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“Violet, are you listening to me?” 

I forced my attention away from the breathtaking sight framed by the round airplane window. We were flying over an ocean bluer than anything I had seen before, not a cloud in the sky to impede the view. Before that moment, the only ocean I’d ever seen had been the dull gray Atlantic along the New York shoreline. It had certainly never been so mesmerizing. 

“I’m sorry, Nathaniel.” I put on a smile and turned to face my boss. “It’s a little distracting.” 

He waved the apology away. “I’m sure it’s quite a sight your first time. But do keep in mind, dear, that I need you to focus. This is a job. Not your vacation.” 

The words were mild, but there was a bite to his tone. I swallowed the sigh I wanted to exhale and made myself smile wider. It probably looked pretty fake; I’d never been great at putting on a facade. But then, I was learning a whole lot about make believe working with Nathaniel. 

I’d been working in event planning for almost two years before I got the job with Nathaniel, and I’d thought I knew about the business, but weddings were an entirely different thing. Even the ones you wanted most to believe were fairytale moments were one part reality and nine parts illusion, and wedding planners were the ones who put that all together and made it look seamless. We were the ones responsible for the image of perfect, even if it was nothing but chaos beneath the surface. 

Which was not to say that I didn’t appreciate the chance to work with Nathaniel. It was the chance of a lifetime. He was an up-and-coming name in a fiercely competitive business, and the destination wedding we were on our way to was as high-profile as they came. Both families were stars in the New York stratosphere, the kind of high society who showed up in glossy photos next to movie stars. Rich enough to fly the wedding planner and his new assistant to a private Caribbean island owned by a billionaire friend of the family. 

The truth was, as much as I knew I had to remain professional, excitement bubbled in my chest. But I was determined to keep it on a tight rein. The career opportunity here was huge, and not just for Nathaniel. If I handled it right, I’d be set. 

“You seem a bit overwhelmed,” Nathaniel said, cutting into my thoughts with an edge that said he’d noticed my distraction again. 

He wasn’t wrong. I was definitely starting to feel like I was in a little over my head, and I hadn’t even met the happy couple yet. Since he’d brought me in at practically the last second, I wouldn’t have a face-to-face with the wedding party until we arrived on the island. 

I was also completely exhausted. Nathaniel had received my résumé from a friend of a friend, and took me on at their recommendation only a few days ago. He interviewed me once, and offered me the job on the spot. It felt like I hadn’t stopped running since. 

“Not... overwhelmed,” I answered. Just overworked. 

“I’m take a huge chance with you, Violet. This wedding is my biggest event of the year, and it’s hardly possible to take someone else on at this point.” He ran a hand through his already-tousled dark hair the way he always did when he was frazzled. “After Elizabeth I needed someone honest, and heaven knows you can’t lie to save your life. But you have to be more than just that if you’re going to actually be useful.” 

If he’d been a little more well known, his previous assistant’s firing and arrest for embezzlement would have been a tabloid headline. As it was, it meant he’d been desperate for a replacement, and I’d been in the right place at the right time to cash in on the opportunity. I was honestly pretty sure he wouldn’t have hired me under any other circumstances, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. Whatever that means. 

I had a hospitality degree. It wasn’t from a great college, and I’d spent more time waitressing in the last three years than I had in event planning, but I still had qualifications. Just not the kind good enough to get me a spot with a man like Nathaniel Lamond without a minor miracle involved. 

“I know you are,” I said, and I meant it. “And I’m incredibly grateful for the opportunity.” 

“Then stop mooning over the view and listen.” Nathaniel opened the leather-bound notebook he carried with him everywhere and started shuffling through papers, reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. “We land in about an hour. You’ll have time to freshen up in your room, and then I’ll need you ready to work. Here.” He handed me a printed map that was a bewildering array of shapes all neatly labeled with numbers. And then he dropped a wireless microphone on top of the map. “Wear this. I don’t want to see you without it.” 

That, at least, I recognized. I picked up the mic and slipped it into place, feeling for the on/off button. 

“This is quite the place.” I studied the map, trying to familiarize myself with the pastel-colored shapes. “Who did you say owns the island again?”

It was Nathaniel’s turn to sigh. “Bartholomew Court. You have heard of him. He owns this island and several others. A bit eccentric, but...” He grinned at me, his teeth impeccably white. “Aren’t they all?” 

Present company included, I thought, although I was reasonably sure at least part of it was a show he put on for the clients. He was definitely more on the serious side when the two of us were alone together. 

“This—” Nathanial tapped on the map with a manicured fingernail, “is Pearl Island. It’s all written down.” 

Another paper fluttered into my lap. 

“Ah. Okay. Got it.” Or I hoped I did. I found my room and the main villa on the map, tracing a line between the two. It was a very long line. I swallowed another sigh. Best guess was at least a twenty-minute walk from point A to point B. 

As though he could read my mind, Nathaniel said, “There will be a golf cart for you to use.”

Better than nothing, I supposed. 

“Here’s the information on the families. You’ll have gone over it already, I don’t doubt—it was in the information packet I gave you—but it pays to be prepared. Read over it again before we touch down. You’ll be responsible for greeting some of the guests and taking them to their villas, so you’ll want to have a firm grasp on this list.” He shoved it at me. “The bride and groom, of course, I’ll handle myself.” 

The guest list in my hand was three pages long. And that, as far as I could tell, was just relatives. My own extended family barely filled the first few rows of any church. This had my mind reeling.

“I’ll expect you to have at least a general idea of which name goes with which picture. They’re all the groom’s side. The bride’s immediate family is only her mother. Which is a rather sad story.” 

I flipped open the folder. At the top was a photograph of the bride and groom—their engagement photo, by the looks of it. 

The bride, Emeline Brant, rested her head on the groom’s broad shoulder. She was tall, almost taller than he was, willowy and copper-haired, her smile just a touch less dazzling than the diamond engagement ring she was trying very hard to showcase. Her left hand rested stiffly on her groom’s chest, the ring tilted toward the camera. 

And the groom... Raymond Rose. It was a name almost as ridiculous as my own. And it certainly didn’t suit the face I was looking at. 

He was incredibly good-looking, his short hair a sun-bleached blond that complemented his golden tan. His arm was around the bride’s shoulder, and they made a very good-looking couple in a very upper class, ‘tennis-whites-on-weekends at the country club’ kind of way. 

His smile, I noted, was more reserved than Emeline’s. He looked at the camera with a strong, steady gaze, a kind of quiet confidence radiating from him. It spoke of something beyond sparkling baby blues and a handsome face. 

I’d seen photos of him before, of course, in the society pages. My roommate and I had become a little obsessed with hunting down information about him and his bride since I got hired. But those hadn’t seemed so... intimate. Here, he had the kind of eyes that looked at you and then into you. The kind of look that, against your better judgment, would take your breath away, leaving you reminiscing about your first awkward kiss and wondering what it would have been like if you were with someone like him. 

All that from a photograph? I chided myself. Pull it together, Violet. 

I ran my finger slowly over his image. He was a prince, with his princess, looking forward to a fairytale wedding. But if that was the case, why didn’t the smile on his face reach all the way up into those impossibly blue eyes?
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