
Chapter One 

			This is weird.

			Like, super weird.

			Like, weird to the point that I keep glancing at the door to make sure I still have an exit route.

			Part of it is Eric himself, for sure. He is the most average guy I have ever seen, like he was cut out of a magazine. His blond hair is perfectly in place, probably courtesy of about a pound of gel, and his teeth are so straight I wouldn’t be surprised if he confessed to having had them all removed and replaced with realistic porcelain veneers.

			The weirdest part, though, is the job he is offering me.

			“It’s just for a week,” he explains. “Plus two meetings before we go to the island. One group meeting, then a party to make it realistic.” He smiles, showing off those creepy teeth. His whole demeanor is confident and self-satisfied, as if to say how great a fiancé he is to be doing this.

			“I’m sorry.” My words are insincere as I push my chair away from the table and reach for my empty cup. Our meeting is in a crowded café in Portland’s Hawthorne District, and the fact that we’re surrounded by people is the only reason I didn’t walk out the second I saw Eric’s creepy smile. “But I think I’ll pass.”

			“I’ll pay ten thousand dollars,” Eric continues calmly. I sink back into my seat and meet his too-blue eyes. Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money. I work as a super-small-time actor and drama teacher and live frugally. Ten thousand dollars can pay at least three months of my bills.

			I just hope I don’t have to sell my soul.

			“I’m listening.” I half-sigh. “Can you start from the beginning?”

			“Of course.” His smile is syrupy and clearly shows he finds my inability to remember what he said just a few minutes ago to be a very problematic quality. But hey, it isn’t my fault that I had to spend my time wondering about his dentistry instead of listening to him. “So, Hannah and I are getting married in a month, and she doesn’t have anyone who can be her bridesmaids.” He pauses to arrange his face into what he probably assumes is a sympathetic expression and I nod.

			I wonder, though, what kind of woman would not only agree to marry this creep, but also wouldn’t have friends or relatives to be her bridesmaids. Is she also a straight-toothed pompous weirdo? Probably.

			“I want her to have the full wedding experience,” Eric continues. “Bachelorette party—although it should be low-key—pictures, speeches, all that. I don’t want anyone to look back on our wedding photos and wonder about Hannah, you know?” He gives another disturbing smile.

			“How…sweet of you.”

			He doesn’t seem to notice I’m being insincere because he nods. His motivations are questionable, though. He seems more interested in appearances than in ensuring his fiancée actually enjoys the wedding. He reminds me of a director I had early in my career who was more interested in appearing artsy and deep than in putting on a good performance.

			“Anyway, ten grand for a week of work is a pretty good deal, wouldn’t you say?”

			“It’s very generous.” I’m still on the fence, though. Hannah and Eric’s wedding is supposed to take place on a private island in the Caribbean, which seems like a prime location for my murder if the future Mrs. Creep is as weird as this guy. I can see the headlines already.

			“Great!” Eric claps his hands. “Perfect. Oh, and I almost forgot, I have a picture of Hannah somewhere in here.” He digs through his wallet and hands me a passport-sized photograph.

			The woman in the photo is beautiful. Truly. Like Eric, she’s blond and blue-eyed, but unlike Eric, she looks more like a Disney princess than a villain in a James Bond movie. She’s posing for the picture; she sits on a block in front of a forest scene. What I notice most about her, though, is that behind her smile and folded hands, there’s a spark in her eyes. She looks like she’s thinking of a hilarious private joke.

			Something else about her wakes my protective instincts. I don’t know her story or why she’s marrying Eric, but I think she needs some help. Maybe she hasn’t noticed how weird her fiancé is. And just like that, I’m too curious to turn this job down.

			“I’m looking forward to working with you.” I return the picture and pause to consider my next words. “I was also wondering if you have all the other bridesmaids sorted out. I have someone I could recommend.”

			“I still have an open spot and time is running a little low. Do you have a picture of your recommendation?”

			“Sure.” I find my phone and a picture of me and my best friend, Jen. In the photo, we’re smiling with our arms around each other in front of Multnomah Falls.

			“A Chinese girl…” Eric takes my phone and zooms in on Jen’s face. “Perfect.”

