

[image: image]





[image: image]







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Allyson Braithwaite Condie

Cover design by Caitlin Sacks. Cover photos by Getty Images. Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

grandcentralpublishing.com

@grandcentralpub

Originally published in hardcover and ebook in June 2024

First trade paperback edition: June 2025

Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Print book interior design by Marie Mundaca.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2023052688

ISBNs: 9781538757598 (trade paperback), 9781538757604 (ebook)

E3-20250319-JV-PC-REV






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Map

	Epigraph

	SUNDAY

	FRIDAY: TWO DAYS EARLIER

	1.

	2.

	3.

	4.

	5.

	6.




	SATURDAY

	7.

	8.

	9.

	10.

	11.

	12.

	13.

	14.




	SUNDAY

	15.

	16.

	17.

	18.

	19.

	20.




	MONDAY

	21.

	22.

	23.

	24.

	25.

	26.

	27.

	28.

	29.

	30.

	31.

	32.




	TUESDAY

	33.

	34.

	35.

	36.

	37.

	38.

	39.

	40.

	41.

	42.

	43.




	WEDNESDAY

	44.

	45.

	46.

	47.

	48.

	49.

	50.

	51.

	52.

	53.

	54.

	55.

	56.

	57.

	58.

	59.




	THURSDAY

	60.

	61.




	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	Reading Group Guide for The Unwedding

	About the Author

	Also by Ally Condie

	Praise for "The Unwedding"







	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iv

	v

	viii

	ix

	1

	2

	3

	5

	7

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	73

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	105

	107

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	189

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	325

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	339

	341

	ii







For Lindsey Leavitt Brown, Ann Dee Ellis, Josie Lauritsen Lee, and Brook Davis Andreoli.

I love you.

Thank you for coming to find me.

Let’s go somewhere fun.
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Something old, something new.

Something borrowed, something blue.

Someone lost, someone wed.

Someone broken, someone dead.







SUNDAY

It wasn’t yet sunrise when she left her room. Once the rain began it had never stopped, pounding and pouring down, turning into white noise, background.

She was drenched within two steps, but that didn’t matter. She was wearing her swimsuit and heading for the heated infinity pool. She hadn’t brought her phone or her towel or her flip-flops. The rain was too constant for a phone, made a towel pointless, and she trusted her bare feet more than any shoes when things were this wet.

She kept her head down. The light was gray, and she didn’t want to fall.

It had been one of those nights that felt like she hadn’t slept at all, but she knew she must have, because at some point she’d had a dream in which she was racing through a forest, darting among dark, wet trees, slipping, sliding, trying to find the people she loved, who were lost.

She just hadn’t slept deep.

The soles of her feet found careful purchase on the flagstones. The water had pooled in any indentation it could find. It ran, stream-like, down the sides of the path, flooding some of the carefully tended plants.

If she went swimming when it was raining this hard, would it be like everything were water? As if there were no longer any separation between earth and sky?

Someone had stacked all the lounge chairs and shrouded them in plastic to protect them from the rain. Steam rose from the pool’s surface, and for a moment, as she paused at the edge of the steps, she wondered if it were possible to drown with her head above water, gasping in the rain-thick air.

She had just started to go down the steps into the pool when she saw it.

Something dark and human shaped, in the water. Another guest, swimming?

No. Floating.

A person, floating face down in the infinity pool, butting up against the glass-paneled edge that looked out over the trees.

Before she knew what she was doing, she was racing to the other side, feet slipping dangerously on the stone. She jumped into the pool as close to the figure as she could. It was a man; she could tell when she came up next to him. Her fingers slipped as she tried to turn him over. Something was wrong with his head, she noticed on some level; it was not shaped right at the back. There was something dark clotted in the back of his hair. She had to get him turned over, people died with their faces in the water, they couldn’t breathe…

She heaved him over.

His face. Eyes open.

His clothes. Wet through.

He was still in his wedding finery, she realized, a suit, leather shoes, gold cuff links at his wrists, a bedraggled white flower pinned on his lapel. A camellia? Why was she noticing this? That didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except getting him out of this pool, out of this water—

She reached under his arms. His clothes were sodden, and underneath, his flesh and bones—

Don’t think about it, don’t think don’t feel.

She pulled him toward the steps at the end of the pool.

He’s dead. He’s not moving. This is a body. I’m touching a body.

“HELP!” she screamed.

Nothing.

She yelled again, as she hoisted him up the stairs and onto the flagstones next to the pool. She tried not to notice how his legs dragged across the pool’s edge.

“HELP!”

No one.

She couldn’t bring herself to look at his face again, but she felt like she could hear the rain on it.

She ran.

She raced toward the Main House, her bare feet slipping, shouting it over and over.

Help.

But she already knew. Even as her mouth formed one word, her brain said another.

Gone.

And she thought, Not again.






FRIDAY

TWO DAYS EARLIER
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TODAY AT THE RESORT AT BROKEN POINT




“If you know wilderness in the way you know love, you would be unwilling to let it go.”

