
The Wedding People

The Wedding People is a heartfelt and witty novel about unexpected connection, grief,
and second chances. The story follows Phoebe, a woman reeling from personal
tragedy, who impulsively checks into a Connecticut seaside hotel where a wedding is
taking place. She soon finds herself entangled with a group of wedding guests and
strangers, leading to a weekend filled with emotional revelations, surprising
friendships, and quiet healing. Through sharp humor and deep emotional insight,
Espach explores themes of loneliness, love, and the strange ways people find solace in
the company of others.

Chapter 1

The chapter opens with Phoebe arriving at a stately nineteenth-century hotel perched
on a cliff, a symbol of the new phase in her life after a painful divorce. The hotel, with
its grand yet patient presence, mirrors Phoebe’s own sense of transition and hope.
Leaving behind her old life in St. Louis—including her husband, home, and familiar
routines—she steps into this new world wearing an emerald silk dress, a rare item she
once owned but never wore. This dress represents Phoebe’s break from her past life
and her desire to embrace something different, even as she struggles with feelings of
loss and normalcy.

Phoebe’s reflections reveal a deep sense of disconnection from her previous existence
as a professor and wife. The routine life she shared with her husband, marked by
simple comforts and quiet companionship, now feels hollow and normal in a way that
no longer suits her. The lockdown period following their divorce intensified her
isolation, leaving her to confront the finality of their separation in solitude. Her



decision to dress up and leave for the hotel signals a conscious rejection of her former
identity and a tentative step toward reclaiming her sense of self and dignity.

Upon entering the hotel, Phoebe encounters a lengthy check-in line filled with guests
who appear ordinary and content, contrasting sharply with the hotel’s opulent and
historic ambiance. These guests, while clad in casual attire, are connected through
shared happiness and social bonds, highlighting Phoebe’s own loneliness and
estrangement. The lively interactions among the guests, the warm greetings, and the
young receptionist’s enthusiastic welcome for wedding attendees underscore a world
that Phoebe feels detached from, yet cautiously observes with a mix of envy and
longing.

The chapter closes with Phoebe joining the line and observing the diverse group of
people around her—young women debating celebrity culture, families reconnecting,
and the general buzz of anticipation for the wedding. This setting, rich with human
connection and celebration, serves as a poignant backdrop to Phoebe’s internal
journey. It frames her arrival not just as a physical transition to a new place but as an
emotional passage toward healing and rediscovery amid the vibrant life she has
momentarily stepped outside of.



Chapter 2

In this chapter, Phoebe and Matt grapple with the emotional aftermath of repeated
fertility struggles. After a failed cycle and a painful miscarriage, they seek solace and
distraction by planning an elaborate, indulgent vacation. Their efforts to reclaim joy
and normalcy are reflected in Phoebe’s meticulous spreadsheet of potential activities,
symbolizing her need to control and rationalize a life that feels increasingly
unpredictable. Their shared intellectual curiosity, playful debates, and mutual support
underscore both the strength and fragility of their relationship amid these challenges.

Phoebe’s analytical nature permeates every aspect of her life, from her academic work
to her private reflections on intimacy and language. Her and Matt’s conversations
reveal a deep intellectual companionship, yet also hint at the strain infertility places on
their intimacy. Despite their affection and humor, their attempts at spontaneous
connection are undermined by the weight of their circumstances, with sex becoming
another scheduled task rather than a source of comfort. This tension emphasizes the
emotional complexity of their journey.

The chapter also explores Phoebe’s professional life and social interactions, illustrating
the contrast between her external role and inner turmoil. At work, she navigates a
male-dominated committee and contends with subtle feelings of isolation and
invisibility. Meanwhile, Matt’s engagement with students and colleagues introduces an
element of distance, as Phoebe struggles to reconcile her private anxieties with the
public facades they both maintain. The narrative poignantly captures the dissonance
between appearance and reality in their marriage.

Ultimately, the chapter portrays the couple’s search for meaning and connection in the
face of loss and uncertainty. Their plans for escape and renewal are tinged with
melancholy and unresolved tensions, highlighting the complexity of love under
pressure. Phoebe’s reflections on identity, control, and vulnerability resonate



throughout, offering a nuanced, empathetic portrayal of a partnership tested by grief
but sustained by intellectual and emotional bonds.



Chapter 3

In Chapter 3, Phoebe grapples with profound despair as she contemplates ending her
life, reflecting on the trivial worries that once consumed her. The golden tassel lamps
and luxurious surroundings contrast sharply with her internal turmoil, highlighting her
disconnection from the world. Despite the imminence of her decision, she clings to
small desires, such as savoring a last decadent meal and witnessing the ocean, a place
she has never visited but always found meaningful. Her thoughts reveal a deep sense
of loss, particularly regarding her husband’s departure and the fractured nature of
their relationship amid the pandemic.

Phoebe’s interactions underscore her isolation and the complexities of her emotional
state. When she attempts to order room service for a final feast, she is met with
disappointment due to pandemic-related restrictions, intensifying her feelings of
loneliness. The cancellation of the meal becomes a metaphor for her thwarted plans
and the absence of joy in her final hours. Instead of succumbing to despair, she finds
herself confronting the quiet, unyielding presence of the ocean, which offers a calm
yet ambiguous backdrop to her reflections on life and death.

The chapter also explores Phoebe’s professional and personal struggles, revealing the
toll of the pandemic on her academic life and social connections. She navigates
awkward encounters with her estranged husband and his new partner, as well as the
challenges of her adjunct faculty position, which lacks proper space and recognition.
Her student Adam’s candid conversation about dropping out to pursue a nontraditional
path serves as a poignant counterpoint to Phoebe’s own sense of stagnation and loss
of control. These moments illustrate the tension between expectation and reality in
both her career and personal life.

