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        Twenty-nine-year-old bride-to-be Beth Eleanor
            Evans, a slender, freckled, strawberry blonde whom people called Bee because of her
            initials, stood in front of the whiteboard she’d purchased that day at the Target
            off Route 103.

        The board was the type of accessory one
            might find in a university lecture hall or on the wall of an executive meeting room at
            the Hampton Inn. But at her parents’ house on this steamy late-September Thursday
            in historic Ellicott City, Maryland, Bee used the dry-erase board to put the finishing
            touches on the plans for her wedding, the most expensive celebration the Tower Gardens
            Country Club would host this fall.

        Bee had spent more than an hour decorating
            the board’s surface with an array of circles, squares, names, and numbers. The
            result of her work looked like a football play or a math equation left
            for Matt Damon’s character in Good Will Hunting. But the design
            represented a seating chart, Bee’s last remaining task before her extended family
            would arrive for her wedding, which was now less than forty-eight hours away.

        Bee tucked a loose curl behind her right ear
            and leaned forward anxiously. The board showed thirty circles, each containing a number.
            Extending from each circle like spokes on a wheel were blue lines that held the names of
            coupled guests.

        ‘Cousin Wesley and wife Katie,’
            said one blue spoke. ‘Mr Barocas from Dad’s work with wife, Yvonne,’
            read another. ‘Jimmy Fee and date.’ ‘Mr and Mrs Rodman
            (neighbors).’ ‘Ed and Elaine Ryan (accountants).’ ‘Dr Weihong
            Zheng and husband (pediatrician).’

        In the top right-hand corner of the board
            was a list of names written in bright red ink and all-capital letters: ‘HANNAH
            MARTIN, ROB NUTLEY, NANCY MACGOWAN, VICKI CLIFFORD, JOE EVANS.’

        Above the names, in the same crimson print,
            Bee had written the word ‘SINGLES.’

        They were the only guests to RSVP for
            Bee’s nuptials without using their plus-one invites, and now they were the only
            names Bee hadn’t yet placed on her seating chart.

        It would have been acceptable in a recession for
            Bee to invite singles to the wedding alone, but Bee wanted every guest to have the
            option of bringing a companion. Still the singles had chosen to come alone, and Bee just
            couldn’t understand it.

        When she was single, Bee resented brides who
            didn’t give her a plus-one invite simply because she didn’t have a serious
            boyfriend. Bee vowed that when she got married, she’d send plus-ones to everyone.
            No one would have to be alone.

        Almost everyone on the invite list had taken
            Bee up on her offer. Except for the singles, who, in Bee’s opinion, were adrift
            not only on her dry-erase board but also in life.

        Two of the singles were conflict prone.
            Another two had a history of embarrassing Bee in public. Another was a woman Bee
            didn’t know at all, a friend of the groom’s family who had a reputation as a
            shut-in.

        Bee’s wedding planner, who had become
            famous for planning the extravagant wedding of an ex-president’s daughter, had
            told Bee after examining her invite list, ‘No matter who you invite, there will be
            singles.

        ‘You must expect an odd number,’
            the planner had said during their first meeting. ‘No matter what you plan to do,
            the singles always skew.’

        Bee smoothed her eyebrows with the back of her
            right hand, her favorite nervous habit, and studied the circles and spokes, which
            reminded her of the puzzles she decoded on the LSATs years ago. There were five unseated
            guests, each of whom needed to be placed at a table. But each guest had a specific set
            of requirements, making it impossible to seat them at most tables. For instance, one
            single couldn’t be seated anywhere near her ex-boyfriend. Another single was often
            offensive and couldn’t be trusted around uptight adults – including Bee’s
            own family.

        As Bee began scrambling the names and tables
            in her mind, she heard her mother enter the room behind her.

        ‘Still with those five?’
            Bee’s mother, Donna Evans, said, letting out a dramatic sigh as she joined Bee at
            the dining-room table.