—Terry Tempest Williams



Weather: Sunny

SUNRISE: 7:12 A.M.[image: image]HIGH: 66° F

SUNSET: 6:33 P.M. [image: image] LOW: 55° F




ABOUT THE ART:

Intimation

by Clare Han

2013
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While much attention is often given to the dramatic vistas of Big Sur—its ragged cliffs, the ever-changing ocean—Han’s piece focuses on one of the smaller but no less beautiful landscapes that exist if one looks closely enough. Intimation depicts a temporary pool created by rain in the forest. The colors of green, blue, and taupe provide a backdrop for small moments of red, which Han intended as a reference to Tennyson’s lines about “nature, red in tooth and claw.” The enormous scale of the painting also serves to draw attention to the smaller landscape and moment.









1.

No one could believe it when Luke and Ellery Wainwright got divorced the summer before their oldest child’s senior year. Everyone was astonished by the speed with which it happened—they were still together, everything just fine at the neighborhood last-day-of-school party, their children running through the sprinklers or lounging bored on the grass along with all the other neighborhood kids. Ellery brought the strawberry rhubarb crumble she always did, warm and smelling of fruit and brown sugar. Luke hung out with the dads over by the barbecue and returned wayward basketballs to the teenagers playing in the Humphreys’ driveway. They ate together on a blanket with their children. Later, Kat Coburn said she was sure she saw Luke put his hand on the small of Ellery’s back when they were leaving.

No one had known they were putting on a good front. That Luke had already called the game, that Ellery was electric with grief and still hoping he would change his mind.

But by the Fourth of July, Luke had moved out. By the middle of September everything had been finalized, and in October Ellery was vacationing by herself on the trip they had planned for their twentieth anniversary.

“We’ll seat you out on the patio,” the hostess told her. “Please, follow me.”

Ellery did.

She felt like she had been besieged by beauty since she had touched down at the airport in Monterey a few hours earlier. The drive to Broken Point was breathtaking, astonishing, Big Sur vistas around every turn, and the resort itself was also stunning. When she’d checked in at reception at the Main House, she’d been greeted by a staff member at a low midcentury desk flanked by a gorgeous gilded screen. Small fires snapped and flickered in stone pits throughout the property, a sculpture made of glass, steel, and granite looming near the largest one. Globe lights hung above on strings, swaying slightly in the breeze.

The restaurant, called Wildrye, was located adjacent to the Main House, and an enormous blown-glass chandelier graced its lobby. The tables on the patio were dressed with white linen cloths, ivory candles, and fresh flowers in tiny ceramic vases. A tree-scented breeze from the sea came up through the forest and the open windows. The full moon hung over the ocean in the distance, glimmering the waves. A glassed-in building clung to the edge of the cliff a few hundred yards up to Ellery’s left, shimmering with light and shadowed with the shapes of people moving around.

“That’s the art gallery,” the host said. She was a doe-eyed young woman with a name tag that read Brook. “It’s booked for a cocktail event for a wedding party tonight but will be open to all guests tomorrow.”

Ellery knew all about the gallery and the other features at the resort. She was the one who had done the research, found the place, booked the trip.

She’d stumbled onto the website by accident the previous winter, via a “50 Places to Visit Before You Die” article. (Since she’d turned forty, two years prior to that, she’d been reading a lot of those kinds of articles online: “100 Novels You Need to Read,” “The Best 100 Songs of All Time,” etc.)

The Resort at Broken Point, the website read, in a font that managed to be both subdued and emphatic. The automatic photo gallery scrolled unbidden through pictures showing ocean vistas, sleek, low-slung modern buildings tucked discreetly among redwood trees, a woman enjoying a spa treatment with a row of smooth gray stones marching down her perfectly tanned back, delicious-looking meals arranged on creamy stoneware plates and decorated with flowers grown on-site in the organic kitchen garden. Guest rooms were arranged in groups of three per building, and there were five cottages. (Ellery’s jaw had literally dropped at the price of booking one of those.) There was a sauna and a spa, Pendleton blankets thrown over lounge chairs on the terrace, heated pools, piles of fluffy white towels, mist threading through greenery. There was an art gallery, quiet trails winding through a cathedral-esque grove, a collection of fine art and sculptures scattered throughout the property, a full-sized Airstream trailer converted into a bar and nestled in the trees.

When Ellery had shown the website to Luke, he’d said “Let’s go for it.” He was standing behind her and kneading her shoulders precisely where they tended to tighten. She loved it when he did that. “Really?” she’d asked, because it was very, very expensive. “Of course,” he’d said. “You only celebrate your twentieth anniversary once.”

“You should still take the trip,” Luke said later in mediation when they were dividing things up. His tone was gentle, as if he were committing an act of profound generosity. “The deposit’s nonrefundable. And you really wanted to go there.”

Didn’t you? she’d wanted to ask. Or were you pretending when we booked it? Had you already decided you were done?

“Here we are.” Brook pulled out Ellery’s chair. “Your waiter will be with you shortly. Enjoy.” She gave Ellery a menu—cream-colored paper, letterpress print. Moments later, a waiter in a cuffed white shirt stood at her table, listing the evening’s specials.

Ellery couldn’t concentrate. She felt an acute, sudden pain scything through her body. For a moment, she knew exactly where her heart was in her chest within a precise millimeter or two, thudding as it was against the muscle and bone that kept it contained.

