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Dear Diary,

I THINK I’M MORE OF a realist than a romantic, but let’s face it: weddings can be a lot of fun. Which is why I’m super excited to be invited to tag along to Bess and George’s cousin Veronica’s wedding. It’s taking place in Las Vegas! On top of a huge skyscraper! And crazier still, Veronica and her fiancé, Xavier, are going to BASE jump off the roof deck when the ceremony is over. Xavier owns the Redd Zone, a big extreme-sports complex in town.

I just hope everything goes according to plan. Don’t tell anyone, but I’m not exactly an extreme-sports fan, and I hope there’s no pressure to do anything dangerous. I mean, I like excitement as much as anyone! But I want everyone to survive the wedding….








CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Extreme Engagement


“OMIGOSH, NANCY,” MY FRIEND BESS said, peering over the guardrail of a pedestrian bridge. It was a long drop: roughly fifteen stories down a rocky fissure to a rushing river. “Remind me why I agreed to this.”

I turned and shared a significant look with George, Bess’s cousin and my other good friend. I couldn’t imagine why Bess had decided to bungee jump off this bridge, and I was guessing that George couldn’t either. Bungee jumping off this bridge was something that might appear in one of my nightmares. I like my feet firmly planted on the ground, thanks. But Bess has always been a little different: she likes to drive fast, take risks, and ride every roller coaster in a hundred-mile radius. Plus, we were at a barbecue thrown by Bess and George’s cousin Veronica, and Veronica’s boyfriend owned the largest extreme-sports complex in Chicago: Redd Zone. As a surprise to the guests, Xavier had his team set up a bungee jump just steps away from the park where we’d been enjoying our hot dogs and hamburgers. All of us guests were welcome to try it—after signing a huge stack of waivers and legal documents.

Bess had already signed on the dotted lines and was all suited up.

“Well, better you than me,” George said, and I swatted her on the arm.

“George! I think Bess is looking for comfort.”

Bess’s eyes cut from George (irritated) to me (grateful). “This is fine, isn’t it, Nancy?” she asked hopefully, shifting in the heavy safety gear. “I mean, I’ll be fine. Everything will be…”

“Everything’s going to be fantastic.” Xavier suddenly stepped up behind Bess, tugging on her harness, tightening a few places, and then smiling. He had short, dark hair, deep-set brown eyes, and a million-dollar smile. His face adorned all the Redd Zone’s advertising, and Veronica had told us that he was super active on social media. He’d been filming the barbecue and the bungee jumps on and off, promising that we’d see them on Redd Zone’s social media—if we didn’t mind “being famous.”

“This is the best decision you ever made,” he went on, looking Bess right in the eye. “Look at this scenery! It’s going to be amazing. This is why I got into this business: this is going to make you feel so alive.”

When he nodded at Bess, I could see some of the tension leave her body. “I want that,” she said, nodding back at him. “I definitely want to feel alive!”

George nudged me. As opposed to…? she mouthed. I smirked but shook my head. I was with George: just breathing was enough for me to feel alive. But then, I wasn’t Redd Zone’s target customer.

“This has to be really expensive,” George whispered so only I could hear. She gestured around at the bridge, the equipment, the waiver forms. “Bungee jumping is pricey because of all the equipment and the insurance you have to have. And they’re letting all the guests do it?”

I nodded. “I guess Redd Zone is doing well,” I whispered back. Maybe a lot of people in Chicago wanted to feel “alive.”

Bess was only the third person to bungee jump. Everyone crowded around to watch as Xavier encouraged her to step up on a small flight of stairs that put her level with the guardrail, onto a rubber mat. Bess stepped up, a little shakily, and I could see her taking a deep breath.

“You’ve got this, Bess!” I yelled, then let out a little whoop. Other people in the crowd started cheering too.

“You’re going to kill it, prima!” Veronica’s sister, Deanna, yelled.

“Yeah!” Veronica stepped up beside her. “Kicking butt runs in the family!”

A few relatives whooped and clapped. George chuckled.

On top of the steps, Bess seemed to relax a little bit. She shook out her arms and let out a huff, nodding as she looked back at the crowd and smiled.

“Go show that river who’s boss, cuz!” George shouted.

Bess looked at her and laughed, then glanced at Xavier. His brother, Max, his partner in the Redd Zone, had stepped up and started checking all the safety equipment. He gave the thumbs-up to Xavier, who turned to Bess with a grin and nodded.