        Donna wore a gray tank top that said
            ‘breathe’ across the chest, the lowercase b and final e
            falling in line with her protruding nipples. Her matching yoga pants were cropped just
            below the knee. Donna’s artificially blonde curls, highlighted to the exact shade
            of her daughter’s, were pulled back into a tight bun.

        ‘Just write them into the empty seats
            and be done with it,’ Donna said, as Bee stared at her helplessly, her hands limp
            at her waist. ‘Honey, these people are going to spend half the night on the dance
            floor anyway.’

        Donna let out a frustrated harrumph, and then
            pushed past her daughter so she could get a better look at the list of singles.

        After squinting at the names for less than a
            minute, Donna grabbed a marker off the table and began to scribble on the board. She
            wrote Vicki Clifford’s and Rob Nutley’s names on the empty spoke next to the
            groom’s brothers and cousins. Next she printed Hannah Martin’s name in tiny
            letters above the circle representing the table occupied by Bee’s law-school
            friends and their spouses.

        ‘We’ll add an extra
            chair,’ Donna said, before Bee could protest that the table was already full.
            ‘The caterers can fit nine seats at a table for eight.’

        Then, moving to the other side of the board,
            Donna wrote the names of the last two singles, Joe Evans and Nancy MacGowan, at the
            table with Bee’s father’s law partners and their wives.

        Bee’s dad, Richard Evans, bellowed
            from the next room. ‘I swear – if you’re both standing in front of that
            board in another five minutes, I’m going to take it outside and put it in the
            Dumpster and everyone at this wedding will seat themselves.’

        Bee turned away from the dry-erase board in
            defeat.

        ‘Fine,’ she said to her mother,
            who had already returned the marker and about-faced, her sneakers
            squeaking on the hardwood floor as she made her way to the kitchen.

        ‘Mom,’ Bee called after her.

        ‘What?’

        ‘I’m hungry,’ Bee said
            almost too quietly for her mother to hear.

        ‘Have something light,’ Donna
            responded sharply from the next room. ‘No sodium. That dress has absolutely no
            give, honey.’

        Bee turned around and took one last look at
            the names at the top of the whiteboard, glad that she had Matt and would never again
            find herself without a date. She wondered, briefly and hopefully, if her singles would
            ever change their circumstances – if Hannah, Rob, Nancy, Vicki, and Joe would ever
            become easy-to-place spokes on a seating-chart wheel.

        Bee scowled as her thoughts returned to
            swallowing another salt-free meal. She reached forward and firmly wiped the singles list
            clean.
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        ‘Can I be honest with you?’ Dawn
            asked Hannah in a loud whisper with a cigarette close to its ashy death in her right
            hand, a pack of bobby pins in her left.

        Hannah knew by now that this wasn’t a
            real question.

        After spending several consecutive days with
            Bee’s precocious matron of honor, Hannah had learned that Dawn began most of her
            sentences by asking theatrically, in an almost-shouted whisper, ‘Can I be honest
            with you?’

        Rarely did the question correspond to the
            sentence that followed. Rarely did Dawn have any interest in honesty.

        ‘It’s nothing bad,’ Dawn
            continued, taking in Hannah’s cautious eyes and drawing out the word
            ‘bad’ as if it had two syllables. ‘It’s just that I think you
            might want to consider putting on some more makeup before everything
            gets going today. All the other girls and I wear liner.’ Dawn opened her eyes wide
            to illustrate. ‘I notice that you don’t wear any eyeliner. I don’t
            know if you can tell, but the rest of us – our eyes just pop. They pop in pictures. You
            have beautiful blue eyes, honey. I just don’t want you to get lost in the
            photos.’

        Hannah’s nose was at least two feet
            from Dawn’s mouth, but she was still overcome by Dawn’s potent breath, which
            smelled of nicotine and Caesar salad. Hannah winced as Dawn released another puff, a
            nauseating blend of Parmesan and Parliaments.

