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            Chapter One

         
         Whenever I dreamt about my own wedding, I pictured a wedding dress like the one I was wearing. A simple, elegant gown with
            a train and long veil. The only difference would be that it be made of actual fabric and not this absorbent toilet paper.
         

         
         “Stop moving.” My best friend, Beth Chan, spiraled my arms with a roll of TP, covering my peony tattoos for my makeshift gloves.
            I looked like a mummy.
         

         
         Jesse hung a “diamond necklace” around my neck to appeal to Rebecca’s bougie tastes. “Ten seconds left,” Jesse announced.
            I would say it was a shout, but Jesse Lo’s voice boomed by default. It easily cut through the clamoring of twenty women channeling
            their inner Vera Wang in a small but classy tearoom in Pasadena.
         

         
         I was unbothered and continued twisting roses out of quilted squares. As a wedding florist, it would be a shame if I didn’t
            have my own bouquet and I needed to use every advantage. Rebecca’s sorority sisters had somehow created a really convincing
            bodice with a complete mermaid gown. If this were Project Runway’s unconventional materials challenge, they would win.
         

         
         “Time!” Rebecca clapped with delight as she judged her toilet paper brides. Even though Jesse, Beth, and I were her closest friends, Rebecca was not going to let best friendship sway her. She was going to use a discerning eye to determine her winner. 

         
         “Cheater,” Rebecca said when she saw my bouquet. I knew she said that out of love. Rebecca made it down the line and made
            the clear choice. The prize went to her sorority sisters, whose names I’d forgotten. I only met them an hour ago.
         

         
         “I really thought we had it,” Beth said, consoling herself with a tiny cucumber tea sandwich. Beth didn’t like being wrong,
            whether it was about tests or, in this instance, her toilet paper couture. It was a good thing she was better at the former.
            She was due to take her first set of tests for the United States Medical Licensing Examination in mid-July.
         

         
         Jesse stole all the deviled eggs for herself. “Sorry, you know I can’t eat carbs.” Jesse appeared calm as she stared longingly
            at the display of scones and clotted cream, but stress radiated from her. Her own wedding was coming up, a month after Rebecca’s,
            and with a CrossFit competition sandwiched in between. Everyone was having a busy summer this year.
         

         
         Rebecca took a break from hosting her bridal shower and joined us at the end of the table, smoothing down her white Reformation
            dress as she sat. “Jess, slow down before you choke on a yolk.”
         

         
         Jesse mocked Rebecca’s smug smile. “Thanks for your concern, Dr. Seuss,” she said with a full mouth.

         
         “Back to your corners,” I joked. Emotions were running high now that we were counting down the weeks to Rebecca’s extravagant wedding. Our group texts had become a dumping ground for wedding headaches. Rebecca complaining about how her mother, Assemblywoman Donna Yu, had taken over the guest list, inviting all her political allies. Jesse, ranting how she thought letting her parents plan a traditional wedding to save money created a bigger headache than she’d expected. There was enough anxiety going around that we didn’t need to turn on each other when we needed each other the most. Since I had the double honor of being their bridesmaid and their florist, I really needed them to get along or else they were going to make my life more difficult than it already was. 

         
         People have asked how our group has lasted over the past ten years, assuming that our personalities clashed. Rebecca spoke
            her mind, the apple not falling far from her family’s political tree, with the delivery of a well-intentioned meddling auntie.
            Jesse, in her natural state of Lycra and French braids, intimidated people with her brash brawn and beauty. But our group
            was balanced by Beth and me. Beth was smart and a natural helper, so it surprised no one when she got into med school at USC.
            She wasn’t easily bothered except when it was crunch time for exams, when she basically went off the grid. Beth was only locatable
            by her chef boyfriend, Ethan, purely because they lived together. And me? I’d like to think that my penchant to avoid conflict
            made me a great mediator, even though my therapist suggested that I work on my communication skills.
         

         
         But the real secret to our friendship was that we embraced each other’s differences. We didn’t expect each other to think
            the same way or agree all the time, even though it would have made our lives easier. This was how our friendship was able
            to evolve as we evolved individually and how it was able to outlast any of our romantic relationships. Hoes before bros, as Jesse would say.
         

         
         Rebecca was unfazed. “Elise, are you sure you can’t make it to my rehearsal dinner? Don’t make me beg.”

         
         I would have loved to see Rebecca beg. She got her way with a bat of an eyelash and a pretty please. “You know I can’t. I have a wedding booked that night.” It was one of the few gigs I’d managed to secure this wedding season that didn’t include a friends and family discount and I couldn’t pass it up. “It was booked over a year ago.” Before her fiancé, Mark, proposed, I should have reminded her. 

         
         Rebecca sniffed at my reply. “First my brother, now you. Who’s next? The band?”

         
         “I would if I could,” I said with an apologetic smile. As for her younger brother, Ben, I wasn’t in any position to speak
            for him. The guy had caused enough drama after he was MIA for the engagement party. I was the lucky lady to be paired up with
            him in the wedding party. Rebecca basically instructed me to be a human handcuff before he could go AWOL during the reception.
         

         
         “You already bailed on the bachelorette party.” It was unbecoming of Rebecca to guilt-trip me. She knew it would take more
            than that to convince me. She’d met my mother, who conveyed her “I left Vietnam for this?” look of disappointment after I
            dropped out of college and another when I quit my job at a renowned event planning company to start my own studio. My guilt
            quota was met for a few lifetimes.
         

