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Chapter One

Wherein the Die Is Cast, and All Bets Are Off

 

Queen of the day, I reigned over my bridal shower in the usual way, crowned with a paper plate full of ribbons and bows that threatened to topple off my head at any moment. The queen’s customary wicker peacock throne was shaky, too. It tipped over completely at the height of the festivities, sending me—ass over newly unwrapped teakettle—to the floor. General relief that I had not broken my neck displaced any speculation about what sort of an omen my tumble might be.

The array of bridal gifts was splendid, but I was dreading heading to my wedding with all that excess bedding, and the pottery, crockery, and cutlery were going to be a headache, too, because Harry and I were moving overseas to England directly after the reception. More goods and chattel were the last things we needed, but my bridesmaids were bent on my having a traditional bridal shower. And one of them, my cousin Bella, was just plain
bent
.

Harry’s grandma Margaret, on the other hand, wasn’t bent at all. Tall and gaunt with a ramrod-straight spine, she was just the person to assume matriarch duty for the shower and scatter crisp tidbits of advice on sex, housewifery, and human relations in general.

“Dolly certainly waited long enough to do this,” she commented, to no one in particular. “I was beginning to think she’d see me dead before I’d see her married.”

I was
way
too fond of Grandma Margaret to point out that we still had about thirty-six hours to go till altar call or to remind her that life is uncertain at the best of times, let alone when you’re pushing one hundred. I was keeping my fingers firmly crossed against the big croupier in the sky calling her to cash in her chips until after I had safely tossed my bridal bouquet and run. Even so, I was glad she was present; I was mature enough to appreciate grandmas generally—and the ones who had known me from way back
specifically
. Plus, I had this one to thank for my nickname.

My mother had christened me “Cathy,” but when I was very small, Grandma Margaret gave me the nickname “Dolly.” My fiancé, Harry, remembers the occasion vividly. It had to do with the “dance with a dolly with a hole in her stocking” song and me having a hole in the toe of one of my knee socks. Harry swears that the occasion was the beginning of his lifelong stocking-and-garter fetish, but I had my doubts. I was not wearing a garter then, and, with the exception of the demure, lacy number I would be wearing beneath my bridal raiment for the wedding, I had never worn a garter—at least not outside of the house.

“I am just glad Dolly is
getting married
finally
!” My cousin Kath has been minding my business ever since I was born, as big cousins do. She was in her element that day, unwrapping gifts and holding them aloft for all to see. If she had heard me say “housewifery” a moment ago, she would have told me, like Mammy in
Gone with the Wind
, that women who use words like that “mos’ generally don’t catch husbands.”

I can’t help it, really; being a history professor, words like that just pop out of me sometimes. But I knew enough to watch it around Kath. I can still see her holding up a newly unwrapped frying pan, a heavy, cast-iron one with neon red enamel on the outside. She would not think twice about hitting me over the head with it if I got on her last nerve. After all, it’s not as if the blood would show on the pan.

“Thank God, the right girl for my Harry, at last!” My future mother-in-law, Elizabeth, had been gushing about me ever since we announced the engagement, and she never mentioned me without the “at last” and “thank God” bookends. I flatter myself that the “thank God” had something to do with my admirable qualities: sensible, smart, cool in emergencies, and still a size eight. The “at last,” I suspect, had more to do with Harry’s rather extensive romantic history, which was as littered with former flames as the California pine region.

Frequent bridal-shower fliers will be familiar with the variation on animal bingo that calls for guests to make animal sounds as the gifts named on their bingo cards are unwrapped. It could only have been my cousin Bella’s inspiration to put the party train on that particular track when all six of my fiancé’s exes were among the passengers. One ex clucked, and one howled back at her. One baaed plaintively, and one mooed with content. One gave a sexy, cat-woman meow, and one hooted like a wise, old owl. Like a train wreck, the moment compelled notice.

There are two pivotal questions here. The first: What is it, exactly, that makes grown women willing to moo, baa, and so on when assembled with other women at this kind of gathering? That question is, to date, unanswered. I think some dedicated research into the combined effect of tulle and Jordan Almonds might shed some light on it.

The second pivotal question, what I was doing with all six—yes,
six
—of my fiancé’s exes at my bridal shower, I think I can explain: The groom and I grew up in the same town. Our nearest and dearest married there, left for awhile, had kids, divorced, brought someone else around, got married again, had more kids, brought them around…you get the picture. It was a small, interconnected world, and Harry’s exes were almost as much a part of my world as they were of his.