			I have sudden urge to punch Eric in his perfect teeth. Diversity must be the reason he’s hiring me, too. I’m half-French, half-Indian and have the kind of features that guys like Eric call exotic, although not to my face.

			I know he’s rich. When we first introduced ourselves, Eric said his family owns a chain of hotels. Maybe this is his attempt to not look racist in front of a bunch of investors. I am even less excited to be involved, or to drag Jen into this, if that’s the reason he’s hiring me.

			But I suppose I am using him, too, for his money.

			“Hmm,” I say, instead of any of that. I don’t like not speaking my mind, but I also don’t want to get off on the wrong foot with my new employer moments after agreeing to take this job. Plus, I doubt I could change his mind.

			“Tell your friend she’s hired.” Eric swipes to the next picture without asking permission. “I’ll need to have a phone call with her to confirm some details, but it should be fine.”

			“Great.” I flash a disingenuous smile and snatch my phone from his hand before he can look at any more of my private pictures. I shove the phone into my pocket. Jen is absolutely going to kill me for getting her involved in this nonsense, but I need my friend by my side. Plus, a paid week on an island can’t be all bad. We just need to avoid the groom.

			Eric gets to his feet, already ready to leave. “I have to ask.” I tilt my head to the side. “How does Hannah feel about this? Didn’t she want to interview her own bridesmaids?”

			“Hannah is embarrassed. I’m sure you can understand why. So, I told her I would just take care of this for her.” He pauses. I get the feeling he’s waiting for me to praise him for being an excellent fiancé. I don’t say a word, though, and he pushes on. “Anyway, she’s a nice girl. Just socially awkward.”

			What a nice thing to say about one’s future spouse. I make another noncommittal noise, soldier through a handshake, and allow Eric to escort me to the door, which he opens for me with a flourish and a wide grin. He seems like the kind of guy who shows his support of women through misplaced chivalry instead of actual respect. I could be wrong, though. We did just meet.

			“I’ll expect to see you at the introductory session on the nineteenth. I’ll send you all the details via email.”

			“Okay.”

			“Well, thank you again, Milly.”

			“It’s Meli.” Although my full name is Amelie, I prefer the short, quirky nickname in my day-to-day life. At least when people bother to pronounce it correctly.

			“Sure. Have a nice day, Milly.” With that, he ushers me out the door.

			I’m annoyed. I glance at his retreating frame, then hug my raincoat close and walk in the opposite direction. It’s March, which is a particularly miserable month in Portland. It’s drizzling sleet, which falls in loud drops on my hood. As I walk toward the bus station, I dig my phone out of my pocket and take a deep breath. I need to be calm if I’m going to explain all this to Jen.

			“’Sup?” Jen sounds a little distracted. Oh. Unlike me with my flexible schedule of drama classes and occasional late nights when I’m working on a play, Jen has a regular nine-to-five job as a web designer, and it’s the middle of the day. In my haste, I forgot she’s working now.

			“How would you like to spend a weekend on a tropical island and get paid ten thousand dollars for it?” I use my best sales associate tone of voice. If Jen refuses to do this, which would be understandable, it’d be worse than showing up for dress rehearsal without knowing my lines. Maybe it’s time for a Buddy-Up.

			There’s a pause on the other end and a bit of clacking. Then Jen comes more clearly on the line.

			“Sorry, can you repeat that?”

			“I just got offered the job of a lifetime. And I got you on board. We’re playing the part of bridesmaids at a destination wedding in the Caribbean. It’s a whole week next month, plus two meetings here in Portland.”

			“Like, bridesmaids in a movie? Extras or something?”

			“Noooo.” I bite my lip. “Bridesmaids at a real wedding, and for a real woman.”

			“Why doesn’t she invite her own friends?” Jen sounds very suspicious. “Is she, like, some bridezilla who lost all her friends in the wedding planning process?”

			I am suddenly defensive of Hannah. Whatever she is, she’s probably not a bridezilla. She didn’t even want to interview her own bridesmaids.

			“No. It sounds like she really doesn’t have friends, and her future husband decided to hire us. But she seems nice.” From her picture anyway. “I’m sure there’s a good reason why she doesn’t have people to invite. And she’s super gorgeous.”