         
         “I had an event that weekend too.” It was a small wedding at the Arboretum that required little setup, so I technically could
            have caught the flight with them to Miami if I’d had the money to spend. The irony of working in a multibillion-dollar wedding
            industry was that I didn’t make enough money to participate in it as a guest.
         

         
         “What about Sarah?”

         
         “She’s leaving.” That wasn’t exactly true. I had to let my assistant go. Just like I had to let Fernando, my delivery guy, go. It was my fault. The launch of my floral studio coincided with a dip in the economy and microweddings becoming trendy. Events scaled down along with my profit margin. Disregarding contractual obligations, I literally couldn’t afford to cancel these events. Not even for one of my best friends. “Isn’t it more important that I’m there for your actual wedding day?” 

         
         “Yes,” Rebecca agreed with the enthusiasm of an angsty teenager.

         
         Beth, noticing my discomfort, changed the subject to something everyone could get on board with. Everyone except me. “Elise,
            how come you haven’t replied to my text about going on a blind date with Tom?”
         

         
         I stalled by refilling my dainty teacup with raspberry rooibos tea. “You know I prefer to meet the love of my life the old-fashioned
            way—accidentally sending letters to my high school crushes or entering a marriage pact with my best friend in case we’re both
            single at thirty, whichever comes first. So, what do you think, Beth? You and me in two years?”
         

         
         Jesse palmed the bottom of her teacup, tossing it back with a loud slurp. “It’s okay, E. I know you would have picked me if
            Steven hadn’t gotten there first.”
         

         
         “Getting set up by friends and family is the old-fashioned way, Elise. It’s the way of our ancestors,” Beth insisted. “I like Tom. He makes a good pie.”
         

         
         Jesse snickered. “Does Ethan know that you’ve tasted Tom’s pie?”

         
         My face wrinkled at the setup and the innuendo. “I don’t have time to date right now.” It wasn’t enough to placate Beth, who
            was determined to make this happen.
         

         
         “He’s nice,” she said.

         
         I shrugged. “So is my mailman, but you don’t see me running off with him.”

         
         “Tom can cook.”

         
         I sipped my tea. I could cook too, if microwaving my mom’s meals counted as cooking.

         
         “He works hard,” Beth added.

         
         “I would hope so.”

         
         “He’s cute.”

         
         I gave her a knowing look. Beth brought this up, but she hadn’t produced a picture of him, claiming that Tom was shy about
            that stuff. This was all code that the man had to be ugly. This was the tax I had to pay as the only single person in our
            group. They probably thought I hated being the seventh wheel, but I was fine waiting for the right person to come along. After
            watching my parents fight their way to the bitter end of their marriage, I was in no rush to date.
         

         
         I thought that their divorce would usher in a new chapter of harmony, but it had been two years since their marriage ended
            and our new normal didn’t feel normal yet. My dad decided to spend most months back in Vietnam, so he wasn’t really around.
            As for my mom, she would never say that she was depressed, but how else could I describe the way she used to hide in her room
            after work each night? We lived in the same house, but I rarely saw her. At least there were signs that she was coming out
            of it. She spent a lot of time with her Teochew association friends these days. The tides were turning, I hoped.
         

         
         “I’ll take a rain check,” I said, but changed the subject. I read enough AITA posts on Reddit to know that keeping the attention
            away from the bride and groom was a surefire way to destroy friendships. “But we’re here today to celebrate Rebecca’s upcoming
            nuptials to Mark. Isn’t it time to open gifts?”
         

         
         Rebecca gasped as she jumped out of her seat. She was the only woman I knew who was excited to open lingerie in public.

         
         “I know what you’re doing,” Beth said, twiddling her fingers as she picked up an Earl Grey macaron.

         
         “I know what I’m doing too,” I said. Maybe it was the optimist in me, but real love was worth waiting for. I believed that
            my dream man was out there and that was enough for me for now.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Together with their families, your presence is requested at the wedding of

            Rebecca Yu and Mark Kim

            Saturday, June 3rd

            Five o’clock in the evening

            Ellery Estate

            Pasadena, California

            Reception to follow

         

         Whenever I was stressed, the easiest thing for me to do was to smile. I once heard that you could trick yourself into feeling
            happier by smiling. Most of the time, it worked. I’d done this for so long now that I didn’t even think about it anymore.
            My perennial smile got me through every detour in my life. It wasn’t a cure-all, of course. Not everything could be helped
            by an upturn in my lips, but it helped me tough things through until I made it to the other side. Which was why I fought to
            fix a smile to my face while I waffled about firing my cousins.
         

         
         You’re free to leave. Can you please leave the premises?

         
         You’re fired. Get out.

         
         Professional decorum kept me from saying any of this out loud after Tiffany and Kelvin snuck off to smoke while I was jamming the millionth rose into the backdrop behind the sweetheart table. They showed no remorse after arriving late to the Ellery Estate. I loved them and all, but they lacked the common sense to gently place my carefully crafted centerpieces on the tables. Tall, gold candelabras overflowing with soft pink English roses and fluffy white hydrangeas were plunked down on each table, disturbing the polished glasses and silverware and spilling petals everywhere. 

