got ’em?”

“Who said I didn’t show my chest?”

He raises his eyebrows and his cheeks glow pink and he looks for a moment like a preteen boy having a conversation about boobs. He keeps his eyebrows raised and now it feels as though he is calling my bluff.

“I didn’t show my chest for them,” I admit.

He releases the strain of his eyebrow ridge.

“A waiter took pity on me and my bare neck.”

My words cause him to look at my neck, which makes my neck suddenly very sensitive to the air against it.

“Want me to take them off your hands? For health purposes,” he asks.

“You’d have to earn them,” I say. “This is Mardi Gras, after all.”

He kicks himself off the wall and turns to face me. It’s then I notice just how much he towers over me.

“I have to earn the shitty, lead-filled pity beads?” The corners of his mouth lift playfully.

“Well, they are a hot commodity.” I take a sip of my watered-down vodka soda as he contemplates a response. We look at each other for a long moment, and I feel myself flush as I notice the dark speck in the green of his right iris just below the pupil. I say a secret thank-you to the manager of this bar for ensuring the lights are not so dim that I might miss this detail about him.

“Okay. What do I have to do to earn them?” He’s still yelling over the music, though somehow this part sounds like a whisper in my ear.

“Show me your tits!” I yell through the megaphone I’ve made around my mouth with my hands. The corners of his mouth tug positively wide, leaving space between his teeth and where his mouth ends. It is perhaps the most adorable thing I have ever seen, in complete opposition with his brooding eye line. I think of videos of puppies and kittens and baby chicks rolling around together.

He sets his drink down on the table beside us, grabs the hem of his shirt with both hands, and lifts his gray Nirvana tee to his neck.

I want to respond with a catcall or whistle but am instead rendered silent as I take in his torso—tanned, lean, cut. My eyes linger on the happy trail that disappears into the waist of his jeans. Happy trail, indeed.

“Well deserved,” I say when he releases his shirt. He positions it back in its place as I lift the string of beads over my head. I hold them out in front of me but instead of taking the strand, he bends down so I can place the beads around his neck. The soft bristle of his hair against my hand sends goose bumps up my arm. This close, I can smell his peppery cologne. Spellbound, I inhale, sure his pheromones are gripping in my nose, my throat, my lungs.

A warning sensor goes off inside me, though I fight to ignore it.

“I feel like this was all a master plan to show off that chest and stomach,” I say. He smiles again, and I almost laugh at how endearing it is.

“Depends. Did you find it charming or douchey?”

“Douchey, definitely douchey.”

“Okay, then definitely not planned. Not at all.” He smiles again and I’m worried I’m staring at his face too much, though I can’t seem to stop. “I’m Julian,” he says, extending a hand.

“Serena.” I move my hand toward his, realizing the odd nature of our interaction—that I’ve seen his bare chest before learning his name.

The second our palms meet, my nerves begin to dance and blood rockets around inside me like a thousand bouncy balls in a concrete box. The sensation makes its way down my body, settling between my legs. My eyes involuntarily flick down to the same area on him. I blame this city; all the nipples I’ve seen these past four days have turned me into an ogling pervert.

“Serena,” he repeats, calling my eyes back to his. Our hands are still intertwined and the warmth and size of his feels like I’ve slid my fingers into a mitten fresh from the dryer. We have stopped the shaking motion of our hands, though they are still locked together. So now we are standing there, holding each other’s hand between us, which I am sure looks quite odd should anyone be watching.

A new beat hits and the crowd screeches its approval. I look over to find Coral, Melody, and the rest of the bridesmaids gyrating on the bar with impressive force. I worry Coral may throw her back out.

“Ah, Lil Wayne, a Mardi Gras legend,” I yell as “Back That Azz Up” roars around us.

“It’s actually a Juvenile song featuring Lil Wayne, but Lil Wayne is from New Orleans, you know, so it does kinda fit.”

I look up at him. “Why do you know that?”

He hangs his head as he smirks. “From my love of Lil Wayne, of course.”

I look down at our hands, still connected. I can’t seem to manage to pull away first. As if reading my mind, he releases my hand.

“Where are you from, Serena?” He has spoken my name twice now, each striking me like an electric current. He shoves both of his hands into his jean’s front pockets, his beer bottle abandoned on the table beside us.

“Seattle,” I say.

“No shit, me too.”

“Really? What part?” I ask.

“Chamber Hill. What about you?”

