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“Bridezilla! Incoming!”

The hissed words made Bethany Hall look up from her mise en place in alarm as her sous chef strode through the swinging kitchen door. Her wide-eyed expression told Bethany all she needed to know. Mariska never broke a sweat even through the most demanding event, and now her expression looked downright harried.

Bethany set down her knife and whisked off her apron. “ETA?”

“Three minutes, maybe less. Eduardo overheard her talking as she left the bungalow.”

“God bless him,” Bethany muttered. There were some advantages to having a staff of twelve on an eight-acre private island that served no more than twenty guests at a time. No one could sneeze without the concierge knowing about it and arriving twenty seconds later with a box of tissues. She hurriedly unbuttoned the placket of her double-breasted chef’s jacket and fastened it up the opposite direction to cover the smear on its front. With a four-thousand-dollar-a-night price tag, guests didn’t want to see any evidence of the work that went into their stay.

Bethany had just washed her hands and was tucking a stray lock of red hair back beneath her bandanna when the door swung open again, delivering a willowy, exotic-looking brunette into her kitchen. Dressed in a skimpy sundress and four-inch espadrilles with a full flawless face of makeup, the woman couldn’t have looked more out of place had she tried.

“Ms. Elliston.” Bethany put on the required pleasant smile. “What a lovely surprise! What can I help you with this afternoon?”

Anna Elliston held up a piece of pearlized cardstock. “This is a disaster! Look at this. Nothing but seafood, the whole thing.”

“Yes,” Bethany said slowly, her smile wavering. “Traditional with a Belizean twist, just as you requested. This was finalized months ago.”

“But my new father-in-law is allergic!” With a furious scowl, the woman waved the card in Bethany’s face again. “Do you expect my fiancé’s father to eat salad at our wedding? And what about cross-contamination? He could go into … shock or something.”

Bethany repressed the urge to explain the difference between shock and an anaphylactic reaction, even though her smile had frozen into something closer to a grimace throughout the tirade. Possible responses ran through her head.

You should have thought of this before I brought in a hundred pounds of spiny lobster and six dozen conch.

This is why we clearly state in the contract that all menu changes must be approved by the chef a minimum of two weeks before the event.

Your father-in-law’s allergies are not my problem.

No, that one definitely couldn’t leave her lips, not if she wanted to keep her job. She decided to try reason.

“Ms. Elliston … Anna … I understand that you’re upset. But I can assure you that we have plenty of experience with food safety. I can easily make another dish for your father-in-law that will in no way be contaminated by seafood.”

“That would be very much appreciated.”

Bethany jerked her eyes away from the bride at the new voice in the conversation, and instantly every coherent thought fled, taking with it a good part of her righteous indignation.

A dark-haired man strode forward from where he’d been standing in the doorway and extended his hand. “Sorry, I guess I should introduce myself. I’m Derek Moretti.”

“Uh … Bethany Hall. Your …”

“Chef, right. I figured that, whites and all.” He favored her with a brilliant smile, which made it even more difficult to think, especially while his fingers were still wrapped around her hand.

When he finally released her, she managed to suck in a breath and a little bit of her gray matter decided to start working again. Unfortunately, it only seemed interested in processing the details: tall and handsome, light brown hair tousled by the salt breeze, green eyes that she could swear had been enhanced by some kind of real-life Photoshop. The whole package looked straight out of a magazine actually, from the tanned skin to the blinding smile and artfully mussed linen shirt hanging untucked over khaki shorts. She’d run into a lot of grooms on the island, but never had one looked quite so at home in his surroundings.

Groom. As in, getting married. To Bridezilla here.

The words pierced through the stupid fog that had overtaken Bethany’s brain. Fortunately, a quick look around told her that her silence hadn’t stretched for as long as it had seemed, and the only drooling she’d been doing had been mental. Thank God. She cleared her throat. “I can assure you that the utmost care will be taken with your father’s meal, to be sure there are no adverse effects.”

“I’m sure it will.” Derek looked at his bride, who was still wearing a petulant expression, and lifted her hand to his lips. “Anna, sweetheart, why don’t you go back to the bungalow? I don’t want you to worry about this. After all, you’re going to be walking down the aisle in four hours.”

Anna softened a degree and stretched up on tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips. But Bethany distinctly heard her whisper, “Don’t you dare wimp out on this one, Derek.”

He smiled but as soon as Bridezilla huffed off from the kitchen, his eyes lifted upward as if praying for strength. Then he looked back to Bethany with a wry smile. “I’m sorry about that. Anna usually isn’t this high strung, but she’s been pretty stressed out about the wedding.”

“I understand. Weddings are a big deal. We’re here to make sure everything is perfect for your special day.” It was practically verbatim from the brochure, and a few minutes ago, Bethany would have choked on the words. But at this moment, lost in those mesmerizing emerald eyes, they spilled out with ease.

“I appreciate that,” Derek said. “But you should probably know that my father isn’t allergic to shellfish.”

“Excuse me?”

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.

She followed the movement without conscious intent, then gave herself a stern mental shake.

“No. He simply said that he no longer ate animal products because they weren’t good for him. An idea that I’m pretty sure came from his new girlfriend, who is a twenty-nine year old vegan supermodel.”