Finally, Phoebe’s classroom experience encapsulates the disconnect between her
intellectual world and the perspectives of her students. Teaching a John Donne poem,



she faces confusion and irreverence from her class, symbolizing the broader
challenges of communication and understanding she faces in her life. The chapter
closes on this note of dissonance, reinforcing Phoebe’s sense of alienation yet also her
persistence in engaging with the world around her, even as she contemplates its end.



Chapter 4

In Chapter 4, Phoebe grapples with the tension between her impending death and the
mundane details that continue to occupy her mind. Despite her efforts to relax on a
luxurious bed, she remains restless, haunted by trivial anxieties like a bloodstained
dress and the sounds of a wedding reception taking place just below her. Attempting
to drown out the noise with music, she finds only frustration when her old Discman’s
scratched CD skips. Seeking solace, she steps onto the balcony to smoke a cigarette,
an act she imagined would steady her, but instead it triggers coughing and discomfort,
reflecting her internal struggle to find calm.

Phoebe’s reflections reveal the emptiness left by the absence of future plans and daily
routines. She notes the lack of conventional anchors—no meals, no music, no
relationships, no projects—leaving her adrift in a timeless void. Her smoking becomes
a symbolic gesture, a measured ritual to impose some order on the chaos within her.
Observing the wedding below, she is drawn to the spectacle of celebration and human
connection, yet she remains detached. Her depression grants her a detached
perspective, enabling her to foresee how life will continue without her, and how she
will soon be forgotten.

The arrival of the bride introduces a dynamic contrast to Phoebe’s solitude. The bride
enters confidently, her dress pristine and her demeanor commanding, highlighting
Phoebe’s sense of alienation and lack of belonging. Their exchange over the cigarette
and the balcony view reveals subtle tensions and differing worldviews. Phoebe’s quiet
authority contrasts with the bride’s performative presence, and their conversation
about the “shoreline room” serves as a metaphor for misunderstandings and unmet
expectations, underscoring themes of perspective and disconnection.

Ultimately, the chapter explores themes of mortality, isolation, and the search for
meaning amid despair. Phoebe’s interactions and inner monologue convey a poignant



struggle to reconcile her desire for control with the inevitability of her fate. The
juxtaposition of the lively wedding reception against Phoebe’s somber contemplation
emphasizes the divide between life and death, presence and absence. Through
nuanced characterization and vivid imagery, the chapter captures the complexity of
facing one’s end while observing life’s ongoing rhythms from a distance.



Chapter 5

In Chapter 5, Phoebe experiences a profound sense of loneliness after the bride's
departure, a stark contrast to the distractions she once found in the lives of those
around her. The absence of familiar characters leaves her confronting the harsh reality
of her own existence and the limitations imposed by her nonviable body. This moment
of solitude triggers a return of dark thoughts, as she wrestles with memories and
questions about her relationships and past decisions, particularly regarding her father
and husband, which she consciously tries to avoid. Phoebe’s internal struggle
highlights her ongoing battle with despair and the weight of living with unresolved
emotions.

Phoebe’s contemplation turns toward the finality of death as she prepares to take her
life, grappling with the fear of not being “bold” enough to follow through. Her
therapist’s comment that she is “not really the type” to kill herself haunts her,
reinforcing her insecurities and contrasting her with her friend Mia, who embodies
fearlessness and defiance. Phoebe’s preference for comfort and familiarity, symbolized
by cozy reading nooks and predictable narratives, underscores her resistance to the
chaotic and uncertain nature of death. This tension between her desires and fears
shapes her approach to suicide, revealing a complex mix of resignation and hesitation.

Despite her meticulous planning, Phoebe’s mind continues to race even after
swallowing the pills, reflecting her inability to quiet her thoughts. The unexpected
knock at the door interrupts her solitude, bringing Pauline, a young and earnest hotel
employee from the Midwest, into the scene. Their interaction offers a brief moment of
human connection and kindness, as Phoebe advises Pauline on her appearance and
reassures her in the midst of her own uncertainty. This encounter, though small,
contrasts with Phoebe’s isolation and serves as a subtle reminder of the ordinary lives
and struggles happening around her.



Ultimately, the chapter captures Phoebe’s profound loneliness, her contemplation of
death, and the small but significant moments of connection that punctuate her
despair. It portrays a woman caught between the desire to escape her pain and the
inertia of overthinking that prevents her from finding peace. The narrative balances
the gravity of Phoebe’s internal crisis with nuanced character interactions, providing a
deeply human exploration of mental illness, vulnerability, and the search for meaning
in moments of darkness.



Chapter 6

Phoebe awakens in the quiet aftermath of a wedding party, grappling with the heavy
weight of her grief and the persistent restlessness that haunts her at three a.m.—the
so-called "grief hour." Struggling against the dark thoughts that once led her to a
suicide attempt, she resists the urge to dwell on painful memories or to seek solace in
social media, which only deepens her despair. Instead, Phoebe chooses to focus on
small, manageable actions that affirm her will to live, rejecting the cycle of self-
loathing and comparison that had previously consumed her.

Encouraged by a friend’s insightful question, Phoebe begins to envision possibilities
rather than limitations, acknowledging the many things she cannot do but also
embracing the modest acts she can accomplish in her fragile state. Despite a minor
setback with the hotel’s bathtub, she adapts by heading to the hot tub, symbolizing
her willingness to find comfort and renewal even when circumstances are imperfect.
The removal of her wedding ring marks a poignant moment of letting go, signifying a
step toward reclaiming her identity apart from her past marriage.

As she moves through the hotel’s empty lobby, Phoebe notices the books arranged
with their pages outward—a design choice she finds unsettling. This observation
reflects her heightened sensitivity to the world around her and her desire for order and
meaning amidst chaos. Her brief interaction with the hotel staff underscores the
impersonal yet hospitable environment she inhabits, one that contrasts with her
internal turmoil. Returning the book to its rightful place becomes a small act of
restoration, mirroring her own efforts to restore balance in her life.