My cheeks heat. Usually, I say Seattle because people outside of Washington only largely know Seattle. And if you say Washington, I’ve learned on this trip, people tend to think you mean D.C. “Technically I live in Bellevue.” We live thirty minutes away from one another and somehow we’re meeting at a bar in New Orleans, making it all the more exciting.

“No shit,” he says again, still gazing at me. He reaches for his beer and takes a sip, licks his lips afterward, and I blush again. Or am I still blushing? Those lips of his are intensely red, like they’ve been stained by Hawaiian Punch.

“What are you doing at Mardi Gras, Serena?” he asks. It’s like he knows I feel a rush of heat each time he says my name.

“Raging, of course. Isn’t that the goal?”

He leans back against the wall, and I follow suit. His arm lightly brushes mine and I savor the soft, feathery sensation. We look out at the crowd of people, shoved in and pressing against one another. I am sure this place is breaching its maximum occupancy. This far end of the room where we stand tucked next to the emergency exit, our only salvation.

I glance over to the bar again, where Coral and the others are still putting on a show. Coral looks as though she’s about ten minutes from puking. The crowd peeping up Melody’s skirt has grown to seven.

“I don’t know, I kinda think my goal is to be that guy.” Julian leans in and points his beer bottle toward a booth in the corner and my eyes follow to the lone man seated in it. He looks to be in his late sixties, maybe early seventies. He’s wearing a Tommy Bahama–type shirt unbuttoned low enough for one of his silver-haired nipples to be poking out.

First the glimpse of Julian’s chest and now this. So many nipples at Mardi Gras, just not the kind I expected to see.

The man’s arms are slung over the top of the booth back, and he’s staring at the group of girls dancing in front of him like he’s trying to decide which chocolate truffle to devour first from a big heart box.

“Oh god,” is all I can offer. Julian laughs. My chest warms with satisfaction at having made him laugh. “In that case, you’re gonna have to work on your chest hair situation, because from what I saw, you have a lot of catching up to do.” I motion up and down him with my drink.

“And I need to go shopping. I don’t own anything with flamingos on it. Or leaves. I suddenly, desperately need a shirt with flamingos and leaves.”

“Maybe you can get a discount if you tell them you don’t need the top half of buttons,” I say.

“That’s a good tip.” He takes another sip from his beer, then looks at the guy in the booth once more. “Do you think the nipple out is intentional? Is this some kind of new trend I’m unaware of?”

I smile as I turn to face Julian again. “Maybe it’s some kind of mating call to those young girls.”

The corners of his mouth lift as he nods, still assessing the man in the booth. As he does, I steal a glimpse of his eyes again. Solid green at their edges, transitioning delicately to a light hazel toward the center. I attempt to commit them to memory. It’s as though they should be held—those eyes—gripped under light, turned this way and that, to experience how they might come alive in new ways with each slight movement.

“The shame of it is that his nipple is out—like fully out this whole time—and nobody is giving him any beads. I feel bad for him.” Julian leans in as he talks, the heat of his breath warming my ear.

“You could give him yours,” I say, pointing to the purple strand around his neck.

“No way. I traded my body for these. It’s my lead,” he says, palming the beads. We both smile, though mine is decidedly inadequate compared to his.

He bumps my shoulder with his playfully. “Seriously, what are you doing here?” he asks in a way that makes me think he has decided I don’t belong in this muggy bar of bad decisions. I take the tone as a compliment.

“Bachelorette party.” I attempt neutrality in my tone, though I know as soon as the words escape me, I have failed.

“Wow,” he says. “Please tell me those are your friends.” He points his bottle to the bar top, where Coral has taken off her BRIDE sash and is flossing it between her legs.

I press my lips together. “The bride is my cousin. The rest I barely know. Please don’t judge me.”

“They’re a lively bunch,” he says, his eyes tracking to Melody, who has her leg wrapped around a column as she writhes against it.

“Yeah. What about you? What are you doing down here?”

“My buddy Kurt’s birthday. He’s always wanted to come to Mardi Gras. We surprised him for his thirtieth.” He does a little bob and weave to see through the crowd. “I think that’s him over there looking up your friend’s skirt.”

“So why aren’t you over there with them, looking up skirts and yelling, ‘Show me your tits’?”

He shrugs. “Not really my thing.”

“Tits, you mean? Tits are not your thing? So, you’re gay?”

“No, tits are my thing. Tits are definitely my thing.” He blushes and his lips turn an even richer shade of red.

