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Dedication
 
To Scott, for us, getting it right this time around
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter One
 
Life, by nature, was fatal, and that was something actuary Christine Ryther took for granted. There wasn't much chance that anyone would escape tragedy of some kind in their lifetime, and that applied to those who survived. That fact alone gave her real cause for concern, and not just because she worked in the insurance field.
“Are you sure you don't want me to drive?” Christine, Chris to those who knew her, said from the back seat, rubbing the back of her neck. The car they were in had just come to a jolting stop against a pine tree. She felt it all over her body. And they hadn't even left the driveway yet.
The driver's middle finger raised, the young woman it was attached to glancing in the rearview mirror to be sure her gesture had hit its intended mark.
Chris cringed. It was Friday afternoon. They wouldn't be returning home until late Sunday night. She was already regretting her decision to come on this trip, a bachelorette's weekend, with three women she barely knew. This was a big mistake, but she could hardly back out now.
Did giving someone a ride out of the goodness of your heart for six months really constitute this kind of payback? She had been happy just splitting gas money.
Of the three minutes she had spent so far with the bride's sister, their driver, she had not been impressed by the woman's surliness. And while Chris had meant to tease her with her remark about driving, this reaction came out of the blue.
“I'm just saying,” Chris went on, keeping her voice light, “if backing out of a driveway without running into trees is a problem for you, you should consider letting someone else drive.”
There were still four hours ahead of them on the interstate to reach Myrtle Beach, and she didn't relish the idea of spending an extra one on the side of the road with the police.
This last remark went ignored, however. Instead of answering, Jean, this sister of the bride, put the car into drive and peeled out of the driveway, spraying pebbles all over her own father's day lily beds.
Chris sighed and reached down to the floorboard where a paperback novel lay sticking out from under the seat. Based on the cover, it looked like a thriller. “Anyone reading this?” She held it up for the driver and other passengers to see. The two in the front shook their heads, as did the woman seated next to her.
Jean, the driver and maid of honor, looked again into the rearview mirror and narrowed her eyes at Chris. “It's mine,” she hissed. “Don't lose it.”
Yes, it was going to be a long weekend.
Without another word, Chris put her head down, ignoring the other bridesmaid, Brianna, who occupied the seat beside her. She opened the book and stayed that way for the next three and a half hours, until the landscape had transformed from distant blue mountains dotted with pine trees, soaring above hundred-year-old oaks, into flat land with palm trees swaying against the sunset horizon.
When the sunlight shifted, making it harder for her to read, Chris slowly raised her head. Her neck was stiff. She hadn't realized it had gotten so late. The book in her hands was nearly half read. The story, not at all surprising to someone in her line of work, was of an ill-fated airline pilot and the lives of the family members left behind after he crashed a planeload of passengers, killing them all. Chris found a scrap of paper on the floorboard to use as a bookmark and closed it. Having read more than she'd anticipated being able to with the misogynistic lyrics blasting through Jean's car stereo speakers, she wished now she'd brought earplugs.
“The last time I was at the beach,” Brianna, next to her, said out of the blue, as if someone had just wound her up, “I was with my boyfriend and his friends, who I didn't know very well.”
Chris could relate.
“One of them had a house there, and we were all staying with him. He had this huge Labrador Retriever. And on our first night there, of course, I get my period.” She was looking wistfully out her window as she spoke. “So we're all sitting around the living room playing Pictionary, and the dog comes into the room with something hanging out of his mouth. The guy's girlfriend jumps up to see what it is and to try to take it out of the dog's mouth. She doesn't want the dog getting hurt, but before she can reach him, he ducks away from her. Then everyone starts chasing him around the living room, trying to catch him. Finally, someone does, and as I get closer, I can see he's got some sort of string clamped between his lips. And to my horror, it was the tampon I had just thrown away in the trash.”
Deafening silence filled the car, as Chris tried unsuccessfully to stifle her laughter.
Aimee, the soon-to-be bride, turned in her seat, a sympathetic look on her face. “Is that the guy you're seeing now?” she said, trying to change the subject.
“No, this was last summer,” Brianna said, “two boyfriends ago.”
“You sure do go through 'em fast,” the surly driver, Jean, said.
“Who's hungry?” Aimee, the bride and self-appointed fun director, said. “I know this place that's got the best hamburgers you've ever had.”
 
~
 
Along a four-lane highway on a busy holiday weekend at the end of May, Jean fought her way across three lanes of traffic, barely skating into the parking lot in front of a semi-tractor trailer who wasn't shy about using his horn.
“We'll eat supper here,” Aimee said, with forced enthusiasm in her voice, “then it's only about another half an hour to the house. You're all gonna love it. I promise.”
Chris hadn't realized until now how desperate Aimee sounded. It seemed imperative to her that everyone have fun. But why? Was she so desperately fearful that her last single weekend wouldn't be?
Chris sighed and slipped her feet into her sandals. Hamburgers weren't her thing. But neither was this beach weekend. She hated being at the beach, actually, all that hot sand and sunburn. And every time she ate red meat, for hours it felt as though she'd swallowed a brick. But she'd learned a trick a long time ago: that if she ate only half, it wasn't quite so bad. She still hadn't figured out a trick to make the beach more tolerable.
Chris looked with dread at the nondescript brick building with the name Sam's Burgers in huge plastic letters above the door. It didn't look special to her. There was an image of a smiling cow's head above the name.
Hopefully, they had chicken.
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Two
 
