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ALEX

“The trip should be about two weeks. I hope you can set aside our history for this. I really want you to be there,” Nini says on the other end of the phone.

There are very few moments in life when silence becomes a weapon. This is one of them.

I say nothing.

Because if I open my mouth right now, what will come out won’t be polite. It won’t be mature. It definitely won’t be wedding-appropriate.

My ex-girlfriend—Nini, the woman who once swore she couldn’t imagine a future without me—is inviting me to her wedding in Cuba.

Cuba.

Two weeks. White sand beaches. Sunset ceremonies. And her marrying someone else.

The audacity is almost artistic.

“I mean,” she continues when I don’t respond, her voice dipping into that soft, diplomatic tone she uses when she’s trying to sound reasonable, “we shared a big part of our lives. I don’t want that erased. I’d regret it if you weren’t there.”

Regret it.

That word stings more than it should.

What about when you left? I want to ask. What about when you said you needed ‘clarity’ and then magically found it in someone else’s arms?

But instead, I say, “You’re serious?”

“Yes,” she says, relief slipping into her voice as if my disbelief is somehow a good sign. “I really am. And—there’s one thing.”

Of course there is.

“You’ll need to bring a plus one.”

I actually laugh. It comes out sharp. Disbelieving.

“My fiancée would be... uncomfortable if you came alone.”

There it is. The real reason.

This isn’t about closure. This isn’t about honoring shared history.

This is about optics.

Her future wife is insecure about me. Which is hilarious, considering Nini is the one who walked away.

“You want me there,” I say slowly, “but not single.”

“It’s not like that.”

“It sounds exactly like that.”

“It’s just for peace,” she insists. “Please. I really want you there, Alex.”

My jaw tightens. My fingers dig into the couch cushion.

I hate that a part of me still softens when she says my name like that.

Two weeks in Cuba.

Watching her get married.

Pretending I’m over it.

“I’ll think about it,” I say.

And before she can thank me, before she can coat this whole situation in gratitude and sentiment, I end the call.

The house smells like garlic and roasted vegetables when I step into the living room. My family is gathered around the dining table like we’re starring in some domestic sitcom.

Vera is at the head of the table, posture straight, fork poised like she’s conducting a symphony instead of eating pasta. Taylor sits beside her, leaning into Padma with the kind of casual intimacy that makes my chest ache in ways I refuse to examine. Padma is laughing at something Grace said. Mckenna is on her phone, pretending not to listen but absolutely listening.

It’s loud. Warm. Safe.

And I feel like a glitch in the system.

“Everything okay, Alex?” Taylor asks, noticing me hovering by the doorway.

I take my seat.

“Define okay.”

Vera narrows her eyes at me. “What happened?”

I swirl my fork through the pasta, buying time.

“Nini invited me to her wedding.”

The table goes silent.

Padma’s hand freezes mid-air.

Grace’s eyebrows shoot up.

“To watch?” Mckenna asks.

“Yes,” I deadpan. “As a special guest of emotional trauma.”

Taylor groans. “No way.”

“She wants me there for closure,” I add. “In Cuba. For two weeks.”

“Cuba?” Grace echoes, like that’s the part worth focusing on.

“And,” I continue, because why not just set the whole thing on fire, “I have to bring a plus one. Apparently I can’t be trusted to attend alone.”

Padma presses her lips together, clearly trying not to laugh.

Vera doesn’t.

“She has nerve,” Vera says bluntly.

“That’s what I said!” I point at her.

Taylor leans forward. “Are you going?”

I hesitate.

Because here’s the ugly truth: part of me wants to.

Not for Nini. Not really.

But for proof.

Proof that I’m fine. That I’ve moved on. That I can stand in front of her in a white dress and not crumble.

Closure isn’t something someone hands you at a wedding reception. But maybe I need to see it. The finality of it.

Vera watches me carefully. She’s always been able to read me too well.

“You should go,” she says.

I blink. “Excuse me?”

“For closure,” she says calmly. “Not for her. For you.”

Taylor nods slowly. “It could be freeing.”

“Or humiliating,” I counter.

“Only if you let it be,” Vera replies.

I hate when she’s right.

After dinner, while everyone else moves to the couch to watch some mindless reality show, I retreat to my room.

I lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling.

Two weeks in Cuba.

With a plus one.

I grab my phone.

If I’m doing this, I’m not showing up alone and emotionally exposed.

I start texting everyone I know.

You busy in two weeks?

Random question: how do you feel about Cuba?

Hypothetically, would you attend a wedding as my fake date?

One by one, responses trickle in.

Sorry, can’t get leave.

I’m broke.

Is this about Nini? Because no.

LMAO absolutely not.

By midnight, I’m officially out of options.

By one a.m., I’m spiraling.

By two a.m., when my phone buzzes again, I jolt upright like I’ve been electrocuted.

The notification reads:

Rent A Partner.

I squint at the screen.

Right.

I downloaded that app months ago as a joke after too many glasses of wine and one particularly dramatic rant about being single at family gatherings.