But, as her therapist kept telling her, the human body can’t live at that high a level of pain for long. Whatever systems made it so that you kept on going—even as your life was a shatter of sharp-edged glass around you—kicked in eventually to make it so you didn’t actually die. And then you’d be back to the basic, chronic, ubiquitous pain, the one that never left, the one you were beginning to realize you might live with for the rest of your life.

Ellery glanced up. At the table to her left, what seemed to be a father and daughter were seated. There was something similar in their careful, heads-inclined attentiveness to what the restaurant host was saying. The father wore a button-up shirt with khaki pants. His daughter’s long curly hair was twisted in a bun on top of her head, and she had a fresh-facedness about her, a cleanness to the line of her profile.

It seemed like everywhere Ellery looked, every life she saw, cut her to the quick. Everyone had a person. Everyone else’s lives were going so well.

It wasn’t that she wanted their lives.

She wanted her own life back.

She had known, of course, that there were problems in her marriage. Luke had definitely been in the throes of a midlife crisis for the past few years, but she was so sure it would pass. She thought they’d weather it together, the way they had everything else. Grad school, babies, toddlers, job changes, moves, illness, teenagers.

Sometimes, he was wonderful.

Other times, he said things that broke her heart.

I shouldn’t have gotten married so young.

I was so busy doing what everyone expected of me that I didn’t think about whether it was what I wanted to do.

I shouldn’t have gone straight to grad school.

I should have tried to be a musician instead.

I never had time to find myself.

I didn’t get to see what was out there.

They were laughable, the things he said. They were the things the crappy ex-husband says in the movie before the heroine goes home to her small town to heal and remeets her super-hot high school boyfriend, who is now a veterinarian raising his deceased sister’s precocious daughter.

But she’d always thought that she and Luke would make it. They were both good people. They had had great times, so many of them, small and big. They had raised each other up, cheered one another on, held each other when they cried. They knew what the other looked like when they were sleeping, kissing, sobbing, brushing their teeth, seeing their children for the first time.

The kids.

Ellery stood. Her napkin fell from her lap to the ground and she didn’t bother to retrieve it. She turned, almost blindly, and began walking back the way she’d come. A waiter moved to the side to let her pass. Her sandaled heels made snick-snack, clip-clop sounds on the stone of the patio as she made her way between the tables. Did the others glancing up at her know it, too? How nothing and no one was ever as it seemed? Not even this beautiful place, not even their beautiful lives.

Luke had told her he was done in May, two weeks before school ended. They were sitting at the kitchen table after the kids were in bed. Kate, their oldest, had a cello recital coming up. Ethan, their son, was just finishing his freshman year in high school. Maddie, the youngest, had a new best friend who they both found hilarious. Those were the things she’d thought they would talk about.

“I’m not happy,” Luke said instead. “I don’t like anything about my life.”

He was holding her hand. He had said things like this before. At first, it didn’t register that this time he was serious. That he wasn’t blowing off steam.

She’d looked back at the counter where she’d packed the kids’ lunches for the next day, still scattered with paper bags and jammy knives and apple cores; at the shoes on the floor, the dollops of socks they hadn’t picked up when they’d peeled them off after school; the dishes in the sink. Earlier that evening she’d thought, How is it possible to work literally every minute of this day and have nothing to show for it?

Ha. How little she had known.

She’d had everything to show for it.

And now it was all being taken away.







2.

In the restaurant’s bathroom, she pulled out her phone and dialed her best friend, Abby.

“How are you?” Abby asked without preamble.

“It’s going great,” Ellery told her. “I’m having a grief attack in the bathroom.”

“Perfect,” Abby said. “Get it out of the way. Do you need to cry into the phone?”

“Probably.” Ellery took a shuddery breath. The bathroom had a small alcove with a sofa. Maybe she could just lie down on it. Maybe that wouldn’t be weird. “There’s a wedding here this weekend.”

“We knew this might happen,” Abby said. “It’s going to be okay.”

“Remind me again why we thought that?”

“You’ve never actually been to Big Sur or Broken Point with Luke,” Abby said, reciting the reasons. “So it’s new geography. You didn’t want to waste the money because the deposit was nonrefundable. And—”

“I didn’t want him to bring Imogen on the trip instead of me,” Ellery finished.

Imogen was Luke’s new girlfriend, whom he had obtained within a month of the divorce. She was tiny (Ellery was tall), had beautiful red hair (Ellery had basic brown), was five years younger than Ellery and Luke, and was Irish—like actually from Ireland. Which meant she had an accent.

There was no competing with an accent.

These were thoughts Ellery had expressed to Abby before, so she held off on expressing them again now. Instead she said, “I wish you were here, Ab.” She had invited Abby to come with her since the trip was over fall break, but Abby had already made plans with her family.

According to their freshly signed divorce decree, this was Luke’s year to have the kids for fall break. He was taking them camping. Ellery had never loved camping and now they were probably going to do lots of it without her. Ellery was great at hiking. And she used to be great at rock climbing. She could run, she could ski, she could kayak and paddleboard. But she had sucked at camping ever since she was a kid. She could never seem to sleep when she was out in the wild.

She would camp with Luke now, if he’d give her the chance. Do all the things she hadn’t done. He was also doing the things that she’d hoped he would do. Now he listened to Brené Brown and talked about emotional vulnerability, and he had started exercising again. It was all very exciting for Imogen, Ellery was sure.