        Hannah wasn’t used to people smoking
            in her presence. Most of her friends had quit years ago when New York City approved its
            smoking ban. She knew a few summer smokers, friends who lit up on Brooklyn roof decks
            and patios, but it was too uncomfortable to smoke outside in the city after
            November.

        Quality time with so many southerners during
            Bee’s wedding weekend reminded Hannah how lucky she was to live in a city that had
            chosen to ostracize smokers in just about every way possible. All of Bee’s
            soon-to-be in-laws from Raleigh and Durham were shameless chain smokers. Some of them
            even worked for Philip Morris.

        Hannah was somewhat surprised that a
            perfectionist such as Dawn wasn’t worried that her dress might
            end up smelling of smoke. But, Hannah supposed, if everything smelled like nicotine, it
            didn’t really matter. It was a universal perfume, and only Hannah seemed to be
            bothered by its scent.

        Dawn took a last drag from her depleted
            cigarette, prompting Hannah to lean back in anticipation of the smoky aftermath. Even in
            this expansive tower, with its high ceiling, Dawn’s fumes seemed omnipresent,
            revealing themselves in the form of baby clouds under the bright ceiling lights.

        There were two large, connected rooms on the
            top floor of the country club tower where Hannah, Dawn, and the rest of Bee’s
            bridal party were readying themselves before the main event. The ceremony would take
            place outdoors, on the lawn, beside a white tent that was already set up for the
            reception. There was a plan B, in case of rain – a shorter ceremony in the club’s
            dining room – but it wouldn’t be necessary. It was a beautiful September day –
            still warm enough to go without a jacket.

        The historic, brown-brick castle where the
            bridal party now primped was the oldest part of the country club, a members-only
            Annapolis institution that sat alongside Chesapeake Bay, on more than one hundred acres of open space for golfing, skeet shooting, and whatever else
            wealthy people like to do on weekends. To Hannah, the neo-Gothic tower from which the
            Tower Gardens Country Club took its name looked as if it had been transported straight
            out of a fairy tale. Its tall cylindrical shape, sterile exterior, stained glass
            windows, and the view of the well-trimmed green below, where guests would soon be
            milling about, made Hannah feel like Rapunzel, which was appropriate, she thought to
            herself, because she was just as trapped. If this were a movie, Hannah thought, unable
            to shut off her casting-director’s brain, the locked-up bridesmaid version of her
            would be played by an imperfect yet likeable up-and-comer. Or better yet, an A-lister,
            but someone known for a good scowl. ‘Kristen Stewart,’ Hannah had whispered
            to herself when she first peered out the window from her tower prison. Emily Blunt,
            she’d then decided, acknowledging that at twenty-nine she was probably too old to
            be played by anyone in a Twilight movie.

        Dawn, as matron of honor, would be played by
            Reese Witherspoon. That was a no-brainer. Dawn’s cherubic face was framed by a
            bouncy blonde bob. She had a southern accent and sounded especially shrill when giving
            orders. Hannah wondered for a moment whether Reese Witherspoon would be
            open to smoking on screen.

        Casting with an imaginary budget was
            Hannah’s favorite addiction. In real life she only had experience with indie films
            that paid the leads less than two hundred thousand dollars. The conservative budgets
            forced Hannah to get creative and to hunt for new talent, but she longed for the chance
            to cast a film that allowed her to hire the celebrities she’d developed crushes on
            over the years.

        She was so close to getting one of those
            gigs. Hannah had been checking her phone obsessively for much of the morning, hoping she
            would hear something, anything, from Natalie Portman’s agent, who today held
            Hannah’s professional fate in her hands.

        Hannah had spent weeks lobbying for the
            actress to take a role in an independent film that made up for its low budget with, in
            Hannah’s opinion, an Oscar-worthy script. If Natalie signed on to the film,
            Hannah’s career would undoubtedly change. The movie – and Hannah – would get
            national attention. New investors would throw the director some much-needed cash.
            Natalie Portman could turn this movie into a Rachel Getting Married, a cheap,
            good film with big returns.