			“Okay, I get it now!” A hint of a laugh creeps into Jen’s voice. “We’re doing this because you’ve fallen madly in love with an engaged woman, and you want me to wing-woman you at her wedding.”

			“No!” Jen’s uncomfortably close to the truth. “I’m just trying to help my best friend with a little extra income and a cool vacation. Come on! It’ll be fun!”

			“You’re selling this too hard.” Also true. “What’s the catch?”

			“The groom is a bit of a jerk face,” I admit. “Like Chaz.”

			I can practically hear Jen shudder over the phone. Chaz went to college with us here in Portland. We weren’t friends with him by any means, but he somehow was still around a lot, making vaguely racist and sexist comments and telling us loudly about his lit weekend plans. He was never physically aggressive, but his behavior was disturbing enough that we reported him to campus security so he’d leave us alone. Ever since, we’ve used him as a yardstick to measure how problematic the people in our lives are, on a scale from zero to Chaz.

			“But,” I add quickly, “this is a Buddy-Up situation.”

			Jen sighs loudly, but she agrees. She has to. Buddy-Ups are something we invented back in college. When we were thrown together in the same dorm as nervous first-year students, we decided to have each other’s backs, based primarily on the fact that we didn’t know anyone else. So, when one of us really wanted to go to an interesting party or take a challenging class, that person declared a Buddy-Up and the other person had to say yes. The system has gotten us into a couple of scrapes over the years, but the tradition has been positive enough to continue.

			Jen and I chat for a few more minutes, then say our good-byes when the bus arrives. I’m beyond interested in how this wedding will go. Some of my friends have gotten married, but they opted for small, casual affairs in parks or in the forest. The last time I attended a big shebang like this I was a flower girl, so it’ll be fun to attend as a bridesmaid this time. And a Caribbean island certainly doesn’t hurt.

			Yet more than anything else, I’m intrigued by the idea of meeting Hannah. I have no reason to believe so, but I’m somehow sure she and I are going to get along.

			




Chapter Ten 

			Eric leans in, his breath warm on my ear.

			“Go get changed, okay? We have a formal dinner in a few hours.”

			I just nod. I’m mortified. I’m not sure if I’m more upset by the fact that I wasn’t dressed properly for this or by the way Eric caught me out so expertly in front of so many people. Perhaps he meant for it to be a reconciliation after us flying here separately, but it just feels like humiliation.

			I look around for Meli. All I want to do is find her and ask what she meant about me deserving better, because I’m starting to believe her. Or maybe it isn’t better that I deserve. Maybe I just deserve someone who’s on the same page as me and who respects me for who I am, not for who they want me to be. Either way, I’m out of here. For the moment anyway. Bidding Eric good-bye, I hurry away.

			I spot Meli quickly. I could spot her in a crowd a mile away. She’s not quite that far, but she is closer to the hotel, so I guess she’s already checked in. She’s in a swimsuit and arm in arm with Jen as they walk briskly away from me and to the swim pier and water, heads leaned in toward each other. Neither looks back at me.

			The edges of my heart curl like old paper. Meli is more or less the one person on this island I want to be with, but she has other people she cares about. I don’t want to disturb them, no matter how much I’d like to talk to her right now. I try to push my desire to see Meli from my mind. They’re probably just excited to get in the water, which I would be, too, if I weren’t so embarrassed.

			I smile and nod at the various guests and slip through the crowd as quickly as possible. I consider following Meli and Jen, but don’t. I don’t want to be a nuisance. Instead, I accept my room key from a bellhop near the front desk and let him lead me to my room.

			I’m on the top floor in something called a bridal suite. It really is magnificent. As soon as the bellhop opens the door, I’m drawn to the window. The views over the Caribbean are spectacular. I stand there for a while watching the waves crash on the sandy beach below and the palm trees sway in a light breeze.

			When I turn to thank the bellhop, he’s gone, and the door is closed behind him. I forgot to tip him. Oops. Yet another social situation that I’ve mismanaged.

			I’m glad to be alone, though. I take a turn around the room, running my hand over the bed with all its white fluffy pillows and examining the bathroom with the shower so big that at least six of me could fit inside. There’s even an enormous bathtub, although why anyone would use it when there’s an ocean outside, I’m not sure.