In the warmth of the hot tub overlooking the ocean, Phoebe experiences a rare
moment of peace and physical comfort. The arrival of a stranger who engages her with
genuine eye contact offers an unexpected connection, challenging her isolation and
fear of others. This encounter hints at the possibility of new beginnings and human



connection, as Phoebe slowly opens herself to being seen and to the hope that life may
hold beyond her pain. The chapter closes on this tentative note of renewal, blending
vulnerability with cautious optimism.



Chapter 7

In Chapter 7, Phoebe and Matt, two graduate students in a philosophy department,
initially share a silent companionship as they focus intensely on completing their
dissertations before their sixth year ends. Their routine is abruptly interrupted by a
power outage, which forces them to interact. Matt’s calm assurance in the face of lost
work offers Phoebe a new sense of comfort, sparking the beginning of a connection
between them. This moment marks a shift from isolated academic labor to shared
human experience, highlighting the emotional toll and pressures of graduate life.

Their conversation soon drifts to lighter topics, including debates about historical
figures and the elusive concept of attractiveness, which fosters a growing
camaraderie. Matt invites Phoebe to join him for a beer, an act that symbolizes a break
from the relentless scholarly grind. This informal setting allows them to reflect on how
their lives have become consumed by dissertations, contrasting their academic
dedication with the desire for a more balanced, enjoyable existence. Phoebe shares
personal insights about her family, revealing her father’s concern over her intense
focus on reading at the expense of social life.

When the power returns, Phoebe discovers she has lost the morning’s work, a
devastating setback given her looming deadline and uncertain future. Unlike Matt, who
has secured a tenure-track position, Phoebe faces the pressure of finishing without
significant departmental recognition or publications. Despite this, she values the
unexpected companionship and support she finds in Matt, recognizing that this
connection might represent the kind of life her father wished for her—one that
balances work with meaningful human relationships.

The chapter closes with Phoebe’s introspection as she views Virginia Woolf’s image
anew, symbolizing her evolving self-perception influenced by Matt’s presence. This
moment of reflection suggests a renewed awareness of identity beyond academic



achievement. The narrative captures the tension between solitude and connection,
ambition and vulnerability, underscoring the transformative power of interpersonal
bonds in the demanding environment of graduate study.



Chapter 8

In Chapter 8, Phoebe awakens to a knock from Lila, the bride, who seems preoccupied
with trivial concerns like a hat’s style, highlighting her lack of curiosity and emotional
depth. Phoebe reflects on this contrast with her own sensitivity, recalling how even her
therapist’s humanity disrupts the usual clinical detachment she expects. The chapter
explores Phoebe’s internal world, marked by a profound secret experience from the
previous night that she feels reluctant to share, yet which promises to become a
defining memory in her life, akin to the life-affirming moment of meeting her husband.

Lila’s dissatisfaction with her close friends Nat and Suz surfaces as she criticizes their
superficiality and inability to grasp the complexity of her relationship with her mother
and fiancé, Gary. She expresses frustration over their repetitive praise using the word
“wonderful,” which to Lila feels hollow and inappropriate, especially when applied to
Gary. This conversation reveals Lila’s struggle to reconcile her expectations of people
with the reality of their actions and words, as well as her deeper uncertainty about
what her relationships really mean.

The dialogue between Phoebe and Lila shifts to lighter yet revealing topics, such as the
therapeutic effects of making one’s bed and the peculiarities of hotel coffee. These
exchanges underscore Phoebe’s tentative steps toward re-engaging with life after a
period of darkness, symbolized by her hesitation and the physical discomfort of
withdrawal symptoms. Lila’s insistence on ordering better coffee and her casual,
sometimes sharp observations inject warmth and realism into their interaction,
emphasizing the fragile nature of human connection during stressful times.

Ultimately, the chapter captures a moment of transition for Phoebe as she
contemplates the challenges ahead: returning to her daily responsibilities,
communicating with loved ones, and confronting grief. The interplay between Phoebe’s
introspective struggles and Lila’s external concerns paints a vivid picture of two



women navigating emotional complexities in different ways. This nuanced portrayal
invites readers to consider themes of loneliness, trust, and the search for meaning
amid life’s unpredictable moments.



Chapter 9

In this chapter, Phoebe is introduced to a close-knit group of wedding guests linked to
Lila, the bride. The group greets Phoebe warmly, revealing their unique personalities
and backstories, such as High Bun’s transformation and Neck Pillow’s Catholic
boarding school past. The interactions highlight the complex dynamics among the
wedding party, especially through the characters of Marla, the groom’s sister, and
Juice, the groom’s daughter, whose mature demeanor contrasts with her youth.
Phoebe observes subtle tensions beneath the surface, noting Lila’s subdued behavior
around these people, which sparks a protective feeling within her.

The conversation reveals the intricate relationships and histories shared by the group,
with playful yet pointed exchanges that show a blend of familiarity and unspoken
undercurrents. Lila’s reluctance to engage fully contrasts with the others’ more
assertive attitudes, emphasizing her vulnerability. Phoebe’s role as an outsider allows
her to perceive these nuances, and she finds herself bridging gaps by injecting humor
and warmth into the dialogue, such as when she questions the origins of Juice’s
nickname, easing the atmosphere.

A central focus of the chapter is the story of how Lila met Gary, her future husband,
through an art gallery connection. This anecdote serves as a bonding moment among
the women, though it is layered with teasing and selective memory, illustrating the
complexity of family narratives. The mention of a nude painting of Lila’s mother adds
an element of intimacy and humor, while also underscoring the personal histories that
shape the characters. The story reveals both the serendipity of relationships and the
way stories are curated and retold within families.

