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The Flamingo Wasn’t on the Timeline

MAREN COLE HAD HANDLED runaway brides, fainting grooms, one firework-related swan incident, and a mother of the bride who’d tried to replace the officiant with her astrologer.

But the flamingo was new, adding an unexpected twist that kept everyone on their toes, fueling the wedding's lively chaos.

Technically, it wasn’t in the ballroom. Technically, it wasn’t touching the champagne wall. 

Still, the flamingo's presence could cause a major disruption if it wasn’t handled quickly, which made Maren’s left eye twitch even more.

But it was close enough to a five-tier display of chilled crystal coupes. That wasn’t ideal.

Her left eye only twitched when someone had lied to her, when a groom’s college friends had access to microphones, or when imported flowers met coastal humidity and lost the will to live.

Apparently, it also twitched for large pink birds today.

“Please tell me that’s not a live flamingo near the champagne wall,” Maren said into her headset.

A burst of static answered her.

Then a voice she didn’t recognize said, “It’s more beside the champagne wall than near it.”

Maren stopped walking.

The courtyard of the Middle Key Resort shimmered in front of her like a luxury fever dream. White stone pathways curved through lush palms. The ocean beyond the terrace was the kind of blue travel magazines described as impossible, which mostly meant it had been photographed by someone who’d never had to transport two hundred monogrammed welcome bags through eighty-six-degree heat.

Staff members in linen uniforms moved across the property, their bright, haunted expressions revealing they’d been told to smile through disaster, making the chaos feel even more real.

A florist misted orchids as if resuscitating them.

A bellman drove a golf cart stacked with garment bags past a man carrying a tray of sea-glass place cards.

Somewhere nearby, a woman was saying, “But my daughter specifically requested emotional neutrals.”

Maren inhaled through her nose.

She’d been on Middle Key for twelve minutes. Twelve.

“Who’s responsible for the flamingo?” she asked.

More static. Then: “We’re looking into that.”

“Great. While we’re looking, let’s also ask ourselves why a flamingo has better access to the welcome brunch than half the groom’s family.”

She crossed the courtyard in nude heels that had survived cobblestones, lawns, gravel, and one truly traumatic vineyard wedding. Her honey-brown hair was secured in a low bun at the nape of her neck, smooth enough to suggest serenity, tight enough to punish loose thoughts.

Her cream blazer hadn’t wrinkled on the flight. Her wide-leg trousers moved with purpose. Her gold hoops caught the sun whenever she turned her head.

To the untrained eye, Maren Cole looked calm, a steady anchor amid the wedding's unpredictable storm.

Maren had spent fourteen years perfecting the look.

Calm was useful. Calm made billionaires lower their voices. Calm made panicked brides breathe. Calm made hotel managers stop saying words like “unfortunately” and start producing solutions.

Calm was also complete fiction.

“Lena,” Maren said, spotting the resort’s junior event liaison near a column wrapped in white bougainvillea. “You’re with me.”

Lena was twenty-three, freckled, and clutching a tablet like it contained state secrets.

“Hi. Yes. Welcome to Middle Key. We’re so excited you’re here.”

“I can tell. Nothing says excitement like a flamingo in a beverage zone.”

Lena’s eyes widened. “We’ve called the handler.”

“There’s a handler?”

“There’s supposed to be.”

Maren smiled.

Lena flinched.

That was fair. Maren’s professional smile often made people reassess their life choices.

“Excellent,” Maren said. “Find the handler. Move the champagne wall six feet toward the west hedge. Nobody pours until we’ve confirmed there’s no bird dander situation, and please tell me the welcome macarons are indoors.”

“They’re in the sun room.”

“In direct sun?”

Lena glanced at the tablet.

Maren closed her eyes for one second. One controlled, private second in which she didn’t scream. When she opened them, Lena had gone pale.

“The sun room is decorative language,” Lena said. “There’s shade.”

“Shade isn’t refrigeration.”

“I’ll check the macarons.”

“Thank you.”

Lena hurried away.

Maren turned in a slow circle, taking in the courtyard, the staff, the ocean, the floral installations, the cameras already being unpacked by a content team that was supposed to arrive tomorrow, and the flamingo, which had now lifted one leg with the entitlement of a trust fund nephew.

This wedding had all the signs.

Too much money. Too many opinions. Too many people use phrases like “intimate moment” when inviting 240 guests.

Maren Cole was the high-profile wedding consultant people called when a million-dollar wedding was one champagne tower, missing groom, or feuding mother-in-law away from disaster.

Unfortunately, this wedding appeared to be flirting with all three.

The bride was Sloane Whitaker, daughter of Grant Whitaker, billionaire developer and founder of Whitaker Reserve, a luxury resort empire built on places that looked untouched by human hands because human hands had spent obscene amounts of money touching every inch of them.

Middle Key was his newest jewel. A private island off the Florida coast, recently renovated, aggressively exclusive, and still smelling faintly of fresh paint beneath the expensive gardenias.