         
         I couldn’t fire them though. How would I explain it to Aunt Mabel, who practically threw my teenage cousins at me after I
            stupidly, drunkenly whined about my overhead costs at our last family dinner? I couldn’t refuse because they were poor college
            students willing to work under the table and Aunt Mabel wanted my dream to succeed as much as I did. She was the very reason
            why I fell in love with flowers.
         

         
         Aunt Mabel hadn’t planned on having a flower girl. It was a coincidence that seven-year-old me was dressed in the fluffiest,
            itchiest white tulle dress my mom could find. My grandmother and great-aunties thought I was Aunt Mabel’s mini-me and thus
            decided that I should be part of the wedding party. Aunt Mabel easily agreed because it was impossible to argue with seven
            aunties. The pressure was real.
         

         
         For my part, I took the role very seriously. How could I not, when my aunt, looking every bit a princess in her bell-sleeved
            white dress and sparkling tiara, gave me the special task of preceding her? I was to set the stage, laying rose petals along
            her path, making it worthy for her slippered feet. And I did, ever so gently sprinkling red rose petals to oohs and ahhs from the crowd of guests, as if I were casting a spell on them.
         

         
         In reality, I was the one entranced by the whole spectacle of the wedding. Everyone dressed in their finest, making declarations on a day painted in red. Red envelopes, red candles, red teacups, red qipao, red banquet hall. A joyous celebration so powerful that even my relatives with long-standing feuds could put aside their pettiness for one night to enjoy the joining of families and partake in courses and courses of delicious food. To this day, twenty-one years later, I remember it as the most perfect day. I could still recall the cheap musk that perfumed my aunt’s Chinese wedding invitation. 

         
         Aunt Mabel and Uncle Leo’s wedding was perfect. They had an eternal love that somehow spawned my stupid cousins.

         
         Good god. Did they put out their cigarettes on the exterior wall? Had they no shame?

         
         The Ellery Estate was the pinnacle of Art Deco elegance and the Grand Ballroom was no exception, with its draped ceilings,
            crystal chandeliers, and French doors providing sweeping views of the expansive garden. I jogged toward the courtyard before
            they defaced the property further.
         

         
         “Hey, guys. Good work today,” I said with a pleasant smile and a voice so sweet, it was a wonder birds hadn’t landed on my
            shoulder to chirp along to my lie. I hated myself for taking the easy way out. If Rebecca were here, she’d tell me to stop
            being so nice and be direct. But in the back of my head, I heard Jesse’s voice. That voice said that these fools had to go.
            “I got it from here. You can go home.”
         

         
         “Yes!” Kelvin’s eyes lit up. “You’re not going to tell my mom, though, right? I want to meet up with my friends.”

         
         “Me too,” Tiffany chimed in, pleading with me with the biggest sparkling anime eyes.

         
         I sighed. I didn’t think Aunt Mabel cared if my cousins were out, but with me as their supposed boss for the day, they wouldn’t have to rush home. Why the heck not? While they weren’t great assistants, they weren’t really the type to get into trouble. How much more damage could Kelvin do when he was wearing socks with his Adidas slides and Tiffany was distracted watching TikToks? “Okay. Go have fun.” 

         
         As soon as the words left my mouth, Kelvin and Tiffany texted their friends. They looked up after confirming their plans.
            So why were they still lingering? What else did they want? Oh right. “I don’t have cash on me right now. I’ll Venmo you later.”
         

         
         “A hundred bucks each, right?” Tiffany asked while I walked them out toward their car.

         
         The worst money I’d ever spent. “Yeah. Drive safe!” I waved them off and once they drove away, disappearing down the long,
            tree-lined gravel driveway, I returned to the Grand Ballroom. Most of the work was done, though I’d have to clean up the mess
            Tiffany and Kelvin made later.
         

         
         My phone rang, as it had every fifteen minutes. Rebecca had a detailed schedule for the day. If she wasn’t one of my best
            friends, I would call her a bridezilla, but this was Rebecca doing Rebecca. According to my reminder, I had ten minutes to
            report to the bridal suite for hair and makeup. I stowed my phone away in my tool bag, ready to head upstairs, when I saw
            the empty gift table in the dark nook by the entryway. Damn it.
         

         
         For most brides, the gift table only warranted a small vase of flowers, if at all. Rebecca, however, was not like most brides.
            She had specific instructions for this gift table. Rebecca and Mark hadn’t set up a registry and instead asked guests to donate
            to the California Conservation Center, where Rebecca managed public affairs. A simple table would not suffice. Rebecca called
            for a display that was “like living in a coral reef but elevated. Less Finding Nemo and more Bali resort.” 
         

         
         What the hell did my broke ass know about vacationing in Bali? Nothing.  

         
         Designing a seascape display with Rebecca was a useful exercise in learning what she didn’t like. That list included seashells
            and starfish (too obvious), tropical flowers (it wouldn’t go with the ivory and blush-pink wedding flowers), or any other
            décor that could inspire sea shanties. It didn’t leave me with many ideas, but whenever I had a creative block, I went back
            to the drawing board. 
         

         
         What was the true purpose of this display? 

         
         Then it clicked. It wasn’t to impress guests with my use of chrysanthemums as sea anemones. The floral arrangements had to
            center clean water in a way that would inspire guests to pony up for a generous tax-deductible donation. And save the environment,
            of course.  
         

