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      I can’t breathe.

      I plop my flouncy, satin-clad butt down on a stone bench behind the hotel, picking up my phone and dialing my best friend Julia.

      I know part of it’s the wedding dress. The corset is so tight my ribs feel like they’re touching.

      The other part is people. So. Many. People.

      From where I’m sitting, I can see a man in a gardening outfit on his knees in the distance, kneeling beside a lush rose bush, tending to it with the kind of care a mother shows a newborn baby.

      What a dream it would be to have a job like that. No people. Just roses and the sweet sun in my hair.

      Breathe.

      “Come on,” I say to the phone.

      “Hello?” Julia’s voice is crackly when she answers a moment later.

      Relief floods me. “Hey!” I stand up, pacing the garden. I desperately want to chew my nails. “Hey, so I, like, can’t breathe. That’s normal, right?”

      Pause. “Maggie?” Julia asks. “Are you there? Sorry, the line’s terrible. I’m on the ferry. Are you okay? I’m sorry I couldn’t get there sooner; my boss was being such a jerk again.”

      I sigh. “I’m here.”

      Julia’s an event planner who currently works herself to the bone for very little thanks. Her dream is to open her own business, but she’s always too busy to even think about it. She had to beg and steal the day off for my wedding and still wasn’t able to take the full day.

      Still, just hearing her voice makes it a little easier to breathe. So does the scent of the garden I’ve wandered into. I inhale deeply, my nostrils filling with the sweet scent of spring roses.

      “You know what?” I say, feeling calm again. “I’m fine. I just…I put on the dress early, just so this would feel real, you know?”

      “Mags! The wedding’s not for another three hours. Where’s Jeff?”

      “In his room. Getting ready, probably.” Knowing Jeff, he’s probably reciting his vows in the mirror. I’m surprised I can’t hear his voice from here, honestly. Unlike me, Jeff loves huge crowds. Feels at home in them. Julia does, too, which is why I knew Jeff and I would work so well. Julia and I are like yin and yang.

      Jeff and I are too. Kind of. Things have been feeling a little stilted lately, but that’s just because our lives are changing so much. Plus, wedding planning is exhausting.

      “Okay,” Julia says. “That’s good.” There’s a slight stiffness to her voice. Julia was lukewarm about Jeff when we first started dating. But when I told her we were serious, she got in line. I’m tempted to ask her what it was about him that gave her pause now, but it doesn’t matter. We’re about to be married.

      We chat about details for the day, and by the time she says she has to go, I feel so much better. It’s always like this when speaking to the few people in my inner circle. If it were up to me, the wedding would be me, my fiancé, Julia, and Mom. Dad, if he were alive, of course.

      At least I got the wedding by the sea—we’re on a little island off the coast of Redbeard Cove, BC, which is on a strip of coast only accessible by ferry. The only thing on this island is the hotel. Jeff says the place makes him feel trapped, but when we toured it, it felt like home to me.

      “Okay, listen,” Julia says. “I’m going to be there as soon as I—” She cuts out. Then she comes back. “…all you have to say is I do. And smell the roses.”

      I laugh. Roses. It’s kismet, because I’m standing in the most beautiful garden I’ve ever seen. “Thanks, Jules. See you soon.”

      Everything’s going to be fine. I end the call.

      I wasn’t being euphemistic. The place is incredible. Roses in every size and shade imaginable burst forth in every direction. So what if I have to deal with three hundred people—most of them Jeff’s friends and colleagues?

      The man in the gardening suit—is that what it’s called? A gardening onesie, maybe?—pulls a rose down and brushes his thumb over the petals with a tenderness that makes me smile.

      I smell one of the roses next to me, and my smile grows wider. I should call Jeff to see when the makeup and hair people are getting here. His hairstylist is the one doing my hair. Once I’m fully ready, I’ll feel amazing. I just know it.

      When I pull out my phone, I pause for a moment and study my wallpaper. Jeff has his arm wrapped around me. I’m smiling, but I can see the panic in my eyes now—a shadow in my smile. There were so many people there that day too.

      I give my cheek a light slap.

      I’m fine. I just need to talk to Jeff. When I get back to the bench and stick my phone back in my purse, my fingers brush against a velvet box. It’s my grandmother’s antique ring, which I’m going to hand to the parents of the ring bearer when they arrive. It feels good holding this ring. I feel connected to my dad again—it was his mom’s ring.