Inside, the place looked like any other greasy hamburger joint, smelled like it too. The walls practically oozed oil. Chris' new sandals stuck to the burnt orange floor tiles as she made her way to the food line. She was in no hurry and let the other women order first. After paying for her own food, she carried her tray with the small, plain hamburger and diet soda to the table where the happy group of friends had already dug into their loaded cheeseburgers and fries.
These women had been friends since high school, which left Chris out immediately—different high school. And despite her attempts to think otherwise, she got the unpleasant feeling that she had only been asked to be a part of the wedding to make it a nice even number of bridesmaids.
Chris's stomach already hurt in anticipation of her first bite, which was disappointing. As luck would have it, no one seemed to notice that she barely touched her hamburger from then on. She was used to friends prodding her to finish the food on her plate.
What are you dieting for? Or are you one of those vegetarians?
One nice memory she carried from her childhood was of her mother, who'd made spaghetti for the family once a week. She used to set aside a small bowl of sauce just for Chris. “It doesn't have meat in it, Christine,” she would say. “I know you don't like it.” It wasn't that Chris didn't like it, it made her skin crawl to eat it. (And she still found it odd that it seemed to make her grandmother angry that she wouldn't eat it.) Sometimes, even cheese tortellini had shown up on the menu, and Chris had known that it was her mother's way of looking out for her. Those weren't her mother's only tricks in the kitchen. When Chris was a teenager and still feared swallowing pills, her mother would smash up her vitamins for her and stir them into her orange juice at breakfast.
Fortunately, the three women she sat with were too caught up in planning the next forty-eight hours of F-U-N to notice that her hamburger wasn't disappearing. Then she saw that Brianna wasn't eating either, just pushing fries around her ketchup.
Brianna, who sat across from her, caught her eye. “I'm afraid of getting fat,” she said in a low voice. “I gained ten pounds while I was student-teaching. If I can't take them off before Aimee's wedding, I'll kill myself.”
Chris didn't know what to say. Through no effort of her own, she wasn't one of those women who counted calories or knew how many there were in a chocolate chip cookie. She ate what she wanted when she wanted it and hadn't had any problems yet. But she felt sorry for people like Brianna who worried tirelessly about their weight. Chris wasn't even exactly sure how much she weighed, at least not since she'd bought her life insurance policy four years ago when she'd left home. Not many eighteen-year-olds buy them for themselves. But not many high school seniors receive bathroom scales as graduation presents (one of her mother's friend’s idea of a gift), which to this day struck Chris as an odd choice.
With only three weeks to go until the wedding, she hoped Brianna reached her goal. The fittings could be a nightmare, especially for the one bridesmaid who wasn't there with them. In the early stages of her first pregnancy, having used in-vitro to get there, she was already on the doctor's orders to stay in bed. Naturally, she got out of the trip to Myrtle Beach. Chris envied her for that.
“Chad and I aren't getting married,” Aimee blurted out.
Exclamations rose from the women around the table, all but Chris, who felt it wasn't her place to say anything as she hadn't met the groom.
“I know, it's a shock, especially to you, Jean. Sorry for not telling you until now. But I just couldn't take the chance that Mom would find out. She wouldn’t have paid for this trip otherwise. And I really needed to get away from Chad.”
“Why?” her sister, Jean, hissed.
“He's been cheating on me since the beginning. I only found out about it a week ago.”
Jean hugged her sister across the table.
Brianna reached across the table to cover Aimee's hand with her own.
Chris wished she could muster that kind of sympathy, any kind, but this was like watching a bad movie—she just didn't care.
“I wouldn't blame anyone if they wanted to back out now,” Aimee said, looking at Chris. “I would understand.”
Aimee and Brianna both said emphatically that they would continue on with Jean, that they wouldn't leave her no matter what.
Chris looked down at her plate. She could say yes and choke down her burger and continue on this weekend from hell. Or she could say no, I want to go home, and not eat the burger, throw it into the trash where it belonged. She'd be hungry for the next few hours, but that was a price she was willing to pay. She could call a car to take her home that instant and suffer the eternal consequences. Or she could go along and suffer for the next forty-eight hours.
Inside, Chris winced angrily. If there was no wedding, what were they all doing there anyhow?
As usual, her choices came down to two, the same two her whole life had come down to: be a bad person and say no, or be a mad person and say yes. She didn't like either one. But what could she do?
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Three
 
Instead of the house being only thirty minutes away, an hour later, they still hadn't reached it, and they had explored the same strip of highway back and forth until Chris could recall billboard signs. They were lost. The house was so new, GPS didn't have any record of it or any other addresses around it. And to make matters worse, it was completely dark now.
Jean eventually got them back onto the main highway again, this time to find someone who could point them in the right direction.
Everyone got out at the gas station to stretch their legs while Jean went inside for directions.
Aimee asked Chris to hold a flashlight for her while she looked in the trunk for a pair of flip-flops. Her feet were sweating in her canvas shoes.
It was hot. Even hotter than when they'd left home that afternoon.
Chris held her phone over the trunk, shining the light into the luggage. When Aimee found the  flip-flops and was sliding her feet into them, Chris reflexively closed the trunk.
Aimee gasped. “No!”
But it was too late.
“The keys are in there,” Aimee whined.
“What kind of an idiot puts their car keys inside the trunk?” Chris instantly regretted saying.
“This one!” Aimee cried, louder this time, which got the attention of everyone else.
Chris wished she could take back what she'd said. She hadn't known Aimee long enough to say such things. Even though they'd talked during the hour-long car rides to
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