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MY HANDS ARE SWEATING so much that it’s a struggle to hold on to my bouquet of white roses.

“You look beautiful,” Mama says, stroking my veil.

I resist the impulse to throw the bouquet at her smiling face. My wedding should be one of my life’s happiest moments. Instead, I’m full of anxiety, nausea, sadness, rage — there’s no room for joy.

I should be marrying a longtime sweetheart, a kind man who loves me with every fiber of his being. But thanks to my parents, I’m going to marry a mobster who has blood on his hands. Lots of it, if the rumors are to be believed.

Despite growing up wealthy, Mama and Baba aren’t the most financially literate people. Not only do they have an unfortunate tendency to fall for pyramid schemes — or as they would call them, “innovative multi-level marketing opportunities” — but they’re also fond of gambling. On multiple occasions, they’ve lost several mortgage payments in a single night, yet they absolutely refuse to call themselves gambling addicts. If it weren’t for my obsessive couponing and my grandparents’ purse-strings, I would’ve grown up homeless and hungry.

However, once I graduated from college and got a job as an accountant, my grandparents refused to loosen their purse-strings for my parents anymore. The only reason they kept giving my irresponsible parents money for so long in the first place is because they didn’t want me, their only grandchild, to suffer. But after I told Yeye and Nainai that I got a place of my own and a job that would allow me to take care of myself, they stopped giving money to my parents despite their many insistent pleas.

Did being cut off by my grandparents force my parents to learn fiscal responsibility or any responsibility at all?

Ha, cue the bitter laughter.

To take care of their mountain of debt, they went to a loan shark.

Needless to say, my parents were unable to pay back the loan shark. Initially, the loan shark gave them two options — pay the money back immediately with 30% interest or offer up some of their organs to be sold on the black market. Obviously, the loan shark knew that the first option was impossible for my parents.

Before the loan shark could rip my parents’ kidneys and God knows what else out of their bodies, his boss James O’Shea stepped in and offered a third option. James O’Shea would take care of my parents’ debt. All he wanted in exchange was to have their daughter as his bride.

Baba and Mama accepted James’ offer without a moment of hesitation.

I blink, willing the tears to stay in my eyes. Technically, I don’t have to marry James. I could run away right now and leave my parents to face the mobster’s wrath.

But unlike my parents, I don’t run away from responsibility. And though they may be stupid and selfish, they’re still my parents. I don’t want them to go without vital organs.

Mama lets out a sigh as she strokes my dress. “You’re so lucky to be marrying a rich and handsome man.”

Is she freaking serious? “Uh, you do know that my soon-to-be husband is a criminal, right?”

She shrugs. “He never got convicted of a crime.”

I am so tempted to march out of this country club and let the loan shark tear out my parents’ kidneys.

She sighs again. “A real Valentino dress.”

I grit my teeth. I’m contemplating whacking her head with my bouquet when she says in a soft voice:

“I’m sorry. I know this isn’t the wedding you wanted. I’m just trying to look at the bright side.”

My anger fades. “I know, Mama.”

“For what it’s worth, I think James will be a good husband to you.” She flushes, staring at the floor. “I think he’ll take better care of you than your father or I did.”

I pat her back. “I hope you’re right.” But I doubt it. I’ve only met James once. While Mama is right about him being rich and handsome, he was cold to me and not at all like a man in love. Without so much as a smile, he told me that he expected me to give him a child, to have no extramarital relations (of course he said nothing about him having no extramarital relations), and to hand in my notice to my employer since I would no longer need to work.

I wanted to mutter, “All right, I’ll be your Stepford breeder,” but I don’t think he would’ve appreciated that. He’s a mobster; mobsters aren’t really known for their even tempers and non-violent tendencies.

“Are you ready?” Mama asks.

No. “Sure.”

Though all I had to eat today was a cup of yogurt, it’s a struggle to keep it down when I meet my dad outside. Since my parents are 100% broke, James had to pay for the wedding. I thought that we would have a low-key wedding at city hall — I would’ve actually preferred it — but my husband-to-be insisted on a lavish affair at this country club.