The groom was Bennett Wilder, son of Cassian Wilder, the retired movie star whose face had launched a thousand rainy-night romance rewatches in the nineties.

Sloane and Ben’s wedding was being described in press whispers as the society event of the season.

Maren had another name for it: a 'brand launch in a veil,' highlighting how the wedding was more about image than genuine celebration, which added a humorous layer to her perspective.

A brand launch in a veil.

Which was fine. Maren knew brands. She knew veils. She knew how to make a father of the bride feel in control while making sure his daughter got down the aisle without being turned into a brochure.

She also knew she needed this job to go well.

Not beautifully. Not memorably. Perfectly.

Because people called women like Maren brilliant right up until the first thing went wrong. Then they called them difficult. Overpriced. Unprepared. Replaceable.

Maren had no interest in being replaceable.

A man in a pale suit approached her with the expression of someone who’d been waiting to complain since breakfast.

“Maren Cole?”

“Yes.”

“Peter Vale, Whitaker Communications.”

“Wilder,” Maren said.

He blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Ben’s last name is Wilder. Unless you’ve changed grooms without telling me, which would be inconvenient for the programs.”

Peter’s smile tightened. “Of course. Wilder. Sorry. I’ve been dealing with Cassian’s team all morning.”

“Is there a problem with Cassian’s team?”

“There’s a conversation around guest privacy.”

“That sounds like a problem wearing loafers.”

Peter glanced toward the terrace, where two women with glossy hair and large sunglasses stood beside a photographer who was pretending not to take photos. “There’s also been a slight issue with arrival posts.”

“How slight?”

“Three influencers tagged the resort before the approved release time.” Maren looked at him. Peter cleared his throat. “And one tagged the bride.”

“Tell them the Wi-Fi is undergoing maintenance until after the welcome brunch.”

“We can’t turn off the Wi-Fi.”

“I didn’t say turn it off. I said, "Tell them it’s undergoing maintenance. The difference is legal, Peter.” His mouth opened, then shut. “Also,” Maren continued, “anyone posting the bride without approval loses access to the farewell brunch gift suite.”

Peter’s face changed. Fear, then admiration.

Maren knew that look. She’d built half a career on it.

“I’ll handle it,” he said.

“Lovely.”

Her headset crackled. “Maren?” Lena’s voice came through. “The macarons are sweating.”

Maren stared at the ocean. Of course they were. “Move them to the catering prep room. Replace any cracked shells before guests arrive. If anyone asks, the sun room was always intended as an arrival display.”

“Got it.”

“And Lena?”

“Yes?”

“Find the flamingo handler before the flamingo finds the macarons.”

Maren started toward the covered walkway that led to the main villa. The resort unfolded around her with irritating beauty. Palm fronds shifted overhead. The air smelled like salt, citrus, and very expensive stress. In another life, she might’ve paused to admire it. In this life, she had a bride to locate, a groom’s family to contain, a father of the bride to outmaneuver, and a bird with questionable credentials.

She found Sloane Whitaker on the ocean terrace, surrounded by five people who were all speaking at once.

Sloane stood at the center of them in a white linen dress that probably cost more than Maren’s first car. She was tall and slim, with champagne-blonde hair in perfect soft waves and pale blue eyes fixed on a point somewhere beyond the water.

She looked stunning. She also looked like she’d been removed from her body and replaced with a tasteful placeholder.

“The cream photographs than better than the ivory,” said a woman Maren recognized from the dossier as Sloane’s mother, Vivienne.

“The ivory is warmer,” said a stylist.

“The welcome look needs to connect visually to the rehearsal palette,” said another woman, whose job Maren didn’t know and already disliked.

Sloane smiled. It was a beautiful smile. Practiced. Empty. “Whatever’s easiest,” she said.

Maren felt the words land in an uncomfortable place.

Whatever’s easiest was bride code for I’ve surrendered, please stop asking me to perform enthusiasm while you erase me.

Maren stepped forward. “Good morning, Sloane.”

Sloane turned, and something like relief flickered across her face before she covered it. “Maren. Hi.”

Maren took both of Sloane’s hands because brides, like skittish horses and famous actors, responded well to gentle containment. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

“We’re going to make this week feel calm.”

Sloane gave a small laugh. “That sounds fake, but I appreciate it.”

“I didn’t say it will be calm. I said it will feel calm. That’s what you’re paying me for.”

For the first time, Sloane’s smile reached her eyes.

Behind her, Vivienne Whitaker cleared her throat. “We’re discussing wardrobe continuity.”

“Of course,” Maren said. “Continuity is vital. So does the bride have enough oxygen to enjoy her own wedding week? Can I borrow Sloane for three minutes?”

Vivienne looked like she might object. Then she remembered Maren was expensive enough to be obeyed. “Three minutes,” she said.

Maren guided Sloane toward the edge of the terrace, where the water glittered beyond the railing.