“I wish I were there, too.” Abby’s voice had softened. “This is hard,” she said. “It was hard enough for me when I’d been married for seven years. You guys were married for twenty. You can do this.”

“I don’t think I can,” Ellery said. Not dramatically. Truthfully. Even checking in to the room she’d been supposed to share with Luke had felt impossible. Honey-colored wooden walls, crisp and cozy white bed linens, a gray-and-red Pendleton throw draped across the foot of the king-sized bed. Simple leather chairs, black-and-white art prints, a plate with two chocolate covered strawberries and a handwritten note on a thick card letterpressed with the resort’s logo (a spare line drawing of three trees clinging to a cliff’s edge). Enjoy your stay, it said. When Ellery walked into the bathroom and she saw the vast, sleek glass shower with two showerheads and two fluffy white robes hanging on Eames-inspired hooks, she’d slid down to the cool tile floor and put her head in her hands.

Was she going to spend this whole trip crying in various bathrooms?

“You can live through anything for three days,” Abby said.

“I don’t think that’s right,” Ellery said. “Like, you think you could live through labor for three days? Could you grade ninth-grade research papers for three days?”

“Okay.” Abby laughed. “You’ve made your point.”

Ellery and Abby both taught social studies at Dutch Fields High School. Ellery had been a teacher her entire marriage, first to put Luke through grad school, then to help pay off his student debts, and now to help save for the kids’ college. Plus, when she wasn’t mired in grief, she loved her job and was good at it. Six years ago, Abby had started teaching across the hall right after her divorce, and they coached the girls’ track team together. Abby was feisty and smart and gorgeous and funny and loyal. She made Ellery laugh harder than anyone else. She threw parties every time she felt like there was something worth celebrating—a new album by her favorite artist, friends’ promotions, her kids’ half birthdays. She had a habit of patting people’s backs when she hugged them that Ellery teased her about, telling Abby that it was like she thought the world was made up of her babies and she was going to burp them all. Ellery had always felt lucky to know Abby, but over the past few years, they had been each other’s lifeline.

“I know this is ridiculous,” Ellery said.

“It’s not ridiculous,” Abby said. “You’re grieving. The life you thought you had exploded in your face.”

Ellery stood up and walked over to the long marble countertop with the sunken-in copper sinks. She squirted some of the fancy lotion in its amber bottle into her hands, rubbing it into her skin. Her face in the mirror looked dim and half-formed. “It really did.”

“And now everything feels super shitty. Luke let you put him through the hard part of life. Now he’s walking away in the middle of his midlife crisis. Some other woman you don’t even know is hanging out with your kids. He’s started putting gel in his hair and shaving his arms and wearing V-necks and posting wrongly attributed inspirational quotes on social media. Do you need me to keep going on about why it’s okay for you to feel bad?”

“Please don’t,” Ellery said, trying not to cry-laugh. She sat back down on the sofa. The lotion smelled like an upscale, herbal version of the Creamsicles she used to eat in the summer during her childhood.

“It’s going to get better,” Abby said. “I swear to you. It is.”

Abby’s ex had cheated on her with their next-door neighbor. Abby had two little boys who hadn’t even been old enough to be in school yet when her husband had left for good. She was now happily remarried and had made it through, as she said, to the next part of her life.

Ellery felt tears well over. “Everything feels wrong, Abby. On a cellular level.”

“I know,” Abby said gently. “I really do.”

“Maybe I should leave,” Ellery said. “This place, I mean. It’s supposed to rain later this weekend anyway.”

“You’re not going to waste the money,” Abby said firmly. “Tonight, dinner. Tomorrow, you’re going to go on a hike because you loved hiking before Luke and you will love it again. You’ll sit by that heated infinity pool in your bikini and breathe in the air of a place you have never, ever been with him. You will feel horrible some of the time but you’ll try to put together a few minutes or hours or whatever when you feel a little better. Distract yourself. Pretend to be someone else if you have to give yourself a break. Fix your eyeliner before you go back out there. Call me anytime. You’re going to be okay.”

“Okay.”

“I need to hear you say the whole thing.”

Ellery drew a deep breath. “I’m going to be okay.”

“We’ve been through worse,” Abby said, gently.

Abby didn’t say the words two years ago or mention the accident but Ellery knew what she meant. And, even in the depths of her agony, even feeling that losing her marriage and her family was the worst possible thing, she knew empirically that it wasn’t.

Because she had been there when the worst thing had happened.

And she would never be able to leave it behind.







3.

Ellery was almost back to her table when someone stopped her.

“Excuse me.” An extremely handsome man stood in front of her. He wore a chambray shirt with the sleeves rolled up and his warm brown eyes were kind. “Are you dining alone?”

“I am.”

“Would you like to join us?”

The man, whose name was Ravi, handled everything with perfect grace. He signaled to the waiter and swooped a chair over to where he and his dining companion were sitting a few feet away. “This is Nina,” he said, indicating the woman across the table from where he placed Ellery’s seat.

“Ellery,” Ellery said, slipping into her chair. “It’s kind of you to let me sit with you.”

“It’s no problem at all.” Nina’s voice was warm and pleasant. She wore a fantastic pantsuit and her dark hair was in the kind of messy, perfect chignon that Ellery could never quite get right. Nina’s eyes were shrewd, intelligent, and evaluating. But not unkind. Just… clear. Unhoodwinkable.