        And there was reason to believe Natalie
            would say yes. Her agent had been optimistic; Natalie had read the
            script and enjoyed it. The actress liked that the project would be directed by a woman.
            Natalie had even called the dialogue ‘enchanting’ in an e-mail that her
            agent had forwarded to Hannah. But there was the matter of scheduling.

        ‘She’s booked for four solid
            months, to film that sequel,’ the agent’s young assistant had explained two
            days before Hannah hopped the Acela to Baltimore to get to Bee’s wedding. The
            agent’s assistant, who had fielded all of Hannah’s pestering phone calls,
            had become her spy, sending her quick text messages whenever she overheard her boss
            talking about the project.

        ‘I only need her for twenty
            days,’ Hannah had pleaded with the assistant, as if she had any say in the matter.
            ‘She has to have twenty nonworking days during that shoot. I mean, her character
            is on another planet for half of the movie, right? Isn’t there any
            downtime?’

        Hannah resented the mediocre, big-budget
            superhero movie that was not only getting a sequel but ruining her own small, quality
            film.

        ‘Listen, she really wants to do it,
            and I know they’re trying to work something out,’ the assistant had
            said.

        ‘When do you think I’ll get a
            definite answer?’ was Hannah’s reply, as she balled up four
            pairs of underwear and tucked them into the side pocket of her suitcase for the wedding
            weekend.

        ‘You won’t get a final answer
            until next week, but I’ll probably know something on Saturday. There’s this
            big agency party at my boss’s house on Saturday, and if Natalie is doing this
            film, my boss will be bragging about it to everyone. I suppose I could text you if I
            hear anything.’

        ‘Oh, my God, thank you! I’m
            going to a wedding on Saturday, and if I’ve cast Natalie Portman in a film, I want
            to be able to tell all my friends. And maybe an ex-boyfriend or two.’

        ‘I completely understand,’ the
            assistant had said, sounding almost too empathetic.

        It was now late Saturday afternoon and no
            one had texted. Not even Hannah’s best friend, Vicki, who had promised to check in
            as soon as she arrived in Annapolis.

        Bee’s wedding planner, whom Hannah
            decided would be played in her imaginary big-budget wedding movie by Bonnie Hunt from
                Jerry Maguire and Cheaper by the Dozen, made it clear to Bee and
            her bridesmaids that once they were inside the tower with their dresses
            on, they would have to stay put until the wedding began.

        The larger of the tower penthouse’s
            two rooms had a television, a Wedgwood blue velvet furniture set, and a sizable bathroom
            with two full-length mirrors, so there was no acceptable reason to leave, the wedding
            planner had said, with her eyes on Hannah as if she could read her mind.

        The planner explained that when the clock
            struck five and the guests had found their seats, each woman would walk down the spiral
            staircase, exit the tower, take the arm of a groomsman – or the father of the bride, in
            Bee’s case – and make her way straight down the aisle, which was actually a
            meandering stone path as historic and well-manicured as the rest of the grounds.

        The wedding wouldn’t start for another
            hour, but Dawn was already lining up her cosmetics on top of the end table in the larger
            of the two rooms. Her methodical arrangement reminded Hannah of the way the metal tools
            were displayed in a dentist’s office. Dawn organized her collection of beauty
            products by size – the skinny eyeliner pencil next to a tube of mascara next to a box of
            blush next to a tray of eye shadow.

        Hannah wondered whether she might be able to
            postpone getting tweezed and painted for another half hour or so. Her
            dress was on, but she hoped to hold off being made up like a prom queen for as long as
            possible. She walked over to one of the tower’s windows and rubbed the back of her
            neck so aggressively that she felt the chain of pearls dig into her skin. She tugged at
            the clear strap of her bra, which pressed uncomfortably against the back of her neck. It
            was the most complex piece of lingerie she’d ever worn – a padded support system
            that had to be special ordered for the occasion by all the bridesmaids. Hannah had
            watched the other women slip into their special bras without help but had been unable to
            figure out how to put the bra on by herself. It wound up being a two-woman job; Bee and
            Dawn had surrounded Hannah to fasten her into the contraption, which crisscrossed her
            lower back twice and fastened with a sharp-cornered metal clip just above the axis of
            her spine.