Sloane exhaled. “Is it too late to elope?”

“Legally, no. Socially, your mother would weaponize the seating chart.”

Sloane laughed, then covered her mouth like laughter had broken a rule.

Maren softened. “How are you?”

Sloane looked over her shoulder. “Everyone keeps asking me that.”

“I’m sure. But I’m better at spotting lies.”

The bride’s eyes met hers. For a second, the polished shell cracked. “I’m fine,” Sloane said.

Maren nodded. “Terrible answer, but we’ll work up to honesty.” That earned another real smile. Before Maren could say more, Peter appeared again at the terrace doors, waving one hand with urgency. Maren turned to Sloane. “I’ll come find you before the brunch. Drink water. Eat something with protein. Avoid anyone holding garment tape.”

Sloane’s mouth twitched. “Yes, ma’am.”

Maren crossed to Peter. “What now?”

“The groom has requested additions to the guest itinerary.”

Maren’s stomach gave a small, unhelpful twist. “What kind of additions?”

“Personal touches.”

“No.”

Peter blinked. “I haven’t told you what they are.”

“Personal touches added after final timeline approval are how people end up releasing butterflies in ballrooms.”

“These aren’t butterflies.”

“Peter.”

He checked his phone. “It’s a guest engagement vendor.”

Maren went still. “A what?”

“Guest engagement. Immersive entertainment. Memory activations. The groom’s team says it’s already approved.”

“No guest experience vendor appears on my master schedule.”

“It’s under entertainment.”

“The entertainment is a string quartet, a jazz trio, and one DJ who’s been contractually forbidden from playing line dances.”

Peter swallowed. “This is separate.”

Maren held out her hand.

Peter gave her his phone.

There it was, beneath a cluster of forwarded emails and attachment links.

Hart & Wild Experiences: Guest engagement, immersive entertainment, personalized memory activations. Lead designer: Eli Hart

The courtyard noise thinned.

For a second, Maren saw only the name. Eli Hart.

There were plenty of Harts in the world, of course. Maren knew that. Reasonable people understood that surnames weren’t the exclusive property of anyone. Somewhere, there were probably dozens of Eli Harts roaming around, unbothered, emotionally uncomplicated, and nowhere near her champagne wall.

But Maren knew. Her body knew before her mind finished pretending. Her grip tightened around Peter’s phone.

“Maren?” Peter asked.

She handed it back. “This vendor wasn’t cleared through me.”

“The groom hired him.”

“The groom isn’t the client of record.”

Peter winced. “Technically, the groom’s family is covering entertainment.”

“Technically, a flamingo is adjacent to the champagne wall. That hasn’t improved my morning.” 

Her headset crackled again. “Maren?” Lena sounded breathless. “We found the handler.”

“Wonderful.”

“But now the flamingo is loose.”

Maren looked toward the courtyard.

The flamingo had moved. Not far. Just far enough to become everyone’s problem.

It was strutting toward the champagne wall with the dreamy confidence of a creature that had never signed a liability waiver.

Maren handed Peter a look that promised this conversation wasn’t over and walked fast enough that her heels snapped against the stone. “Lena,” she said into the headset, “nobody approaches it with food. Nobody takes a photo. Nobody says the word exotic in front of a guest. Where’s the handler?”

“Coming from the west lawn.”

“Why was the flamingo on the west lawn?”

“It was part of a sunrise wellness activation.”

Maren stopped. A sunrise wellness activation.

She’d chosen the wrong profession. Somewhere, someone was being paid to put birds near yoga mats and call it luxury.

She entered the courtyard just as a server tried to protect the champagne wall with his body.

“Step away from the glassware,” Maren called. The server froze. The flamingo blinked at her. Maren blinked back. “Okay,” she murmured. “Nobody panic.”

“I’m not panicking,” said a voice behind her. “I’m observing.”

The world tilted. Not much. Just enough.

Maren knew that voice.

She’d heard it in hotel kitchens after midnight, warm with laughter and cake crumbs. She’d heard it over bad phone connections from cities she’d never visited, saying, ‘You’d hate it here, Cole, there’s no logical traffic pattern.’ She’d heard it in an empty chapel closet during a power outage, whispering jokes until she forgot she was scared of the dark.

She’d missed that voice for one thousand and ninety-three days. Not that she was counting.

Maren turned.

Eli Hart stood under a palm tree with a clipboard in one hand and a half-smile that had once been her favorite terrible idea.

He was thirty-five now, though the years had been unfair to him in the way years often were to men who already had good bone structure. His dark blond hair was longer than she remembered, swept back by the breeze, and probably no comb. His blue-gray eyes met hers with an expression that looked amused from a distance and careful up close.

He wore rolled sleeves, dark trousers, and the kind of relaxed confidence that made event staff trust him before they should.

Maren hated that. She hated that part of her felt relieved.

“Hi, Cole,” he said.

Her heart did something undignified. She ignored it. “Hart.”