			Oh, but this tub is lined with jets. There’s a hot tub in the middle of my bathroom. Wow.

			There’s a little desk by the window, not a standard hotel desk, but an old-fashioned creation with white metal legs and a big mirror. Maybe it’s a vanity. I’ve never used one before. I usually slap on some mascara and a bit of lip gloss in the bathroom. Now I sit on the swivel stool and gaze into the gilded mirror.

			I do look like a bit of a mess. My hair is piled into a bun with strands falling loosely around my face. My eyes look tired and extra bright with the tiredness. My Sprinkles T-shirt, although super comfy, is hardly bridal. I feel like I’ve been hired to play the role of a bride, just like Meli and the others were hired to be my bridesmaids. I’m not doing a great job. In books and movies, brides always seem to be blushing and full of excitement. I don’t feel that way at all. Maybe it’s because the proposal was so recent, or because I didn’t play a big part in planning this wedding.

			Or maybe it’s because I’m making a mistake and rushing into this.

			I startle at a knock on the door, then a smile spreads across my face. Maybe it’s Meli, though how she would have found my room, I don’t know. I quickly tuck some of my loose strands of hair behind my ears and throw myself an encouraging smile. I pad across the room to answer the door.

			“Hey, squirt.” It’s Brad. My shoulders slump and he raises his eyebrows. “Were you hoping I was Eric?”

			Not at all. “Sure. Want to come in?”

			He takes in my room.

			“Nice digs. I like the desk, just in case you want to write some emotional journal entries about the end of your girlhood.”

			“It’s actually a vanity.” I fold my arms across my chest. “Excuse you.”

			Brad holds up his hand. “Consider me excused.”

			“No offense, but what are you doing here when you could be swimming in the Caribbean?”

			“What?” Brad flops onto the bed, mussing the sheets. “I can’t come visit my little sis on the eve of her wedding?”

			“The wedding isn’t for three days.” I take a seat on the vanity stool.

			“Sure. Anyway, I wanted to check on you. You didn’t seem all that enthused about Eric’s paparazzi stunt.”

			I groan.

			“Was I that obvious?”

			“To anyone who cares about you, yes.” Brad fixes me with an intense look. “Is everything okay?”

			“What do you mean?” My laugh sounds fake to my ears, and I stand and cross the room to lean on the window. Hopefully, the bright sunlight streaming in will obscure my face. “Of course everything’s okay.”

			Brad sighs. “Everyone in our family is so concerned with appearances all the time. I’d hoped that gene skipped you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Mom and Dad never really cared about us.” Brad shoots me an appraising look. “This can’t be news to you. They made me play baseball so that they could talk about my games with the other military couples, because the sport I wanted, cross-country, wasn’t manly enough. They made you do ballet so you’d grow up feminine and refined, even though you wanted to quit after about a year and started crying before practice because the bun hurt your hair and the other kids were mean to you.”

			I just stare at him with my mouth open.

			“Really?” I had no idea he remembered all that. Brad, a few years older and so confident, always seemed so capable and independent. I didn’t know he felt just as much pressure as I did.

			“Hannah. Come on.” He looks at me sideways, as though in disbelief. “I’m worried you’re getting married because you think our parents want you to, not because you actually want to. Are you really in love with Eric? He doesn’t seem like your type.”

			“Mom and Dad want the best for us. And you don’t know Eric. He’s great.” The fact that I can’t think of a more specific comment than great probably doesn’t speak well for our relationship.

			Brad holds up his hands in surrender.

			“Okay. You know what’s best for you. I just want you to know you have choices, you know?”

			Half of me wants to share with Brad. I want to spill all my worries about how I might not really be in love with Eric, about how I can’t stop thinking about Meli. I want to ask if he agrees my shyness isn’t a fatal flaw, like Meli said. After all, he’s just shown that he disagrees with other things our parents said. Then I remember.

			In college, Brad and my parents visited for Friends and Family weekend. I showed them around, telling them that my friends were quite busy, but that it was nothing to worry about. The truth, of course, was that I didn’t have friends.

			In the afternoon of the second day, my parents went to some tea that had been arranged for parents, and Brad and I walked around campus. We passed two women who were holding hands, clearly a couple. That kind of thing was normal at my college, but not on the military bases where we’d grown up. I saw Brad’s eyes following them.