“Shall we count down?” he asked. When Bess said okay, he began, “Ten… nine… eight… seven…”

The crowd joined in. “Six… five…”

When we got to “three,” Bess jumped. George and I let out little gasps of surprise, and the crowd whooped appreciatively. Bess did always like to defy expectations.

George and I leaned over to watch her fall.

“Yiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiikes!” she screamed as she plummeted down toward the water.

My heart was in my throat just watching. Okay, stop now, reach the end of the cord, start bouncing…. I’d seen it happen for the other two jumpers, but still, it was terrifying to watch my friend free-fall down this rocky gorge. There was no way she would survive that fall. There was no way anyone could….

“Ahhhhhh—Oh!” Bess’s scream cut off as she was startled by being jerked back up. She’d finally reached the end of the bungee cord, just yards from the river. Now she began bouncing up and down, laughing hysterically.

“That was amazing!” she shouted.

Relief flooded my body. “You did it, Bess!” I yelled.

“You survived!” George added.

But Bess was laughing too hard to respond. “That was the best thing I’ve ever doooooone!” she shouted after a few seconds.

“I told you!” Xavier yelled back.

As Bess continued to laugh and whoop, and Xavier and Max worked on hauling her back up, I stepped away from the guardrail and ran my hand through my hair. I had that weird numb feeling I got sometimes after a stressful standoff, or a near miss with a bad guy. Nothing had happened, I knew, and Bess had always been safe. Still, I felt like I needed a minute to walk it off.

I felt a hand on my arm and turned to see George. She gave me a gentle squeeze. “So she’s okay,” she said quietly. Her dark eyes were warm with relief.

I nodded. “She’s okay,” I repeated, putting my hand over hers and squeezing back. I knew we were feeling the same way.

Sometimes it’s hard, loving a daredevil.



We headed back to the park to celebrate Bess’s survival with guava and cheese empanadas. “Mmmmm,” Bess moaned, flicking a bit of guava paste from her cheek into her mouth, “I love Auntie Elena’s empanadas. Mine never come out as good, even when I make her recipes.”

George grinned. “My dad says Uncle Rick won the lottery when he married Elena, because he can’t even boil rice,” she said.

Bess chuckled. “He makes up for it in other ways,” she said. “Remember, he drove Veronica and Deanna to all their soccer and swim meets.”

As we ate, a bunch of other guests stepped up to make the jump. Bess had the flushed, giddy look of someone who just passed her driving test for the first time, or aced her last final exam. As for me, I focused on my pie and stopped watching the jumpers. I was glad Bess had had fun, but this wasn’t for me.

“It was amazing,” Bess told us between bites. “I could feel, like, the adrenaline rushing through my body and then when I stopped, it was this massive relief. And suddenly I felt like all my senses were on overdrive, you know? I could see more clearly, I could hear you guys talking up above and my own heartbeat. I swear I could smell the plants in the river and the flowers on the shore. I just felt, like, super alive.”

“It sounds great,” I said honestly. “But I’m not sure extreme sports will ever be my thing. I like feeling alive right here, with my two feet on the ground, not falling or hurtling in any one direction.”

Bess chuckled.

“You’re a pragmatist, Nancy,” George said with a smile. “And I think I’m the same. In real life, anyway. I like to take my risks behind the safety of a computer screen.”

We ate and chatted a little more. Bess and George’s cousin Deanna came over with her three-year-old daughter, Miranda, and soon we were all asking her questions, giggling at her funny responses, and watching her observe the bungee jumping.

“Do you want to jump?” George asked her with a big smile.

Miranda looked at her as though she’d asked whether Miranda wanted to fly to the moon. “I’m too little!”

Bess chuckled. “But if you were old enough, would you want to do it? Be a risk-taker like your big cousin Bess?”

Miranda gave Bess a hard look with her wide brown eyes, her guava-stained lower lip pushed out in concentration.

“No,” she said finally. “I think that’s silly. But Tía Veronica is doing it.”

She pointed toward the bridge, and we all turned to look. Sure enough, Veronica seemed to be getting suited up—along with Xavier.

“Are they jumping together?” George asked with a smirk. “How romantic!”

Bess nudged her with her elbow. “The couple that plummets together, summits together.”

George and I both groaned and rolled our eyes. “You had to work for that one,” George remarked.

“It was a stretch,” Deanna agreed with a chuckle.

Bess widened her eyes in mock hurt. “Really, you guys? I thought it was pretty—”

“Hey, everyone!”