As the chapter concludes, the lively conversation dwindles, revealing an underlying
awkwardness and the pressure to maintain social harmony. Lila’s polite but strained
demeanor contrasts with the earlier warmth, signaling unresolved tensions. The



group’s decision to leave the lobby and the subtle miscommunication about waiting for
the car encapsulate the chapter’s themes of connection, facade, and the complexity of
interpersonal dynamics during significant life events.



Chapter 10

In Chapter 10, the group finds themselves aboard a narrow sailboat, where the captain
cautions them about the boat's tipping point, blending humor with caution. The
atmosphere is light yet tense, with Marla and Lila embodying contrasting
attitudes—Marla skeptical and confrontational, Lila composed and confident. Their
interaction quickly shifts to a playful debate over the proper pluralization of a cocktail
name, "Vacation in a Cup(s)," highlighting subtle tensions within the group. This
moment reflects deeper relational dynamics, as the friends reminisce about shared
past experiences, particularly the creation of the signature drink that marked an
important bond during their youth.

The conversation about the cocktail serves as a gateway to nostalgic storytelling,
revealing the women's history of camaraderie and youthful misadventures, including
drinking stolen church wine. These anecdotes underscore the closeness and shared
memories that once united them, even as underlying frictions persist. The group’s
laughter and teasing contrast with the more serious undercurrents, especially as
Marla's pedantic insistence on grammar disrupts the harmony. Gary, Lila’s fiancé,
attempts to mediate these tensions, demonstrating his role as protector and
peacemaker within the group dynamic.

Phoebe, an English professor and observer of the unfolding interactions, becomes an
unexpected focal point when Lila seeks her linguistic expertise to resolve the debate.
This moment is significant for Phoebe, who has recently faced personal loss and
isolation. Being called upon by the group marks a rare instance of connection and
validation, temporarily lifting her from the depths of her grief. Her authoritative
explanation about pluralizing the phrase offers a brief but meaningful restoration of
her sense of self and belonging amidst the wedding party’s social complexities.



The chapter closes on a nuanced note, balancing humor, interpersonal conflict, and
character introspection. The tension between Marla and the others encapsulates the
challenges of blending old friendships with new family ties, while Phoebe’s
involvement reveals the ongoing struggle between vulnerability and agency. Overall,
the chapter explores themes of belonging, identity, and the delicate negotiations
required to maintain relationships during significant life transitions.



Chapter 11

Chapter 11 centers around a quiet yet revealing moment at the hotel involving
Pauline, the diligent front desk attendant, and the wedding party returning from a sail.
Lila immediately voices dissatisfaction about her mattress, sparking a subtle
exploration of her personality and relationship dynamics. While Lila’s complaint seems
trivial, it reflects her way of managing discomfort indirectly, as she cannot express her
true feelings about a recent funeral on the boat. Pauline’s readiness to solve problems
contrasts with Lila’s persistent need for control, highlighting underlying tensions within
the group and the delicate balance of their interactions.

Phoebe, observing Lila and Gary, reflects on the complexities of relationships and
personal identity. She contemplates how people often reduce others to simple traits,
yet individuals are multifaceted and unpredictable. Gary’s unexpected decision to
“free the books” from their decorative arrangement surprises Phoebe, challenging her
assumptions about him. This act symbolizes a deeper yearning for authenticity and
agency, subtly underscoring the theme that people cannot be neatly categorized.
Phoebe’s internal dialogue reveals her struggle with passivity and the desire to assert
herself more fully in life and relationships.

The discussion about the mattress evolves into a practical solution, with Pauline
suggesting a mattress topper despite her unfamiliarity with the concept. This
exchange underscores the hospitality staff’s role in accommodating guests’ needs
while navigating limitations. Meanwhile, Lila’s interactions reveal her assertive nature
and attention to detail, which sometimes alienate others. The chapter also touches on
the hotel’s old-fashioned charm, exemplified by the slow elevator from 1922,
symbolizing a tension between tradition and modern expectations within the setting of
the wedding preparations.



As the chapter concludes, Lila shares plans for the upcoming reception, introducing
new characters and events that promise to deepen the narrative. Phoebe’s aversion to
the word “fun” hints at her complex emotional state and the contrast between
appearances and reality in the wedding festivities. The anticipation of Vivian’s arrival
and the musical performance at the reception add layers of social connection and
cultural nuance. Overall, the chapter weaves together themes of interpersonal
complexity, the façade of control, and the quiet moments that reveal deeper emotional
truths amid the wedding’s surface celebrations.



Chapter 12

In Chapter 12, Phoebe awakens at sunrise with a compelling urge to visit the ocean,
symbolizing a pivotal moment in her journey. She dons a sweater from Lila’s mother,
reflecting her unsettled state and practical concerns about her appearance. On her
way out, she unexpectedly encounters Gary and Lila being formally photographed in
the conservatory. Their posed interaction feels artificial to Phoebe, highlighting the
contrast between genuine connection and performative displays of relationship. This
observation deepens Phoebe’s sense of isolation and her contemplation of authenticity
in human interactions.

Phoebe’s walk along the Cliff Walk is solitary, marked by an unexpected
companionship with a stray yellow dog. This spontaneous connection inspires her to
consider the idea of owning a dog, symbolizing a desire for steadfast companionship
and routine. Despite warning signs about the dangerous terrain, both Phoebe and the
dog venture closer to the ocean, drawn by an irresistible pull toward the water. This
act of defiance against caution mirrors Phoebe’s internal struggle to engage fully with
life despite its inherent risks.

At the rocky shore, Phoebe encounters a fisherman whose presence and demeanor
evoke reflections on loneliness and resilience. Through this interaction, Phoebe recalls
her father’s unique way of expressing care, blending humor with concern, and her own
upbringing marked by stoicism and emotional restraint. The ocean, vast and
unknowable, serves as a metaphor for eternity and the unknown depths of human
experience, evoking both fear and awe in Phoebe as she reaches out to touch it,
embracing the moment’s gravity.