I imagine them searing to the touch.

“Those may just be the two cringiest sentences to have ever come out of my mouth,” he says.

“Well then, I think you’re on your way.” I motion toward the guy in the booth, who’s still evaluating the dancing girls.

We both sip our drinks in unison, eyeing each other as we do.

My stomach is rolling. Not in a too-many-beignets way, but rather in an unnerved, gripped sort of way. I wonder if he feels at all the same.

“What do you do in Bellevue, Serena?” he asks into the dense silence. He keeps saying my name in that amused way, like he’s a toddler proud of himself for learning a new word, and it continues to get me every time.

“I’m an accountant,” I tell him, wondering what his response will be. Usually, people are either impressed or bored. Or make some reference to Angela from The Office. He nods and smiles in an expression I choose to take as impressed. “What about you, Julian?” Now I’m saying his name in the same playful way.

“I work at a tech start-up.”

I furrow my brow. “Well, that’s super vague. Do you mean you run the place or order the free food and beer?”

“Are those the only two options?” he asks. “I do a little of everything.”

It’s decidedly not an answer.

“Well, I’m impressed you have a job. The only other guy I met on this trip is a ‘professional surfer.’” I make air quotes.

“That can be a real job.”

“Yes, it can be. But then he told me he’s thirty-two, lives with his parents, and doesn’t actually surf for money. So really, he’s just jobless and spends his copious free time surfing.”

Julian shakes his head and clenches his jaw. It’s perfectly square, that jaw.

“Actually, there was a second guy. White. Blond. Wearing a shirt that said ‘Gyno’ with a rubber glove on it. He asked me what I was, and when I assumed he meant race rather than species, I told him Indian. He then proceeded to ask, dot or feather.”

Julian cringes. “Yikes. I apologize on behalf of my gender. And race. And what the hell, on behalf of our species too.”

He pulls his bottom lip into his mouth and it reemerges wet, an even deeper shade of red, shiny like a cherry nail polish.

I swallow.

“For the record, I don’t live with my parents,” he says. “My job pays actual money. And I don’t walk around asking people what they are.”

“Please tell me we’re not playing Two Truths and a Lie right now.”

“I swear,” he says, raising his hand in a scout’s honor.

“Marry me,” I say. I mean it jokingly of course, and he does smile, though the corners of his features sharpen and I know I’m blushing. I feel it then, a pull in my abdomen. I’m already missing this interaction with this guy while I’m still in the middle of it.

“Cheers to that.” He holds out his drink.

“Cheers,” I say, clinking my glass to his bottle.

We gaze at each other like it’s a game of chicken. I refuse to look away first.

“There you are!” I jerk as Melody appears by my side, dragging Coral behind her. I try to ignore the heat in my cheeks as Melody surveys Julian with a ravenous look in her eyes. She shifts her gaze up and down him several times. “And who are you, handsome?” she says in a throaty way I find obscene.

Julian looks to me as if I can save him. He’s underestimating Melody. “Julian,” he says, with a little wave before shoving his hands into his pockets.

Melody turns to me, though her eyes never leave Julian. “You sly fox,” she says to me, still looking at him.

“Why’d you get off the bar?” I ask, desperate to separate Melody and Coral from Julian. Desperate to have him to myself again. Though I can claim no ownership over this man I’ve just met, I certainly can’t stomach the idea of Melody swooping in and clutching him away. She’s already done so with Coral.

“Coral needs to puke,” Melody says, finally giving me her attention. We both look at Coral, whose skin has taken on a shade reminiscent of my bridesmaid dress. “We were on our way to the bathroom, but then I saw”—she circles her finger in the air between Julian and I—“this.”

I look to Julian in a panic. He smiles, just a little, like we share a secret. I feel even closer to him than I did a half second ago.

“I’ll take her!” I say, surprised by the warble in my voice.

“I’ve got her,” Melody returns, tightening her grip around Coral’s arm. “Maid of honor duties and all.” I bite at the inside of my cheek. In any other scenario, I would not be vying to be the one to help someone to the bathroom to puke. But Melody is right. It is a maid of honor duty. And I should be maid of honor.

Coral lets out a desperate moan. I know her throw-up tells. The geyser in her belly has burst its way to her throat. We have less than thirty seconds before there’s vomit on all our shoes.

The thought of leaving this moment with this guy—Julian—upsets me far more than it should. We’ve just met. Nonetheless, I feel the unease at the base of me. But Coral needs help. And it should be me who helps her. I want it to be me.