Max’s voice rose over the crowd, and we could see him walking toward the park and gesturing for everyone to come back to the bridge. “Our hosts are about to make a tandem jump, and they would love your support! Come on over to the bridge and try to act as excited as you were the first time!”

Deanna, George, Bess, and I all exchanged glances, then got to our feet, Deanna swinging Miranda onto her hip.

“Let’s go see Tía Veronica make this silly jump, huh?” she said, squeezing Miranda close.

Soon we were all assembled back on the bridge. It was crowded enough to make me a little nervous, so I packed myself in tight next to Bess and George and secretly hung on to a railing behind us. Fifteen stories is a lot!

All suited up now, Xavier turned to address the crowd as Veronica wound her long, dark hair into a knot at the top of her head and secured it with an elastic. “Thank you so much for coming,” he said, taking in the crowd with his warm brown eyes. “You guys all mean so much to us, family and friends, some old, some new. We love all of you and really wanted you to all be here to witness… this.” He waved behind him, at Veronica and the guardrail where they were about to jump from. But then, suddenly, Xavier swiveled around and crouched down, landing on one knee. As he reached into his sweatshirt pocket and brought out a small box, Veronica brought both hands up to her face and shrieked.

“What are you doing!” she cried, shaking her head. “You aren’t… omigosh!”

Xavier just beamed at her. “Veronica,” he said, “mi amor. I love you more than anything, and I want to create a future with you, a family with you, so many more adventures with you!”

He flipped open the box, revealing a brilliant square diamond set in a simple gold band. As Veronica gasped, Xavier chuckled. “Don’t worry, mi amor, it’s lab grown. Only the most ethical jewelry for my love!”

Veronica shook her head, and Xavier went on. “Amor, will you take the jump with me and be my wife?” He looked up hopefully, and Veronica took her hands away from her face and smiled.

“Xavier—my rock! I…”

Xavier suddenly jumped to his feet and gestured for her to stop. “Wait!” he said, taking her hand and leading her up the steps to the guardrail. “Tell me on the way down! I want this to be a moment we never forget.”

Veronica laughed, glancing back at the crowd. “Okay. Only you, Xavier! I knew if you ever proposed, it would be unique, but…”

Xavier squeezed her hand. Max stepped up and quickly checked all the safety restraints, then gave the thumbs-up. Xavier encouraged us all to count down.

“Ten… nine… eight…”

At “one,” they jumped, still holding hands. We heard Veronica scream as they fell, and Xavier’s excited whoop. Finally, they hit the end of the cord and bounced back, and both began laughing and whooping hysterically.

“She said yes!” Xavier yelled as they bounced up and down. All of us on the bridge began clapping and cheering as Xavier added, “Hope you’re all ready for the most thrilling wedding of all time… because you’re all invited!”






CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Sin City


“WOW, BESS—IS THERE ANYTHING you didn’t bring?”

Bess glanced at her cousin and shrugged, pushing her giant hard-sided suitcase ahead of us in the line to check in for our flight. It was a month after the barbecue, and we were headed to Veronica and Xavier’s wedding in Las Vegas. The airport was a madhouse, but thankfully Ned dropped us off two hours before our flight was scheduled to depart. He’s good like that. We’d just said our goodbyes, and although we’d only be gone for a few days, I already missed him.

“Well, George,” Bess said, “I wanted to be prepared. Veronica made it clear that in addition to the wedding, there would be arrival cocktails, a rehearsal dinner, a brunch after the wedding… I need a separate outfit for each! Unlike you, I won’t wear the same black dress to everything.”

George huffed in mock offense and rolled her eyes. “It’s a classic for a reason, cuz.”

Bess pushed her suitcase ahead as the line moved forward, twisting it sideways as we reached a bend, and looked back at me. “Nancy brought a pretty big suitcase too,” she said. “Nance, aren’t you excited? I love weddings! And this one’s in Vegas!”

“Oh, sure.” I smiled, though if I was being honest, I was feeling a little trepidatious about this particular wedding. It was super kind of Veronica and Xavier to include me, even if George and I had agreed to babysit the little kids during the ceremony so their parents could focus on the happy couple. Bess was going to be one of Veronica’s bridesmaids. But they’d also made it clear from the very beginning that this was going to be an unusual wedding—an extreme wedding, with lots of extreme sports mixed into the traditional activities. The itinerary they’d sent out with the invitations included several get-togethers, but few details about what crazy stunts were planned—or when. Or performed by who. I knew the ceremony would take place on the roof-deck of the Soar, the casino hotel where we’d be staying, which was shaped like an ice pick, over fifty stories tall, that jutted into the sky. The roof-deck had an outcropping with a glass floor where you could feel like you were floating over the Strip, and a roller coaster that wound around the outside of the top few stories. Veronica and Xavier planned to ride the roller coaster, get married, and then celebrate with a BASE jump off the casino roof-deck.