The chapter closes with a poignant moment of tension and potential transformation as
Phoebe assists the fisherman with his fishing line. This shared task symbolizes
connection and trust amid uncertainty. Meanwhile, a text from her husband, Matt,



reveals the emotional distance and unresolved pain between them, underscoring
Phoebe’s internal conflict and desire for autonomy. The chapter captures Phoebe’s
complex navigation between vulnerability and strength, solitude and connection, as
she confronts the unpredictable currents of her life.



Chapter 13

In Chapter 13, Phoebe navigates the complexities of her relationship and her
discomfort with traditional maternal roles. Driving with Juice, she reflects on her own
restrained expressions of affection, shaped by a family background where love was
shown in subtle ways rather than overt displays. Unlike her husband, who eagerly
embraces the joys of parenthood and social interactions involving children, Phoebe
feels alienated by the performative happiness expected around kids, revealing a
deeper emotional divide between her and those close to her.

The chapter shifts to a Thanksgiving gathering, highlighting the growing distance
between Phoebe and her husband, Matt. Surrounded by friends and their children,
Phoebe feels like an outsider, unable to connect with the lighthearted conversations
about parenting that flow easily among others. This sense of exclusion is accentuated
by her internal observations of the interactions around her, where she notes the
affectionate attention Matt lavishes on the baby, a tenderness she senses she cannot
replicate, deepening her feelings of isolation and dissatisfaction.

As the narrative progresses, it becomes clear that this emotional rift foreshadows the
unraveling of Phoebe and Matt’s marriage. After the Thanksgiving event, their physical
and emotional intimacy diminishes, and Phoebe finds herself retreating into fantasies
that contrast starkly with her real life. Her ambivalence toward her marriage grows,
accompanied by a complicated longing for a version of her husband that exists only in
her imagination, illustrating the internal conflict between desire and disillusionment.

The chapter closes with a glimpse into Matt’s professional frustrations and his
collaborative work with Mia, suggesting the beginnings of a shift in his personal
alliances. His irritation with his students’ misinterpretations of literary symbolism
parallels his strained relationship with Phoebe. The subtle tension and unresolved
emotions at play hint at the underlying changes in their lives, setting the stage for the



affair that will alter their family dynamics and emotional landscapes.



Chapter 14

In Chapter 14, Phoebe returns Lila’s mother Patricia’s borrowed outfit before heading
to the bachelorette party. Upon arriving at Patricia’s residence, Phoebe notices the
pervasive presence of raven motifs and macabre art, reflecting Patricia’s somber
relationship with death and solitude. Despite Patricia’s initial detachment, Phoebe
invites herself to share a drink, sensing the older woman’s loneliness. Their
conversation reveals Patricia’s frustration with Lila’s restrictions on her behavior
during the wedding preparations, highlighting the strained mother-daughter dynamic
and Patricia’s feelings of isolation.

The dialogue between Phoebe and Patricia delves into Patricia’s extensive art
collection, including notable pieces like a Warhol and Hudson River School paintings.
Patricia’s critique of the hotel’s décor and the symbolic “death painting” above her bed
illustrates her sharp wit and her struggle to find comfort in her surroundings. Their
exchange also touches on Patricia’s health and the doctor’s advice to limit nighttime
drinking, underscoring her attempts to maintain some control amid her challenges.

As the conversation progresses, Patricia reveals more about her complex history with
Lila, lamenting the emotional distance that has grown since Lila’s father passed away.
She shares candid memories of Lila’s childhood, portraying her as a talkative and open
child, contrasting with the guarded adult she has become. Patricia’s candidness about
her daughter’s early attractions to older men and the family’s complicated past
provides insight into the underlying tensions shaping their current relationships.

Finally, Patricia opens up about her own youthful relationship with Henry, Lila’s father,
and the skepticism she faced from her mother regarding his background. This
revelation adds depth to the family’s story and illuminates the generational conflicts
and social judgments that have influenced their lives. Throughout the chapter, the
interaction between Phoebe and Patricia combines moments of humor, vulnerability,



and reflection, enriching the narrative with emotional complexity and nuanced
character development.



Chapter 15

Chapter 15 opens with a bachelorette party at a spa, where the women embark on a
“water journey” involving various pools. The group navigates the awkward rules of
whispering and nudity, with Phoebe encouraging openness and relaxation, while Marla
resists fully embracing the experience. The scene captures the contrasting
personalities and tensions among the women, underscored by humorous dialogue
about modern behaviors like sexting and the pressure to conform to spa etiquette. The
spa setting serves as a backdrop for their interactions, blending lightheartedness with
subtle reflections on personal boundaries and social expectations.

As the women separate into different pools, each embarks on a solitary form of
reflection. Phoebe chooses the cold pool, hoping for relief from her depression despite
knowing no quick fix exists. Lila shares her struggles with Gary’s religiously devout
mother, revealing tensions around faith, marriage, and personal belief systems. Their
conversation highlights the clash between tradition and modern skepticism, with Lila’s
pragmatic view of money replacing spiritual faith. The cold water challenges their
comfort but also fosters moments of quiet introspection, deepening the emotional
texture beneath the party’s festive surface.

The chapter emphasizes the theme of seeking peace amid internal and external
conflicts. Phoebe’s guidance in breathing through discomfort symbolizes the effort to
find calm despite life’s chaos. Lila’s dream about Jim hints at unresolved anxieties,
while the shared silence and ritualistic passing between pools create a temporary unity
among the women. This moment of collective yet individual healing contrasts with the
earlier playful banter, illustrating the complexity of friendship and self-discovery within
the group dynamic.

The chapter concludes with an abrupt shift back to reality as Jim delivers startling
news about a vandalized vintage car, using crude language that confuses Lila and



underscores the clash between decorum and blunt truth. The women’s quick exit and
their whispered signals reflect the ongoing negotiation between personal boundaries
and social roles. This jarring incident punctuates the chapter with humor and tension,
leaving readers with a vivid sense of the unpredictability and layered relationships that
define the story’s social fabric.