         
         I came up with the perfect solution—towering cylindrical glass vases with green ferns submerged in water with a layer of white
            beach rocks at the base. With blue uplights, it would re-create the sense of awe that I felt whenever I visited the local
            aquarium. How small I’d feel as I tilted my head back to watch a school of fish disappear behind the giant, willowy kelp forest.
            Rebecca loved the concept and the execution seemed easy enough. Vase. Rocks. Water. Ferns. The only thing I didn’t think through
            was where I’d get enough water to fill the damn things.
         

         
         I loaded the vases on my flatbed dolly and then dumped a handful of white beach rocks and shoved ferns into each one. I backed
            myself across the dance floor and past the swinging doors to the kitchen. Maybe the manager would let me fill them by the
            sink.
         

         
         “Excuse me,” I said, trying to get somebody’s—anybody’s—attention. I raised my hand to make up for my height. Not a single person lifted an eye. Nobody heard me over the bustling kitchen noise. Sheet pans of vegetables were going into hot ovens. Prep cooks diligently julienned ribbons of mint, blended sauces, and filleted steak for four hundred guests at their respective stations. No one knew that I was there. Sometimes, I thought fading into the background was my superpower, but it was unhelpful in times like these. 

         
         I wheeled over to the vacant stainless steel sink. Normally, I would abide by the rules of the venue, but they would understand
            that the bride would have my ass if I failed both my jobs as florist and bridesmaid today. The bride gets what the bride wants.
            Besides, I’d set up the Ellery Estate like Gatsby’s wet dream more times than I could count. I was practically an employee
            here. Using the spray nozzle, I filled each glass, watching the greenery dance as the water rose up to the top.
         

         
         “Are you supposed to be here?”

         
         The gruff voice came out of nowhere, startling me. I glanced up and found a man wearing a black, short-sleeved chef’s coat,
            black pants, and the ugliest Cheetos-orange Crocs. It didn’t look like the Ellery Estate kitchen staff uniform, so he must
            have been the caterer Rebecca hired to make Chinese appetizers for cocktail hour.
         

         
         “I’ll be done here soon, chef,” I said politely even though this guy probably had no authority in this kitchen. There was
            something familiar about him that I couldn’t put my finger on, but I didn’t dwell on it too long. The wedding vendor circle was small and
            chances were that we had worked the same wedding or two. He did have a good face, though. It had a boy-next-door quality with
            a light stubble that accentuated his angled jaw. A face I surely would have remembered.
         

         
         “Can I see your ID?” the caterer demanded.  

         
         Well, that wasn’t neighborly of him. I spritzed the last bit of water to top off the last vase, eager to get on my merry way
            without causing a scene. “I don’t have my ID,” I said apologetically.
         

         
         I’d left it up in the bridal suite. I didn’t think I’d have to prove my identity when I was bundling bouquets and boutonnieres in the parking lot at dawn. That sort of thing had never posed a threat to anyone before. “Now if you’ll excuse me”—I tugged my dolly toward the exit—“I have flowers to set up.”   

         
         “You don’t look like a florist to me.”  The caterer’s eyes dragged on my undercut and my tattooed arm, bare from my white
            tank top. Then there was a cursory glance at my gray jeans and Doc Martens. I would have been flattered if it didn’t feel
            like he was trying to pick me from a police lineup.
         

         
         “Well, I am one.” What did he suppose florists looked like? That we swooped in like fairies, flitting about in ball gowns, waving
            our wands until a garden appeared in the middle of a sterile hotel conference room? It didn’t matter what I wore or what I
            looked like because part of the magic was to never be seen. 
         

         
         The caterer followed me out, intent on getting answers, and he was testing my patience. What else was there to say? I didn’t
            have the time to explain myself to him. He didn’t seem like he’d care or believe me that I’d created more elaborate floral
            installations at swankier places than Ellery Estate anyway.
         

         
         “You’re trying to tell me that you made all of this.” 
         

         
         “I did have help,” I replied as I pulled up to the gift table. I let his disbelief go because being on-site meant keeping
            my figurative hospitality hat on. I bent down to pick up the first vase.  
         

         
         “You look like you could use some help now,” the caterer said, though he didn’t make a move to assist in any way.  

         
         I resisted the urge to roll my eyes as I easily lifted the first vase and placed it on the gift table. Given my petite frame, most people assumed that I was as delicate as the flowers I handled. But I’d show him that I was stronger than I looked. I didn’t need to go to the gym when I carried buckets of flowers every day in my shop and climbed up ladders to affix magnificent floral arrangements on top of gazebos, mandaps, arches, or wherever people wanted to declare their lifelong devotion nowadays. This vase was nothing.   

         
         I managed to set up the rest of the display without spilling a drop of water on the white linen tablecloth. Before I could
            throw my victory in the caterer’s face, I spotted an intruder as I went to pick up the last vase.
         

         
         A little white seashell chilling at the very bottom.

         
         Maybe Rebecca won’t notice. Who was I kidding? The woman once returned a brand-new pair of Louboutins over a little scratch on the bottom of her shoes, a
            perfectly normal place for scuffs to be.  
         

         
         “Fuck me,” I complained under my breath, dropping down to the floor to get a better look at the seashell.  

         
         “Excuse me?” The caterer looked positively appalled, swinging his head around like he was waiting for someone to announce this was all
            an elaborate prank.  
         

         
         I choked on a laugh. Did I offend his delicate sensibilities? The cooks I knew sprinkled fucks everywhere like parsley. The caterer did look a little too cute for the kitchen, like he’d faint from the heat. I didn’t
            have time to deal with him, so I dropped the pretenses. I stuck my arm into cold water, stretching it as far down as it would
            go. “I need to get this seashell out.”  
         