Honestly, it made my palms sweaty just thinking about it.

“It’s too bad Uncle Russ had to work,” Bess was saying.

George shrugged. “Yeah, and it’s a shame your parents already agreed to go to that graduation party. But I guess that’s the risk of planning a wedding quickly.”

Bess nodded. “And honestly? I’m kind of psyched to be heading to Vegas, just the three of us,” she said. “I mean, I’m not planning to get into any kind of ‘what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas’ trouble. But I think we’ll have a lot of fun, just us girls.”

I smiled and nodded, though I still had a pit in my stomach. I was hoping I could survive this whole weekend by smiling and nodding and clapping enthusiastically for those who chose to take part in the extreme activities. But Xavier seemed so gung ho, and he was clear on the invitation that he would be filming all the events and posting them on social media to promote the Redd Zone. I just hoped I could sit out politely without looking like a party pooper.

I chatted with Bess about the outfits I’d packed until we got up to the desk to check in. Bess fancies herself a “flying expert,” so George and I hung back and smiled serenely while Bess used all her charm to try to get us the best seats possible on our bargain-basement fares. To my amazement, she’d soon secured us the exit row with extra legroom. We thanked the clerk effusively and headed off to security.

A couple of hours later, we were settling into our exit-row seats when someone squeezed George’s shoulder on the way down the aisle. “Hey, cuz! I guess we’re on the same flight!”

We all looked up to find Deanna, holding Miranda and guiding her older son down the aisle. Her husband, Eduardo, was placing their bags in the overhead compartment a few rows back.

“Hey, Deanna!” George said, and Bess and I said our hellos too.

Deanna got all set up with her family, and for the first hour or so of the flight, the three of us busied ourselves watching movies on the in-flight entertainment system (a Marvel movie for me, Sleepless in Seattle for Bess, and a documentary about Y2K for George). As we were all starting to get a little restless, Deanna suddenly popped up and settled herself in an empty seat across the aisle.

“How’s it going, ladies?” she asked, ripping open a bag of chips and taking a couple before offering them to us.

“Not so bad,” George said, taking a couple of chips. “Did you know they seriously thought the world was going to shut down when the millennium turned, all because of some shortsighted programming?”

Deanna rolled her eyes. “Sounds fascinating, kiddo. But right now I’m just hoping this plane’s computers are programmed right.”

“Are you afraid to fly?” Bess asked. “How come I didn’t know that about you?”

Deanna shrugged and crunched a chip. “I’m not like, afraid afraid. I’d just rather not fly, if I have a choice.” She swallowed. “Anyway, I guess my sister’s wedding is a good enough reason to take the risk. God knows she’ll be taking enough this weekend.”

George grinned. “Which is the bigger risk?” she asked. “Jumping off a fifty-story casino, or getting married?”

“Ha!” Deanna snorted. “Look, my kids wear me out, but married life is working for me. And I don’t think Veronica has anything to worry about, marrying Xavier. That dude adores her.”

Bess raised an eyebrow. “What about your parents? I remember Veronica told me that at first, Aunt Elena and Uncle Rick were not huge fans of his.”

“Oh well.” Deanna sighed. “They’re still not, honestly. Like, they’re not coming to the wedding.”

George sat up in her seat. “Really? Why not?”

“They said this was all too rushed. From engagement to vows in a month? ‘Why not wait a year and see if you still feel the same?’ they asked Veronica. But honestly, I think he just rubs them the wrong way,” Deanna said, shaking her head. “He’s a big personality, I know that. And Veronica’s always been more quiet. My mom thinks Xavier steamrolls over her, gets her to do whatever he wants. Like her whole interest in extreme sports now—Mom thinks he’s pushing that on her. But I think that’s only because they’ve never seen her do it, you know? I’ve watched Veronica bungee jumping and whatever. It’s not just Xavier pushing her—she’s genuinely having a great time.”

Bess nodded. “It looks that way to me,” she agreed.

“Though it is surprising,” George added. “I mean, I agree with Deanna, Veronica seems like she’s really having fun with this stuff. I just never would have expected it of her. I guess it just shows, you never know what will click with people.”

