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​Chapter 1 - The Invitation That Started Everything
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The centerpiece was wrong.

Not catastrophically wrong—nothing Dani could point to and say, yes, that is the exact moment this became someone else's problem. It was the kind of wrong that lived in proportion: the spray of eucalyptus was eight inches too tall on the left side, which meant the sightline from Table Seven was interrupted, which meant the guests seated at Table Seven would spend the duration of the Hargrove-Pelletier rehearsal dinner looking at a wall of greenery instead of each other, which meant Dani would hear about it from the bride's mother before the soup course.

She adjusted it herself. This was not technically her job at this stage of the evening. She had a setup team. She had a lead coordinator on the floor. What she also had was the specific inability to watch a fixable problem stay unfixed, so she was standing on the second rung of a stepladder in heeled boots, repositioning a eucalyptus branch by three inches, when her phone buzzed against her hip.

She ignored it. She adjusted. She climbed down, checked the sightline, and the centerpiece was right. Table Seven would have no complaints. The bride's mother would find something else to be dissatisfied about, but it would not be this.

Her phone buzzed again.

Dani pulled it out. The screen said Bea (8 messages). She tucked it back into her pocket, took a slow loop around the perimeter of the room the way she always did before a venue opened—checking the bar setup, the card table, the seating chart printed in the clean sans-serif font the bride had approved four weeks ago—and then she texted back: still at work, call you in twenty.

The response was immediate. Bea Santos had never waited more than thirty seconds to reply to a text in the eleven years Dani had known her. The response said: it is THURSDAY. The RSVP closed on Monday. Danielle.

Dani put her phone in her jacket pocket and went to check on the bar.

She liked this part of the job. She did not love events, exactly—she loved the moment before them, when everything was set and nothing had gone wrong yet, and the room existed in a kind of perfect potential. The Hargrove-Pelletier rehearsal dinner was in a converted industrial space in the Flatiron District, Edison bulbs overhead, long wooden tables, forty-two guests, a catering team she had worked with twelve times and trusted completely. It would go fine. It would go more than fine. She would be home by eleven-thirty, she would do the post-event notes before midnight, and then she would deal with Bea.

She was aware, at some level she was not presently examining, that dealing with Bea meant dealing with the invitation.

The invitation was sitting on her kitchen counter. It had been sitting on her kitchen counter for six days, which was a longer relationship than she had maintained with most objects in her apartment. It was cream-colored, square, and it used a typeface that Dani recognized as expensive without being able to name it. Inside, in the particular cursive that Camille Osei-Bonsu had used since college: Camille and Dominic request the honor of your presence.

The honor of your presence. As if Dani's presence were something that conferred honor, rather than something that would require approximately three months of mental preparation and a very good outfit.

The thing about Camille was that she had always had impeccable taste. This had been one of the things Dani found most attractive about her and also, it turned out, one of the things that made her most exhausting to be around. You could not be careless in front of someone with impeccable taste. You were always being measured, not deliberately, not cruelly, but in the way that people who have strong aesthetic opinions cannot help measuring everything they encounter. Dani had spent two years and four months of her life being measured by Camille Osei-Bonsu and she had found the experience both clarifying and quietly devastating.

The invitation had a return address in upstate New York. A countryside estate. Of course it did.

Her phone buzzed. The Hargrove-Pelletier bride wanted to know if the florist had confirmed the ceremony pieces for Saturday, and Dani confirmed that yes, she had confirmed them, three times, including this morning. She sent the bride back to her pre-dinner champagne and did the final walk-through with her lead coordinator, a twenty-seven-year-old named Priscilla who was better at this job than Dani had been at twenty-seven and who Dani was accordingly mentoring with some urgency.

"Table Seven's sightline is clear," Priscilla said, checking her tablet.

"I fixed the centerpiece. The eucalyptus on the left was too tall."

"I was going to do that."

"I know. I did it first."

Priscilla looked at her with the expression of someone deciding not to say something, which was one of Priscilla's best qualities. "Everything else is in order. You can go."

