The Last One at the Wedding

[J The Last One at the Wedding[] is a domestic thriller by Jason Rekulak,
published on October 8, 2024. The novel follows Frank Szatowski, a UPS driver
from Pennsylvania, who is surprised when his estranged daughter, Maggie, contacts
him after three years to invite him to her wedding in New Hampshire. Upon arrival,
Frank discovers that Maggie's fiancé, Aidan Gardner, is the son of a renowned tech
billionaire, and the wedding is set at the family's secluded and opulent estate. As
Frank attempts to reconnect with his daughter and understand the Gardner family, he
encounters Aidan's evasive behavior and notices the locals' hostility toward the

Gardners. Determined to uncover the truth, Frank risks further alienation from Maggie.

The novel delves into themes of family dynamics, class tensions, and the complexities
of parental relationships. Critics have praised Rekulak's storytelling, with Michael
Koryta, a New York Times bestselling author, describing the book as "a marvelous
blend of mystery, family drama, class tension, horror, humor, and heart." However,
some readers have noted that while the plot is engaging, certain character behaviors

may challenge reader sympathies.
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Chapter 2

Chapter 2 delves into the complexities of the relationship between the narrator and
their daughter, Maggie, as the realities of adulthood and independence take a toll on
their bond. After Maggie completes her college education, she moves to Boston, and
the narrator, wanting to support her as she navigates the next stage of her life, agrees
to co-sign her lease for a basement studio apartment. Along with the lease, the
narrator agrees to help cover her rent for the first year, thinking this would give
Maggie the financial stability she needs to focus on building a future for herself.
Despite this support, however, tension builds between them as Maggie’s choices
become more difficult to understand. She takes a job at Dr. Cell Phone, a local repair
shop owned by a man named Oliver Dingham, who seems to have an interest in her
that goes beyond being a mentor. The narrator grows increasingly concerned about
Maggie’s safety and well-being, especially with the implication of romantic
involvement between her and Oliver. Maggie, on the other hand, brushes off her
parents’ worries, believing that any experience in the tech industry will be beneficial

for her future career.

In the midst of all this, Maggie unexpectedly visits home one Saturday morning,
confessing that she’s been feeling homesick. Having driven all night, she arrives
looking exhausted, and the narrator, though relieved to see her, quickly senses that
something is not right. She participates in family activities as usual, yet there is an
underlying sense of unease in her behavior. After a while, Maggie subtly requests the
narrator to lie about the time of her arrival, asking for an alibi to cover her tracks.
When confronted about her request, Maggie insists that she’s not lying, but merely
adjusting the truth in a harmless way. This request starts to raise doubts for the
narrator, leading to further mistrust and confusion in their already strained

relationship. Tensions escalate during their conversation, and before they can resolve



the issue, Maggie leaves abruptly, driving away in a rush, leaving her parent with more

questions than answers.

Following Maggie’s sudden departure, the situation takes an even darker turn when
the narrator learns about a fire at Dr. Cell Phone. The news of the fire shakes the
narrator, and their worry intensifies when Leonard Summers, an investigator, reaches
out to them with unsettling news. Summers reveals that the fire was no accident and
raises suspicions about Maggie’s possible involvement in the incident. The narrator is
confronted with the difficult possibility that their daughter, whom they have tried so
hard to protect, may be involved in something far more serious than they could have
ever anticipated. Summers mentions Maggie’s past behaviors and decisions,
suggesting that this might not be an isolated incident. The narrator is caught between
disbelief and fear, unsure of how to reconcile the Maggie they once knew with the

emerging reality that she might be entangled in something dangerous and illegal.

As the chapter progresses, the narrator is forced to confront the stark contrast
between their love for Maggie and their growing concerns about the decisions she is
making. The emotional burden of protecting a child who is increasingly making
questionable choices weighs heavily on the narrator. A parent’s instinct to shield their
child from harm battles with the harsh reality that sometimes, protecting them means
allowing them to face the consequences of their actions. The narrator is conflicted over
whether to lie to shield Maggie from the fallout or to face the truth, which could bring
about painful but necessary accountability. These moral and emotional dilemmas
leave the narrator in a state of turmoil, realizing that the lies they’ve told themselves
in the past might only complicate the healing process moving forward. The chapter
closes with a sense of impending conflict, leaving readers anxious to see how the
narrator will navigate the difficult path ahead as they deal with both Maggie’s choices

and the complex dynamics of their family.



Chapter 3

Chapter 3: The air at Osprey Cove carried an eerie stillness as Maggie stepped onto
the shoreline, where a chaotic scene was unfolding. Guests had gathered in hushed
murmurs, their eyes locked on the lifeless body of Gwendolyn, floating face-up in the
water. Her pale robe billowed gently with the current, creating a haunting image that
was both serene and tragic. Security guards waded into the shallows, carefully working
to retrieve the body while a few of the wedding attendees, unable to resist their
curiosity, whispered among themselves. Some stood frozen in place, while others
clutched their phones tightly, struggling with the urge to capture the moment. Khalani,
unable to resist, raised her iPhone and began recording, her gaze fixed on the
unfolding scene. Before she could continue, Gerry approached, his voice sharp and
authoritative, reminding her and the others about the confidentiality agreements they

had all signed before the event.