I grab Coral’s arm from Melody and, before she can object, yell, “Be right back.” My words are meant for Julian but I send them in his general direction without eye contact. I can’t manage to look at him with Melody ogling him beside me. She puts up less of a fight than I anticipate, distracted by Julian. I get it.

He nods and smiles at me, again just a little, and I feel the warmth between my legs as I haul Coral to the ladies’ room.

“I don’t feel so good,” Coral says, rocking her way through the door. There’s a long line because of course there is and a million feelings swirl about inside me as we wait. Disgust at the thought of Coral vomiting on me again. A buzzing at my core brought on by the evening’s unexpected encounter. Something like culpability for the feelings I’m having for a stranger, knowing what I have at home. But mostly, panic at the thought Julian may not be waiting out there for me when I return from this crowded den of drunken ladies doing the pee-pee dance.





2.

THE LINE MOVES AT A SNAIL’S PACE AND AS CORAL BEGINS TO RETCH, I REALIZE we need a backup plan. I shove her out of line to the corner of the black-and-white-checkered bathroom where a tall trash bin stands. She instinctively leans over it, white-knuckles the sides with all her might, and begins to hurl. I pull her hair back and tug at her BRIDE sash to keep it from falling into the line of fire as a few women in line moan in disgust. Sorry, I mouth to the line, though I’m certain they’ve encountered more icky moments at Mardi Gras than this.

It’s not the first time I’ve held Coral’s hair back as she’s puked. I rub my free palm in small circles in the center of her back, thinking of us—me thirteen, Coral a tender eleven—riding the Gravitron at Seattle Center the summer before eighth grade, well before those rides were removed to make way for expansive high-rises. Someone at my mom’s office had gifted her ride tickets and it was a rare day out in the expensive world. It took Coral only one ride rotation to begin to dry heave. Somehow, she held it in until the ride stopped and I found her a secluded spot of asphalt to relieve herself three times over.

If nothing else, Coral is efficient. She finishes quickly, stands, straightens her BRIDE sash, and wipes at her mouth with the back of her hand. “Much better,” she says as the color returns to her face.

“Come here.” I lead her to the faucet. She scoops water in her palm and swooshes it around in her mouth.

“I love you,” she says after spitting the water into the sink. She looks at me and her eyes are flooding. “You’re my hold-my-hair-back-as-I-puke cousin who’s more like a sister.” Her shoulders drop as soon as the words leave her mouth. “Or, you used to be. Not anymore. Now you hate me.” She says this last part with the vulnerability and incomprehension of a child.

My chest aches. “Coral,” I say, gently stroking her arm. “I don’t hate you. Let’s not get into all this right now, okay? This trip is about celebrating you. Let’s do that, and not worry about anything else.”

She nods, eyes still filled with tears. She captures them with her forefinger as she presses it to the corners of each eye.

“Do you wanna head back to the hotel?” I ask.

She shakes her head intensely and I feel immediate, almost embarrassing relief that I don’t have to leave. Not yet. Up until about fifteen minutes ago, I was counting the minutes until this trip was over. Now, I would do anything to extend this night, so long as Julian is part of it.

A trickle of guilt makes its way up my spine.

“Okay, then let’s head back out?”

Coral nods and I place a hand on the small of her back as I lead her out of the restroom, trying my best to swallow all the feelings I don’t want to feel right now. I don’t want to think about my relationship with Coral and all its complexities. I don’t want to think about my life at home. I just want to, for this night, feel good. And I know exactly where to go to find that feeling.

When I elbow my way through the crowd back to our spot in the corner, I find Julian, alone, again leaning against the wall with his one foot propped up. When he sees me, he pushes off the wall and turns to face me.

“Hi,” he says, and I can’t help but think his voice sounds a bit relieved that I’m back.

“Hi,” I say, hoping he hears the same from me. “Melody eventually tired of you, did she?”

“Yeah, she grilled me for about thirty seconds and then a Miley song came on and she bolted back to the bar top.” He motions his drink to the bar, where Coral has now also rejoined the group, looking as though she didn’t just hurl in a bathroom garbage can.

“You’re on a first-name basis with Miley Cyrus?”

He smirks.

“Do you wanna go outside?” I ask, desperate to avoid any more distractions or prying eyes.

“Yes, please.”