I’m overwhelmed by the rows upon rows of occupied white chairs. I invited my parents and grandparents, but neither my paternal nor maternal grandparents could make the arrangements to leave China and come to America. I don’t think they wanted to attend anyway. They love me and sent me virtual red envelopes containing generous sums of money, but it would’ve pained them to watch me get married to a stranger, especially one with a past full of violence and crime.

I sent invitations to my college friends as well, but they all live in different states and couldn’t make it on such short notice.

When my best friend Jillian had to decline, she said, “I wish I could come, but things are hectic as hell at work, and my boss is being an asshole about PTO. Since when did you get a boyfriend though, let alone a fucking fiancé you’re going to marry in two weeks? For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve been single, and we Facetime every week. Is this, like, an arranged marriage?”

In response, I said, “Yes, my parents found me a guy,” because I didn’t want to explain the whole messy situation over the phone and it technically wasn’t a lie.

So out of the 325 wedding guests, only two are mine, and the rest are James’s.

“How are you feeling?” my dad whispers as he takes my arm.

Oh, I’m feeling a mixture of resentment and anxiety because you’re about to give me away to a mobster who’s murdered a bunch of people. This wouldn’t be happening if you and Mom were proper parents and not financially illiterate gambling addicts.

“Fine,” I say. Knowing my father, he’s just asking out of automated politeness and not looking for an answer that is remotely honest.

My stomach ties into knots when the live orchestra — yes, my mobster groom hired a full-size orchestra for our nuptials — starts playing “Wedding March.” My feet itch with the desire to get the fuck out of here.

Remembering that my parents’ organs are at stake, I exhale and march toward my future husband.

Though James might be evil, I can’t help thinking, God, he’s one handsome guy, as I walk down the aisle. He’s over 20 years older than me, but he doesn’t look it with his full head of dark brown hair, youthful skin, and tall, muscular body, which is greatly flattered by his black tuxedo (also designed by Valentino).

James takes my hand. His green eyes practically burn my face with their heat.

The minister says, “Hello, we are gathered here today to celebrate the union of Hazel Kwan and James O’Shea. We’re all here to support this commitment of love and to share the joy of Hazel and James as they choose to spend their lives together.”

It takes all of my willpower to hold back a snort.

The minister goes on and on about how he has seen how perfect James and I are for each other and how we’re so in love with one another.

In other words, he spews a whole lot of bullshit.

He asks, “James, do you take Hazel to be your wife?”

“I do,” James says.

“Hazel, do you take James to be your husband?”

I’m so tempted to say, Yeah, sure, whatever. It’s not like I have a choice anyway.

“I do,” I say.

After James and I exchange vows and rings, the minister says, “By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”

I expect a simple peck on the lips.

Instead, my new husband draws me into his arms and crushes his mouth to mine. I become breathless when he thrusts his tongue between my lips. James may have a wicked, blood-stained soul, but he tastes sweet, like cinnamon and mint.

Time starts to lose meaning. I don’t know if he kisses me for several seconds or minutes.

All I know is that I find myself enjoying his kiss in spite of my best damn efforts not to.

When he finally lets me up for air, I practically collapse against his chest, feeling like I’ve just chugged an entire pitcher of margaritas.

He frowns. “Did you eat today?”

I mumble, “I had some yogurt.”

My answer elicits a quiet growl of displeasure from him, which in turn elicits a shiver of fear from me.

When he scoops me up and marches down the aisle, my fear only increases. Is he going to take me into a room and force me to fulfill my wifely duties? Christ, just what have my parents gotten me into?

We go into the banquet room. My empty belly lets out a resentful growl at the scent of grilled steak and roasted potatoes.

My eyes widen when he has me sit on his lap at the head table.

“Eat,” he barks, motioning toward the plates in front of us. My belly growls again at the sight of the filet mignon and golden potatoes sprinkled with rosemary.

“Shouldn
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