         
          “What’s wrong with it?” The caterer sniffed. His feet shifted as he turned to scan the room, sensing the theme. “It looks
            fine to me. I doubt anyone would notice such an insignificant detail.”
         

         
         “Tell that to the bride,” I muttered. The caterer’s cough sounded like a laugh. “Are you just going to stand there or what? I’m
            in a hurry and you look like you have longer arms than me,” I said desperately. “Do you think you can reach it?” 
         

         
         The caterer knelt, meeting me on the floor. His hair fell forward as he dipped his head lower to get a closer look at the object of my untimely demise. His eyes flicked up, meeting mine, considering his answer. I couldn’t help but notice the contrast of his smooth skin against the scruff that framed his mouth.  What a waste of a good face. 

         
         “Um.” The caterer’s eyes widened slightly. “I—” He cleared his throat and swallowed as he looked away. “I can try if you remove
            your arm.”  
         

         
         My arm . . . was still in the vase. I slipped it out and without thinking, I swiped it across my white tank top. That was
            a mistake. I had let my boobs roam cage-free, knowing that later I would have to stuff myself like a sausage into a Spanx
            bodysuit. It was the only way I could fit into an unforgiving satin bridesmaid dress that I ordered a size too small, thinking
            it would motivate me to work out. Now, I looked like I was trying to win a spring break wet T-shirt contest and this man whom
            I just met was at direct eye level with my nipples.
         

         
         This was much, much worse than dying from Rebecca’s wrath. I avoided looking at the caterer’s face while I untied my hoodie
            from my waist and put it on, zipping it all the way up. I held on to the vase as the caterer dunked his muscled arm into it with
            a sense of ease that made me think he’d done this before. The agile way his arm gracefully maneuvered around the greenery
            in his descent was art in motion. 
         

         
         “Argh, I almost had it.” The caterer scratched his stubbled jaw. His immediate investment in this vase was appreciated. I
            wish I could stay to admire the way he stared at this pesky seashell, but my phone rang again in the distance from my tool
            bag.  I was officially behind schedule.
         

         
         “It’s fine.” I had to get ready for the wedding photo shoot. If I was lucky, I could swing a quick shower. “I have to go.”  

         
         “Wait.” The caterer reached into the pocket on his sleeve that I hadn’t noticed before. “Aha,” he said softly of the metal
            utensil in his hand.  
         

         
         “Chopsticks?”  

         
         “Plating tweezers,” he corrected. “And the answer to your problem.” In his arm went and the caterer picked up the seashell
            on his first try. He presented it to me almost as if he were offering me a bite of food.  
         

         
         “Thanks,” I said, pocketing the seashell for safekeeping. I picked the vase off the floor. The caterer cleared the gift table for me,
            setting the guest book and engagement portrait of Rebecca and Mark to the side, so I could slide in the last vase to complete
            the display. “Thanks,” I said again. He’d ended up being helpful after all.
         

         
         “It was no problem,” the caterer replied as he rearranged the gift table to its original setting, “seeing how much of a crisis
            this seashell would have incurred.” Just when I thought I was a joke to him, he surprised me. “May I have your business card?”
               
         

         
         I hesitated. While it was common practice for vendors to exchange business cards and offer referrals to each other’s businesses,
            I wasn’t sure what the deal was with this guy. Most vendors didn’t question my identity or stare at me with their handsome
            faces in a way that made me feel like I was in a dreamy Wong Kar-wai film. Damn the blue mood lighting. It was playing tricks
            on me. I could not be lured by this tactless man, even though he smelled like a heavenly grilled cheese sandwich made with
            good butter and artisanal bread.   
         

         
         “I don’t have any business cards on me,” I said. A rookie move on my part. “I can add you on social media. It links to my website.”  It wouldn’t hurt to make a new connection and once I knew his name, I could ask around to see what his deal was. 

         
         “I’m not on any social media platforms,” he replied curtly, like the idea was beneath him. Geez. Okay.     

         
         “Well, not your personal social media handles. Your company’s?” The caterer frowned, confused. Were we speaking two different
            languages or something? “Never mind. I can give you my number if you have referrals.” I motioned the guy to give me his phone.
            “This is my cell.”
         

         
         “Do you usually give your number away so easily?”

         
         Wow, this guy was going to make me regret this. “Yeah. I have to. I’m often on-site.”

         
         The caterer looked down at his phone as soon as I returned it. “Elise?”  

         
         “That’s me.” My eyebrows arched, registering the surprise in his voice. “Elise Ngo of Elise Ngo Floral Design. It’s easy to
            remember.”  That’s what I thought when I named my studio after myself, not thinking how often I would hear customers pause
            once they saw my last name. I didn’t see what was so difficult about it. It’s pronounced exactly as it’s spelled. The ng was the same sound as any word that ended in ng, like thing, but with an o at the end. It was three letters and one syllable. Not the tongue twister people made it out to be.
         

         
         I tried not to let the mispronunciation bother me. Naming the business after myself was to let the world know that this studio
            was all mine. After I resigned as a floral designer at Filigree Events, where I honed my craft arranging flowers for product
            launches and movie premieres, I started my own floral design studio to focus on weddings, my true calling. The designs and
            workmanship were all by me. Unfortunately, the loans and bills were also mine.
         