        ‘Does it have to be this tight?’
            Hannah had whined to Bee after the brassiere had been secured.

        Dawn had answered before Bee could respond.
            ‘Any looser and you’ll fall out of your dress, honey,’ she’d
            said sternly, peering at Hannah’s breasts disapprovingly. ‘You’re
            already going to be spilling over.’

        Hannah had already called Rob twice, from her
            temporary prison in the tower, hoping he might calm her down about the bra, her
            impending walk down the aisle, and Natalie Portman, whom Hannah assumed was less likely
            to give her good news with each passing hour. Rob Nutley was supposed to be at this
            wedding. He’d RSVP’d, and had told Bee that he’d happily attend, and
            now, living up to everyone’s expectations of him as the reckless and irresponsible
            one, he was a no-show. Hannah had been counting on Rob to get her through the weekend,
            but now there would be no one but Vicki, who, these days, wasn’t much of a source
            of support to anyone.

        Still clutching her BlackBerry as she stared
            out the window, Hannah looked down and saw a missed call. Rob.

        She selected ‘call back’ and
            watched as Rob’s number lit up for the third time that day. Her stomach flipped
            when she heard him pick up, already laughing into the receiver.

        ‘Don’t laugh. I need you,’
            Hannah whispered loudly, prompting Dawn to throw her a judgmental glance from the couch.
            ‘Please. There are women here who are trying to assault me with eyeliner.
            Isn’t there any way you can just hop a flight now, at the last minute? You’d
            be here before the end of the reception. I’ll split the cost, whatever it
            is.’

        ‘I do love it when you beg, but no, my
            dear, I can’t leave Austin.’ Rob paused and added more thoughtfully,
            ‘It’s not the money. There’s just something off about Liz today. I
            can’t leave her alone in the house.’

        ‘Fine. Maybe I’ll call you
            later,’ Hannah said, hanging up before he could respond. Her posture sank as she
            abandoned hope that Rob might change his mind.

        Hannah walked from the window back to Dawn,
            who had just covered herself with powder that was two shades darker than her face.
            Hannah sat down beside her and nervously stroked the buttons on her BlackBerry, peering
            down at it every few seconds to check for missed calls from Rob or Natalie
            Portman’s agent’s assistant.

        Out of the corner of her eye, Hannah could
            see Bee in the adjoining room, smoothing the lines of her gown, which was still on a
            hanger. It was a fitted, strapless, ivory dress with a scalloped-pattern bodice that
            reminded Hannah of a mermaid and a small train that opened up like a fan. Bee had
            explained to Hannah months ago that she’d hoped to wear her mother’s wedding
            dress, a simple chiffon A-line gown that had been preserved in a garment bag in
            Donna’s closet for almost three decades, but when she tried it on, she
            couldn’t zip it up. Donna had always been a size 4, and although
            Bee struggled to maintain that size during her college days, she was now content with
            being a size 6.

        Now Bee wore nothing but white lace
            underwear, a strapless bra, and control-top pantyhose that shrunk her silhouette by
            about an inch. The waist of the nylons extended past her belly button like a bodysuit.
            Her hair was twisted into a bun made of braids, which to Hannah looked dreadfully
            uncomfortable and inappropriately severe.

        Hannah adored Bee’s strawberry locks,
            especially when they were loose at her shoulders, tousled and light. She never
            understood why brides always wore their hair in complicated, tightly pinned patterns. It
            reminded Hannah of the way the dead look at wakes – overly made up and unrecognizable to
            the people who knew them best.

        Bee was surrounded by the two other
            bridesmaids, Jackie and Lisa, who, like Hannah, were already in their long black gowns,
            with their hair ironed straight. They were discussing the best way to get Bee into her
            wedding dress without scuffing it or endangering her princess coiffure.