As I lead him through the crushing crowd, I can’t help but feel a current through me each time he bumps me from behind. The back of my arm running into his bicep. My shoulder against the soft cotton of his Nirvana T-shirt. My backside against the front of his jeans. When we reach the door, he leans forward and our faces are extremely close as he pushes the door open for me to slink through.

We step outside and though there are throngs of people out here too, it is decidedly quieter and cooler. We nestle against the side of the entrance, just beyond the mass of people in the street.

“Ah, it’s a little better out here. It’s just so . . . moist in there,” he says, rubbing his palm against the back of his neck.

“Did you just say moist to me?”

“Charming or douchey?” he asks, face crinkled.

“One thousand percent douchey.”

“Agreed. I’m zero for two. Why are you even still talking to me?” He looks into me and it feels like a dare of some kind.

I shrug. “You saw my other options.” I motion toward the bar entrance.

“Do you mean Tommy Bahama or the bridesmaids?”

“Both.”

We smile.

A large group pushes past us and Julian curves his hand around my waist to keep them from ramming me into the wall as they pass. I wonder if I will feel phantom remnants of that hand on my waistline long after we part. We instinctively scoot farther away from everyone and everything, hugging the corner of the building.

We stand there, staring at each other for a moment, his green eyes unblinking. A light wind sweeps through the breezeway and it makes my skin tingle. A crescendo of cheers erupts from the street and I look over just in time to see three women lined up in the middle of the street, shirts pulled to their shoulders, bare chests jiggling against the sticky air. If I were keeping track, I’d say those three sets push my visual breast count from this trip to triple digits.

“Why do you think flashing is a thing at Mardi Gras anyway?” I ask him.

He shrugs. “My guess? A traditional, sacred celebration overtaken by drunk, overindulgent tourists.”

“A solid assumption.”

In the street, the well-proportioned girls have moved on, replaced by a guy in a Viking hat (horns and all) and tighty-whities facing us, flicking his nipples and making aggressive eye contact with me. Julian steps between us to shield me from the horror. I fear I’m reaching sensory overload.

“Tourists ruin everything,” I say, looking up at him.

“Agreed,” he says. “To be fair, Mardi Gras is technically a celebration of Fat Tuesday, the last day to indulge before Lent.” He returns to his spot beside me as the Tighty-Whitey Viking continues on his way.

“So all the beignets I’ve eaten these past four days are . . . ?”

“On point with the true meaning of Mardi Gras.”

“Nice. Thank you for rationalizing that for me.”

“A night of indulgences,” he says, leaning his shoulder against the building as if the weight of his words is too much. He leans in. “You should tell me something you’ve never told anyone before.” When I raise my eyebrows, he adds, “I want to know something no one else knows about you. For the sake of the true meaning of Mardi Gras, of course.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“Look around. There are no rules here.”

I do as he suggests and look around. There’s carefree abandon, good-natured recklessness, a general lack of bras. A night of indulgences. I’m inclined to agree.

“I want to know your deep, dark secrets,” he continues, looking into me, then breathes in a barely audible tone, “Charming or douchey?”

Charming. Decidedly charming.

I don’t answer.

He cocks his head to one side and folds his arm in a silent plea.

A tingle makes its way down me, from the nape of my neck to the heels of my feet. My lips part but nothing comes out.

“C’mon,” he says before breaking into a smile. “Haven’t you ever lied, cheat, or stolen? Helped hide a body? I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

When he says stolen, I fight off an internal flinch.

“Okay,” I say.

We both straighten, preparing to unmask. And, if he’s like me, he’s embracing the slight terror inside him about how things have suddenly become serious.

“I have, actually. Stolen, that is.” I say it in my most proud tone, recalling the only time in my life I’ve ever done anything that wasn’t aboveboard.

“Really?” he says as if he’s calling my bluff.

“Yes. Peanut M&Ms from the grocery store when I was seven.”

He presses his lips together.

“It’s not funny. It was traumatizing.” I fight off my own smile.

“I’m sorry. Please continue.” He pauses. “Please.”

I enjoy the beg in his voice a little too much.

“A little boy was sitting in the cart ahead of my mom and me in the checkout line—a toddler, maybe two or three. That klepto baby reached over and grabbed a bag of peanut M&Ms from the shelf. He just sat there, holding the package in his fist so hard it puckered like a bow tie. He even shook it a few times, raising his arm up and down like it was a rattle. Nobody saw him, that brazen little brat.”