Chapter 16

In Chapter 16, the morning after a turbulent night, Lila appears uncharacteristically
subdued as she navigates a severe hangover. Despite her earlier emotional outburst
about rejecting her impending marriage to Gary, she now resumes her usual energetic
demeanor, though clearly exhausted and disillusioned. Lila’s reluctance to participate
in the planned surfing lesson, a gesture initially meant to please her stepson Juice,
reveals her growing disenchantment with the wedding festivities. Phoebe, observing
Lila’s vulnerability and contradictions, senses the underlying tension but hesitates to
confront the deeper issues directly.

The chapter explores the dynamic between Lila and Phoebe as they negotiate the
aftermath of last night’s events. Lila’s candid admission that she is not the
adventurous type she hoped to be underscores her internal conflict and fatigue with
the wedding’s demands. Her humorous yet weary remarks about Motrin and her
refusal to surf highlight her struggle to reconcile expectations with reality. Phoebe,
meanwhile, wrestles with her own feelings of detachment and obligation,
contemplating the boundaries of her involvement in Lila’s life and the wedding, while
also confronting her personal reasons for being there.

On the beach, the scene shifts to a lighter, more relatable moment as Phoebe and
Gary struggle with the absurdity of squeezing into wetsuits that are clearly too small.
This comedic interlude humanizes Gary, revealing his awkwardness and youthful spirit
beneath his adult responsibilities as a fiancé and father. Their shared laughter and
candid exchanges provide a brief respite from the emotional weight of the previous
scenes, emphasizing the theme of vulnerability and the imperfect nature of personal
growth and relationships.

Overall, this chapter balances moments of tension and humor to illustrate the
complexities of family, identity, and expectation. Lila’s weariness and Phoebe’s



cautious engagement reflect the challenges of navigating personal desires amidst
external pressures. The surfing lesson, symbolic of new experiences and connections,
contrasts with the characters’ insecurities and reservations, setting the stage for
further exploration of their relationships and individual journeys.



Chapter 17

In Chapter 17, Phoebe anticipates a visit from Lila before the Blending of the Families
event but is met with silence, leaving her to wrestle with feelings of guilt and
confusion. She reflects on the joy she experienced with Gary earlier in the day, a
feeling she thought was no longer possible for her. Despite feeling unsure, Phoebe
resolves to express gratitude to Lila by preparing her maid of honor speech, though
she struggles to find the right words after recent conversations that have cast doubt
on the nature of Lila and Gary’s relationship.

Phoebe’s internal conflict deepens as she realizes that Lila and Gary may not truly be
in love, but rather two individuals grappling with uncertainty and the desire to avoid
loneliness. Lila appears to seek a partner to fix her problems, while Gary’s happiness
seems tied solely to Lila’s well-being. This dynamic leaves Phoebe questioning the
foundation of their relationship and what it means to be in love, complicating her role
in celebrating their union.

Seeking distraction and perhaps clarity, Phoebe encounters Jim at the hotel bar, who is
also struggling with his best man speech. Their conversation turns into a collaborative
brainstorming session where Phoebe guides Jim to focus on the essential question of
why Lila and Gary are perfect for each other. However, the couple's imperfections and
unresolved issues make it difficult for them to identify a compelling answer,
highlighting the unusual nature of this wedding and the challenge of articulating a
genuine celebration of their bond.

As writer’s block sets in, Jim offers Phoebe marijuana edibles to ease their creative
process, leading to a humorous and vulnerable moment between them. Phoebe, who
has never used drugs before, experiences a mix of paranoia and amusement, while Jim
helps ground her with reassurances. This shared experience not only lightens the
mood but also deepens their connection, setting the stage for the speeches they must



write and the emotional complexities they must confront.



Chapter 18

The chapter opens with Lila stopping by early in the morning, preoccupied with a
power outage that threatens her flower arrangements. She casually mentions Gary’s
inability to walk due to a surfing injury, revealing her anxiety about the upcoming
wedding day. Phoebe is asked to take Gary on errands, a responsibility she feels
conflicted about as she’s supposed to be letting go. Despite her reservations, Phoebe
prepares for her speech that evening, only to find it overly candid and disconnected
from the immediate reality of Gary and Lila’s union. She decides to trust her instincts
and speak spontaneously.

During the car ride, Phoebe and Gary share a candid and poignant conversation about
aging and physical pain. Their dialogue blends humor and melancholy as they
acknowledge the inevitability of bodily decline, likening it to a sinking ship that no one
dares admit is going down. This shared vulnerability creates a moment of connection
and levity, underscored by their playful banter about music and personal anxieties.
The interaction reveals their deep, complex relationship and Phoebe’s bittersweet
acceptance of this being her last day with Gary before his marriage.

As they continue their errands, the chapter highlights the mundane yet intimate
moments between Phoebe and Gary, such as picking up preordered liquor and Phoebe
physically helping Gary with the heavy box he cannot lift. These small acts symbolize
Phoebe’s role in supporting the couple’s wedding despite her internal struggle. The
narrative captures the tension between duty and emotion, illustrating Phoebe’s
determination to embrace the day fully, even as she confronts the end of her own
chapter with Gary.

The chapter closes on a note of quiet reflection and acceptance. Phoebe’s playful and
honest interactions with Gary underscore her resilience and willingness to find joy
amid change and loss. The day’s events serve as a transitional moment, preparing



both characters for the new beginnings and endings that lie ahead. The tone remains
intimate and grounded, emphasizing the complexity of relationships and the nuanced
emotions tied to love, friendship, and letting go.