			“You know,” Brad said once they’d disappeared down the path, “I’m glad Mom and Dad didn’t see that.”

			“Why?” I asked, though I already knew.

			“They wouldn’t want you to attend this school anymore if they knew that kind of thing went on,” Brad told me, waving his hand in the direction the couple went in. “And they would totally disown you if you ever did anything like that. Be careful.”

			Maybe Brad just meant that I should keep any parts of myself not condoned in the Bible away from my parents. But maybe he was signaling that he agreed with them in some way. If I tell Brad about my feelings for Meli and he freaks out, he could ruin everything.

			I can’t take that chance.

			I don’t even know if what I feel for Meli is real.

			“Thanks, Brad.” I take a deep breath and put on a pleasant smile. “I know I do. Now, are we going to sit around in here or are we going to explore the island?”

			“I was thinking of getting something to eat.” Brad speaks slowly and his eyes are slightly narrowed. He must know I was brushing him off. “Apparently there’s an ice cream stand with unlimited refills.”

			“That sounds like a recipe for disaster. I’m in. Just let me change.”

			I grab a sundress and sandals from my suitcase and quickly change in the bathroom. I also comb my hair and secure it with a wide headband. Then, feeling anxious about what the afternoon might hold, I add a little makeup. That should do it.

			As we head into the sunshine, I instinctively look for Meli. Maybe she’ll want to join us for ice cream. Sure, she walked away back at the pier, but that doesn’t mean that she doesn’t want to see me. Or at least, I hope it doesn’t.

			Brad and I follow a stone path toward the ice cream stand he mentioned. It seems like every two steps someone stops us. Most of them are friends, family, and clients of Eric’s. Okay, most are clients, but there are a few of our aunts, uncles and cousins milling about. They all look a little shell-shocked. I can’t blame them. I feel like I’ve been parachuted into a tropical paradise, too.

			Despite all the people, Meli is nowhere to be found.

			Then I see her. She and Jen are walking up from the beach, dripping wet and arm in arm again. It’s nice that they have each other to rely on in this new place. Jen’s bathing suit is beyond revealing, but Meli looks lovely in her one-piece with her curly hair loose around her shoulders.

			“Hot damn,” Brad says. He’s checking Jen out. Again. “Let’s go talk to them.”

			“Um, I’m not—” I want to tell him I’m not sure Meli wants to talk to me. I catch her eye and she nods a greeting but doesn’t make any move to approach. This confirms my suspicions that she doesn’t want to talk right now. I tug Brad’s arm, but Brad misunderstands my hesitation.

			“Come on, be brave.” He throws an arm over my shoulder. “Be a wingman for your big bro. Let’s go!”

			My stomach twists into nervous knots as I let him pull us toward Meli and Jen, who have slowed to look at the offerings of a small ice cream stand. Maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe Meli really does want to talk to me.

			“Hey.” Brad tries to be cool, but when he goes to lean a hand on the wall next to us, he misjudges and almost topples. I giggle and Meli laughs, too. There’s a surge of warmth throughout my body when our eyes meet. Jen, however, is not laughing.

			“Hey,” she says. She makes eyes at my brother and stands in a way that accentuates the teeny in her bikini.

			“How are you enjoying the island?” Brad asks. His voice sounds totally different from the jokey tone he uses with me. It’s his flirty voice. Something about that tone gives me a childish urge to laugh.

			“It’s not bad.” Jen flips her wet hair over her shoulder and rotates a little. More of her itsy-bitsy bikini bottom comes into view. I look away, biting my lip to hide my smile. I lock eyes with Meli again.

			“Hey.” Meli nods to the side and we step away from Brad and Jen as they continue their courting ritual. “How are you doing?”

			I am confused, tired, and worried about my wedding, but none of that seems very important with Meli standing next to me.

			“Oh, you know, it’s hard to not be doing well in paradise.” I gesture at the cabanas and lounge chairs sprinkled across the sand. “How are you?”

			“Good.” She hesitates. “I’m sorry. I made things a little weird on the boat. I figured you’d want space after I tried to meddle in your marriage, and I also realized I have been neglecting Jen. Apparently, she broke up with her boyfriend and quit her job. Yesterday.” She shakes her head in wonder.

