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The Fireman's Bride


“Elle, your appointment’s here!” Marie called as she stuck her head in through the break room doors. In a moment, she was gone again, and with her few words, Elle felt her stomach clench and her heart drop. The creeping sense of dread began to slither through her body as she gathered her photography bag and checked it once, twice. Spare battery, charger, extra memory cards, second lens, and a bottle of ibuprofen for when the afternoon inevitably went south.

Perfect. She had everything. With a final huff, Elle plastered on a smile and checked it in the mirror to make sure it didn’t look as plastic as it felt and went out to meet her over-blushed bride.

“Oh, Ellie, there you are!” Amber. The Bridezilla of them all. Her client. Elle spread her false smile wider and walked across the boutique show floor to where the woman sat with her small entourage.

Amber was a real pick of the litter by looks alone. All long blonde curls, “natural” tan, blue eyes, and a body that could look good in designer dresses or a paper sack, she was, by physical standards, practically perfect. And she knew how to play it up. Her curls were well maintained by regular visits to a salon, her nails always perfect little rounded squares with white tips and usually detailed with some sort of rhinestone or glittery decal. Her face was bronzed to high heaven and packed with blush, but her internet-ready eyeliner and false lashes always made her eyes look glamorous. And she was the one that wanted every instagram-worthy memory to be photographed at the drop of a hat.

Elle had to admit, she looked the part of instagram model. If there was one thing good she had to say about Amber, it was that the woman definitely turned heads. As Elle approached, Amber brushed some offending fleck of dust from her white skinny jeans and crossed her legs to show off her bright pink stiletto shoe.

“Look at these shoes!” Amber cried with a loud laugh to follow. “Mom bought them for me just for today. Make sure you get them in some of the pictures.”

Elle nodded and spoke the words that she knew Amber wanted to hear. “They look amazing, Amber.”

“I know, don’t they?” She flicked a bit of hair back over her shoulder. “Hey Ellie, get a picture of the wedding dress crew.”

Elle tried not to let her eye twitch in irritation at the nick-name. She hadn’t gone by “Ellie” since she was six. Since then it was always either her full name “Joelle” or just “Elle.” Regardless, Elle kept her mouth shut and obliged Amber, snapping several photos of the women in question. Amber in the middle, framed to be the center of the attention with her mother to her right. It was clear the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree, the main difference being that Amber was in her twenties and her mother, Barbara, was in her fifties, but otherwise they could have been almost photo copies. Elle had no questions as to what Amber would look like later in life, judging by that. Then again, Elle had no desire to know. Once her contract was up, Elle intended to never speak to Amber again.

To Amber’s left in the photo was her maid of honor and best friend Katie, another nearly perfect copy of Amber, with the one difference being that Katie had a slightly darker tinge of blonde in her hair and a slightly faker tan. Then standing behind was Kayleigh who was never seen in anything if it cost less than most people’s monthly paycheck. She was much like the others in her group except that she was the only brunette, though not convincingly. Amber had brought other girls with her in the past, but these girls were the staples and Elle knew them best - much to her own distaste.

God, but if she didn’t need the paycheck so badly.

Photography was hard work - harder than she thought it would be. Here she was hoping after high school she’d be one of those success stories, go out and take that winning photo that got her invited to fashion shows and to do artistic shoots for magazines and fashion brands. Instead, she had taken a job as a wedding photographer to pay the bills and now that seemed to be exclusively what she did. She worked through the wedding boutique Silver Bells because they were one of the few non-chain boutiques in town that did well and allowed for contract work like hers. Unfortunately, one of the major downsides became dealing with brides like Amber, which made Elle wonder if maybe she wasn’t in the wrong business after all.