Chapter 19

Chapter 19 unfolds against the backdrop of Lila’s wedding rehearsal at the Breakers,
where the atmosphere is a blend of solemn tradition and subtle tension. Patricia, Lila’s
mother, appears sober yet weary, hinting at underlying complexities. The event
planner Nancy meticulously arranges the wedding party by importance, emphasizing
the sanctity of the historic venue with strict instructions to avoid touching anything
except one's spouse. Amid this formal setting, quieter moments emerge: Phoebe, a
literature professor, engages with Marla’s son Oliver, whose youthful enthusiasm
contrasts with the restrained adult interactions, while conversations reveal personal
anxieties and relational strains.

As the rehearsal progresses, Phoebe navigates her discomfort and complicated
feelings, especially in relation to Jim, a dependable engineer and friend. Their
interaction, marked by unspoken tension and mutual support, suggests a potential
shift in their relationship dynamic. Meanwhile, the wedding ritual’s power becomes
evident as Lila’s radiant presence overshadows past conflicts, illustrating how
ceremonial acts can momentarily eclipse prior emotional turmoil. The rehearsed
ceremony, with its prescribed roles and gestures, culminates in a poignant yet
understated celebration of union.

The scene then transitions to the rehearsal dinner at the hotel, transformed into an
enchanting setting that contrasts with the earlier formality. Here, Lila confronts the
unexpected presence of a provocative painting of her mother, Patricia, which unsettles
her and others. The artwork—a fragmented, cubist representation—evokes mixed
feelings of beauty and sadness, symbolizing deeper familial and emotional
complexities. This moment highlights the tensions between personal boundaries and
artistic expression, as well as the lingering impact of Patricia’s presence on the family
dynamic.



Throughout the chapter, themes of connection, identity, and the negotiation of
personal and collective histories intertwine. The wedding serves as both a literal and
metaphorical gathering point where characters confront their desires, insecurities, and
relationships. The juxtaposition of youthful innocence and adult complications, the
interplay of tradition and individuality, and the subtle undercurrents of longing and
reconciliation enrich the narrative, setting the stage for unfolding developments within
this intricate social and emotional landscape.



Chapter 20

In Chapter 20, Phoebe confronts the sudden and unexpected presence of her
estranged husband, Matt, who arrives at her hotel room unannounced. Their
interaction is tense and awkward, marked by silence and unspoken emotions. Matt’s
confusion upon seeing Phoebe with another man, Gary, and her daughter Juice
highlights the complexities of their fractured relationship. Despite the physical
distance and emotional barriers that have grown between them, Matt still clings to the
identity of being Phoebe’s husband, while Phoebe struggles with the remnants of their
past connection.

Matt expresses deep regret and sorrow for his previous abandonment of Phoebe,
revealing the pain he endured during her unexplained disappearance. He recounts the
fear and worry he felt, fearing she might have suffered a tragedy similar to a
colleague, Larry. His concern extends to their daughter, Harry, whose secret burial in
the basement symbolizes the emotional weight both carry. Phoebe’s gratitude for
Matt’s care contrasts with her resentment over his departure, underscoring the
unresolved tension and complexity of their shared history.

The chapter delves into Phoebe’s internal conflict as she navigates feelings of anger,
betrayal, and lingering affection. She challenges Matt on his sudden appearance after
years of silence and his assumptions about her life choices. Phoebe reveals her sense
of confinement and dissatisfaction with her previously narrow existence, suggesting
that her disappearance was a response to deeper personal struggles rather than solely
a reaction to Matt’s abandonment. This dialogue exposes the broader themes of
identity, freedom, and the search for self beyond societal and relational expectations.

Ultimately, the chapter portrays a fragile reconciliation between two people grappling
with loss, love, and change. Matt’s admission of cowardice and Phoebe’s
acknowledgment of her complex emotions illustrate the painful yet necessary process



of confronting the past. Despite moments of bitterness, there is a mutual recognition
of enduring love and the possibility of understanding. The chapter closes on an
ambiguous note, reflecting the ongoing emotional turmoil and the tentative steps
toward healing and acceptance.



Chapter 21

Chapter 21 opens with Phoebe waking beside a man she perceives as strange and
unfamiliar, highlighting her internal conflict and disorientation. She wrestles with her
feelings of guilt and confusion, especially since today is Gary’s wedding day, yet her
connection to her husband feels tenuous and awkward. The presence of Aunt Gina and
Uncle Gerald in their wedding attire contrasts with Phoebe’s inner turmoil,
emphasizing the disparity between outward celebrations and her private doubts.
Despite the chaos within, Phoebe prepares to face the day, signaling a reluctant
acceptance of her complicated reality.

As Phoebe enters the bridal suite, the atmosphere is lively with bridesmaids preparing
for the wedding, yet Lila remains distant and inscrutable, cloaked in silence and
solitude. This mood sets a tone of underlying tension and unresolved emotions amidst
the preparations. Phoebe’s interaction with the stylist Tiff introduces a subtle theme of
transformation, as Phoebe embraces a makeover that symbolizes a fresh start or
renewed confidence. The stylist’s candid advice and Phoebe’s willingness to change
reflect an emerging self-awareness and readiness to face upcoming challenges.

The chapter also reveals moments of levity and camaraderie, particularly through Jim’s
humorous apology involving the salvaged palate cleansers. This gesture, while quirky,
serves as an olive branch and a momentary distraction from the heavier emotional
currents. The characters’ interactions underscore the complexities of relationships and
the efforts to mend past grievances, even in small, symbolic ways. Juice’s innocent
questions and Patricia’s contrasting views on sobriety further enrich the social
dynamics and individual perspectives present in the bridal suite.

Finally, Lila’s refusal to drink champagne and her calm demeanor introduce a poignant
note of sobriety and self-control amid celebration. Her serene stoicism contrasts with
her mother Patricia’s confusion, hinting at deeper personal convictions and possibly



foreshadowing future conflicts or revelations. This quiet moment encapsulates the
chapter’s exploration of identity, change, and the interplay between public
appearances and private truths, setting the stage for the unfolding narrative of
relationships and self-discovery.