Deanna crunched another chip, nodding thoughtfully. “I guess I’m biased,” she said. “Eduardo and I introduced them, did you know that? He knows Xavier from high school.” She offered the bag to us again and, when George waved it away, rolled down the top. “I think Xavier is a stand-up guy, and he brings out the best in Veronica. But you can’t convince everybody.” She shrugged again.

“It’s too bad for Veronica,” Bess said. “I’m sure she’d love for Auntie and Uncle to be there.”

“Of course,” Deanna agreed. “But I hope they’ll come around once they see how happy Veronica and Xavier are after the wedding. And they can watch it online, if Xavier has anything to say about it.”

George frowned. “Do you think that has anything to do with their opinion of him?” she asked. “All the promotion for his complex? He’s always filming and posting on social media. I could see where they might get the impression that it’s all for show, and that Veronica’s not really as excited about it as she seems.”

Deanna sighed again. “I’m sure it doesn’t help,” she admitted. “You know—Mom and Dad are not the right age to be super into social media. I think it all seems a little weird to them, to not only be doing these daredevil things but to also be constantly hyping them up. But I also think none of that would matter if they just liked Xavier more or thought he was the right match for Veronica.”

“I hope they prove your parents wrong,” Bess said. “No offense to your parents.”

Deanna nodded. “No, of course. None taken. I’m right there with you.”

A sudden shriek sounded from behind us—a shriek that sounded remarkably like Miranda. Deanna startled and peered down the aisle behind her, then got to her feet.

“That’s my alarm,” she said. “Looks like nap time is over. Anyway, nice talking to you girls. I’ll see you in Sin City, I guess!”

“See you in Sin City,” we called as she hustled back to her assigned seat.

Bess, George, and I looked at one another for a moment, silently digesting that conversation. I wasn’t sure what to say. Veronica and Xavier had always seemed fairy-tale levels of happy to me, and it was a big surprise to hear that her parents didn’t approve. It seemed to cast a pall over our fun, celebratory weekend in Vegas.

“Well,” George said finally, “that’s kind of a bummer.”

Bess nodded and sighed, then picked up her headphones and reached out to unpause her movie. “No offense, guys,” she said, “but it’s back to Meg Ryan and Tom Hanks for me. At least in rom-coms, love always prevails!”



“This might be the best view I’ve ever had from a hotel room,” I mused a few hours later, peering out our thirty-second-floor window at the glittering Las Vegas Strip. It was still light outside, but the casinos seemed to sparkle in the late afternoon sun. The Soar was situated at the northern end, and our window faced south, meaning we could look right down the Strip at all the most famous casinos: the Toucan, the Polynesian, the Hong Kong, the Nile, the luxurious Volterre, and so many more. Each was lit up by thousands of glittering lights, programmed to flash and change into patterns, some random, some timed to the music that seemed to blare from speakers all up and down the Strip. Some had huge fountains in front that threw up giant plumes of water, forming all kinds of shapes, in repeating patterns. The Toucan had a landscaped faux rainforest out front, and the Polynesian had a man-made tropical lagoon.

Bess sidled up beside me, dressed to the nines in a rose-gold cocktail dress, her golden hair curled and fluffed around her face. “Isn’t it amazing?” she asked. “I can’t stop staring. The whole Strip is such a feast for the eyes.”

“It’s like an amusement park for adults,” George agreed, clasping a necklace around the collar of her trusty little black dress—this necklace was a modern plastic design with bright shapes in blue, yellow, and green. “Are we still going to walk to the welcome drinks, or Bess, are you actually thinking of wearing those ridiculous shoes?” She pointed to Bess’s glittering golden sandals, each of which had a three-inch platform heel.

Bess pouted. “Umm, I have flats that fit into my purse, like every fashionista,” she replied, pulling a folded-up pair from her bag and quickly sitting down to switch footwear. “Of course we can walk. I want to see all these places up close!”

A few minutes later we were headed south on the Strip. I tugged self-consciously at the shiny green blouse that Ned always said made my eyes look bluer. I’m not really a dress-up kind of girl—I prefer outfits you can make a hasty getaway in. But tonight felt like the right opportunity to be fancy. The three of us were alone in Vegas, and I was ready to see the town.

We passed the fountain at the Volterre and paused to watch the water perform an elegant ballet set to Rhapsody in Blue. Other tourists clustered around us, all of us oohing and aahing at the carefully choreographed performance.

