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2 tYNN PAINTER

"\{'ek:orne, loverl oncs," tlie pastor saicl, bearnir)g at tLIe corl-

greg:rtion as he spokc, "\\Ie zrre gathcrcd here torlai'to-join to-

gether So1>hie an(l Stllart in holl'ntatrimonl'."
I Iblt r-nv breath hiir:h, rtustcacll', as he kept f itrttnter-irtg, Ieaditre

us closer to thc mornent. Sornctlring about the fivinkling lig^hts

aricl evr:rgrccn borrghs that rve'd prlinstakirrgly selectecl for otrr'

l)r:ceinber wcddirrg fclt earish to nre all of a su<lrlcn, as if thc

lrotrcr ghost lrroln Polu lxlrzsl rvas soillg to shotv ttp in llte back ol
tlre clnrrch an<1 rnock nie tbr nry foolislmess.

,,\nrl hc- lvoulcln't be n'r-ong.

Oh, please, oh, please, oh, ltlea,sc,I thought, panic tighteuing rnl
chcst. \\rit-h elcry rvolcl 1he paslor-spokc, rnv anxietv grerv.

Stuar-t squeczed rrtv trerubling hand, the r-'r'er-strpportive fi-

anr;6. :rncl I squcc;tecl biick harcl en<lrgh tr-r ttrakc him look al urr:

irr srrrprisc.
"should rrnyolre pr-esellt knolv of alr\r reaqon that this cor4llc

shoulrl nol be joiuccl in ]rol-v ut:rtrirncury, spcak now or lbrevel

hold your-"
"I clo."

A collective g;rsp shot tlrrorrgh the lzrrge chapel, ancl rt,hen I
lrrnrccl arorrncl, thc rnitn staudirrg up \\'as Irot aL all rvhat I ex-

pectc<l. IIe rvas big and tall ancl irlpeccabll' clressed: charcoal srtit,

white shirt, gra)l tie, ancl uuttr:hiuH,^ pockr:t. sqlrare. [Ie lookecl likc'

Ilenry Cavill's sttrnt doublc' or sonrething, but with rlarker hair

atrrI rrtrtle ittteltse crt's.

Honcsth', I'cl irnag'int-'cl her lvouid Lre a partv bro, like \/irrr:c

\hrrglrn in \Yetlding Craslt,ct's, bu1 t]ris rnart looked rnore likel he

belorrgecl in a boarclroom.

"So sorrv to irrtt:rnrp1," he said in a srnooth, clcep voice, "but

these two should absolutctl,v nol be rnarried."
''\Vtro is that?" Stiiart hissed, claling to gile zre att accrrsing

starc as a lot'nrrnble of rr,hispers ernanated frorn lhe pens.

HAPPILY NEVER AFTER 3

"Oh, she doesn't knorv rne, Stuart,', tire rnar
hunclrerl percent cornlbrtable in his uncomfbrtab
one clark elebrow anrl aclcled, ,,Bnt mv tiiencl Be

I gasped, rn)i response entir-elv authentic eve
tually practiced it beforehand. I,cl known this u
but I harln't expectecl hirrr to be so . . .

(iood.
-['[rt-. nran rt,as good. T'ht_- wa],hc, spoke macir

shor:kerl as I'd treen tr.vo nights ago, when I'rl clis

Bece,<trt his phone.
"l,isten, pal, I don't kno!v-"
"Stuart. Shut up." 'I'he rnatr looked dorr-rr ;

st.raishtetrecl his cuffi as if the rnere sisht of Srr
"'Ihe lovelt, Sophie deserves so rnuch nlol.e rharl
husbancl. I u'ould iuragirre rnost of us here knor,
tirne; r,r,asn't there a Clhloe last vear?,,

"l don't knorv who you are, but this is bullstr,
was rrtd as he slared at the lnan, and then his rlr,L

bar:k to rne. I looked at his facc, r.emenrberiuE
r,rdren he'd sobbingly beggecl rny foreir.eness o\ er
slession. ancl he actualh,hacl the gall to sal ro iur
nclt tntc, right?"

MY qtrt burned as he feig-necl iunocence anci I ,,
I knor,r, that? Isn't Becca the nanre of the girl r,:_

the nriclclle of the night, ancl 1,ou saicl it lvas a r,, :,r
"ll. uns a wrong number-," he saicl with ttilcl r,

obviouslv trl,ing to ruin our day, arrcl you,r.e letu.-
"I'hen give rne r.our- phone,', I saicl cairulr. -.

pulle<l at lris collar.
"Wh.at?" Stuart's flushed face twisted, arrcl 1..

conErcgation as tlrough looking forbackup,
"If you have norhing to hicle,,, the objecror .:.:,
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and talking in that dcep, steady voice like this whole scenario was

conpletel-v norrnal. "Just give her the phorre, Sttrart."

"'I'hat's it, frrckerl" Stuart velled, rushing toward thc gur'. All
hell broke lor,rse as his groornstuerr fbllowecl, though it was trnck:ar

il'they were trying to hokl hirn l;ack or iucite tire folthcornirtg

brawi.