        ‘Maybe she should step into it,’
            Lisa, the passive bridesmaid, suggested.

        ‘No,’ Jackie, the stern bridesmaid,
            answered aggressively. ‘If she steps in, she runs the risk of stepping on it or
            getting it dirty. It should go over her head.’

        ‘The woman who sold it to me told me
            to step into it,’ Bee said thoughtfully. ‘And these floors look perfectly
            clean to me. But … maybe Jackie’s right. Let’s go over my head,
            just slowly.’

        When Bee had asked for help getting into
            her dress, a task that would require the aid of two people, Hannah opted to stay with
            Dawn, whom Hannah assumed would want her own lady-in-waiting during the dressing
            process.

        Dawn’s gown was not like the other
            bridesmaids’ dresses. It was similar in that it was a black halter with an empire
            waist and plunging neckline, but unlike Hannah’s uniform, Dawn’s dress had
            an ornate bow at the waist and a small satin train in back. Hannah had never seen a
            matron of honor dressed differently from the other bridesmaids. She wondered if it was a
            southern wedding tradition or a new fad. With nothing to do but chitchat, she dared to
            ask Dawn about her attire.

        ‘I didn’t realize the matron of
            honor wore a different dress. Is that how they do it down south?
            I’ve never seen that before.’

        ‘Where I grew up,’ Dawn said
            slowly, emphasizing her Reese Witherspoon drawl, ‘maids of honor were encouraged
            to distinguish themselves.’

        ‘Where did you grow up?’ Hannah
            demanded, unable to control the tension in her voice.

        ‘In Roanoke,’ Dawn answered
            sharply.

        ‘Where’s that?’ Hannah
            asked, instantly regretting the question, which was bound to be interpreted as an
            insult.

        ‘In Virginia. Just about two hours
            from Richmond. Did you miss geography class, honey?’

        Dawn flashed one of her debutante
            smiles.

        ‘I’m bad with geography,’
            Hannah said, attempting to recover quickly by using the meekest and most feminine voice
            she could muster. Hannah looked at her phone again, first to make sure that she
            hadn’t missed a text about Natalie Portman, and then to check the time. There was
            less than a half hour before the wedding. She exhaled exhaustively and let her eyes
            float up to meet Dawn’s. ‘And, Dawn, I – I’m also bad with makeup, so
            if you want to put eyeliner on me, feel free. You’re the professional.’

        ‘I’m not just a professional,
            honey. I’m the best,’ Dawn said, adjusting her tan girdle, which stretched
                from midthigh to the complicated halter bra, which didn’t
            seem to be bothering her at all. All she wore over it was a T-shirt that said
            ‘Lady Tar Heel.’

        ‘When I get done with you,’ Dawn
            continued, ‘Tom is going to be on his knees, begging you for
            forgiveness.’

        Hannah winced at the sound of Tom’s
            name. She cracked a few of her knuckles.

        ‘I don’t want Tom on his
            knees,’ Hannah said unconvincingly, her voice suddenly shaking. ‘I
            don’t want him back. I really don’t care what he thinks. Bee is making too
            big a deal of this whole thing.’

        It was only a partial lie. When Hannah
            fantasized about Bee’s wedding, where she’d see Tom for the first time since
            their breakup two and a half years ago, she didn’t see herself reuniting with him
            romantically, at least not instantly.

        Hannah had longed for Tom’s return for
            the first year or so after their breakup, but that yearning had evolved into a series of
            revenge-and-rejection fantasies that began to seem almost plausible once it became clear
            that they would see each other at Bee’s wedding. Hannah would be all dressed up,
            confident, and surrounded by their shared friends, who missed them as a couple.

        Hannah liked to imagine that Tom would spot
            her from across the room during Bee’s reception and would be
            drawn to her much like he’d been when he’d met her during his junior year of
            college.