The waiter arrived with another menu. Ellery had planned on ordering the farfalle pasta, because it was the cheapest item on the menu, but she found herself eyeing Nina’s filet mignon and ordering that instead. Why not?

“Nina and I are friends,” Ravi said in an explanatory tone after the waiter left. “We’ve been traveling together for years.”

“That’s fantastic,” Ellery said. “Plus, it’s so much cheaper when you can split a room.”

“Um, no,” Ravi said. “We never share a room.”

“We’d kill each other,” Nina agreed.

“Oh.” Ellery could feel herself flush slightly with embarrassment. Of course. Most of the people who came here wouldn’t be worried about the price of the rooms. She had a stab of misgiving about the filet mignon.

“We’ve been on enough trips together to make a few ground rules,” Ravi said. “Never share a room is one of them. Eat dessert every night is another. Also, we steal something on every trip.”

“Ravi,” Nina said. “Don’t give away all our secrets.” She rolled her eyes in mock-exasperation. “We just met her.”

Do they really steal something? Ellery wondered with a thrill of misgiving. Neither of them seemed the type. Nina caught Ellery’s eye and gave a wry shake of her head, as if to contradict Ravi’s statement.

“And we always invite someone else to eat with us the first night,” Ravi said. “The only criteria is that they have to look interesting.”

“I’m not interesting,” Ellery said automatically, and she immediately heard Abby in her ear. Why do you always deflect? Stop selling yourself short!

“Yes, you are.” Ravi leaned back, studying her, smiling. He was so friendly, so disarming, that she grinned in return. “A beautiful woman, sitting alone, a certain sadness in her eyes…”

Ellery’s smile faltered. Was she that transparent? Could strangers see how sad she was? How nothing felt right, ever? She straightened her spine. She was not going to give these elegant people her sob story. For one thing, that wasn’t the point of this trip, and for another, they’d have to earn it. She had some pride.

“Actually, I think you’re being taken in by the eyeliner,” she told Ravi. To her delight, this made him laugh. “I’m a high school teacher.” Because she was curious and because this conversation was centering entirely too much around her, she asked, “What do you both do?”

“I’m a landscape architect,” Nina said.

“World class,” Ravi confirmed. “Look up Nina Ruiz online and you’ll see her work everywhere.”

“Wow,” Ellery said. “What a cool job.”

“I love it,” Nina said simply.

“She does sustainable landscape design for extremely rich people and companies,” Ravi said. “It’s a whole thing.”

Ellery was intrigued. But before she could ask Ravi what he did for a living, he’d moved on. “So, what do you think of the resort?”

“It’s beautiful,” Ellery said. No need to mention how she found the place daunting. Or how it was becoming clear to her—despite the resort’s supposed eco-friendliness and its attempts to blend in with its environment—that a place like this did not belong here. This was a land of cliff edges and living beaches and wild waves. Not heated pools and retaining walls and expensive buildings. She wondered why she’d been so taken with Broken Point when she’d stumbled across it online. She wondered if the other guests felt the strangeness, or if she’d brought it with her.

“It’s exactly what I need,” Ravi said.

“Ravi just broke up with his boyfriend,” Nina said.

“I’m sorry,” Ellery said.

“It’s all right,” Ravi said. “Or, if not, it will be. Eventually.” He lifted his glass in a toast and Ellery and Nina raised theirs to clink with him.

“We got here this morning,” Nina said. “Flew in from New York. What about you?” Her sleeve slid up as she took another roll from the basket, revealing a small tattoo on the inside of her wrist. Ellery wished she could see what it was.

“This afternoon. From Colorado.”

“Apparently there’s a wedding on the property this weekend.” Ravi gestured with his wineglass to the gallery on the hillside above. “I’m hoping for scandal.”

“Ravi’s always hoping for scandal,” Nina told Ellery.

“I do better when I have a problem to solve,” Ravi said. “Even on vacation.”

The breeze shifted, fluttering along Ellery’s neck, the backs of her hands. “I get that.” She would love her brain to have a problem to work on that might actually be solvable, instead of the ones it kept pacing around, circling.

“Hey.” Ravi had lowered his voice. “Speaking of problems to solve. Mysteries to unravel. Did you know there’s a shadow celebrity staying here? We’ve got to figure out who it is.”

Ellery wasn’t sure what he was talking about. “A what?” She darted a glance at Nina.

“Someone who’s sneaky famous,” Ravi said. “Who can go unrecognized among the masses, but who wields tremendous power. Like the head of a movie studio who prefers not to be known. Or the founder of LikeMe. Or the person who invented a cryptocurrency that funds an entire nation.”

“Oh,” Ellery said, a small thrill running through her. “How can you tell that someone like that is here?”

“Don’t listen to him,” Nina said. “He’s always making things up. And the worst part is, he believes them.”

“People are not always what they seem.” Ravi’s eyes searched Ellery’s. “Don’t you agree?”

“I do,” she said. “Everyone has a shadow.” Even the waiters with their bright eyes and cheerful voices, even the people across from her, even her best friend, her own husband, herself.