It’s one of those all-inclusive companion apps where you can hire someone to attend social events with you. No strings. Clear boundaries. Contractual.

It might be ridiculous.

But so is attending your ex’s wedding in Cuba.

I open the app.

Profiles scroll past. Smiling faces. Carefully curated bios.

Event companion.

Travel-friendly.

Discrete and professional.

I chat with a few people.

Some are too eager.

Some feel robotic.

One asks for half the payment upfront before even discussing details.

Then I see her.

Sandi.

Short for Sandile.

Durban-based. Ten kilometers away.

Her profile picture isn’t overly posed. She’s sitting outdoors, sunlight catching in her long braids. Her smile is effortless. Real.

Bio: Law student. Matcha enthusiast. Excellent conversationalist. Good with families.

I snort at that last one.

Perfect.

I message her.

Alex: I’m paying for everything so you don’t have to worry about that. It’s two weeks in Cuba. I need a plus one. Is that okay with you?

There’s a pause.

Then:

Sandi: That’s perfectly fine, Alex. I usually do meet-ups before events. Chemistry check and all that. Is tomorrow afternoon okay? There’s a café in town that serves matcha I really like.

Chemistry check.

I stare at her profile picture again.

Alex: That’s perfect. I’ll meet you there.

The next afternoon, I arrive at the café fifteen minutes early.

It’s one of those aesthetic places with hanging plants and soft indie music playing in the background. Everyone looks like they own at least three tote bags and a reusable straw.

I sit by the window.

And then she walks in.

She’s even more beautiful in person.

Long braids that almost match mine. Deep brown skin glowing in the afternoon light. Dimples that appear when she smiles at the barista.

She scans the room, and when her eyes land on me, something warm settles in my chest.

She walks over confidently.

“Alex?” she asks.

“Sandi?”

Up close, her eyes are even darker than in her photos. Intent. Curious.

She sits across from me.

For a moment, there’s that slightly awkward first-meeting silence.

Then she grins.

“So,” she says. “Tell me about the ex.”

I laugh before I can stop myself.

And just like that, the tension dissolves.

We talk.

About Nini. About the wedding. About my dramatic siblings.

She tells me about law school. About growing up in Durban. About how she started using the app to help pay tuition and ended up genuinely enjoying meeting new people.

“You’d be surprised how many people just need someone to sit beside them so they don’t feel alone,” she says, stirring her matcha.

That hits harder than it should.

“I don’t want to look like I’m not over her,” I admit quietly.

Sandi studies me carefully.

“Are you?”

I hesitate.

“I don’t know.”

She nods like that’s the most honest answer she could’ve hoped for.

We talk about boundaries. Expectations. Sleeping arrangements.

“I’m not there to complicate your life,” she says gently. “Just to support the version of you that wants to show up.”

That line stays with me.

When we step outside after nearly two hours of talking, the sky is streaked pink and gold.

I feel... lighter.

Not because I’ve solved anything.

But because for the first time since that phone call, this feels less like a trap and more like a choice.

“So,” she says, slipping her hands into her jacket pockets. “You’ll pick me up in a week?”

“Yes,” I say. “We’ll head to the airport together.”

She smiles.

Up close, the dimples are devastating.

She leans in and presses a soft kiss to my cheek.

It’s brief. Professional. Almost playful.

But my skin tingles anyway.

“It’s a date,” she says.

I watch her walk away.

And for the first time since Nini said the word wedding, I’m not picturing heartbreak.

I’m picturing Cuba.

Sunlight.

Possibility.

And a woman with dimples who just might make this whole ridiculous situation worth it.
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SANDI

Alex is early.

Not five-minutes-early polite. Not I-happened-to-be-in-the-area early.

She’s twenty minutes early.

I see her car idling outside my apartment building and smile to myself before I even grab my suitcase. Nervous clients are always early. It’s a tell. The ones who pretend they’re fine but have been spiraling internally for days.

I check myself in the mirror one last time—long braids freshly redone, soft gloss on my lips, oversized denim jacket over a fitted black top. Casual but intentional. Approachable girlfriend energy.

When I slide into the passenger seat, she’s already gripping the steering wheel like it might try to escape.

“Morning,” I say lightly.

She glances at me, and for half a second the nerves soften. “You’re ready.”

“I’ve been ready,” I tease. “You look like you barely slept.”

She exhales through her nose. “I didn’t.”

“Good,” I reply. “That means you care.”

She rolls her eyes but doesn’t argue.

The airport is chaos in the way airports always are—rolling suitcases clacking against tiled floors, last-minute goodbyes, the smell of coffee and overpriced pastries. Alex walks half a step ahead of me, scanning everything like she expects Nini to materialize out of thin air in departures.

“We should go over the plan,” she says once we’re seated at the gate.

I nod, slipping into work mode.

Two weeks in Cuba. Destination wedding. Multiple pre-wedding events. Shared accommodations with other guests. The fiancée—technically the
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