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ff the plane and into thenas of the
bride-to-beShe bimps ny hip with
hers as w flounce tovards the ajort exit.
“I'm getting maried; she sgs as ifthis just
occured to heras ifthe words ®ll stang
from the si¢. She stesrme outside to a con
crete benle, laughing lig a peson in shadc.
“Married; she sgs
We sit davn. Her laughter has meow
ried.“How ae you?"l ask.
Her face shuts into adivn. She pulls out

a pak of cigaretteshands me one and lights

her avn.“l fell in lore a éw weeks go.He’s
coming to the edding” Her smile tumps
my suprise and lealiz she hasawked this
out. She is decideti!m getting maried on
Sundyg,” she sgs Then louder‘I'm getting
maried to a wnderful sweet,beautiful man
on Sundp” Shes looking upspeaking into
the air just eer ny headl watch her beahe
for a moment befe she lutches ny wrist.
“Youte the on} one e told.I'm so dad
youte hee.”

| take a dep drag off my cigarette and
grin. “I thought you quit these things

“Youtre hee.” She tuks her am through
mine “Youre ny excuse

1 am the ifst to arive from out oftown

I but only by a 8w houss.Both families
descend befe sunsetneeting dr the frst
time in the coupkelush bdg/ard. The bride
is too skittish todcilitae bgond intoduc
tions She cites her need to pand fees

the qaden,disgpearing into their basement

gpatment.The goom wandes amongst his
plants pulling veeds fom the soilrubbing
leares betwen hisihgers,and anaering all
guestions with aam smile and a sgéor
no | know him to be a quiet mamyt | won-
der, if she hashtold him,has he guessed?
Perhas his instincts ertrouling him and,
though the easy@angion would be pe-
wedling jittes, he caft shale the éeling thia
somethingeal has ane wong

country

Without the help otheir hoststhe fami
lies settle intohea, uncombrtable lavn
chais and ifl the air with wkward conversa
tion. “Well,good to fnaly meet gu.l guess
were just hout reldaed’

“Yep. dist dout”

One man ndges the gass with the toe of
his shoeThe other nces up into theetes
as ifthey've called his name

“Should be quite aeglend

“Should beVery exciting”

“Yup. Vely eciting”

Their \oices sqeout ofthe qaden,and
we sit in silencdiddling with the doric of
our shits, staring df into the dusk dis
tance smiling &inothing

“You two have been friendof quite
awhile am | right?”

The goup shifts twvard me en masse
The brides mothes question as br me |
do the mth in my head"WeVve knavn eah
other six gas naw.”

“You went to shool tagether?”

“No, she vent to shool with ny patner.
My &, actual.” | nod and ke nodding a
newous tic“He came home &m orienta
tion and told me hé&'met one othe best
friends Ill ever hae.”

“Are the friendstoo?”

Her question mals the grden paty
newnous They shift in their lan dairs.
“Absolute),” | say. “In fact,he vas planning
to come updr the vedding”

I’'m suiprised to hee ofered thislit’s the
last thing | wnt to discus8ut her fice
relaxes and lealiz I've fooled heracting
like | can talklzout Thomas as easis the
wedher. | hear his @ice in ny headWe ag
fineHe used to tell me this aftegaments
during lpses in our hppinessdifficult
timesWe ae fineand 1d think,If he sgs so
it must be true

“So well meet himfoo?”

“Unfortundely, no. He cart afford the
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trip.” Tha's one way to put it,l think. “He’s
realy disppointedWe all ae.” Again,one
way to put it.l cach myselfstaring amy
hands and turto the sk instead.

“T he sufs fading &st, sgs the goom.
The goup nods in unisoreliefand he
goproades ny dhair, takes ny wrist and
squeees @ntly, then tugs until | stantlLet’s
find some light,he sgs We mach into the
house tgether andetum with amloads of
torches thawe light aound the legstone
perimeterThe gooms five-yearold niece
settles into the bridemothes lg. The
grooms father maks teadr everyone We
cup steaming ags in both hands and sip
contentedf betveen euptions oflaughter as
the gooms sisterecounts beingdoped in
corversdion with an wful seamae on her
flight tha moming

“He smelled li& milk! She shads her
headnose wrinkledT heres something so
wrong dout a peson smelling l&kmilk!