“Ah.” Bethany pressed down the laugh that threatened to bubble out.  “I understand. Trust me, I’ve seen stranger things in my time here. I’m sure I can come up with something that is authentically Belizean, but will not offend his … newfound sensibilities.”

“I really appreciate that, Chef Hall.” Derek smiled at her, and once more the blinding warmth of the expression pushed out every last sensible thought. “I promise, we’ll attempt not to be one of those wedding parties that you complain about over cocktails. At least from here on out.”

A chuckle rose up in her. “Thanks. I appreciate that. Though of course, you might have cost me my free sympathy drinks.”

He grinned. “A small price to pay, I’d think.” He looked to Mariska and gave her a friendly nod, then offered the same to Bethany before retreating the way he had come.

The door had no sooner swung shut behind him than Mariska stepped in front of her. “What the heck was that?”

“What was what?” Bethany reached for her apron and wrapped the strings around her waist before tying them off in a tight bow.

“You were flirting!”

“I was not! He’s a married man. Or will be in four hours. I was just being friendly.”

“‘You might have cost me my free sympathy drinks,’” Mariska mimicked in a singsong voice. “I never thought I’d ever see you, of all people, lose your mind over a guy.”

“Oh, please. You know me better than that.” Bethany went back to her chopping, then set her knife down just as quickly. “What should I do for the father of the groom? Vegan?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ve got it. I used to cook for one of those yoga retreats on Caye Caulker. I’ve got some go-to dishes that look much fancier than they are. Besides, I wouldn’t want cooking to get in the way of your daydreaming.”

Bethany rolled her eyes, even though Mariska’s teasing had started a flush that she prayed was covered by the high collar of her jacket. She had been tongue-tied, no way of explaining it otherwise. Over a guest. It was the cardinal rule of hospitality, especially at a high-end retreat like Halcyon Caye. Be friendly, but invisible. And under no circumstances flirt with or even have any improper thoughts about a guest, let alone a member of a wedding party. Years ago, a personal concierge had been caught making out with a drunk bridesmaid, and now he was barred from ever working at any resort within the Destinations family. Considering that the corporation owned not only this private island but over three hundred luxury resorts and retreats worldwide, that took a pretty sharp chunk out of potential employment opportunities.

Funny how Halcyon Caye had felt like a last resort when she’d been fleeing personal humiliation in Florida three years ago, and now she would do almost anything to stay. She straightened her spine and vowed she would behave with strict professionalism from here on out. She already knew what happened when you mixed business and pleasure.

Mariska stayed silent for several moments, then shot Bethany a mischievous look. “You have to admit, though, he’s pretty hot.”

Bethany grinned. “Like the surface of the sun.”

“If you like the tall, dark, rich, and handsome thing. What do you think? I’m voting actor.”

Bethany shook her head. “I don’t think so. Not quite arrogant enough. I say finance. Or real estate. He’s got money. You can tell by the watch.”

“It’s uncanny how you do that. I guess when your dad’s a jeweler, though, you notice things like that.”

“Well, I noticed the fact that Derek seems much too nice to be marrying that woman. Despite the fact that he tried to cover for her. Can you believe she practically called him a wimp?”

“I don’t understand why the nice, good-looking ones always go for the straight-up b—”

A throat cleared behind them and Bethany spun, the blood draining from her face as she found herself looking into a pair of very familiar green eyes. “Der—um, Mr. Moretti. What can I do for you?”

He seemed to be struggling to keep a straight face, but whether out of amusement or anger, she couldn’t tell. Her stomach dropped even further and settled somewhere around her knees. This time it wasn’t because of the sheer force of those good looks.

“I know this probably goes without saying, but we’ll be needing two vegan meals. One for my father and one for his girlfriend. I just wanted to make sure …”

“Of course. Yes. I’m assuming you’d like vegan options for the duration of their stay?”

He nodded slowly, then stepped back. “That would be perfect. Thanks. And … I’m sorry again.”

“No, not at all. It’s our pleasure.” Bethany maintained her smile until he left the kitchen, and then let it slide with a deep groan. If he complained to management about their loose lips, it was all over. Getting fired from a Destinations resort meant she’d be blackballed from the best restaurants in Belize, as well as their entire resort network. She wasn’t going back to Miami, no matter what.

Suddenly, she wished that hotter-than-the-sun Derek Moretti had never appeared in her kitchen.
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Derek walked slowly from the Grand Palapa where the island kitchen was located, feeling strangely subdued. It was natural to have jitters just hours before your wedding, wasn’t it? After all, his older brother, George, had been needling him about cold feet since they’d arrived on the island this morning. Said Derek had used work as an excuse to delay his arrival until hours before he was supposed to tie the knot so he wouldn’t chicken out.

That wasn’t it, though. Derek wasn’t a quitter, and he certainly wasn’t going to leave Anna at the altar because of a few jitters. He’d known her nearly his entire life. Some part of him had probably believed they were destined to be together since the time she’d been nothing more than his awkward next-door neighbor. Sure, they’d both grown up and changed immensely, particularly her—because who would have known that the girl with glasses and braces and knobby knees would end up as the new face of Ralph Lauren?—but they had a shared history together that no second thoughts could replace.