Before Ravi could respond, the waiter arrived with Ellery’s entrée. A few twists of black pepper, a murmured Can I get you anything else? No? Please enjoy and it was only the three of them again.

Ellery took a bite of the filet mignon. It melted in her mouth. This was nice. Eating with other people was helpful.

“I like the way you said that.” Ravi held his knife loosely in his hand, his eyes thoughtful and direct as he looked at her. “There’s that saying that everyone has a secret. But I think that everyone has a shadow is much more accurate.”

Ellery glanced away, accidentally catching the eye of a very cute guy standing at the bar. He wore a flannel shirt and khakis, his brown hair curling around his ears. He appeared to be in his twenties. How could someone so young afford to be here? Probably a trust fund baby. Although he didn’t look like a trust fund baby. In fact, he looked… uncomfortable. (But didn’t good-looking people fit in everywhere?) His shirt wasn’t hipster-flannel but seemed legitimately worn. And the way he moved—when he took a to-go box from the barman, nodded his thanks, and walked away—spoke more of actual outdoorsiness than studied casualness. He was the kind of guy she’d see up in the canyon rock climbing back when she was in college.

Well. The light was dim. Ellery was probably making things up. Creating a story that didn’t exist. She did that often. She’d done it with her own life, for crying out loud.

“He’s the best-looking guy here,” Ravi said, catching her eye when she looked back.

“That’s contestable,” Ellery said honestly. “I mean, you’re very handsome.”

“Thank you,” Ravi said. “You’re quite attractive yourself.”

“What about me?” Nina asked.

“Oh, please,” Ravi said. “You know you’re stunning.”

Nina yawned. “I’m also weirdly tired. What is it, eight p.m.?”

“If that.” Ravi shook his head. “You’re losing your edge. It’s painful to watch.”

“You did fly in from New York,” Ellery said.

“Still, I don’t usually get tired this early,” Nina said. “I must be getting old.”

With their good hair and their excellent outfits, Ravi and Nina had initially appeared to Ellery to be in their late twenties. But upon closer inspection, she saw that they were likely only a few years younger than she was, maybe thirty-six, thirty-seven.

“Will you get the check?” Nina asked Ravi. “I’ll cover tomorrow night.”

“Sure,” Ravi said. “See you at breakfast.”

Nina lifted her purse from the back of her chair and smiled at Ellery. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too.” Ellery watched Nina wind her way through the candlelit tables, wishing the waiter had brought the bill so she could leave, too. Was it going to be awkward sitting alone with Ravi?

But the waiter came by within moments. And after they’d signed their receipts, Ravi turned to Ellery with a wicked twinkle in his eye.

“So,” he said. “I know we just met. But do you want to crash a wedding with me?”
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Technically, they weren’t crashing a wedding. Just a cocktail party.

Ellery didn’t know what had gotten into her. She hadn’t had any of the wine. But she felt lightheaded and boozy-eyed with adventure and newness and not-wanting-to-be-aloneness. And Ravi was so funny and charming.

“Why are we doing this again?” she asked him. They were following the path up from the restaurant to the gallery through the trees. The trail moved in gentle switchbacks undulating up the cliffside to the top where the glass-and-steel building perched. It came and went through the trees as they climbed, and an ocean breeze sifted the leaves. Some came free and floated to the ground, drifting past the lights set into the path. Their feet made gentle sounds on the wood-chipped path.

“It’s one of the rules of travel, remember?” Ravi said. “We’re stealing something.”

“So we’re doing an art heist?” she asked, and he laughed out loud, which made her grin the slightest bit.

“I don’t think you say doing an art heist,” he said.

“What do you say, then?”

“Hmmm.” He ran a hand through his hair, picking up the pace slightly. “I don’t know.”

“Conducting an art heist?” she said. “Committing an art heist?”

Ravi laughed. “Don’t worry, we’re not stealing art. Just a drink or an hors d’oeuvre. With any luck, we won’t even have to go into the main room of the gallery. We can sneak in a side door and find the serving area and snag something.”

“Does it count if Nina’s not here, though?” she asked.

“Full disclosure,” Ravi said. “Nina never actually steals anything.”

“It’s always you?”

“Every time,” he confirmed.

“That you know of, anyway,” she countered, and he turned to look at her full-on, grinning.

“Good point.”

The sound of the ocean was growing subtly stronger as they closed in on the top of the cliff, and Ellery thought she could feel the salt on the air. Somewhere near here, not quite visible in the dark, was the outcropping that gave the area and the resort its name—a jagged, broken-away promontory with three ragged trees clinging to the cliff. She’d seen it driving in but had lost track of it now.

“So,” Ravi said. “Why were you eating by yourself? Are you here with anyone?”

“No,” she said. “I came alone.” And then, because he’d been so forthright with her about his recent breakup, she said, “It was supposed to be a trip with my husband for our twentieth wedding anniversary.”

“But…” Ravi prompted.

“We ended up getting divorced, and I didn’t want him to bring his girlfriend here instead of me.” Ellery glanced over her shoulder, thinking she’d heard someone coming along the path behind them, but there was no one.

“Good for you,” Ravi said. “Don’t let him get away with that. What’s he like? The ex? Paint me a picture.”

“He was nice and cute and smart and great and he decided he wanted to see who else was out there,” she said.

“So, not that nice and smart and great after all.”