1 tell the bride ¢l like to camp out in the
I badkyard, even though the hare a spa
bed.After much ba&-and-brth, she grees
to it,and | spend the night ¢ed in ny
sle@ing bag within a deamsagae of north-
westen fog.| have a deam tharecus for
the duetion of my stg—of a night sk
crowded with moonsnore moons than
stas,moons in all dierent phaseghe
sho of this unverse &lls fom me after a
moment and | thinkQf cousse It's alays
been this ay.

1 Wake up to baiis being delered. It takes
I me a éw goggy mirutes to undetand
what's going on,my onl hints the langing
of alumirum and the fuzzy outline tfys
striding bak and brth past the scrim ahy
tent.

By the time | gt out ofthe shaver the
household isustling | move from room to
room,from bakyard to basemenkpoking

shot.Tea seems &ka god ideaso | wander
around the gd taking oders. Chamomile
mint, Darjeeling greenjyreped to remember
and svoop bak inside toihd a dak-haied
woman in the bridekithen.Pots simmer
on three offour burners and she’bent oer
the sinkpouring d&k liquid though a too-

large funnel into tincter bottles .
“Help me!”she bdts without looking up

| don't know how shes seen mé don't
know who she id don't know which way to
move.“Grab tha bottle on the stee!” Her
voice is pu inetia,and | Dllow. W& stand
shoulder to shouldet #he sinkpur skin
wam in lde spring\We ae stangers, wrists
and ams tanfing, trying | finally realiz,to
move an oerflowing funnel fom her full
bottle to ny empty without spillinghe
switch goes bagt— don't move fast
enough—and the liquid @ins out and den
the sink allteonce “Shit;” she nutters,
dropping the funnel into the sirkstand
holding the empty bottléeeling distinatl
like I've failed a test in a subjecttttaestt
exist.

“Whd is this stuf?” | ask.

She tuns to me dr the frst time her ges
just as d&ras the dp she liks from the ten
der nusde betveen thumb andfefinger. “A
wedling gift; she sgs “It’'s this ealy potent
marijuana liquor | maK | run a ingertip up
the empty bottle and taste fryself She
sighsshaking her hedthown the dain’

This | lean, is Annabelle

he cak will be tes lebhesthree dense

layers piled high and soakifidne brides
best friend has ne#r ofher taskShe lits
through the kitieen in heels and apran,
smiling smiling | have conined nyselfto a
rocker and sit drinking tekeeping out of
her vay.After yeas of hearing lbout eab

other fom the bridethis is ourifst meeting
“Your patner,” she sgs “Wha's his

name?akeh?”

for things to do since no one will assign me a “T homasg' | correct,bracing ngself “And

task.| feed the dg, waer the @rden,talk
the manic bride into a Iurtane vhiskey

weVe bioken up Two weeks go.”
She tuns from the counter her Ive
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been wtching her boy admiring the ay
goron steps accentua the dama ofher
waist,how her bouse gacioust offers the
depth of her beastsand tying to decide
whether these successes f@knning or if
ewerything she dons ts luscious simphy
toudhing her skirf:T ha's why hes not
hemr,” she bedhes She isleaty impessed
with the tagedy of this twist.She will dat
whole “After hov mary yeas?”

She has stopped athw on the cad in
favor of giving me her undided &ention.
| smile up &iher “Six yeas. AlImost &acty
six yeas.”

She lifts a full el of bater from the
countercradles it gainst her stombaawith
one smoothtanned éream and bgins to
stir. “You nrust hae thought gud end up
maurrying hint, she sgs waching ny face

| press m feet gainst thelbor and
releasgudk my legs bendh me as theock-
er stais to svay."Neither one ofus beliges
in mariage,so it wvas nger an issuée

As soon as the sentencerdsaty mouth
| realiz wha I've doneShe pauses in her
stiring and then ¢ehes hegelf Contirues
Stops and sets theviddba& on the count
er. Shes not looking tame aymoie.“Still,”
she stoops tohed the wers tempesture,
“that must be hat”

We ae to be the oglbridesmaids tomor
row,she and I'It's not as haras | wish it
was’ | sa.