			My heart melts a little. Meli wasn’t really avoiding me—or she was, but for a good reason.

			“How’s Jen doing? Breaking up and quitting on the same day could really throw a person off.”

			“You know, I think she’s all right.” We both look back to the courting couple. Jen has one hand on Brad’s arm and is bent over laughing. Her cleavage threatens to spill from her miniature bikini top.

			“Maybe more than all right.”

			“Maybe.”

			“Also, not marriage.”

			“Huh?”

			I hesitate. “I’m not married. I mean, not yet.”

			Something sparks in Meli’s eyes. I consider running inside and breaking things off with Eric right now, just to see that expression again. But I’m still being ridiculous. Meli and I are just friends, no matter what my feelings may be toward her. I’m not married now, but I will be in a few days. It would be silly to throw away stability and my parents’ lifelong dream just because Meli’s beautiful brown eyes sparkle in the most intriguing way. And just because even the faintest touch from her sets every one of my nerves on end. And just because every moment I spend with her, I feel like I’m flying.

			Silly.

			“Right. Never having been engaged, I forget all the nomenclature. I mean, not that being engaged means you would be familiar with it. Although, I guess you would be. Right? But I just meant your future marriage.” Meli is rambling again. She’s adorable. I smile at her reassuringly.

			“So, will you spend some more time with Jen, or do you want to do a little exploring with me?” Something about Meli’s discomfort encourages me to be brave.

			Meli looks to Jen and Brad, who now stand about three inches apart and are basically undressing each other with their eyes. As we watch, they turn and head toward the café. Neither spares a glance for either of us.

			“It looks like Jen will be okay for an hour or two,” Meli says drily. She glances down at her swimsuit and flushes. “Just let me change?”

			I don’t really want her to change. She is breathtaking in the swimsuit with her long, muscular legs in full view. But I nod and lean against the wall while she hurries to her room.

			“There you are.” My mother wears a very large hat and a long, modest brown dress, which looks very out of place on this beautiful tropical island. She looks at my much shorter dress, which is yellow and covered in tiny flowers, and wrinkles her nose. Perhaps she doesn’t like the hem that stops above my knee. That would definitely have gotten me in trouble as a kid, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the same standards apply now. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

			“You have?” I’m surprised. My parents and I aren’t anywhere near codependent, and I hadn’t really expected to see either of them until dinner.

			“Of course I have.” My mom stands close beside me. “You need to be careful, sweetie.”

			“What do you mean?” My heart rate accelerates as ideas flash though my mind. Maybe she’s worried about me standing here, by myself, when I should be with my fiancé. Maybe she thinks I’m getting too much sun before the big day. Maybe she’s noticed Eric and I don’t have the spark other couples do. Or she’s noticed how I look at Meli. It’s probably that. Oh no.

			“That poor Eric. He’s such a sweetheart, surprising you with those flowers and the photographer, and there you were in your sweatpants looking like a fish out of water.” She shakes her head and tuts. The sound recalls a flood of bad childhood memories of all the times I disappointed my parents by not being Perfect Hannah. “I hope those pictures don’t get used. You can’t just coast, honey. You need to make an effort with your man, or he will lose interest. Your other bridesmaid came off the ferry dressed to impress. Even Eric noticed, sweetie. How would it look to everyone if something were to happen just because you didn’t put on a nicer dress and try a little harder?”

			I gape at her. Apparently, the last few years of not living with my parents helped me forget how much they really do care about appearances, just like Brad said.

			“Well…I’m actually…worried, maybe? I like Eric, but I don’t know that I love him. Some part of me wonders if I should even go through with the wedding.”

			My mother raises her sculpted eyebrows. “You must go through with the wedding. Everyone flew all the way here to see you get married. Can you imagine the embarrassment if you didn’t?”

			The palm trees and cabanas close in around me. Oh no.

			“Even if I don’t love him, Mom?”

			“Honey.” My mother leans closer. “You might not get another chance. Eric is willing to work with all your…issues. You might not get that again. Don’t throw this away.”

			I feel all the old pressures pushing in and I wrap my arms around my stomach.