"The soup course—"

"I will handle the soup course. I have handled soup courses before."

"The bride's mother is going to find something to be dissatisfied about."

"Yes," Priscilla said. "She always does. I'll handle that too."

Dani looked around the room one more time. The sightlines were clear. The lighting was warm. The seating chart was correct and legible and used the right font. There was nothing left to fix. This was sometimes the hardest part.

"Fine," she said, and meant it in the full range of meanings the word contained when she said it, which was considerable.

She was outside and hailing a cab when she called Bea back.

Bea answered on the first ring. "Danielle Reyes."

"That's my name."

"The RSVP portal closed on Monday."

"I'm aware."

"Are you aware that I called you on Monday? And Tuesday? And Wednesday, which was two days after the portal closed, which means we have now moved into the category of problems that are your fault specifically?"

"I've been busy."

"You are always busy. You have been busy for three years. Being busy is a personality trait you developed specifically so you don't have to deal with Camille getting married."

Dani watched the cab she had been trying to hail take a fare two blocks up and pulled up the app instead. "That's a diagnosis, not a fact."

"I have known you for eleven years. I am licensed to diagnose."

"You're a graphic designer."

"I am also your best friend, which gives me an honorary degree in knowing when you are avoiding something." A pause. "Did you open it?"

Dani did not ask what "it" was. There was only one it. "Yes."

"And?"

"It's very nice paper."

"Dani."

"Camille has always had good taste in stationery."

"Dani."

She found the car. She got in. She gave her address and sat back and watched the city go sideways past the window, all lit up and indifferent. "I'll figure it out," she said.

"The RSVP portal—"

"I'll email. It'll be fine."

"And the plus-one line?"

There was a plus-one line. Dani had looked at it for longer than she would ever admit to Bea, who would use the information to make a specific kind of face—the face that was warm and sympathetic and absolutely certain it knew better. The plus-one line had sat blank on the invitation for six days, very much aware of itself.

"I'll figure that out too," Dani said.

"You don't have anyone to bring."

"Thank you, Bea."

"I'm not trying to be mean. I'm saying—"

"I know what you're saying."

"Going alone would be fine. Genuinely. Camille would not—"

"I know it would be fine."

Bea was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again her voice had shifted—less prosecution, more concern, which was somehow harder to deal with. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

"You always say that."

"Because it's usually true."

"Is it true right now?"

Dani looked out the window. The city went on being the city. "Ask me again in a week," she said, and she almost meant it as a joke.

She got home at ten fifty-three. She changed out of her work clothes and poured herself a glass of water and stood in her kitchen for a moment looking at the invitation, which sat on the counter between her coffee maker and a stack of unopened mail, completely self-possessed. It had the quality of something that had been waiting patiently.

She picked it up. She read it again. The typeface really was excellent.

She opened her laptop, pulled up the email she had drafted and deleted twice already, and typed it from scratch: Hi—I know the portal has closed, but I hope it's not too late to RSVP. Attending with a plus one. Looking forward to celebrating with you both.

She read it back. It was fine. It was exactly fine—warm enough to be genuine, breezy enough to suggest she had simply been busy rather than standing in her kitchen on six consecutive evenings having complex feelings about good stationery.

She hit send before she could revise it.

Then she opened a new text to Bea.

She typed: I RSVPed.

She typed: with a plus one.

She stared at what she had written. Then she typed: I need help and sent it before her better judgment could intervene.

Bea's response arrived in eleven seconds. It said: Oh my god. FINALLY. Also: WHAT plus one.

Dani set her phone face-down on the counter and looked at the ceiling of her apartment, which was a nice ceiling, high and clean and unbothered by any of this.

She had, she was now realizing, created a problem.

She had also, in some part of herself she was not yet ready to examine, decided to do something about it.

She picked up her phone. She typed: I have no idea yet. I'll figure it out. And then, because she was Dani Reyes and she had been building and managing and logistics-solving her way through problems since she was old enough to understand that problems had solutions: she opened a new tab and started looking for one.
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