Julian has that goofy grin back on his face and it encourages me to keep talking about this thing I’ve never told anyone.

“So I’m standing there watching his mom talk on the phone, her baby’s thieving hand in possession of stolen goods, and she’s completely oblivious. They went right out the door and . . . nothing. I expected to hear sirens, see red and blue alarms, watch the store’s overhead lights flash, police officers surround her. But no. Nothing happened. Not a single thing.”

Julian holds his grin in anticipation of what he knows comes next.

“So I look at my mom. She’s unloading items onto the belt. I don’t have much time to think about it. I grab a bag of peanut M&Ms—”

“Great choice. Peanut M&Ms, I mean.”

“Right? So I hold it in my hand, pressed against my thigh. My heist is clearly not planned, though, because I’m wearing a dress and have no pockets, literally nowhere to hide this enormous yellow . . . thing that’s crackling in my hand. So, I just press it between my palm and the side of my thigh and try to act normal.”

Julian leans in.

“And then I notice the people behind us. It’s this kid Aiden, a boy from my class. He was a little shit. His mom is saying hi to my mom. Aiden’s staring at the contraband in my hand. That’s when my mom says my name, and I’ll never forget the echo of that bag of M&M’s as it made contact with the linoleum. It’s like a nuclear bomb had gone off at my feet.”

“So, what happened next?” Julian asks when I pause.

“Aiden’s mom insisted on buying the M&Ms for me. Said Aiden wanted one too and it would be a treat to let her get them both.”

I don’t tell Julian how I was virtually in tears. Or that my mother and I stood awkwardly after she paid for our groceries as the belt pushed Aiden’s mom’s items forward. How I had inspected each one, fascinated by what went into their bags. Lucky Charms. The thick toilet paper with imprints pressed into the two-ply sheets. The granola bars with chocolate chunks in them. My mom once picked up a box of the same granola bars from the shelf to evaluate. I remember holding my breath in anticipation it would end up in our cart, only for her to say, “Three ninety-nine and it only comes with six bars? Bah,” before placing the box back on the shelf. And Aiden’s mom didn’t use a single coupon. I don’t tell Julian that the next day at school, Aiden told the other kids I was a charity case. That I had to ask Clarence what Aiden’s words meant. Or that after that, I tried to avoid trips to the grocery store with my mother.

Julian chuckles.

“What? I just shared the worst thing I’ve ever done and you’re laughing.”

“You didn’t even steal them,” he says, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

“What?”

“You didn’t steal them,” he repeats. “The woman—Aiden’s mom—she bought them for you. The one bad thing you did, you didn’t even do.” He smiles like he’s just witnessed a loving airport reunion.

“Okay, okay, I get it. You’re not the first person to tell me I’m boring.”

“You are anything but boring,” he says and there’s undeniable flirtation in his voice.

“Maybe safe is a better word,” I say, pressing into the wall as another wave of laughing passersby flow by us.

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” he says. We both take a half step toward one another.

“I guess, but . . .” and in perhaps my most naked moment, I say, “maybe I need more excitement in my life.” My skin burns immediately.

He smiles. “That’s a pretty worthy pursuit, I’d say.”

We both lean into the brick wall. I resist the urge to flap my arms to get some air to my pits. I clear my throat instead. “It’s your turn,” I manage.

“I was hoping you’d forget about me,” he says.

“Never. Not when I just told you my worst offense.”

He chuckles, seemingly at the idea that this grocery-store-heist debacle is my worst offense.

He licks his reddened lips. “Okay, it’s only fair I share something back, right?”

I nod.

He looks up at the dim white awning above our heads, then back at me. “Okay. Deepest possible omission? Fully naked?” he asks and I, naturally, imagine him disrobed. I have to pinch my eyes shut to cancel myself positioned underneath him from the vision.

I nod again.

Then, he leans in, and in a whisper, his lips practically touching my ear, says, “I’ve never been in love before.”

Before what?

He leans back against the building. “I’ve dated, but never had that punch-in-the-gut feeling, like . . .”

Like what? I think, hanging on his words. I want him to say like this. But I’m also silently begging him not to as it would be too much to handle. Not to mention completely, utterly ridiculous.

It would be crazy to say that as we gaze at each other, I feel my whole life has built to this one night, meeting this one man. But I swear to you, that’s what it feels like in these few seconds. And the way he’s looking at me, like I’m a riddle he’s on the verge of solving, I can’t help but think he feels it too.