With a quiet sigh away from where Amber could see and hear, Elle shook that thought out of her head. No. She loved photography more than anything else she’d ever done with her life. Sure, she never went to college for it, but she was good. Since she was little she’d taken photos of the people around her and kept a scrapbook of her favorites to look at later. Almost once a week her parents would give her some cash and would dutifully walk with her into the local drug store to get her camera roll developed and to buy another one for the week. She got her first ‘real’ camera in middle school from her aunt and had slowly upgraded over the years until she finally got to where she was now. She’d entered competitions and right out of high school tried to open her freelance business. It was slow, but weddings were pretty consistent and once you did one, word tended to spread, especially in a small town like this.

So then here she was, watching an hourglass figure in lace and chiffon parade up and down the bridal catwalk in dresses that cost more than Elle’s apartment, snapping photos to eternally memorialize a woman she never wanted to see again. Such was her life. Ah well.

“Why not try something more white?” Barbara, Amber’s mother suggested. Oh no. Here it comes.

While perfect generational copies in every other way, Amber and Barbara were very different in their opinions on one thing and one thing only. And that was the color of the dress. 

Barbara, deciding that this was the one thing she was going to go full traditionalist on, wanted a pure as the fresh-fallen snow white dress. She didn’t care what style, what cut, or what price tag was on it, she just wanted it to be white enough to blind a man in the right lighting.

Amber disagreed. Apparently the particular hill that she had chosen to die on was that the shade “porcelain” was close enough.

“Mom, this is white!” Amber pouted and actually stuck her lip out like a petulant child. The dress in question was a drop-waisted silken thing with a sweetheart neckline with lace accents and rhinestones big enough to put someone’s eye out on the dance floor if they came loose during the reception. It was also a decidedly pale cream color that, if Elle had not just spent the last month and a half listening to this same argument over and over again between these women, could have been close enough to white to not even matter. But it wasn’t white enough for Barbara.

“Amber, that is not white,” Barbara countered. “Look, look at this.” Barbara pulled the sample fabric in its plastic baggie out of her purse. She had carried it with her to every dress appointment that Elle had been to with them and held it up next to almost every single wedding dress Amber put on just to prove a point. “This is white. That is not. They don’t match.”

“Mom, you’re unbelievable!” Amber threw her hands in the air and went back to try on another dress. While she was away, Barbara turned to Elle.

“It’s a wedding. The dress should be white.”

Elle had had this discussion before, so she knew to bite her tongue and not say anything. What she wanted to say was that it wasn’t Barbara’s wedding. She wanted to say the pair should stop dress shopping and just pick something because the deadline to choose a dress and get alterations done on time was looming on the horizon and if Amber kept playing dress up in the bridal shop for forever she was going to miss it. She wanted to say she was sick of their petty bickering and wanted to go back to working with the more chill brides she actually enjoyed doing photos for. She wanted to ask for a raise, to say she usually just photographed the wedding, the reception, and maybe the day before, but never had a months-long contract with a bride and she still wasn’t getting paid enough for this garbage.

But she didn’t. She just kept her plastered smile on and continued to take photos. Later, she’d go home to edit them to send to Amber by the end of the week for Amber to hang up in a shrine to herself, or whatever it was she was doing with them. Elle was over it.

But apparently Amber and Barbara were not. The next dress was somewhere between eggshell and ivory and while Kayleigh and Amber both loved the plunging neckline, Barbara still couldn’t stand the color. Elle couldn’t have cared less by that point. Still, she snapped a photo of Amber looking dazzling as always and frequently checked the clock that ticked away the moments to her blessed freedom.

Finally, two hours and four capsules of ibuprofen later, Elle packed up her photography equipment, trying not to look glazed over. Amber, now back in her white skinny jeans, pink stilettos, and chiffon shirt-dress (Elle still couldn’t tell which it was supposed to be given that it showed her midriff in the front but tapered down to her knees in the back), chatted animatedly with her gal-pals about dinner plans and the picks of the day from the latest round of Barbie Dreamhouse Wedding they were playing. Elle quietly zipped up her camera bag and walked to the door, doing her best to slip out
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