It. was a cact.rphorrl, of rnale vellirrg ancl grav tuxedos irr nro-

tl(]r1.

I{is rnotlier yellc'd, "Stuart, tro!"

Jrrst as Stuatt punr:hetl the r-rb-jector sqlrat'e in thr: face.

"()h, nry Go<1," I said to no one in particular', rvalchine in dis-

belief as thc' objcctor (ook the punch withotlt his ltoclt' rnot'ins, as

if ire hachr't even f<rlt it
Strrart's father lookecl r isht at. me as he louclly lllttttered, 'Je-

sus Chrisr."

And Pastor Pcte apparently fbrg=ot that his lapel rnic i{as orl}

because he sighecl arrcl said, "r\re yort firckirta'kictdiug rtre?"

"'-[o cloclging [hr-' Stuart bullet," ,\sha saicl, hokling up her s]rot

glass.

"ll'o clodgine Stuart," I repeated, t<,lssing back the Cttcrt,o.

11 brrrrrecl griing down- m.a;n, I hale leqtila-bt I welcoured iis

cff'ects. My head r'vas spinning Ii'oru the wedding collapse, and I
dcsper-atel,v wished for iilpairmerr[ ol an]' scirt. It'd beetr Ibrtr hortrs

since the ceremon!'blar'vl and an hortr since St.r.t.'rrt had removecl

his things from the honeyrnoou srtite, yet I still felt like everything^

hadjust happened.

"\\bol" -r\sha sltoLrted, slatrmirrg^ her glass dor,vn on the trar'.

Yes, .slLe is one slt.ol ah,end of rne a,nd -,ttay rnorc relaxed..

'I'he honeymoon suite hacl a fully stocked bar betwcen the two

bair:orr-t,' doors, ancl lve'd been bellied up to it sirrcc the monterll

Srrrar t hzrcl left.
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"l still cannot believe I'row 1_rerfcctll, 11 11,c'rr1 ,

givinu her heacl a shakc. "I rrearr, technicallv it'_r

paicl for, but the chrde rnade everyonc at tlre ce

Cheating Stuar.t arrd totallv s\/rnpathize rvith volr
Clrcating Stuarl. I ayrprcciatecl her villainizins h

1l'iencls dicl, aftel all-but I rvas st.ill dcvasrarecl b,
\ts, he'd cheared in the past, so I hadn't been cr
siderl, but I'd rvholehearteclll.believed rhal it rr as

take and l'd chrigged thc Kool-Aicl of liappilr-t
damr-r 1'ool.

Until I salv his plioue trvo nighrs agcl.

"I'ur just ro relieved the bliinre for the cancele
solel_v on Stuart instead oI'rne ancl rnv parents.
kl'ward on rlrJ, stool to gr:rb a Twinkie off'the bar

l-jntil r\sha fortrrd hc.r unorthclriox solution. I'r
to nrarr-\,ing Stuart arrcl seeking an annulnient :

kne'w it was totalll, bonkcr-s to go throllsh ir.ith 11

it rvas the onl,v rvay lo ensltrc nrv fattrer- didn,t par r

failt'd relationship.

I rrnwrapped the snack ancl shook my heacl. -ri

"l can't believe the plan actuallyu,orked,,'r\sha ;
around the box of lwinkies to grab more reclrir^

fol l'he Objector."
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I shiftcri lny saze t() the risht ancl saw the bar, lvilh an opcu

bottlc of tequila in the centcr and two sltot glasses orr the surfar:el.

Less lypital.

"\tirr were anazing," she srprealc<l, shakiug ht-'r- hcarl like she

coulcirr't belicr,e it as sl-rc went right over to tlrc llar- ancl grabbed

tl'rc bott.le. "'fornurl'told ure to tlust hirn, llttt l had rro idea that

1'ou'rl be strch n professic.rnal."

I srnilcd anrl rnuttcred a tlranks, but I tvas ne\rer sllre hott' tt.t

lesponcl t.o that.. Il. lvasn't like I rvas prottcl 6f 1111' perf<rrntance' I

rvasn't an actor looking for goocl rcvier,vs, I'or fuck's sakc.

It wits.jrrst sornethins I <>ccasionally clicl for lllone)'.

At rtrat rnolnent the balconv rloor flcw ollert and tlle llricle_-

Sophir-'-ran in, sar.'ing to Asha, "I ueerl otte lnore."

At le21st it looked like the bricle.

IA'alking dorvrr lhe aisle, she'd beell sttrnnirrq. FIer ciark hair

had been ticlil1' pilcd on [oP of her heatl, accr:ntuatins her light

brolvrr eyt's auti lonu, gracefirl treck, She'<1 looked like evcrythinu

I irn:rgine cl a bri<le woulcl walrt to look iikt-' orl trel'rveckling da1'

Iler hair no!v, tllough ,was etterytrthetz, 
'l.echnit:ally 

a lot of it was

irr a nressy butt, but lons strands of curil' hair hung all arorrrid

hc'r face likc slie'djrrst wrestled a ltear. Slre rvas tro longer rvear'

ing any rnakeup, u,liich macle lter lttok like a teenager, and shc'd

srvitt:herl out the rvedctring gr.lrvn for a Chir:ago l3ears.jersev and

Ieggirrgs.