As for the sheer number of them: I am, you see, a professor of Tudor history. Ever since I was a girl reading historical fiction by the ream, I have been fascinated—if not obsessed—with the story of Henry VIII and his six wives. A lifetime of that kind of exposure blunted the full impact of the six-ness of my own Harry’s wives; in fact, it made it almost seem natural. So there I was, volunteering for duty as number seven, in spite of the skeptics who warned me that with six chicks who’d already been nixed in the mix, I might be getting myself into quite a fix.

Harry’s sisters, Maggie and Molly Rose, were sitting at the bridal-suggestion box with their heads together, cracking themselves up as they wrote on heart-shaped index cards that they finished and dropped in the slot. Since Maggie had been married three times and Molly Rose two, they would collectively have had plenty of suggestions to make.

The gray-haired woman with the spiky hairdo who was watching them disapprovingly was Miss Bess, the doyenne of our old neighborhood. She was a distant relative, by blood or marriage, to just about everyone present. Having watched my generation grow up, she had had plenty to say about all of the marrying—or, in
my
case,
not
marrying—that had gone on up until then in our social set. Very little grist ever escaped her gossip mill. Miss Bess also wrote something for the suggestion box, something that I knew in my heart of hearts involved skinless chicken cutlets, nonstick cooking spray, and that cast-iron frying pan.

I do not want to sound jaded or ungrateful about the party that my bridesmaids had worked so hard to give me; it was a perfect bridal shower, complete with the requisite laughter, tears, and “Great Big Gift Gasp.” The GBGG from this crowd was, in fact, almost perfect, an impressively synchronized drawing of the breath marred only by a resounding cry of “holy shit!” from Bella. The über-gift in question was a striking, full-sized patchwork quilt. I didn’t even have to read the card when I opened the wrapping, because we all knew that it had to have been crafted by my Auntie Reine-Marie, the family needlewoman. She had designed it herself and made it entirely by hand.

For those of you who know your quilts, it was in a drunkard’s-path pattern, wedding-ring variation. Which describes, in a nutshell, the central tragedy of Auntie Reine-Marie’s life, quite a romantic and stormy tale and not at all what one would associate with the dignified lady who, as I opened the gift, was kindly offering to teach Harry’s two daughters how to quilt.

His older daughter, Mary, worried Harry, because she was turning out to be neurotic and irritating at an age when Harry was expecting her to be hip and stylish. He and I both worried about how those nerves of hers would bode for her future mental health. His younger daughter Lizzie was a real firecracker, and Harry worried about her a lot as well, because we all know how that usually goes. However, at that moment in time, the two girls were happy and optimistic about the upcoming nuptials. Truly, hope
does
spring eternal; chill it, grill it, spill it, or drill it, you just can’t kill it.

Just as truly, a wedding is not a wedding without those bastions of eternal hope, the bridesmaids. Mine were my dear friends and my faithful wedding wingmen. Two of them were cousins of mine: Jean and Bella. They made the perfect foils for each other: Jean charming, reserved, and ethereal, and Bella vivid and compelling. I first met my other four bridesmaids when they were students of mine—did I mention that I am a history professor? The members of the aforementioned quartet were my devoted research assistants during a long and exciting stint of Tudor research earlier in my career. By the time the project was complete, they were a part of my life, and I was a part of theirs; and we have always remained close. Oddly enough, all four of them have the same first name, which can get a little confusing for outsiders. Fortunately, we have enough of a mind-meld going among ourselves to keep all the Marias straight. It was a conscious decision on my part to stack my bridal party with exactly six bridesmaids, one to handle each of Harry’s six exes just in case the going got tough.

The inevitable and hideously white-ruffled bridal wishing well concluded the shower. My bridesmaids were pulling cards out of it, each of which contained a bridal wish from one of the shower guests. Like a bucket brigade, they were passing each card hand to hand, from bridesmaid to bridesmaid, until it got to my cousin Jean. (We had learned long ago that giving Bella public speaking privileges was not a good idea.) The usually quiet Jean came up trumps as Mistress of Ceremonies, singing out the wishes in rapid, musical succession as the author of each wish raised her hand or otherwise acknowledged her wish. Jean saved her own for last.

“From me, Dolly,” she said. “Happiness always, and never forget how much we all love you. Ever your loving cousin, Jean.”

A typical end to a typical bridal shower
, I thought to myself, as Jean uttered her sweet and simple wish. Little did I know that the occasion of its next utterance would be anything but typical.
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