His smile deepened by one dangerous degree. “You look terrifying.”

“You look employed without my consent.”

“That’s a specific look.”

“It suits you.”

The flamingo chose that moment to flap one wing.

The server made a sound that wouldn’t inspire confidence in a hostage negotiator.

Maren pointed at the handler jogging toward them from the lawn. “You. Bird. Now.”

The handler, sunburned and sweating, nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Eli leaned closer. “Before you ask, the flamingo isn’t mine.”

“The fact that you had to clarify that is exactly the problem.”

“I’m more of a peacock guy.”

“Of course you are.”

His eyes flicked over her face, and for one awful second, the air between them shifted from banter to memory.

Maren looked away first.

She had an event to save. She had a bride to protect. She had a career-making wedding perched on the edge of chaos, and Eli Hart had always been too good at finding edges.

Peter appeared beside her, flushed. “Maren, I see you’ve met Mr. Hart.”

“We’ve met.”

Eli’s smile stayed in place, but something in it thinned.

Peter missed it, because Peter seemed like a man who missed most emotional subtext unless it arrived in a press release. “Wonderful,” he said. “Then the vendor meeting should be productive.”

“No,” Maren said.

Peter blinked. “No?”

“No, as in Mr. Hart won’t be participating in any programming until I’ve reviewed every proposal, contract, insurance rider, staffing note, and emotionally manipulative surprise he intends to unleash on this wedding.”

Eli pressed a hand to his chest. “Emotionally manipulative surprise. That’s going on my website.”

“It’ll look lovely under litigation.”

“There she is.”

Maren’s spine straightened.

Eli seemed to regret them at once, though he covered it with the half-smile she knew better than to trust.

Peter looked between them. “The groom has already approved Mr. Hart’s involvement.”

“The groom has poor timing,” Maren said.

“I’m standing right here,” Eli said.

“I’m aware.”

“Just checking. You used to ignore me with more warmth.”

Maren’s smile sharpened. “You used to require less ignoring.”

His gaze held hers.

Around them, the handler coaxed the flamingo away from the champagne wall. Staff resumed breathing. The ocean kept sparkling like it had no respect for human suffering.

Eli lowered his voice. “Relax. I’m not here to ruin your wedding.”

Maren felt the old wound flare, bright and mean. “Funny,” she said. “Last time, you didn’t need to be here long.”

The smile left his face. Not all at once. Eli never gave away a bruise that easily. But Maren saw it. The shift in his eyes. The stillness in his hands.

There he was. The man behind the performance.

“Good to know we’re starting with revisionist history,” he said.

Peter made a faint noise. “Should I, um, circle back?”

“Yes,” Maren and Eli said at the same time.

Peter vanished with impressive speed.

For a moment, they stood facing each other across three years of silence, one luxury courtyard, and a flamingo who’d caused less damage than either of them.

Maren should’ve said something professional. ‘Welcome to Middle Key.’ ‘Send me your paperwork.’ ‘Stay out of my way.’

Instead, she noticed a small scar near Eli’s thumb, pale against his skin. She remembered when he’d gotten it. A broken lantern installation. A wedding in Austin. Blood on a cocktail napkin. Eli insisting he was fine while Maren threatened to sedate him with mini quiches.

She remembered too much. 

“So,” he said, voice lighter now. “Seven days.”

Maren glanced toward the terrace, where Sloane stood surrounded by people, looking like a woman trying to disappear in couture. Beyond her, the resort gleamed. Cameras waited. Families circled. Money hummed under every flower arrangement.

Seven days. She could survive seven days with Eli Hart. After all, she’d survived losing him.

“I’ll need your full schedule in ten minutes,” she said.

“You’ll have it in five.”

“Your insurance rider.”

“Already sent.”

“Your staff list.”

“In your inbox.”

“Your emergency plan.”

“I was hoping you’d be my emergency plan.”

Maren looked at him.

He grinned. It was a terrible grin. Familiar. Bright. Built to make people forgive what they hadn’t yet decided to be angry about.

Maren wouldn’t. Not again.

“Guess we’re stuck in the middle again, Cole,” Eli said.

Maren looked from him to the champagne wall, from the champagne wall to the bride, from the bride to the ocean glittering beyond all this expensive impending doom.

Then she gave him the smile that made junior planners stand up straighter. “Try to keep up, Hart.”

And with cold professional certainty, Maren realized this wedding was going to be a disaster.
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Chapter Two




The Man With the Clipboard
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Eli Hart had imagined seeing Maren Cole again approximately one thousand times.

This wasn’t romantic. It was inconvenient.

It happened in airports, mostly. Hotel lobbies. Event halls. Once in a gas station outside Savannah, where a woman with honey-brown hair had reached for the last bag of sour gummy worms, and Eli had gone so still, the cashier asked if he needed medical assistance.

He’d imagined Maren older. Colder. Happier. Regretful. Married. Divorced. Wearing black and pretending she’d never had a favorite flavor of gas station slushie.