She tuns bak to me without the sad
smile | &pect.“She tiose usdr a eason,
you knav. Wete two sides othe same coin.
We balance hgyou and I' T he counter is
cuttered with measuring spoons and cups
empty caons of cream and tins ofon
densed milksugrs and htters and lours
and bavl after beautiful handmadenbof
bater. She piks up the lgest and hands it
to me to stir

e pak the cas to drve up the

mountainWe tale two days’worth
of food for one hunded peopleg\erything
needed to cook and sersix meals to one
hunded peopleg\eryones lugyagesleping
bags and padsast amounts odlcohol,
induding bur full kegs of beer a kaaole
madineg portable stge,sound system and
television;rented bairs for the ceemory; a
handmade arbor and altidats of flowers
and potted plantsta&s of cushionstable-
cloths pillows and lanlets;strings oflights
paoer lantems and painteddks;a giant
winged monster pifia; the brides old dg,
Hazl,and Haels bed.

The bride is not calfA small coungr!”

she shoutsWete ma/ing a small countr
into the woods!”

he guests ede a wam thd feels thee

times its se. Everyone seems to kno
eweryone eccept me Instead ofhovering
outside their tightjibrant cicles | spend
the moning inspecting thaiters of the
Rand Houselooking br the bids tha
kept me avalke all nightthe pulse otheir
wings sdgering ny vision ofmoons
replacing the ghogtbrbs with a mobile of
twisting shades over my wooden lonk.

| give up after an hour and concetetr
instead on efting ead for the cegmory.
My dress is crisszssed with shprcreases
after beingdided into a b&pad for two
days | drepe it aver the ailing ofthe loft in
hopes ofeasing the easesveay and hik
ten mirutes out toihd a btéhhouse thia
isrit teeming with primping guestéhen |
retum to fetch my diessa lage white
blotch mas the band-n& brown cauz,
proving the gistence othe bids

| bound davn to the kitben and wave
my way through thongs offriends anddm:
ily, headingdr the industrial-sizsink.
Clearing it out to makoom for my last-
minute laundering becomes a tactical

maneuer involving fve other peoplé®ur
progress is inteupted ly an insistent knkc
on the windw over the sinkl look up to
find the bride bd&oning me outsid&he is
talking with a darhaied man Wwose &ce is
edipsed ly the ¢are of sunlight on the
dassl leave ny dress in the gable hands
of her mother and nve bak through the
crowd, stifling the impulse to smoothym
hair in pepaftion for this meeting

The feld out bak is yet another scene of
chaos as d®ns set upof the ceemory,
andoring the arborgainst the wind and
atempting a peetct cicle of folding dairs.
The bride standsuf from the actiorthe
dak-haied man heering beside hdrlook
for him to be handsome and se¢ ttieais

“I want to intoduce gu;’ she sgs He
steps orward as | gproad. | can tell fom
his face thashes told him | knev. | extend
my hand and &smile wkwardly as he tas
it, the bride gzing past ug her paty.

“It's nice to meeby, | sa,immeditely
feeling Ne said too mnch. | have the uge
to look for the goom,to male sue he isi
waching but | kegp ny g/es on the man in
front of me “Did you just arive this mon-
ing?”

He nods“l had to work last night.

The bride toutes ny am. “He works d
the co-op | was tellinggu dout’

| notice a sang hum anddel the air
move over iy headl look up and see noth
ing “Did you hae to talk todg off ?” | ask.

He doesh seem to hear the questible.
is looking Bsome point justbave and
beyond me“Hummingbids” he sgs point
ing dust as | tum to look upanother one
dive-bombs m headWe ae standing
beneth a nest full ohewboms and the
adults ax angy, threaened |y our poximity.

| dudk and tak a éw deknsie stps
badkward. “Is tha good luk or bad?”

“You dort believe in lu&,” sg/s the
bride She tuns to the marfShes an the
ist. FaithlessDoesrt beligre in aything”
This is an old jakof ours,tha | am the
cynic and she the priestéasmary ways it
has akays been tre

| put my am aound her“Ilt doesrit stop
her from trying to comert me”

She laugh$lt doesrit stop me fom
consideringgu a human talismarshe
pushes a stnd of hair fom ny e/es “You
are eccused.