“I mean, he was,” she said. “Now I feel like I don’t even know him anymore. He said he should have been a rock star. As soon as we got divorced, he started wearing all new clothes and got a girlfriend and bought a motorcycle. Two motorcycles, actually.”

Ravi snorted. “That all seems a little on the nose.”

They came out of the trees, and there was the gallery, light spilling from the windows in rectangles onto the dark ground. She could hear the ocean crashing louder in the distance. Its edge was gray and faintly discernible in the night. A line of cliffs fell sharply below the building. Ellery’s heartbeat picked up, right on the edge of panic. What was she doing here?

The well-lit walkway, the proximity of other people did nothing to slow her racing heart. Ravi seemed kind, but what did she really know about him? What did she really know about anyone or anything at all?

Ravi didn’t seem to notice. “So, what’s the ex named?”

“Luke,” she said, and she was surprised when Ravi snorted in laughter.

“What?” she said. “Lots of people are named Luke.”

“It’s also just a little on the nose,” Ravi said. “It’s a very good name for someone who is white and having a midlife crisis.”

“So? And Luke Skywalker was hot.”

Ravi groaned. “No,” he said. “No. Please tell me you did not have a crush on Luke Skywalker over Han Solo.”

“Um.”

“Yikes,” Ravi said. “It’s so good we met.”

They were at the gallery. She followed Ravi around the part of the building that faced away from the ocean, and there was indeed a side door. It was slightly ajar. Perfect. Before Ellery could say, Are you sure about this? Ravi pushed the door all the way open.
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The key,” Ravi said, “is acting like you belong. If anyone catches us, we smile and say hello. Then turn your back on them and find a piece of art to stare at. We’ll pretend we’re deep in conversation and very knowledgeable.”

“Got it.” Ellery glanced down at her dress. She was 100 percent sure it wasn’t even close to as fancy as it should be for something like this. Through the door into the main room of the gallery, where everyone was gathered, she caught glimpses of shoes and dresses so gorgeous she wanted to reach out and touch them.

Standing in front of the glass windows was a young woman in a white slip dress who had to be the bride. Her brown hair was twisted up in a beautiful and complicated braid, and she glowed with youth and happiness. Next to her, a handsome, dark-haired young man slid his arm around her waist and they smiled at each other so fully that their eyes crinkled. Ellery’s heart did a painful flop in her chest. They were lovely.

“Okay,” Ravi said. “We’re out of luck in this part of the gallery. All that’s here are the bathrooms.”

Ellery tore her eyes away from the couple and took in her immediate surroundings. Ravi was right. They were in a part of the building with black walls and two discreetly marked bathroom doors. The floor was the same shiny, gorgeous wood that led into the main room of the gallery. An enormous painting hung on the wall of the gallery opposite the bank of windows, the colors and lines striking even from this distance. Ellery wished she could move in for a closer look.

“No drinks,” Ravi said. “They’re either in that main room or somewhere along the other side. Shall we?”

Something in her expression made his face change, from adventurous and wry to gentle and understanding. “Never mind,” he said. “You wait here. Or right outside. I’ll bring you something. Okay?”

“Okay.” She was certain her relief was audible. “That sounds good.”

Ravi slipped away into the main room. Slender, dark haired, and graceful, he blended in even though he was slightly underdressed. She, on the other hand, had barely made it across the threshold before the wrongness of it all had stopped her in her tracks. She should be home with her family. How was that no longer an option?

I shouldn’t be here alone. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be.

Ellery took a step for the door. She’d feel better outside. The resort, the people, the things that felt out of place, she herself—the ocean and the trees were what she needed. They didn’t care that her life was falling apart. They didn’t care about anything at all.

“Hey.” Ellery flinched at the sound of an unfamiliar voice behind her. Oh no. She turned to see a young woman—the young woman.

The bride.

“Hi,” the woman said. “Are you waiting for the restroom?”

She had a gentle voice. She was likely closer to Kate’s age than to Ellery’s—midtwenties.

“Um, no. I was just leaving.”

The bride’s engagement ring glittered even in the dim light where they were standing. Ellery glanced down at her own wedding band. After twenty years, she felt naked without it. She’d switched to wearing the band on her right hand a few weeks ago. Abby said it was time to stop wearing it altogether.

Ellery hadn’t managed that yet.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted out, looking directly into the bride’s eyes. “I know this is a private event. I’m leaving right now.”

“Oh, no worries at all,” the young woman said easily. “I’m sorry you’re staying at the resort while we’re overrunning the place. I’m the bride, by the way. Olivia.”

“Ellery. It’s nice to meet you.” Ellery glanced at the door. Olivia had been beyond gracious, but it was time to leave. Ravi would find her outside. “Congratulations. It’s a beautiful location for a wedding.”

But Olivia kept talking, chatting away easily as though Ellery were a wedding guest and not an absolute interloper. “Thanks. My mom picked it.” She sighed. “This whole thing is so much bigger than Ben—my fiancé—and I had in mind. We wanted to get married at city hall with a couple of witnesses.” She looked down at her white silk dress, which was alternating liquid gold and shimmery silver under the muted lights. “This was what I was going to wear.” Olivia shrugged. “But in the end, it’s not only about us.”