Chapter 22

In Chapter 22, Phoebe takes a solitary drive to the Breakers in a champagne-stocked
Mercedes, reflecting on the lives of the wealthy and their hidden desires. Her
fascination with nineteenth-century novels about the rich frames her thoughts on what
people truly need beyond material wealth. The chapter opens with Phoebe
contemplating the emotional void a bride might feel, even amid a grand wedding
setting, setting a tone of introspection and questioning the nature of happiness and
fulfillment.

Phoebe then delivers the devastating news to Gary that Lila, the bride, will not be
marrying him. Her confrontation in the wedding hall is marked by a mix of stoicism and
raw emotion, as Gary silently processes the reality of the canceled ceremony.
Phoebe's directness in addressing the assembled wedding guests underscores her
resolve to face difficult truths head-on, signaling her personal growth and
determination to live authentically, regardless of the discomfort it causes others.

As the wedding crowd disperses, the focus shifts to Phoebe and Matt, who share a
quiet moment away from the chaos. Phoebe reveals her decision not to return to the
hotel or the life she once knew, expressing a desire to take medical leave and pursue
writing. Their conversation balances humor and vulnerability, highlighting the
complexity of their relationship. Matt’s restrained emotions and Phoebe’s newfound
resolve illustrate a turning point for both characters.

The chapter closes with Phoebe embracing the present moment, savoring small joys
like her dress and a bottle of champagne. This scene symbolizes her shift from
intellectual detachment toward a fuller engagement with life and her own body. The
interplay between Phoebe’s inner transformation and the external circumstances of
the interrupted wedding creates a poignant exploration of identity, loss, and the hope
for renewal.



Chapter 23

Chapter 23 opens with a subdued atmosphere at the Cornwall hotel following the
abrupt cancellation of a wedding. The usual celebratory mood has vanished, replaced
by an awkward silence and a sense of discomfort among the guests and staff alike.
Pauline, the hotel employee, reflects this shift with a more solemn demeanor as she
handles inquiries and logistical issues, such as the non-refund of spa fees and the
reopening of amenities. Meanwhile, Phoebe observes her friends Nat and Suz quietly
processing the news, revealing their insights into the bride’s true feelings and their
own reflections on love and marriage.

As the chapter progresses, Phoebe wrestles with her desire to remain at the hotel
despite the changing circumstances. She requests an extension of her stay but is
denied due to another wedding booking, which leaves her feeling unsettled and
reluctant to leave the place that has become a temporary refuge. This moment
highlights Phoebe’s internal conflict and her yearning for stability amid the chaos. The
narrative shifts to a quieter, introspective scene where Phoebe contemplates the
absence of Gary, a significant figure whose whereabouts are unknown, deepening her
sense of uncertainty and emotional isolation.

The story then moves to a more intimate setting where Phoebe interacts with other
characters, such as Marla and Oliver, sharing light moments that contrast with the
earlier tension. These interactions provide a brief respite and reveal Phoebe’s attempts
to connect and find normalcy. However, back in her room, Phoebe faces the reality of
impending departure and the emotional weight of leaving a place she has grown to
love. This reflection is intertwined with her academic interests, as she revisits her
wedding speech and the literary analysis of Victorian marriage plots, drawing parallels
between fiction and her own experiences.



The chapter concludes on a note of tentative hope and unresolved feelings. Phoebe
receives a job offer that excites her but hesitates to share the news, underscoring her
complex emotional state. She immerses herself in the story of Jane Eyre, focusing on
the foreshadowing of a failed wedding, mirroring her own situation and the themes of
love, expectation, and entrapment. This literary engagement serves both as an
intellectual pursuit and a coping mechanism, leaving the reader with a nuanced
portrayal of Phoebe’s inner life as she navigates uncertainty and change.



Chapter 24

The chapter opens with Marla firmly situated in the conservatory, determined not to
leave until she sees Gary. Despite the tension surrounding the absent groom, Marla
insists on indulging in the wedding brunch, sparking a lighthearted debate about the
propriety of eating the food when the wedding itself is in question. As others gradually
join, including family members and friends, they share anecdotes about Gary’s
past—highlighting his mischievous youth and the impact of a childhood fire caused by
his doughnut obsession. These stories, seemingly meant for Phoebe’s comfort, paint a
vivid picture of Gary’s character and his lifelong struggle to be “Mr. Perfect.”

Throughout the morning, Phoebe remains hopeful for Gary’s arrival, but he fails to
appear. The family’s concern is palpable, with Jim vocally urging Gary to come down
and join them. Despite reassurances that Gary is simply dealing with a breakup,
Phoebe feels compelled to reach out, sending him a text to let him know he is in their
thoughts. This gesture underscores her empathy and desire to support him during a
vulnerable moment. Meanwhile, Phoebe’s ex-husband texts her, a reminder of ongoing
personal complexities and the tentative nature of their relationship.

As the scene shifts to the wedding lobby, new guests arrive, and preparations for the
new wedding of Sophia and Stephen are underway. Pauline’s efforts to welcome
attendees contrast with Lila’s absence, who is instead distant and preoccupied with
her own life in Canada. The mingling guests exchange farewells and promises to stay
in touch, though Phoebe doubts these connections will endure beyond this fleeting
gathering. The atmosphere is bittersweet, capturing the transient nature of
relationships and moments shared during the wedding week.

Finally, Phoebe’s interaction with Jim reveals a tender attempt to maintain friendship
despite changed circumstances. Their playful banter and mutual understanding hint at
the possibility of continued connection beyond the wedding. Meanwhile, Phoebe’s text



exchange with Gary reveals a return to familiarity and shared history, as they
reminisce about youthful antics. This dialogue, occurring while Phoebe shops for
luggage, symbolizes a tentative step toward reconnection, blending humor with an
undercurrent of emotional complexity. The chapter closes with an open-ended sense of
hope and uncertainty about what lies ahead.