         
         The caterer’s entire demeanor relaxed, contrite almost, as he backed off. “You’re—”  

         
         “I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”

         
         The caterer and I turned to find Ethan Scott, one of the groomsmen, out of breath as he jogged into the room. Ethan had that
            slick, rockabilly hair that had everyone convinced that he carried a comb in his back pocket. It paired well with his black
            tuxedo. “Rebecca has us on a wild-goose chase looking for you. Why didn’t you pick up your phone?”   
         

         
         “I just finished here. I’m coming,” I replied.  

         
         Except Ethan was looking at the caterer and the caterer returned his gaze, working his jaw. At first, I thought the caterer
            was sizing Ethan up, but then he rolled his eyes as he clapped Ethan’s hand, bringing him in for one of those shoulder-bump
            hug things. “Does Becks think it takes all day to put on a suit?”   
         

         
         Becks?  
         

         
         The only people who called Rebecca “Becks” were her family. It was only then I noticed how the caterer’s eyes crinkled the
            same way Rebecca’s did when she smiled. How did I not see it sooner?   
         

         
         “Ben?” I asked, though I knew the answer.  

         
         The caterer was Ben Yu, Rebecca’s younger brother and fuck, he’d seen my nipples.

         
         “It’s nice to finally meet you,” I said, putting more distance between us. I didn’t intend to pass judgment in my greeting,
            but Ben had missed the engagement party and the wedding shower, leaving Rebecca and her parents to make up excuses for his
            absence. It brought unwarranted stress for Rebecca and if there’s one thing Rebecca didn’t need on her wedding day, it was
            stress.   
         

         
         “I came straight from breakfast service at Bistro Ynez,” he explained as if it mattered.   

         
         “I thought you finished your externship hours,” Ethan said, butting into our conversation.   

         
         They were not doing themselves any favors by standing around and shooting the breeze. “I really should go now,” I said, excusing myself.  I
            grabbed my tool bag on the way out.
         

         
         “See you soon,” Ben called out before I exited into the hallway.  

         
         Aw, crap. He was referring to wedding party pictures that began in forty-five minutes. As I walked away, another realization
            hit me in the gut.
         

         
         I’d have to spend the rest of the day with Ben.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Ground zero for the bridal party was located in a private cottage on the other side of the garden where the ceremony would
            take place. It was over a hundred years old, outfitted with heavy mahogany furniture and porcelain vases adorning the original
            plaster fireplace. The suite was in constant motion, rife with pre-wedding anticipation. Mark’s mother pushed past me in her
            blue hanbok to see her completed look in the full-length mirror. The hair and makeup team, donning all-black attire, were
            working on Rebecca. Jesse and Beth were fighting for counter space in the bathroom, both in their custom satin robes with
            “Yu Crew” emblazoned on the back. I took some comfort that none of the bridesmaids were dressed yet, but I wasn’t in the clear
            because Rebecca had the hearing of a bat.
         

         
         “Elise! You’re late,” Rebecca said, her eyes shut while a makeup artist affixed false lashes. She was showing restraint since
            there were other people present.
         

         
         “There was a snafu with the gift table arrangement, but I took care of it.” There was nowhere to undress, so I threw my Yu Crew bathrobe over my shoulders and removed my clothes away from others’ view. Since Rebecca’s eyes were still closed and everyone was running late, I tiptoed toward the bathroom before Rebecca could assign me a task. I darted past Jesse and Beth, throwing off my bathrobe as I jumped into the bathtub and drew the curtains closed. 

         
         “Saw your butt!” Jesse shouted as I turned on the water, which made Beth giggle. That was Jesse Lo for you. She didn’t let
            refined environs or prim socialites keep her from expressing herself as immaturely as possible.
         

         
         “You’re welcome,” I replied, slapping on hotel bodywash with my bare hands. “How come no one is ready?”

         
         “Cut me some flack. I slept through my alarm,” Beth mumbled, her sleepy voice trailing as she left the bathroom. She must
            have stayed up, burning the midnight oil. Beth had a tendency to mix up her words when she was in study mode. One semester,
            she showed up out of breath to a study session because the elevator was broken and she had to climb three “plights” of stairs.
            To be fair, going up three flights of stairs sounded more like a plight to me.
         

         
         “And I only get up when Beth gets up,” Jesse added, as if that were a reasonable explanation. Jesse led a six a.m. workout every morning at her gym, Lo’s Health and Fitness. She’d let herself sleep in because she was dragging her feet through
            this snooty affair—her words, not mine—whereas Beth had a legitimate excuse.
         

         
         I massaged a dollop of hotel shampoo into my hair. It had a musky scent that the bottle claimed derived from orange blossoms.
            “Rebecca didn’t sic anyone to wake you guys up?”
         

         
         “You know why,” Jesse whispered quietly enough so that her voice wouldn’t echo off the bathroom walls. “She felt bad.” Rebecca
            feared Beth was a flight risk when she found out Beth had to study. Ever since college, where our friend group formed freshman
            year, Beth was notorious for going MIA when exams came around.
         

         
         “No one’s ever heard of a runaway bridesmaid,” Beth had assured Rebecca when she asked Jesse, Beth, and me to be her bridesmaids last year. There was no way any of us would have said no. Our bond was forged through ten years of existential crises, breakups, and late-night karaoke. We could call on each other, no matter how inconvenient, like being a bridesmaid weeks before taking the most difficult exam of Beth’s life thus far. But Rebecca must have noticed that Beth was looking worse for wear after two years of med school all-nighters. 