He’d imagined himself calm.

That had been the funniest part. Because there she was, standing in a sunlit courtyard on Middle Key, looking like a woman who could organize a hurricane into three tasteful weather moments, and Eli felt about as calm as the flamingo currently being escorted away from the champagne wall, aware of her commanding presence and struggling to keep his composure.

Maren Cole was thirty-four now. Her hazel eyes were sharp enough to cut ribbon. Her cream blazer looked expensive and practical, radiating a quiet confidence that drew attention.

She looked polished. She looked impossible. She looked like the last three years had cost her nothing.

Which was rude, since they’d cost Eli a lot.

“Try to keep up, Hart,” she said, then turned away as if dismissing him from her atmosphere.

Eli watched her cross the courtyard, issuing instructions through her headset with the sort of controlled authority that made people obey before they realized they had free will.

A server straightened.

The florist stopped over-misting the orchids.

A man with a tray of champagne glasses backed away from a palm arrangement as if Maren had personally reminded him of gravity.

Eli should’ve hated the effect she had on a room. He mostly hated that he’d missed it, feeling the weight of unspoken regret and longing that made his chest tighten.

“Mr. Hart?”

Eli looked over.

Peter from communications hovered beside him, sweating through a linen suit that had started the morning with optimism and was losing the battle by the minute.

“Call me Eli.”

Peter laughed, as if names had nothing to do with why his soul was leaving his body. “Of course. Eli. The vendor meeting’s been moved up.”

“Let me guess. Maren?”

“Ms. Cole thinks alignment is needed.”

“Ms. Cole thinks joy requires a permit.” Peter blinked. “Never mind.” Eli adjusted the clipboard under his arm. “Lead the way.”

They walked through the resort’s covered breezeway, which looked like someone had asked an architect to design serenity for people who owned boats with smaller boats inside them. White stone floors. Cane chairs. Oversized palms. Brass lanterns. Ocean views framed so precisely they seemed contractual.

Middle Key was gorgeous. Eli could admit that, but the atmosphere was a tense undercurrent of polished, lethal energy that made every smile and gesture feel calculated, keeping the reader engaged with the underlying conflict.

Not the fun kind of tense, where a best man might confess love during cocktail hour and someone’s aunt would lose an earring in the cake.

This was rich-people tense. The kind that hummed beneath everything, polished and fragrant and lethal. The staff smiled too hard. The guests looked around as if deciding which view would make the best humblebrag. Every orchid seemed aware of its market value.

Eli’s job was to find the heartbeat underneath all that money. He was good at that.

People thought he created a spectacle. They saw the surprise performances, the handwritten clues, the hidden musicians, the secret stories built into a room. They saw the part that sparkled.

They missed the work. They missed the interviews, the research, the quiet questions. They missed the way he listened when someone said, ‘Oh, she used to love this song,’ or ‘He’d never admit it, but he cries at home videos,’ or ‘Her father always called her Sunny when she was small.’

Eli didn’t make events bigger. He made them more honest. At least, that was the pitch.

Maren used to understand that.

Before Napa. Before she’d stood in an empty reception tent with wilted flowers at her feet and told him he’d made himself easy to blame.

A laugh burst from somewhere near the pool. Eli looked over and saw a group of early arrivals holding welcome cocktails garnished with tiny edible flowers. One of them posed beside a branded sign that read: Sloane & Ben, Meet Us in the Middle

Subtle.

Peter followed his gaze. “Lovely, right?”

“It’s definitely words on a sign.”

Peter blinked again.

Eli made a note to reduce sarcasm toward Peter by 30%.

They turned into a smaller lounge just off the main ballroom. The vendor meeting had already begun because, of course, Maren had started without him. She stood at the head of a long white table, one hand resting beside a stack of folders, the other holding a pen like she might use it for notes or murder.

Around the table sat the resort manager, two catering leads, the floral designer, a security coordinator, Peter, a woman from the Whitaker family office, and three people Eli assumed were involved in photography because they had the brittle confidence of people who’d once said ‘golden hour’ during a medical emergency.

Maren paused when Eli entered. Not long enough for anyone else to notice. Long enough for him.

“Mr. Hart,” she said. “Thank you for joining us.”

“Wouldn’t miss being summoned.”

Her smile could’ve chilled champagne. “Wonderful. Sit.”

He sat. Across from her.

A mistake, maybe. But if he sat beside her, he’d spend the whole meeting noticing things. The fine gold chain at her throat. The tiny crease between her brows. The way she’d already removed one earring back and replaced it, which meant she’d been anxious before he arrived.

Maren picked up a folder. “For everyone’s awareness, Hart & Wild Experiences has been added to the wedding week schedule at the request of the groom’s family.”

The woman from the Whitaker office pursed her lips. Eli smiled at her. She softened.

Maren noticed. Naturally.

“Mr. Hart will provide all final plans to my team for review before execution,” Maren continued. “No activity will proceed without approval from event operations, security, catering, and me.”