        Tom would notice that she’d stopped
            highlighting her hair, which turned out to be a pretty chocolate color that finally
            matched her eyebrows. He would also see that she’d lost the twenty-two pounds
            she’d gained after graduation, which Hannah had determined was the real reason Tom
            had left her, despite his many claims otherwise. Tom would be disarmed by Hannah’s
            new confidence, intimated by her posture. He would discover that she’d stopped
            biting her nails, his least favorite of her many bad habits. He would hear from Bee, or
            maybe Vicki, that Hannah had been hired by a reputable casting office that handled
            national commercials and real grown-up films. No more low-budget theater. No more
            finding actors to star in hospital videos about diabetes care.

        Tom had told Hannah shortly before their
            breakup that taking those corporate casting jobs made her a sell-out, that there was no
            point in casting projects that weren’t even meant to entertain.
            ‘You’re not really happy,’ he’d said to her during the four-day
            fight that resulted in the end of their relationship. ‘You said it yourself. This
            is mindless work.’

        But years later those terrible jobs had paid
            off. The young directors whose first gigs were in bad theater,
            directing touring productions of Scooby Doo: The Musical, the ones who got
            their first paychecks producing sexual-harassment-training videos for big companies,
            were now directing real films. They remembered Hannah and hired her out of loyalty, just
            as they’d promised they would when they’d met her in her early twenties.

        That’s how Hannah had found this new
            gig, the one she hoped would be a starring vehicle for Natalie Portman. The director of
            the film had worked with Hannah four years ago on a regional, nonunion car commercial.
            Now she was directing a film with a six-million-dollar budget.

        Tom had been wrong; those awful jobs put
            Hannah exactly where she’d hoped to be in her late twenties. It was Rob who had
            been right. He was the one who had sent e-mail pep talks telling Hannah to stay in New
            York and stick it out. He’d even sent her a funny note after seeing her first
            national television commercial with SAG actors.

        ‘Perfect casting for the tampon
            commercial,’ his brief e-mail had said. ‘I really believe that this woman is
            afraid of leaks. I am frightened for her. Really. Congrats.’

        In Hannah’s fantasy of Bee’s
            wedding, she and Tom wouldn’t speak during the reception. They would glance at each other from across the room. They would make it clear that each
            had taken notice of the other. But there would be no contact until after the wedding was
            over, when Tom would come knocking on Hannah’s hotel-room door, begging for a
            reconciliation. He would take back everything he’d said to her on the night
            he’d moved out, when he’d told her that he didn’t think she was
            capable of ever being someone’s wife. He would tell her that he’d been wrong
            to leave New York and that he no longer believed it was so important to live close to
            his family in Boston. He would say that New England felt too small and puritanical and
            that he missed dining with Hannah in pretentious restaurants in the East Village and
            going to off-off-Broadway theater productions that starred her actor friends, despite
            the fact that Tom had complained about those outings when he’d lived with her.

        Tom would tell her that the worst night of
            her life – the night he left – had also been the worst night of his, and that after his
            sister rushed down from Boston to load up her car with his belongings and move him up
            north, he almost instantly realized that he’d lost his anchor in life and his best
            friend. He would tell Hannah that he thought about her every day, especially before he
            fell asleep at night.

        In this fantasy, Tom would be played by Paul
            Rudd, Hannah decided. Paul Rudd was about ten years older than Tom, but he still looked
            young enough to play a twentysomething. And the casting choice would appeal to all the
            women Hannah’s age who had been Clueless fans, Hannah thought, totaling
            the imaginary box office returns.

        After showing up at her hotel room, Tom, or
            Paul Rudd, depending on Hannah’s version of the fantasy, would poke his head
            through her door once she opened it, tilting his face so that it would be easier for
            their lips to meet, but Hannah would put her hand on his chest to stop him.

        ‘It’s too late,’ she, or
            maybe Emily Blunt or Kristen Stewart, would say in a flat tone.