He doesn’t finish his statement. “Can I ask you something?” he says instead, intense concentration overtaking his face.

“That depends. Does it have to do with Tommy Bahama in there?”

He smiles, though it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “No, I just—”

“Julian!” someone yells from behind him. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I need your help. C’mon!”

We both look over his shoulder. The guy who called out to him has already turned his back on us and is reentering the bar. Julian looks at me, his eyes questioning. I give him a slight nod then follow him back inside. When we’ve pushed our way to the middle of the flailing crowd, we are joined by four other guys, two of them carrying a third between them whose eyes are rolling into the back of his head. The tips of his feet are barely sweeping the floor, and the front of his shirt is soaked. I run through a list of potential causes of his shirt situation in my head. Spilled drink. Water hose. Coral’s puke. It’s then I notice the two men holding him up on either side are security.

“What happened?” Julian says to the fourth, the one who came outside. For a moment I think they are both Julian. I shake my head, realizing I have perhaps had too much to drink.

“Long story, but we’ve gotta go.” He looks at one of the guards. “Now.”

One of the security guards chimes in. “Let’s go,” he barks at Julian.

Julian turns back to me, and I am sure the expression on my face matches his. Raised eyebrows, round eyes, a weirdly desperate twist across the mouth. The guard shoves Julian from behind and he’s knocked several steps forward before disappearing into the crowd completely.

“Enjoy your lead poisoning!” I yell after him, though I can practically see my words dissipate into the air right in front of me, swooshed away by the drum of the music’s beat and the stir of the chattering crowd.

I continue to stare in the direction he has gone, frozen to my spot. As much as I want to chase after him, I can’t. Doing so would cross a line I shouldn’t disturb, and perhaps already have.





3.

AS I CLIMB INTO A LYFT EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, FOUR DAYS HUNGOVER and generally exhausted from the bachelorette festivities (and mostly Melody), I think of him.

Julian.

I think of his eyes, green with a little dark speck in the right one, just under the pupil. I think about his wide, goofy adorable smile. I think of the way my name sounded on his tongue and what it did to me. I think about his tongue, generally . . .

Melody shoves in beside me in the back seat and I fight off a groan. Coral takes the seat in front of us as the rest of the group climbs into another car. We all look and move like the walking dead with a snarl in our voices, innards mangled from too much indulgence over the last four days.

I stare at the back of Coral’s head, wondering if she felt in her first encounter with her fiancé, Everett, what I felt last night with Julian. I want desperately to curl up on the little round woven rug in my childhood bedroom and talk about Everett and Julian with giddy abandon, the way we used to talk about boys. I picture the two of us there, lying on our stomachs, ankles crossed in the air behind us, our shared journal flipped open where we matched our first names with the last names of boys in our grade to test how they sounded together. The best evenings: when the WinCo ice cream was on sale, and my mom would surprise us with a tub of Neapolitan. We’d lie on that rug, tub between us, strawberry side in front of me, vanilla in front of her, our spoons connecting at the chocolate center as she told me time after time of her healthy obsession (her words) for Robbie Moynes, the curly-haired skateboarder, in the apartment just below mine.

But that was a lifetime ago.

I watch out the window as we drive away from our hotel. Driving down Royal, I catch glimpses of Bourbon Street across every intersection from our parallel street one small block over. There’s an anxiety brewing inside me with every minute that ticks by. Somewhere in this city, the guy I met last night lingers. Is he still asleep? I picture him curled up under a set of crisp white sheets, six pack flexing each time he adjusts, his chestnut mane tousled. Is he lying awake in bed, thinking of me?

Outside, there’s a gloomy, low-hanging mist that matches my mood. I think of the abruptness with which the interaction between Julian and I ended, leaving me feeling incomplete.

At this early morning hour, on the cusp of daybreak, the Quarter resembles a graveyard, a deserted haunt littered with evidence of last night’s festivities. Abandoned beads. Mardi Gras masks. Discarded clothing. An occasional shoe. I can only imagine the narratives behind each item left behind, wondering if they are as divine as my own story from last night.

I press my forehead to the glass when we reach a familiar stretch. On the sidewalk stands a row of bronze statues of famous jazz musicians. I recognize them instantly. Coral hugged each one last night with great affection. She took a specific interest in the one on the far right and made a particularly disdainful joke about the woodwind instrument pressed to his lips before taking several selfies with it.