Eli raised a finger. “Small clarification.”

Maren looked at him. “Is it helpful?”

“Could be.”

“Then proceed.”

“I’m not here to add activities. I’m here to design experiences.”

The room went quiet, the way rooms do when people sense pretension and reach for imaginary popcorn.

Maren’s expression didn’t change. “Lovely distinction,” she said. “Will the experiences involve fire?”

“Only emotional.”

The catering lead coughed into her hand.

Maren’s eyes narrowed. “Animals?”

“Not after this morning. I can read a room.”

“Props?”

“Some.”

“Actors?”

“Possibly.”

“Hidden elements?”

“That’s a hostile term.”

“That’s a yes.”

Eli leaned back. “Maren.” Her name felt strange in his mouth after three years. Too familiar for the room. Too intimate for a meeting with canapés under discussion. Her gaze flicked to his. A warning. He ignored it, because apparently he’d woken up eager to be stabbed by eye contact. “I know what happened last time,” he said. The air shifted. Maren’s fingers tightened around her pen. No one at the table knew enough to understand the sentence, but everyone knew enough to wish they weren’t in it. Eli held her stare. “I’ve got every detail documented. Every performer briefed. Every contingency outlined. I’m not here to make your job harder.”

“Good,” she said. “Because my job’s already at capacity.”

There it was. That voice. Smooth, precise, impossible to argue with unless you knew where she hid the soft places.

Eli did. Or he used to.

The resort manager cleared his throat. “Perhaps we can review the schedule?”

“Excellent idea,” Maren said, without looking away from Eli. “The welcome brunch begins at eleven. Guest arrivals continue until four. Sunset cocktails at six-thirty. Family dinner at eight. Tomorrow’s beach luncheon has been moved indoors because of wind projections. Thursday’s rehearsal dinner remains the emotional centerpiece of the week.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?” Eli asked.

“We’re calling it what it is.”

“Bold, since I thought no one had emotions until after the salad course.”

A photographer snorted.

Maren gave him one glance. The photographer studied his notebook like he’d found religion.

Eli pressed his lips together. He’d forgotten how much fun she was when she was trying to ruin him.

The meeting continued. Maren reviewed timings, staff movements, guest privacy rules, social media restrictions, floral refreshes, transportation plans, and three backup rain options, one of which involved tenting the western terrace and another that seemed to require an act of Congress.

Eli listened. He even behaved for most of it. Mostly. 

Because underneath the clipped tone and the color-coded folders, Maren was doing what she’d always done. She was building a wall around everyone else’s happiness and calling it a timeline.

And she was good. So good, he wanted to applaud and argue with her at the same time.

When the meeting ended, people rose with the grateful rush of children released from a test.

Maren closed her folder. “Mr. Hart, stay back.”

The resort manager looked at Eli with pity.

Eli smiled. “Pray for me.”

“No one’s praying,” Maren said.

“Not with that attitude,” Eli said.

The room emptied. The door clicked shut.

For the first time all morning, Eli and Maren were alone.

Not truly alone. They were separated by a table, a glass wall, several years of resentment, and one clipboard that looked like it had seen violence.

Still. Alone enough.

Maren removed her headset and set it on the table. Without it, she looked less armored. Not softer, exactly. Maren didn’t soften by accident. But more herself, maybe. More dangerous.

“I need to know why you’re here,” she said.

Eli rested his hands on the back of a chair. “Ben hired me.”

“I know who signed the contract.”

“Then you know why I’m here.”

“I know what the paperwork says. I’m asking what you’re doing here, at this wedding, with me.”

Her voice dipped on the last two words. With me.

Eli wished it hadn’t landed where it did.

He glanced out the window. Beyond the glass, staff carried trays across the terrace. The ocean moved in bright, careless sheets. Somewhere, guests were probably using the phrase bucket list without shame.

“Ben thinks the wedding’s becoming a production,” Eli said.

“It is a production.”

“He wants it to feel like a wedding.”

“It will feel like a wedding if everyone survives long enough to reach the vows.”

“That’s your slogan?”

“It tests well with father of the bride.”

Eli smiled despite himself.

Maren’s mouth twitched. Just once. There and gone.

“He loves her,” Eli said. “He wants her to remember why they’re doing this.”

Maren looked down at the folder. “And he couldn’t tell her that himself?”

“He’s trying.”

“He hired you instead.”

“Sometimes people need help saying the thing.”

She looked at him then. “Or they use a grand gesture to avoid saying it.”

The words found their target. Eli felt them settle under his ribs. “That’s rich,” he said.

Her face closed.

‘Good,’ he thought. Then hated himself for thinking it.

They’d been in the same room for less than an hour, and he was already twelve versions of himself. The charming one. The wounded one. The man who wanted to make her laugh. The man who wanted her to admit she’d been wrong. The man who’d once been in love with her and had handled that fact with the grace of a person juggling knives on a trampoline.