        ‘Don’t say that,’ Tom or
            Paul Rudd would respond, almost whimpering.

        On a good day, Hannah could stop the fantasy
            there. She would give closure to the scene by imagining herself shutting her fictional
            hotel-room door in his face. Sometimes she would go so far as to invent a new boyfriend,
            who would be waiting for her on her fictional hotel-room bed. Strangely, in
            Hannah’s fantasy the new boyfriend was also played by Paul Rudd. Hannah
            hadn’t quite worked that one out yet.

        Of course, sometimes it was difficult for
            Hannah to be good. Sometimes she didn’t want to end the fantasy with a safe
            rejection of the college boyfriend who had left her behind. Sometimes, when she imagined
            this scene, she’d tack on an ending that had her pulling Tom through the door by
            his tie and making love to him on the hotel-room bed, groaning and grabbing pillows.
            Usually she’d imagine Tom as himself in those moments. She didn’t see Paul
            Rudd as the kind of guy who’d groan or grab.

        Hannah was satisfied with either fictional
            outcome, whether it was rejecting Tom or the cinematic lovemaking. Replaying one fantasy
            or the other in her mind had made it easier to fall asleep for the past few months. It
            had certainly made it easier to diet and exercise in preparation for the wedding.

        Of course, even after losing weight and
            getting an overpriced haircut and manicure with the bridal party that morning, Hannah
            believed she looked horribly unpolished next to the camera-ready, radiant matron of
            honor. Dawn was technically just the wife of one of Bee’s law-school buddies, but
            she was part of the pack that had become Bee’s second family since college.

        Bee was a lawyer now. And a southerner. The
            quiet, most studious member of Hannah’s bunch at Syracuse University had made good on her unspoken promise to her family that she become an
            attorney, like her father, and get married before she turned thirty. Bee’s only
            surprising postcollege decision was choosing to marry Matt, who, unlike Bee’s
            family, was boisterous and emotive.

        Bee had fallen in love with Matt Fee during
            their first year of law school at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She
            hoped to be an estate planner. He would become the in-house attorney for his
            family’s granite company as soon as he passed the bar. By marrying Matt and
            changing her name – which she planned to do – Bee would become Bee Fee. This
            didn’t seem to bother her.

        ‘Bee isn’t my real name,’
            Bee had told Hannah, shortly after the engagement was announced. ‘My name is Beth,
            if you remember correctly. It will be Beth Fee.’

        ‘No one calls you Beth, Bee,’
            Hannah had responded dryly through the phone. ‘Bee Fee? Who wants to hire a lawyer
            named Bee Fee? It sounds like “beefy.” Can you please keep your maiden
            name?’

        ‘I’m going to use it as my
            middle name. Beth Evans Fee. I’ll still be Bee. Just Evans instead of
            Eleanor.’

        ‘Ugh, Bee, it sounds so stupid. Bee
            Fee, Esq.’

        ‘Hannah, will you please not ruin
            this?’

        ‘Fine,’ Hannah had said, muttering
            a last ‘Bee Fee’ to herself.

        Bee had only mentioned her friend Dawn to
            Hannah a few times over the past year, which is why Hannah had been surprised to hear
            that the much younger spouse of one of Bee’s law-school friends had earned matron
            of honor status so quickly.

        Sensing Hannah’s distrust of Dawn over
            the phone, Bee had tried to justify her new friend’s quick promotion.

        ‘This isn’t just about
            who’s my closest friend, Hannah. You know you’re more important in my life,
            but I need someone who can help me with the maid of honor’s duties, like the
            shopping and the showers. You hate this stuff – planning frilly parties. Dawn loves it.
            She lives for it.’

        ‘I’m not offended, Bee. I
            don’t need to be your maid of honor. I do hate this stuff – passionately. But what
            about Jackie? You’ve known her since you were born. Isn’t she going to feel
            slighted?’

        ‘Jackie hates this stuff too. At least
            she does now that she’s single. I just couldn’t bring myself to put her in
            charge of my
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