O ne hour bedre the ceamory, ny nose
stats to HeedI've beeneading out
side spiawled aarss the @ss on m stomala
in my brown bridesmaisl'dessHazl is
aslep on ny toesMy shouldes and bdcae
long-lurnt by the sunl decide to stawhele

| am and keed into the dirlf | hold ny
head ha cetain antg, the Hood dains to the
tip of my nose and then dripsvdo, cleany.
The guests mill@und the Rnd House and
wander though the meado Their skin
deams in the unseasbleasunlight and hiea
of this dg. They have traded their thenals
and jeansof pale print drsses andeased
pants Their distant corersadions rise and
hover over me like helium balloonBlone of
them notice meof ny stillnesghe wvamth

of my Hood, my trust tha this will end on its
own.

e walk into the meadoringing bells

We enter the aile ringing bellsThe
family follows and w ring the bells\e stop
when the goom gpeas in the dooray of
the Rand House in his ostad shit and
brown suspended pantsWe watch him
smile and alk casuallinto the citle. The
guests all tarin their bairs, waching the
doorvay of the Rand Housel cry when
she ppeas,all in beaded:d,roaring ed
veil dieped aapss her haiShe entarthe
circle and hands me héerf bouquetpaus
ing to kiss mteas bebre joining her

groom
beneth the
arbor

We pass
two lengths ofvelvet cod from hand to
hand until the loop the inner and outer-cir
cles ofguestsead cod originding with a
bridesmaid and ending in the handrade
or goom.l, like the other bridesmaklip a
silver ring onto m cod, pressing the am
metal gainst ny palm to lea a brief
imprint on ny skin bedre sliding it to the
peison beside m@hen | look 6r the man.

He is set®d almost dactly acoss fom
the arbor in one athe Plding dairs tha
comprise the inner die. The shadwes of
those standing behind him cast autyear-
ing him &the meey of the midlay sunHe
is watching the bride'father vawe casualla
a svam of gnds near his shouldéteir
eyes meet momentagrihnd thg gin & one
anotherthe fther of the bride shrgging his
shouldes as ifto sg, Wha can pu do?

| try to figure out vhich ring will eat
the manthe brides or the gpoms. The cou
ple stands piantly beneth the arbor ach-
ing their rings &el from hand to \wm
hand.Eadh peson handles the ritualféif
ently; some cadle the ring withexerence
and mouth pmers while othes simpy
smooth it along the linéhe yungest guest,
the brides four-yearold nephew, bows his
head and squass his yes shutgrasping the
ring eanesty in his smaligt for nealy a
minute while the delighted@md chudles

When the ringeabes the man he dsir
it inside a loosést and ses hisyes |
count to ten befre he nods to theaman
beside himand shifts the ring heaylike a
bead on ankecus

The bride andrgom ae no longr py-
ing dtention.They lean consaorially
toward one another spering lay, laughing
silenty. When the rings ave,they slip them
off the cods and onto theirven fingers,
mouthing hushedows inaudile to the
crowd. The bride winkstame and | tad rry
cue Speading m ams as ifto brace the
circle, | raise ng chin and ta& a deg bredh.

“Forewer in beauty| prodaim.

Forewer in beautyne s.

anndoelle @ts me dink on pse petal
sangia and tedes me to pla“‘Ring
of Fire” on her accalion. This is to be her
other vedling gift to the bride andapm.
Shes been macticing ér weeks and e she
wants bakup Hands though the saps lile
this fingers spead and palmsigping—
“Read for arything” she sgs | tell her tha
just because threeae two accodions does
n't mean | need to plaone but she insists
and | vork had.

Were out dep in the twilit meadr drunk
and dessed umopping gacelesglfrom one
foot to the other in time with ourusic
“Lilting,” | tell her after an hout don't play
the accation.Lilting is the best | can do

She squees out a lazyahfare, letting
her notes Wweee thiough lile the stdrof a
sikly paade “When ypu sober upagu
won't remember ho to hold this thing
mud less phait. Lets gt everyone t@ether
and gie them a sha”

he bride is doing lines with the other

bridesmaid in the handigeed stall ne
to me They dorit seem toealize I'm hey,
tha aryone is hex nuc less md sit still,
the skit of my dress binched betwen ny
hands amy dest,and listen to their loud
whispering

“I'm gonna ma& a messsass the bride
Then a sharinhale

Her best friend ggies “You did god,
sweethedr Youre a po.”