“Every plan goes through me,” Maren said.

“Fine.”

“No hidden performers.”

“Depends on how you define hidden.”

“Hart.”

“Fine.”

“No surprise reveals involving family secrets.”

His jaw tightened.

Her eyes changed. She saw it. 

“Maren,” he said, and this time her name wasn’t a mistake. “I’m not repeating Napa.”

“No,” she said. “We’re not.”

He laughed once, without humor. “Interesting choice of pronoun.”

Color touched her cheeks. Not much. Enough.

For a second, neither of them spoke.

There was a time he would’ve filled that silence. Made a joke. Turned the knife into a magic trick. He’d been good at that, too. Instead, he let it sit between them.

Maren looked away first. “I have Sloane to check on,” she said.

“Of course.”

She picked up her headset, then paused. “Ben hired you because he’s scared.”

Eli studied her. “Yeah.”

“And Sloane’s scared too.” That surprised him. Maren slid the folder into her tote. “She’s just quieter about it.”

Eli felt something in his chest pull tight. He’d always loved that about her, though he’d never told her. Maren could read a room like a weather system. She saw the pressure changes that no one else noticed.

“You caught that already?” he asked.

“I’m good at my job.”

“I know.”

That stopped her.

He hadn’t meant to say it like that. Soft. Honest. Like praise, not strategy.

Maren’s throat moved. Then she put the headset back on, and the wall returned. “Five minutes,” she said. “Full schedule. My inbox.”

He tapped his clipboard. “Sent it during the meeting.”

“Of course you did.”

“I’m fun and prepared.”

“You’re one of those things.”

“Which one?”

She walked to the door. “I’ll let you know when I see evidence.” Then she left.

Eli stood alone in the lounge, listening to the distant noise of the resort, the ocean, the staff, the machinery of a wedding too expensive to breathe.

His phone buzzed. Ben Wilder.

Eli answered. “Please tell me you’ve reconsidered and want a bounce house.”

Ben’s voice came through tight. “Is it bad that I’m hiding in the gym?”

“Depends. Are you working out or avoiding your future father-in-law?”

“Both, but mostly the second.”

“Respectable.”

“Did you meet Maren?”

Eli looked at the door she’d just walked through. “Yep.”

“And?”

“And I’d like to formally request hazard pay.”

Ben groaned. “I should’ve warned you she’d be here.”

“You think?”

“I didn’t know until this morning. Sloane’s dad brought her in. I swear.”

Eli believed him. Ben had the stressed sincerity of a golden retriever with a prenup.

“It’s fine,” Eli said.

“It’s not, is it?”

No. It wasn’t. Because Maren Cole was here, and she was exactly the same in all the ways that hurt and different in ways Eli hadn’t earned the right to know yet.

Because one look at her had taken three years of silence and turned it into a room he was trapped inside. Because he wanted her apology. Because he wanted her laugh. Because some pathetic, loyal part of him still wanted her to look at him and say, ‘I knew they were wrong about you.’

Instead, he said, “I’ve survived worse than one wedding consultant.” Ben was quiet. Eli closed his eyes. “Sorry. That came out sharper than intended.”

“Did something happen between you two?”

Eli laughed. There were shorter answers. Cleaner answers. Professional answers. None of them fit. “Yeah,” he said. “Something happened.”

“Bad?”

Eli looked through the glass wall at the courtyard, where Maren stood beside Sloane, one hand gentle on the bride’s arm, her face focused and calm.

The sight undid him a little. “Bad enough,” he said.

Ben sighed. “I’m sorry. I just wanted the wedding to feel like ours.”

“I know.”

“I love her.”

“I know that, too.”

“I’m worried she’s disappearing inside all this.”

Eli watched Maren make Sloane laugh. A small laugh. Real. “Then we won’t let her,” he said.

When he ended the call, he stayed by the window for another moment.

Maren turned, as if she felt him looking. Their eyes met across the courtyard.

For one impossible second, it was all still there. The old rhythm. The old ache. The words neither of them had said then and wouldn’t say now.

Then a staff member approached Maren with a tray of sweating macarons.

She broke eye contact first.

Eli smiled despite the hollow place beneath his ribs.

Seven days, he thought. Seven days to save a wedding. Seven days to survive Maren Cole. Seven days to prove he wasn’t the disaster she remembered. And if he was smart, that would be all he tried to prove.
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Chapter Three




Emotional Liability
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Maren read Eli Hart’s proposal twice. Then a third time, because apparently she enjoyed pain.

By the fourth read, she’d located seven logistical concerns, four security gaps, two potential press issues, one fire code violation if interpreted by someone with imagination, and an item labeled “memory lantern procession” that made her want to lie down in a walk-in freezer.

She closed the folder. Opened it again.

No. Still there. Memory lantern procession. Wonderful.

Nothing said elegant high-profile destination wedding like giving tipsy relatives access to open flame and unresolved feelings.