We definitely stumbled along this street, which means we’re near the bar where I met Julian. The proximity alone makes me feel closer to him, to last night. When we drive past, it’ll officially be gone. I feel the loss, preemptively running along my skin like the scrape of a razor. I know loss too well. I can’t take on an evergreen version of it.

“STOP!” I scream as we roll through the green light.

The Lyft screeches to a halt in the middle of the intersection and everyone’s wide eyes lay upon me. I’m impressed with the driver’s rapid response, the minivan’s braking system.

“What is it?” Melody says, her voice scratchy and sunken.

“I . . . I think I forgot something. In that last bar from last night. What was the name of it?” I point to the bar entrance through the intersection, though I can’t seem to find a sign with the name. But it’s the same dim white awning Julian and I stood beneath, huddled together while the Quarter’s guests reveled around us. Same oak door he held open for me to thinly press by him.

“Something with Bourbon in it?” Coral offers, her voice crackly like she’s got smoker’s lung. “Bourbon Street Bar? Drink Some Bourbon? Bourbonite?”

“You’re just saying random words,” Melody mutters, her huge head thrown back against the headrest, eyes closed. It would be the perfect time to throat punch her, should one be looking to do such a thing.

I make eye contact with the driver in the rearview mirror. “Sir?” I plead, trying to hide my desperation. Surely, he knows the bars here, likely drops off and picks up at the same ones often.

He shrugs his indifference.

Melody, laying on the annoyance, says, “What could you have possibly forgotten?”

The man of my dreams? My good senses? One or the other, for sure.

“My purse!” I yell, making eye contact with Coral, who has turned around from the seat ahead of us.

“But you had your purse when we got back last night. You gave it to me to hold on the drive home in case I needed to puke in it.”

“Oh, right.” I’d momentarily forgotten that drunk puking Coral also has a pristine memory.

I look out the window, down the small block again to the entrance of the bar where I met Julian just hours before.

That’s when I see him.

There’s a guy in a Seahawks cap, sweatshirt, and dark green jersey shorts, pulling on the double doors of the bar. When they won’t give, he places the side of his hand against his forehead and peers into the darkened bar from the dirty window. When he turns around and looks up and down the street, I know with categoric, bone-chattering certainty: it’s Julian. He is burned into me with the verity of a core memory. My stomach lurches toward the car door.

A Jeep behind us honks and I physically jump. I place my hand on the handle, ready to burst from the car, to run to him and—oh, who knows what happens next exactly; I just need to get to him—but the honking driver behind us swerves and makes his way around on my side in dangerous proximity, middle finger thrust in the air out his half-down window as he does. It’s decidedly too much rage for such an early morning hour.

I hesitate.

What am I doing? I am desperate, irrational, and sleep-deprived. But does any of it matter because Julian is standing there, only a few feet away. I must—

Julian is no longer there.

My eyes scramble all around, and I find him just ahead. His fingers are wrapped around the handle of the back door of his own Lyft, though he’s still staring in the direction of the bar entrance.

HONK!

There is a new car behind us now, as we are still stalled in the middle of the intersection. Why are there so many cars on the road at this obscene hour?

“I have to move,” our driver says, looking at me from the rearview mirror. I can’t help but think he looks sympathetic, more understanding than Coral or Melody. Then again, perhaps he just doesn’t want his five-star rating to suffer.

I can’t let it end this way again. I at least need to get his full name. His phone number. His date of birth and social security number. A hair sample. A drop of blood. A fingerprint. Even if I don’t ever use them, I need to know I could talk to him again.

I reach for the handle again, but the car begins to move.

“What the—” Melody says, watching me attempt to slide open the door of the now accelerating minivan.

I think about jumping from the moving vehicle, but even I am not that dramatic. Plus, I’m not the tuck-and-roll type. I’m more of a flail-and-likely-break-something type. Our driver has pulled out of the intersection to the bike lane and flipped on his hazard lights.

I lean back, straining to see the sliver of Bourbon Street still available out my window, finding it just in time to watch Julian climb back into his Lyft.

In a split second he is gone. I fall back into my seat and avoid eye contact with Coral and Melody.

“What was that?” Melody demands, arms folded across her stomach and her right leg encroaching on me.

“I thought I saw Lil Wayne,” I say, as it’s the first thing that pops into my head.

Everyone continues to stare at me.

I shrug. “He’s from New Orleans, you know.”

As we pull away, the forklifts and bulldozers make their way up the street, clearing away all remnants of the night before, as if none of it ever happened.
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