      Jeff doesn’t pick up. He’s probably got his phone on silent already—he remembers to do stuff like that. Unlike me, who blasted “Do Ya Think I’m Sexy” in a staff meeting last week when I forgot to turn my phone down. I couldn’t find it for a full minute. Mortifying. “I was only trying to get in the wedding mood!” I’d exclaimed, cheeks flaming.

      It doesn’t help that I’m an elementary school librarian.

      Still gripping the ring in my hand, I go back inside, heading for the reception desk. I’ll use their landline to call Jeff’s room directly.

      Except I’m halfway down the hallway when the ring slips from my hand. Because of course it does. It clinks on the floor.

      Then starts rolling away from me.

      “Crap!”

      I chase after it, but it’s going fast. I race toward where it curves…and rolls directly under a closed door.

      I could laugh. I do laugh, lightly. It’s fine. It’s just a broom closet.

      I reach for the handle but pause when I hear a giggle.

      I imagined that, right?

      Except then a male voice comes through. A familiar male voice.

      “You’re so hot, baby.”

      My stomach drops.

      I know that voice. I was just looking for that voice. Only the man I know with that voice doesn’t say things like that.

      “That’s right. Just like that.”

      The colors in the hallway seem to fade, everything around me going blurry.

      Another giggle.

      Open the door, Maggie.

      My hand goes to the handle. The metal’s cool under my palm.

      The door is locked.

      “Mmm. So hot.” The male voice once more.

      I back up, my heart racing. I need to get into that room. I need to confirm that I’m wrong. But there’s no one in the hallway. The reception desk is a million miles away, around a corner.

      I head back to the door to the back garden. I walk briskly through those sweet-smelling roses to where that man is now bent over beside the bush, clippers in hand. Even from the back, I can see he’s big, his broad shoulders filling out his dark blue coveralls.

      “Excuse me,” I say. “Do you have keys to any of the doors inside?”

      He must have headphones in. I gently tap him on the shoulder, my panic increasing.

      The man abruptly stands up, looking startled. He towers over me. He’s younger than I expected, but that’s all I see. My vision’s blurry. “You’re so hot, baby” echoes in my ears.

      “I need to get into the broom closet,” I say. “I lost something…under the door.”

      A moment later, the man is inserting a key into the lock. He didn’t ask any questions. He must have seen the urgency on my face.

      Then the door is open. And there’s Jeff, his hands up the dress of the woman who’s supposed to be doing my hair in an hour. Clara, Jeff’s hairstylist, who told me just last week in the salon as we mocked up hairstyles that she knew Jeff and I were going to have the most beautiful babies.

      Clara screams. My fiancé swears.

      “Maggie! Shit, oh shit.” Jeff disentangles himself from Clara’s dress, yanking down the hem. They were full-on fucking.

      So much for that low libido he’s been struggling with.

      I open and close my mouth like a fish. But I don’t have any words. None except “Nice dress.”

      Nice dress?

      It is a nice dress. And I’m an idiot. A fool.

      I turn on my heel and run.

      My fiancé’s voice calls after me. “Don’t tell anyone, Maggie. Please! You know I’ll be ruined!”

      He will be ruined if this gets out. I cling to that little bit of power I have as I pump my legs, my whole world crumbling.

      Because my fiancé’s family is rich and powerful, his father a developer with ties to the community.

      But not nearly as many as Jeff, the local pastor.
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      I run down the hallway, Jeff calling after me.

      He sees his reputation in shambles. I see nothing except the two of them, tangled up in each other. And I can’t help the bizarre thought that somehow, I knew.

      He always talked about how Clara, with her cool, wild hair and tattoos, was someone he couldn’t tell his parishioners about, but she knew exactly how to do his hair just right.

      She’s not anywhere near my type, Maggie. My type is you.

      “Bastard!” I scream.

      It’s the last word I cry before I smash through the door and back into that rose garden.

      I spin around. Where do I go?

      The gardener appears in the doorway I just came through. He fills it.

      Then Jeff is behind him, yelling. Clara’s nowhere to be seen, of course.

      Jeff tries to shove past the big man in his way.

      The man doesn’t let him. It’s like he barely notices Jeff’s there.

      All his attention is on me. He searches my face, as if asking me what to do. I get the strangest feeling that the man would turn around and clock Jeff if I told him to.

      I pause. Then I stalk back to the door. “Don’t come out, Jeff. You stay inside and think about what you did.”