Ancl ..sno\!-boots.
She stopped in her tracks rvhc'n slie sa\r'ure, aud then a big

srnile slitl across her face. "Yotr. Are. Nfy. Ilcr-o."

I opened nrv nlolrth to speak, brtt she cut ille ttfl'n'ith an index

hnger "Girnure one sec. I havt-- to {inish a projecl."

I w:rtchecl in disbeliel'as Asha tossetl her a Ilostess T\r'inkie ,

ancl then she disappearecl bar:k out onto thc bzrlcony.

"Do I rvant to knorv?" I askcd, my eycs still on the slicling door.

" ftvinkies rvon't lutrt the \blvo's l)ainl, so it's a victirnless crinre,"

HAPPILY NEVER AFTER 9

shc said, tul-ning tcl look at the bottles o{ litluor ,

hind the bar'. "'I'hat's all vou need to knorv."
I contenrplated just exitirrs the hotel tooltl a

ber:ause (a) this was clearly none of rny busiues:
just past. seven and I was starving.

But lvhen I sarv the blide pull hcr arnt back i;

snack cake off the balcorrl, like a professional qu
cided to stick arouud tbr arrolher-uritnrte,

"\\Iant a drinki" ,\sha askerl, lr-roking reaclr tc
leqriila shooter'.

Before I corr]cl anstver-, the bride canre back i:

she ck>secl rhe slidirrs door behincl he1 "\{'e ne

sourething' else,"

"\4Ilrat? \\rhy?" Asha aske cl, poutilig. She helcl I

tetprila and said, 'J<lsr: is our fricncl,"
"Nope." The bride shook her head, kickerl oft

sairl, 'As mtrch as I warrt to eet t.ipped, I don'r warri
my hcad in a hotel toilet. Pretty sur.e that's h<irr lc.rLr

"Prettv slrre that isn't r-ight," I said under nl b

"Schnapps, rnaybe?" Asha asked.

"Objector's choir:e," Sophie said, her lips rur
Iittle srnile as she tiltecl her head and looked in uir ci

shoulr.l we <lrink?"
"\Vhiskey," I saicl, wondering what hcr usrutl i

u'as. Because rvhen she was dressed as a br ide, I r, ,

hel as a cosnto drinkel perhaps someone who errj,.
rlonnar,. Br.rt tliis TWinkie-tossing, rvild-e1,ecl gir.l r,;.
tcr]/. 'rUrrless 1,orr'rc clialing back lo sonrethins 1it:

"Not at all," shc said, pulling thc elastic llor:
shaking out the half bun. "But tequila prrnche: rr,

"Ilave zr shot with us, Objector,";\sha saicl-or-, r .,

"'I'he pizza's ah.eaclv on rhe wl1v""
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"First of all, you ltalre to stop calling me that." voll, can I?" I askecl, reaching {br the shot thar Asl
"Why?" Sophie asked, putting her hancls on her hips and scre\\L of me. "\\Ihat are lve rlrinking to?"

ing her eyebrows together. "What's yortr real rlalne again?" Her lips slorvll'slid into a smile as she liftecl her-

"Max," I said. "Parks." mirlute reprieves."

"Max," she repeated, raising her e1'es to the ceiling as if it held I raised nrv si'rcll to her. "To last rninrrte reprierr
an opinion on my nanre. "I mean, that's a firte narne and all, but

The Objector is next level."

"It makes rne souncl Iike an off-brand superhero."

She srrorted a little laugh, and I rroticed her freckles rvhen she:

crinkled her- rrose. "[,ike a lawyer who got sttlck in raclioactive

wzrste, right?"
"Exactly," I agreed.

"Which whiskey, Objector?" Asha asked, gesturing towarcl the

bar. "\bu're drinking rvith us, right?"

"T'hank you, but I can't-"
"Of coursehe isn't.," Sophie saicl, rolling her eves and clirnbing

onto ()ne of the two barstools. "He is a rlan, and it's their job to
clisappoint lrs. Eternally. Please pour me a shot, Ash."

"Dicln't youjust call meyour hero?" I asked, sliding rny hancls

into nry pockets as she ignored me and reachcd flor the shot glass'

"I-ike two mintrtes ago?"

"Yorrr actions uereheroic and I'm very grateful," she said, cir

cling a perfectlv manicnred fingernail ovcr the top of the tirry glass

ancl turning her back to nre. "But I saicl what I said. Asha, rltv lovc,

rvill you pour my whiskey shooter, please)"

Sornt-thing^ about the all-knowing^ wav sllc saicl it ancl her ab-

solute disrnissal of me made me shnrg out of m1' jacket., toss it <irl

the sofa, arrd grab the stool beside her.

"Make that two, please,"

She trrrned her heacl totvard me, her eyehrows raised. "You're

staying?"

"I can'tnrin the reputations of nten every'wherc b1'clisappointing
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