“Have you been inside?” the woman to my right asked as the music died down. She was probably around my dad’s age, with short hair dyed bright red.

“No,” I said. “We haven’t been anywhere yet. I mean, except the Soar. We just arrived today.”

The woman nodded, looking me up and down, then glanced at Bess and George. “Classy girls like you, you’d be right at home there. They have the best buffet, and they really take care of you when you’re playing the slots.” She mimed throwing back a drink. “I’m Edna, by the way.”

“Uh, thanks, Edna. Actually, I’m not much of a gambler,” I admitted.

Edna frowned. “What are you doing in Vegas then?”

“We’re here for a wedding,” Bess said.

“Oh, how romantic,” Edna said approvingly. “My son Frankie, he got married at the chapel where the officiant is Elvis. I mean, the first time.”

“Our cousin is getting married on the roof-deck of the Soar,” George explained. “Then she’s, well, BASE jumping off.”

Edna’s eyes widened. “Well, how about that,” she said, smiling. “Best of luck to them. Really, best of luck.”

We smiled and thanked her, then moved along, gawking at all the buildings as we made our way to the Polynesian.

The Polynesian was about midway down the Strip, a huge, dark wood structure that I guess was supposed to look like a Polynesian temple, but it was so big, it actually looked like “Polynesian temple meets shopping mall.” There were tiki carvings lining the walkway to the front door, and a massive, turquoise-blue swimming pool that filled the five hundred yards or so between the casino and the Strip itself. The pool was landscaped to look like a tropical lagoon, with beautiful tropical foliage dipping down toward the bright blue water. As we walked along, I noticed that there was actually a small white-sand beach to the right of the casino entrance, where a few parents and little kids dipped their toes.

“Wow!” Bess said, taking in the pool with a shake of her head. “They really go all out on these casinos, huh? I feel like I’m in Maui—I mean, except for the intense dry heat!”

“At least it’s getting cooler as the sun goes down. But yeah, I wonder how they keep these tropical plants alive?” George pondered out loud. “It can’t be cheap! I wonder what this place is like inside.”

I gestured to a small, roped-off terrace just on the other side of the beach. It was decorated with fairy lights and aqua and orange balloons—Veronica and Xavier’s wedding colors. “Looks like we won’t find out,” I said. “The party seems to be outside.”

We made our way over and greeted the guests who’d already arrived. Deanna was there, along with her husband and kids. She introduced us to Priya Laghari, the other bridesmaid and Veronica’s best friend “since forever,” as she put it. Priya had warm brown eyes and shiny black hair swept back in a low bun. She introduced us to her husband, Sumit, and their five-year-old daughter, Lakshmi.

“Where did you travel from?” Bess asked.

“We live outside Seattle,” Sumit replied. “Priya works for Amazon, and I teach high school math.”

Bess smiled at Lakshmi. “And do you like Las Vegas so far? There’s so much to see, right?”

Lakshmi wrinkled her nose. “It smells like cigarettes,” she said. “Mummy said Las Vegas is one big ashtray.”

Priya groaned as the three of us erupted in laughter.

“Tell us what you really think,” George said between chuckles.

“Well.” Priya sighed. “To be honest, which five-year-olds always are, unfortunately, Las Vegas is not my favorite city. I’ve been here a few times for girls’ trips, and once for a bachelorette party… it just feels so manufactured to me. Like, there’s so much to look at, but it’s like the set of a play, you know? We’re in the middle of a desert. There’s not a tropical lagoon here,” she said, gesturing to the pool.

I nodded. “I get it,” I said. “Las Vegas has a lot of artifice, and maybe that’s what makes it fun for some people. But it’s not for everybody.”

“Exactly.” Priya shrugged. “I mean, I’m not a big gambler, either, so it’s never seemed like a very fun place to me. Maybe Sumit likes it better?” She glanced up at him curiously.

“Not really,” he said, then laughed. “I think it will be lovely to see Veronica—it’s been too long. But perhaps I wouldn’t have chosen this location.”

Priya glanced around. More guests were arriving, but the happy couple had yet to show. “I’m surprised Veronica chose this location, to tell the truth. She’s never struck me as a Vegas girl.”

Sumit nodded. “Well, her interests have changed since she started dating Xavier.”

Priya’s lips suddenly twisted into a sour look—but just as quickly, she stopped herself and pasted on a smile. “Oh goodness. Look.”

She was staring out at the pool. We followed her gaze—and then I heard Bess gasp.
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