      Okay, so my confrontational skills are normally limited to dealing with eight-year-olds drawing mustaches in picture books.

      So I tag on “you fuck.”

      Well, that felt good.

      “Maggie, come on, there’s no need for profanity,” Jeff says. “Let’s talk about this.” He’s still trying to get past the giant in the doorway, which is also very satisfying.

      “Oh, I disagree,” I say. “I believe this is the perfect time for profanity.”

      I look up at the man.

      What do you need? the man’s eyes ask me. He looks at me the way he touched that rose, like I deserve all the care in the world.

      I think that’s what makes me crack.

      The man stares intently at my face.

      Eyes suddenly blurry with tears, I say, “Take me away from him. Somewhere where there are no people. No people at all.”

      The man steps forward, which releases Jeff.

      Jeff stumbles and falls on his ass on the flagstones.

      I would laugh if this was funny.

      “Maggie, be reasonable,” he says as he gets up.

      He reaches for me, but I put a hand on the big man’s arm. “Now, please.”

      The man shoves a hand at Jeff’s chest, keeping him back.

      Jeff struggles against him. “What are you doing, asshole? That’s my fiancée.”

      “Not anymore,” I say.

      Still, Jeff struggles.

      Then the man does something I never expected. He lets go of Jeff, but only to make the most wild, deranged face I’ve ever seen. His eyeballs pop, tongue sticks out. He raises his arms up.

      Jeff actually yelps.

      Now I do laugh, because that was so ridiculous, so perfect. It was the only thing that actually got Jeff to stop struggling.

      I look at my fiancé, pointing a finger at his stupid, handsome face. “Don’t follow me, Jeff. If you follow me, I’ll get my friend here to punch you in the balls.” Kick, Maggie. People usually kick people in the balls.

      But the man plays along, forming a fist. God, his hand is huge.

      Jeff blanches, his hands going over his crotch.

      “And if you still don’t listen,” I say, my voice containing a steely quality I don’t recognize as coming from me, “I’ll call everyone and tell them exactly what I saw.”

      But it works. Or maybe it’s the giant fist at the gardener’s side. It doesn’t matter. Jeff relents, hanging his head.

      “Okay. Okay, Maggie. Just take a minute to cool down. I’ll stay here.”

      Like he has a choice.

      “I’ll tell everyone you’re getting ready,” he continues. “I⁠—”

      “Stop talking, Jeff,” I say with less venom than exhaustion. Then I spin on my heel, ignoring him, and reach for my white knight, the gardener I’m absolutely imposing on in the most insane way.

      But he doesn’t seem to care. He points down a path that looks a little less trodden than the rest. Past a sign that says Staff Only.

      And then we’re gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We walk in silence, but it’s not uncomfortable. It’s exactly what I need.

      Ten minutes later, we’re at a part of the island I didn’t know existed. After a slight slope through the trees and around a bend, we step into a little glade.

      It’s still sheltered from the sea, but it’s got a peekaboo view of it in the distance. There are trees stretching up on all sides—deciduous trees, unlike the evergreens covering the rest of the island. Maples and Dogwoods and Garry Oak, their late spring leaves thick and fluttering in the breeze.

      But that’s not what draws my eye. What I’m fixated on is the little cottage perched in the middle of the tiny meadow at the center. It’s wood, painted a soft blue, and two stories high.

      If I could paint a picture of the most peaceful, perfect, beautiful place in the world, this would be it. It looks, actually, like what I tried so hard to describe when the therapist Mom sent me to after Dad died asked me to picture a safe place.

      And when we walk around to the other side?

      My jaw drops. Sun filters through the trees onto a wide back deck lined with trellises. On the trellises grow huge, mature roses somehow even more beautiful than the ones in the hotel garden. The deck has a wrought-iron table and chairs and two plush outdoor chairs. I follow the man onto the deck, not once thinking I shouldn’t be here.

      Because, strangely, this feels like the only place in the world I should be.

      The man sweeps his hand to the chairs, and I sit on the end of one of the loungers. I close my eyes and inhale, taking in all the smells and sounds. Roses are the predominant scent. But I smell grass, too, probably from the little meadow on the other side of the trellises. I hear the faint babble of water.

      That’s when I start to cry.

      I bury my face in my hands, sobbing like an absolute fool.

      I don’t know how long I sit like that, crying—wailing, actually—as I bury my face in my flouncy lap.

      It must be a while, because when I finally look up again, snuffling, I’m alone.
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