         
         After rinsing my hair, I toweled off and put on my bathrobe, cinching it tight around my waist. Jesse leaned in and whispered,
            “Don’t tell Rebecca, but Beth forgot to write her speech. I had to help her.” My eyebrow arched, a silent warning that Jesse
            received. “Don’t worry. It’s innocent and boring. No ratchet anecdotes, I promise.”
         

         
         I chose to believe Jesse for her sake. The guest list for this wedding was beyond our friends. There were Rebecca’s and Mark’s
            colleagues to consider. Not to mention Rebecca’s parents’ political connections. They weren’t the right audience for our drunken
            escapades.
         

         
         I took my seat in between Beth and Rebecca, when a makeup artist and a couple of hairstylists, armed with blow dryers and
            hot curling irons, swooped in.
         

         
         “The photographer wants a picture of the three of you helping me into my dress, but no one is ready,” Rebecca griped. This
            was normal pre-wedding anxiety talking. I placed my hand on her arm, hoping the warmth would melt her icy tone.
         

         
         “Where is he now?” Jesse asked, unable to hide her grimace while the makeup artist contoured her face with a stiff brush.
            She should get used to this. It was a preview for her own wedding.
         

         
         Rebecca carefully nudged a bobby pin back into her low, twisted chignon. “My mom asked him to take pictures of Mark and the groomsmen so he had something to do while he waited.” 

         
         I scanned the room and saw no sign of Donna Yu. “Where is your mom?”
         

         
         Before Rebecca, I had zero knowledge about local politics. It shocked Rebecca when I cluelessly reacted to the news that the
            venerable Donna Yu and Robert “Bob” Yu were her parents. How was I supposed to know that Donna Yu was a member of the California
            State Assembly? It wasn’t like I spent my free time watching capitol committee hearings.
         

         
         “She left to make some phone calls. The campaign doesn’t stop on account of my wedding.” Rebecca said this like she was used
            to it by now since Donna Yu had to get reelected every two years, but her jaw ticked as her mouth pulled into a tight smile.
         

         
         “If it helps, Ethan texted saying that the guys are all dressed and ready to go,” Beth offered. “Including Ben.”

         
         “Good. He made it,” Rebecca replied, as she relaxed into her wingback chair.

         
         “Was there ever any doubt?” I tried not to make any sudden movements while the hairstylist changed the part of my hair and
            twisted my locks into a low chignon. “He wouldn’t have missed his own sister’s wedding.”
         

         
         “You’d think so.” Rebecca sighed. “When he quit his job for culinary school, everyone thought he’d give it up after a semester
            but look at him now. Slinging hash browns instead of coming to my engagement party.”
         

         
         “That’s the thing about hospitality,” Beth said. “Weekends and holidays are the busiest times.” I nodded in agreement. Over the years, I’d declined several invitations for family gatherings and holiday parties to set up clients’ family gatherings and holiday parties. “If school didn’t keep me so busy,” Beth continued, “I’d probably be annoyed with Ethan working so much. He has spent more time with Ben than he has with me.” 

         
         “Ben?” I recalled how easily Ethan and Ben fell into conversation. I assumed they became quick friends from being in the wedding
            party together, but it sounded like they were closer than I thought. “How do they know each other?”
         

         
         “Do you remember when Ethan worked at that bullshit fine dining restaurant on Wilshire?” Beth asked. “Ben was the dishwasher
            there and they’re like BFFs now.”
         

         
         “How come this is the first time I’m hearing about this?” I asked. This kind of news would have come up in a group text.

         
         Rebecca gripped the armrests. “Because they didn’t know until yesterday! Ben had been going by his middle name, Tom.”

         
         Tom? I peered over at Beth. Her fox smile confirmed my horrible revelation. Ben was the Tom she wanted to set me up with. There
            was a 0.001 percent chance I would have agreed to the blind date, but it was a big fat zero now.
         

         
         Rebecca continued to rant. “Can you believe it? It’s like he’s embarrassed by us!”

         
         “Ben doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d wash dishes,” I said as the makeup artist hovered over me to beautify my face.
            Nothing about Ben made sense, but what did I know? The guy was a mystery. A ghost. He evaded every wedding event and was digitally
            nonexistent.
         

         
         “That is an understatement,” Rebecca replied. “Wait. When did you meet him?”

         
         “Just now.” I relayed how Ben helped me with the vase, intentionally leaving out the small detail about flashing him. If my
            friends knew, they would never let me live it down.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Elise. I didn’t mind having an odd number of bridesmaids and groomsmen, but my parents were afraid of the optics if Ben wasn’t included.” Rebecca calmed herself by staring at her humongous, brilliant ring. “This wedding took on a life of its own once I let my parents invite their own guests. Suddenly, everyone had to be invited or else ‘someone would get offended,’ which was all code for their not throwing an endorsement behind my mom’s campaign.” 

         
         “We got you,” Jesse said, shamelessly changing into her bridesmaid dress in front of everyone. “Give us the word and we’ll
            pull you aside for some quote unquote ‘wedding emergency.’ Don’t forget. We have a professional in the room here,” Jesse said,
            referring to me.
         