“That was generous of you,” Ellery said. “Families are important. And friends.” She thought of Abby and all they had been through together.

“They are,” Olivia agreed. “Friends, especially, for Ben.” Her voice softened. “His parents died in a car accident when he was a teenager.”

“I’m so sorry.” Ellery’s voice caught. There are far too many hard things in this world, she thought. Even beautiful people who married other beautiful people in startlingly beautiful places couldn’t escape them. Her heart went out to Ben. “Does he have siblings? Other family?”

“No,” Olivia said. “He’s an only child.” She smiled, shifting the tension. “But once we decided we were going to do the wedding this way, he didn’t want to leave any of his friends out. So now he has seven groomsmen. And two best men.”

Ellery smiled, too. “Do you have as many bridesmaids?”

“Just one,” Olivia said. “My cousin, Rachel.” She reached up to brush a tendril of hair away from her face.

Ellery found herself wondering if Olivia could be the shadow celebrity. But Ravi had made it sound like someone who was here on vacation, trying not to be noticed. And a bride always drew attention.

“Olivia?” someone called out from the other room. “Olivia?” It was a woman’s voice, clear and commanding.

“That didn’t take long,” Olivia said ruefully. She glanced behind her. “My mom. She’s kind of stressed out about the whole wedding. She’s paying for everything. Because, you know. Ben’s parents can’t help out.”

“Oh.” Ellery took another step toward the door. Time to go. She doubted the mother of the bride would be as generous about Ellery’s trespassing as Olivia had been. “It was nice to talk to you.” Thank you for being so kind about my being here, intruding in my on-sale Anthropologie dress and drugstore eyeliner. “I hope tomorrow is perfect.”

“Thank you.” Olivia had turned toward her mother, so Ellery slipped out the door into the night.
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You,” Ravi said admiringly, “have guts.”

“No, I don’t,” Ellery said. She did not have any guts. She also did not have any bones or muscles. She was a heart longing for a family she no longer had and a brain thinking about things it shouldn’t and nerve endings reaching out in every direction.

“Yes, you do. Talking to the bride like that? Guts. Guts for days.”

They were walking back down the trail. Ravi was carrying a champagne glass and she held a tiny lemon lavender tart that he’d brought her in the palm of her hand.

“Here,” he’d said, when he’d given it to her moments ago outside the gallery door. “I noticed that you don’t drink.”

“Thank you.” She’d been touched by this. By his seeing her. She’d also been touched by his asking to exchange phone numbers. He’d given her Nina’s as well. “In case you want company,” he said. “We’ll be around, driving each other crazy.”

Now, Ellery popped the entire tart into her mouth. She didn’t know what else to do. Somewhere in the recesses of her brain, the word delicious rose, disappeared.

The path from the gallery back down to the main area of the resort was barely wide enough for them to walk side by side. The lighting along the edges was so discreet and tasteful that it was as if the plants along the path had simply chosen to
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Reading Group Guide for 
THE UNWEDDING

Discussion Questions

1. Big Sur, California, sets the stage for this enticing mystery and provides a stunning landscape for our cast of characters to lose themselves in. In what ways was this setting an asset to the storytelling by providing more than a backdrop for the story to unfold?

2. A recurring theme that is explored throughout the narrative is that of grief and loneliness. What is the story saying about these emotions and how are they explored through the various characters?

3. Ellery is going through a tremendous life change with the divorce from Luke, the man she thought she would spend the rest of her life with. In what ways does the story handle the topic of beginning again and starting a new chapter later in life? How does that impact the story and Ellery’s growth as a character?

4. Ravi and Nina at first appear to be polar opposites of Ellery, as glamourous and carefree individuals who often indulge in the finer things life has to offer. How does their relationship evolve throughout the course of the novel? In what ways have they saved Ellery, both literally and figuratively?

5. Motherhood is a central topic of the novel and plays a big part in many of the characters’ lives. Which iteration of motherhood felt most significant to your reading and how did it impact the overall narrative?

6. There are many different forms of relationships that play out in the narrative, including platonic, familial, and romantic. Which characters’ relationship felt the most consequential to the story?

7. The Unwedding is a nightmare scenario for a day that is meant to be joyous and filled with love. Describe a time that you went to a wedding that was less than ideal.

8. There are many descriptions of beautiful art pieces that were on display at Broken Point. Which installation sounded the most alluring to you and how did the use of art elevate the narrative?

9. There is a clear class disparity between many of the characters throughout the story. For some, luxury is easily accessible, while for others, this is the opportunity of a lifetime. In what ways does the novel address this issue of economic divide among the characters and how does it propel the story?

10. Ellery’s past traumas resurface in the face of this new horror, but she is keen on discovering the truth behind Ben and Matt’s deaths. In what way has this new experience allowed Ellery to face her fears and set her on the road toward healing?

11. From the moment Broken Point is introduced in the novel, there are bountiful descriptions of the natural world that surrounds and fascinates the characters, and which also acts as a force to isolate them from the outside world. As you read the novel, what nature moments and motifs did you notice or find significant?

12. The cards presented to the guests at Broken Point provide important details on the conditions of the day, and not just in terms of the weather. The quotations on the cards work as markers throughout the story. How did this help guide the narrative, and did these quotes set expectations for the story’s progression?
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