And yet the way she’d torn into the island’s chef over something she knew was patently untrue made him wonder if there were things about Anna he still didn’t know.

Derek rejoined the weathered wooden boardwalk that wound back through the sand and over a bridge to the one-bedroom bungalow that would be their honeymoon suite. He scarcely noticed the turquoise waters lapping the shore just feet away or the steady salt breeze that ruffled his hair and clothes. He’d talked Anna out of her dreams of an immense wedding in their hometown of Los Angeles, which considering who their parents were, would have inevitably turned into a circus of epic proportions. Instead, he’d lured her to Belize with the promise of island sunshine and blue waters and uninterrupted romance. Surely that was the reason for her sudden fit of high-handedness. The only details she’d gotten to fret over were her wedding dress and bouquet.

He just couldn’t forget the way Chef Hall had swallowed down her very obvious annoyance to placate Anna … and the clear fear in her eyes when he’d walked in on them talking about Anna’s behavior. Derek might have once been ruthless when it came to business, but he knew better than to treat staff as second-class citizens just because he could drop thirty grand on a private island for the week.

He strolled through the open doors of the bungalow, where Anna was reclining in a chair, two manicurists hard at work on her fingers and toes.

“Did you take care of it?”

Derek paused by her side and bent to press a kiss to her lips. “I did. She will have a vegan meal for both Dad and Eliza at the wedding and will provide non-meat options for the duration of our stay.”

Anna stared at him. “That’s not what I asked. I want the menu changed.”

“Anna, sweetheart, we’re in Belize. Seafood is just food here. And besides, the reception is in five and a half hours. It’s not like they can just run to the supermarket.”

“For the price we’re paying, you’d think we could have what we want.”

Derek pulled up a stool and settled beside her. “We agreed on the menu months ago. Why the sudden change of heart?” He narrowed his eyes. “Is this because of Eliza?”

Anna didn’t look at him, which was the same as a confirmation. “It just seems tacky to serve food that would offend your father. And it’s not at all environmentally responsible.”

Derek closed his eyes and prayed for patience. It was bad enough that his dad had to be dating someone younger than his own son; even worse that he’d met her at one of Anna’s runway shows and fell instantly, madly “in love.” Somehow, the fact that the great Dante Moretti was involved with Eliza had given her more influence than she’d had when she was merely Anna’s friend.

“This is my wedding too, and I like seafood. So considering it’s too late to do anything about it, we are going to eat it and we are going to enjoy it, regardless of how environmentally unfriendly it might be. Eliza and Dad can have their rabbit food and everyone will be happy.”

Anna frowned at him, but the quiver of her lips told him all was forgiven. He bent to give her one more quick kiss. “I’m going to get my bags and make sure I have everything I need for the ceremony. And then the next time I see you, you will be walking toward me down a sandy aisle, about to be my wife.”

“Send Eliza over when you see her? We need to start getting ready soon. The makeup artist and hairstylist will be here in twenty minutes. No way am I going to be looking all pale and windswept in our wedding photos. You know how critical the media will be when they get out …”

“I will let her know you’re expecting her.” He gave his fiancée a little wink and turned down the short, tiled hallway to the master bedroom, sure that the jittery feeling in his middle would be going away any second now. Instead, it only got stronger.

All men feel this way. It’s normal. It doesn’t mean anything…ominous.

Just because Anna seemed more concerned about how she would look in their wedding photos than about actually marrying him didn’t mean anything. In fact, it was a relief. He’d stood at the front of a church too many times, watching yet another glowing woman with dreams in her eyes walk down the aisle toward his beaming father. The first one he’d missed, of course—that had been his mother—but there had been four others since. Eliza would likely make Wife Number Six. And in each and every case, Dante Moretti had been madly in love with the woman, couldn’t bear to be without her.

Sadly, the excitement rarely seemed to last more than a couple of years before he found someone else he couldn’t live without.

That’s why Derek was approaching this in a more sensible way. He and Anna were perfect for each other. She traveled for work, and now that he was self-employed, he could travel with her. They’d never experienced any of the ridiculous jealousy and mistrust that plagued so many of their friends’ marriages. They simply shared a history and the same desires for their future. Devoid of the unrealistic expectations of true love, they might actually have a chance at a long and happy marriage.


* * *



“Are you ready?”

Derek looked into the full length mirror of George’s room in the Big House, the four bedroom “bungalow” that lay on the main part of the island, far from the private retreat that he and Anna would share for the rest of the week. Rather than put him in a tuxedo or suit, given the hot and humid Caribbean weather, Anna had selected a crisp white shirt and tan slacks. He now had his sleeves rolled partway back in keeping with the informal feel of their oceanside wedding. None of it especially mattered to him, though his flip-flops felt somewhat less than respectful for what should be a sacred ceremony.

“Not having second thoughts, are you?” George asked when he didn’t immediately answer. “I didn’t mean to throw you off. I was just teasing. We’ve always known you and Anna would get married someday. It just took you longer to get around to it than any of us thought.”
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