Maren sat at the white lacquer desk in her temporary office, which the resort had described as a hospitality coordination suite and which Maren would describe as a storage closet with delusions. A palm tree brushed the window. The ocean sparkled past the glass like a thing she had time to admire. Somewhere outside, a steel drum version of a love song floated through the air, because Middle Key believed subtlety was for other islands.

Her laptop was open. Her headset was charging. Her coffee had gone cold twenty minutes ago.

Eli’s proposal sat in front of her, smug in twelve-point font.

Hart & Wild Experiences:  Sloane Whitaker and Bennett Wilder Wedding Week. Personalized Guest Engagement Concepts.

Maren had questions. So many questions.

Her first question was why grown adults with mortgages and insurance premiums insisted on using words like 'engagement' when they meant asking people to write their feelings on expensive paper.

Her second question was why Ben Wilder had hired a man who’d once turned a Napa rehearsal dinner into emotional shrapnel.

Her third question was why, when Eli had said ‘I’m fun and prepared,’ some traitorous part of her wanted to smile, revealing her internal struggle with the situation.

That part of her had been dealt with. Firmly.

She picked up a pen and wrote beside the first concept: Requires approval, staffing map, weather plan, guest flow assessment, and confirmation that no one cries near a staircase.

The first experience was called The Story Wall.

Guests would be invited to add memories, wishes, and private notes about Sloane and Ben to a custom installation during the welcome party. By the end of the week, the notes would be bound into a keepsake book.

On paper, it was harmless. On paper, most disasters wore linen and said they were just trying to make the day special.

Maren underlined private notes.

Private notes became public after two glasses of champagne and one cousin with a grudge.

The second experience was a moonlit scavenger hunt through the resort grounds, ending with a surprise performance on the beach.

Hard no.

Not because it wasn’t romantic. It was romantic. That was part of the danger. Romanticism made people wander off the path, remove their shoes, forget that tides existed, and declare things beneath questionable lighting.

The third concept featured actors dressed as resort staff who appeared throughout the weekend to deliver story fragments from Sloane and Ben’s relationship.

Maren circled ‘actors’ three times.

Then she wrote: Absolutely not unless I meet every single one and they understand they’re not becoming main characters.

The door opened without a knock. “Is this where dreams come to die?”

Maren didn’t look up. “Only unapproved ones.”

Eli stepped into the office with a paper cup in each hand and a look of mild offense. He’d changed into a pale blue shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, which was rude of him. Forearms had no place in vendor negotiations.

He set one cup on the desk. “I brought coffee.”

“I have coffee.”

“You have beige sadness in a cup.”

Maren glanced at her cold coffee. It did look tragic. She ignored that. “I didn’t ask for coffee.”

“I know. That’s what makes it a gesture.”

“It’s eleven in the morning.”

“Romance has no schedule.”

“Romance has several schedules. Ceremony, cocktail hour, dinner, first dance, cake cutting, send-off.”

Eli smiled. “There she is.”

Maren hated when he said that.

‘There she is,’ made it sound like he had access to some private version of her, one tucked beneath the blazer and headset and measurable outcomes.

He didn’t. Not anymore.

She picked up his proposal. “We need to discuss this.”

“Feels ominous when you hold it like evidence.”

“It might become evidence.”

“Against joy?”

“Against negligence.”

He sat without being invited.

Eli had always treated chairs as emotional suggestions.

Maren took the coffee he’d brought, because refusing would make it seem meaningful. It was excellent. Unfortunately.

She took one sip and set it down. “The Story Wall creates reputational risk.”

“It creates emotional connection.”

“It creates a physical location where guests can write whatever they want about a wealthy bride, a Hollywood-adjacent groom, and two families with enough secrets to fund a streaming limited series.”

“It’ll be moderated.”

“By whom?”

“My team.”

“How many people?”

“Two.”

“Not enough.”

“Three.”

“Still not enough.”

“Four and a half.”

Maren looked up.


“One intern has low stamina,” he said.


“You aren’t funny.”

“I’m a little funny.”

She wrote: Minimum five staff, Maren's approval of all displayed notes.

Eli leaned forward, reading upside down. “You’re censoring love.”

“I’m preventing libel.”

“Classic Cole.”

Her pen stopped.

The name landed between them with the soft weight of muscle memory. 

He seemed to notice too. His expression shifted, the humor dimming at the edges.

Maren looked back at the page. “The scavenger hunt is out.”

“It’s not out.”

“It’s outside, after dark, with guests who’ll have consumed signature cocktails named after private islands.”

“It’s guided.”

“By actors?”

“By experience hosts.”

“Actors.”

“Some have range.”

“No.”

“Maren.”

“No.”

“It’s for Ben and Sloane.”

“Ben and Sloane can experience meaning inside a well-lit, ADA-compliant environment.”

Eli stared at her for a second, then laughed.

She hated that too.

Not because it annoyed her. Because it warmed something.

His laugh had always been






































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