They havenit even cut the cakyet, |
think. Shes onlyy been maied an hour

“You want one mag?”

“Let’s shae it and sa& somedr laer”

| feel lile a kidmystifed and sha ty
the adult wrld—naie and omantic and
easy gpalled and hoping thelort realiz
it's me in hes.

“l cant believe youVve nerer done this
before.”

“I was vaiting br a special occasibn.
The bride snifes and urils some toilet
pgoer to bow her nose

“No, sweetie! Npno, no.”

“Oh, | get it” She snffes hader, suk-
ing it in.They laugh.

“You feel god?”

“| f eel BintasticLets ¢ dance

| tuck my toes bendia the toilet and
wach their £et shule out ofthe stallThe
door svings open and usiG laughterone
hunded wices il the baéhhouse

| slip out bak and head teard the
woods The goom is standing ¢he tee line
He raises hisoice as | gproad, “You too?”

| take ny place beside hive smile &
eat other in the d&r “You got maried |
sg.“Congatulaions” | extend ny hand
and he holds iof a moment instead of
shaking itThen dops it.

“Thank wpu; he sgs We tun our baks
to the woods and ach the Rint House
gow from the inside oulit now by its
built-in fire pit. “It's weird, isnt it?”

“Wha?”

“Married.It's weird” He shaks his head.
“l don't think it maters.”

“Of course it méters.” | elbov him gn
tly in the ribs‘If it mdters enoughdr the
two of you to do itit maters. Tha's all
there is to if.

“I know.” He shaes his hands into his
podkets “I just dorit want to lose sight of
the impotant stuf.” He tums to me“Shes
not mine Shel never be mingl don't want
her to be mind just want her to be ooy
with me”

| lean gainst his shouldene stand li&
tha for a vhile

“I was sory to hear laout you and
Thomasg' he sgs

My throa sinells gainst ag response Uit
the silence thkens wvell, soothes the air
between us into a balrust as | egain ny
composue,the bride comes bounding. up
Ignoring her husbandhe wgps a vam
am aound ny neg, presses her nose tym
cheekand pulls out her sedwess tone
“Wanna pha doulbe duttr?”

| tell her “I' ve wanted to phadoulbe
dutch every dy for the lastife yeas.”

She nodsShe undatands

Inside we tie a hegy knot into the center
of the two ropes recuit two people to
swing themand jump infirst one at a time
then tagether We malke up tri&s to vow our
audienceéSomeone pis up aifidle and
within seconds thes a symphgnof wash
boad, accodion,two guitas and the owd
clapping in timeWete baefoot in our dess
es on the smooth corte foor, whirling to
the rnrusic inside theopesbreahing fast and
| tell her“l thought I'd forgotten”

hemusicians arperbrming one ba

time two & a time five 4 a timea ram
bling impomptu concerturmned sing-along
Wete in the midle of a lazy acoustic “lek
aVirgin; performed to neastripteaseyb
the dunk bride Annébelle and | & spead
out on ny sleping bg in the meadu
accodions &our feet.She is upon me and |
murmur, “Wha the helllt's a vedding”

fall asleg on the planeaing home and
I dream thal'm on a planea@ng homeln
the deam ny phone rings andsithy moth
er. We chd for a Bw mirutes bedre |
remember thaall cell phones ust be
turned of for the dudion of the flight.|
panic and hang updt lut the plane is
alead plummetingThe gound ushesta
me out the winda Theres nothing to do
but guesstahe antg of our descenhut
descent, | thinks not the wrd. A 30-
degree feehll.How far from the gound will
we be wen ny mind egistes its last inge?
My fingers mesh anddtter in ny lg. The
musdes aound ny stomal tense ancefax.
I’'m going to be town gart.l watch the
ground and guess$ @ur impact—na. Now.

END
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