			“Honey, don’t do that.” My mom glances pointedly at my arms. “Take a deep breath, pull yourself together, and make this work. Okay? If you don’t love Eric now, that will come later. Now, I better go find your father.”

			With that, she pats me on the shoulder and continues along the path. I lean against the low wall behind me, trying to steady myself. My mother had a point—I should take a deep breath. Although I doubt I should listen to any of her other advice.

			I think she expected her directives would strengthen my resolve to go through with this marriage, but they had the opposite effect. Getting married because that’s what my parents want no longer seems as important when it’s so clear they are more interested in how things look than in how I feel.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			I hurry out of my room wearing a pair of green shorts and a tank top and scan the beach for Hannah. I don’t see her anywhere, and my heart skips a beat. Maybe she changed her mind about exploring with me. Perhaps Eric pulled her away somewhere to meet business partners who will judge her if she isn’t loquacious enough.

			Then I see her. I almost melt with relief. She leans on the same wall as before, just a little farther down. She looks a little shocked or flustered, maybe. Behind her, Mrs. Barnes walks away with a swish in her step.

			“Everything okay?” I stop beside her.

			“Yeah.” Hannah shoots a look at her mother’s departing back, then turns to me. “My mother just had some, well, interesting thoughts. It wasn’t, um, exactly what I’d hoped for. But let’s not get distracted. We have exploring to do!”

			I’m dying to ask what her mother said, but I hold back my questions.

			“It’s an adventure.”

			We march toward the path that leads to the beach. A few more guests try to approach Hannah, but she just smiles at them politely and keeps moving. Finally, we make it to the beach and hang a right to walk parallel to the waves. The sand is soft beneath our feet, and we walk in silence, listening to the sound of the waves and stepping around sunbathers and others splashing in the water. Despite the idyllic scenery, the mood feels heavy. Hannah is biting her lip and her arms are crossed. Maybe she isn’t really in the mood for exploring, despite what she said.

			“Want to follow that path?” I gesture to a narrow track that leads toward the island interior.

			“Sure.”

			I lead the way up the second path. My thoughts race. I want to ask Hannah about her conversation with her mother, and about whether she agrees that she deserves better than Eric. I want to lighten the mood with some joke about Harry Potter or trees. I want to put my arm around her. I don’t do any of that. I stay quiet, which feels like progress for me. We move into a jungly area filled with broad, lush trees. If I’d known about these towering behemoths, their leaves studded with spiky yellow orbs, I definitely would have been one in my childhood play. The shade is quite a relief.

			“How’s your speech coming?”

			“Right! I almost forgot I’m your maid of honor.”

			Hannah’s hand flies to her heart. “How dare you forget your fake job?”

			I giggle at her exaggerated show of fake horror. “I know. I’m the worst.” I grin at her, and she grins back. It’s a relief she seems to have forgotten my ridiculous attempt to undermine her relationship and marriage. We can go back to our easy, normal friendship. I prefer that reality, even if it does still include me pining after her quietly in the back of my mind. I sigh internally. I’m the fake maid of honor in a real wedding where I have a huge crush on the bride.

			“I was wondering, though…” I hope Hannah doesn’t think I’m rude. “Who decided I’d be the maid of honor, you or Eric?”

			“Good question.” A mischievous smile spreads across Hannah’s face, and now I can’t wait to hear the answer.

			“Eric really wanted Crystal to be the maid of honor. Probably because she dresses like a stripper.” Hannah pauses, wrinkling her nose. “Sorry, that was mean. I should never go after another person, especially not a woman, for how she chooses to dress.”

			“I agree, Crystal is a little over the top, but we shouldn’t make fun of how she dresses. I would more go after her strange voice and her patronizing tone.”

			“Oh my gosh, did you hear her ask me at the bachelorette party if I’ve ever seen a penis before?” Hannah clasps her hands over her eyes in horror.

			“The demonstration with the cucumber that followed was much worse. I can’t believe she went rummaging through your refrigerator to find that.”

			We burst into laughter again, scaring off a few tropical birds. I take a closer look at our surroundings. There are tall trees draped with vines, some enormous ferns, and a few little lizards and birds. I can still hear the waves crashing, but
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