         
         “That’s right.” The makeup artist handed me a mirror when he was done. The natural makeup made my face feel naked. My eyes
            twitched for more eyeliner, but I let it go. Whatever the bride wants, the bride gets. “It’s going to be perfect. Don’t have anything but happy thoughts today.”
         

         
         “You guys are the best,” Rebecca said, shutting her eyes with a touched expression. She clasped her hands around mine. “But
            please get dressed already so we can have a wedding today.”
         

         
         Beth and I exchanged a knowing glance before we stood up to get dressed. The more stressed Rebecca became, the crankier she
            was going to be, so Beth offered Rebecca a glass of champagne while I picked my bridesmaid dress off the hanger.
         

         
         I took my last deep breath for the day and pulled on my beige Spanx bodysuit that resembled biker shorts with an attached
            elastic corset. It promised to push up my boobs and smooth my body into a naked Barbie doll because God forbid anyone see
            a hint of muffin top or belly button through my snug gold gown. The dress was a long slip that could pass for sleepwear except
            it had a slit on the side and it constricted my lung capacity. Beth, always the overachiever, went the extra mile and adhered
            a silicone chicken-cutlet strapless bra underneath her Spanx to fill up the cowl neckline.
         

         
         There was a knock on the door. The photographer finally returned. “Is everyone decent?” He held up his camera. “Can I take pictures of the bridesmaids getting ready?” 

         
         Jesse, Beth, and I had already finished getting ready, but we were game. We pretended to zip each other’s dresses and put
            on the matching drop earrings Rebecca gave us as bridesmaids gifts. We must have been doing a bad job acting naturally because
            he suggested that we have a drink and toast Rebecca. Jesse didn’t need to be told twice and poured flutes for everyone.
         

         
         “To the Yu Crew!” the photographer shouted in hopes of riling everyone up. We felt obligated to whoo so we did, sounding like an out of sync flock of owls as we cheered for our bride.
         

         
         “To Rebecca,” I said, lifting up my glass. Everyone looked expectantly at me like I was supposed to say more, but I hadn’t
            prepared any remarks since I wasn’t the maid of honor. I stammered a moment and said the first thing that came to mind. “The
            first of us to get married.”
         

         
         “Yeah, who woulda thought Mark would be the one?” Jesse said, clinking glasses carelessly before taking a sip. “What?” she
            said in reply to Rebecca’s laser glare. “Mark’s a douchebag—a lovable one—but still a douchebag,” she stated, standing by
            her answer.
         

         
         Jesse should know better. It was her lack of tact that pushed her out of the running for Rebecca’s maid of honor. Beth and
            I looked away, not brave enough to face Rebecca. It was universally accepted that Mark was kind of a dick, but no one had
            said it so plainly among our group. Rebecca’s sharp personality was the perfect counterpoint to his arrogance and it kept
            him from pissing people off (too much) when we all hung out together. That was how Mark ingratiated himself with our group
            and became one of the guys.
         

         
         The champagne must have worked some magic because Rebecca laughed it off.

         
         “He is an asshole, isn’t he?” Rebecca lifted her glass in agreement. “But he’s my asshole!”
         

         
         “To you and your asshole!” Jesse shouted. The unexpected toast made Beth choke on her champagne, which in turn made Rebecca
            snort in the most unladylike way. Soon, everyone caught a case of the giggles.
         

         
         “Caption that!” Jesse dared the photographer as he snapped away. “In asshole-y matrimony!”
         

         
         He chuckled as he reviewed the photos on the camera’s digital screen. “Not sure that’ll fly with the editors of Wedding Style.”
         

         
         I stopped laughing. “Did you say Wedding Style?”
         

         
         Published quarterly, Wedding Style was to wedding magazines what Vogue was to fashion magazines. It outranked Martha Stewart Weddings as the premier wedding resource for the latest trends in wedding fashion, décor, and destinations. I had seen my work grace
            the pages of Wedding Style when I worked for Filigree Events, but not since I struck off on my own and not under my own name. Excitement thrummed in
            my veins.
         

         
         “Oh right,” Rebecca said, suddenly remembering this like it was a minor detail and not the game changer it was for me. “Elise,
            have you ever met Russ?” The photographer nodded in acknowledgment at the introduction while I shook my head. “His pictures
            have been featured in several magazines, Wedding Style included. My mom’s communications team thought it would be some nice PR to have my wedding photos published.”
         

         
         “It will appear on the website before it goes to print,” Russ clarified. “That reminds me. Can I contact you to collect release
            forms for any of the individuals in the pictures?”
         

         
         “You can contact my brother,” Rebecca said as she reached for her dress. “He’ll be working on the campaign.”

         
         The more I learned about Ben, the less I understood, but I didn’t ask Rebecca about it. She was distracted by the insane number of buttons she had to unfasten on her fit-and-flare dress. I benched myself as Beth and Jesse helped Rebecca into her dress, knowing the delicate lace appliqué—designed to look like crawling ivy—would stick to my rough hands like Velcro. I looked on lovingly, oohing and aahing as Rebecca completed her look, but secretly, I was reviewing my arrangements in my head. I had rushed back to the bridal suite without cleaning up after my cousins. I had to find a way to do one final sweep before Russ had a chance to take pictures of the ballroom. 

         
         Before the bridal party left the suite for the pre-wedding photo session, I emptied out my clutch of the emergency bobby pins,
            oil blotting paper, and tissues and stuffed it with my essential floral tools and supplies. With Wedding Style on the line, everything had to be perfect.
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