As Hugo knelt beside Gwendolyn’s motionless body, a heavy silence settled over the
crowd. His experienced eyes scanned her face, taking in the unsettling expression
frozen on her features—her lips slightly parted, eyes wide, and her body unnaturally
stiff. The absence of any immediate injuries was puzzling, though the stillness of her
frame suggested she had been in the water for some time. Maggie’s mind reeled as
she replayed her last encounter with Gwendolyn just hours before. She had seen the
young woman standing alone near the docks, a faraway look in her eyes, her posture
tense, as though she had been deep in thought. Maggie recalled Aidan’s earlier remark
about Gwendolyn’s history of drug use, suggesting that she had likely been under the
influence, which only added to the speculation. However, her father, Errol Gardner,
took a different approach—his sharp gaze lingered on the body, his expression
unreadable as though he were trying to extract meaning from the situation beyond the

obvious tragedy.



A sudden movement caught Maggie’s eye as one of the security guards lifted a blanket
to cover Gwendolyn’s remains. That was when she noticed something unusual—red
marks, deep and distinct, stretching across the woman’s throat. A chill ran down her
spine as she stepped closer, her eyes narrowing as she tried to make sense of what
she was seeing. Hugo, now aware of the marks as well, bent down for a closer look, his
brow furrowed in concern. He turned to the security staff and gave a curt order to clear
the area, ensuring that no further contamination of the scene occurred before law
enforcement arrived. The weight of the moment was undeniable, and despite the
sense of detachment some of the guests displayed, Maggie could feel the ripple of
unease passing through the crowd. The medical examiner and local authorities were

called immediately, and the looming uncertainty over Gwendolyn’s death deepened.

Determined to make sense of what had happened, Maggie stepped forward,
volunteering to inform Aidan of the tragic news. Her offer was met with a mix of
sympathy and reluctance, but she remained firm in her decision. If anyone needed to
deliver this information to Aidan, it had to be her. She had been close to him, had
witnessed firsthand his dynamic with Gwendolyn, and perhaps, deep down, she
needed to know how he would react. Would he be shocked? Would he grieve? Or would
he already know the truth behind what had happened? The thought sent a wave of

unease through her, but she suppressed it, focusing instead on the task at hand.

As the scene slowly dispersed, Maggie found herself walking away with a lingering
sense of dread. The day had started as another step toward a grand wedding
celebration, but now, the weight of something much darker hung over them all. The
discovery of Gwendolyn’s body had set something into motion, an unraveling of
secrets and hidden truths that would not be ignored. Deep in her gut, Maggie knew
that this was only the beginning of a far more sinister revelation, and she had no

choice but to follow the path it would take her down.



Chapter 5

Chapter 5 introduces Frank Szatowski, a man who has spent most of his life in the
small town of Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, with only a brief interruption for his service
in the U.S. Army. Now, Frank is on his way to Boston to visit his daughter, Maggie, who
lives in a luxurious high-rise apartment with her fiancé, Aidan Gardner, a young man
who seems to come from a wealthy background. As Frank drives toward Boston, he
reflects on the simplicity and charm of his hometown, known for its outdoor activities
and seasonal festivals. The contrast between the quiet, rustic life he’s known and the
grandeur of Boston, with its urban landscape, is striking. He is both excited and
apprehensive about seeing Maggie in her new life, far removed from the familiar world

he’s always known.

As he nears his destination, Frank stops at a Super 8 motel in Worcester, seeking an
affordable place to rest for the night. He buys flowers and cookies for Maggie, a small
but thoughtful gesture that reflects his desire to support her as she embarks on this
new chapter of her life. Upon his arrival in Boston, Frank is greeted by a towering
structure called Beacon Plaza, which surprises him with its corporate atmosphere
rather than a residential one. He's met by Olivia, a receptionist who impresses him by
knowing his name—thanks to Maggie's prior arrangements. This simple interaction
reveals the extent of Maggie’s success in her new life, which is more polished and

sophisticated than Frank had imagined.

When Frank finally enters the building, he’s whisked up in an elevator without buttons,
further deepening his sense of disorientation. Upon arriving at Maggie’s apartment,
Frank is taken aback by its opulence and the sweeping city views. Maggie, looking
radiant and content, greets him warmly, having moved in with Aidan after their
engagement. She is dressed stylishly, holding a glass of wine, embodying the life she’s

now living. The sight of his daughter, so transformed in both appearance and lifestyle,



overwhelms Frank with a flood of nostalgia. He is reminded of the simpler times they

once shared, playing games together, and the bond that had once been so strong.

Maggie introduces Frank to Aidan’s artwork, a series of striking portraits that reflect
Aidan’s artistic vision. Soon after, Aidan arrives, exuding charm despite the visible
signs of a recent mugging. He speaks about the incident with an almost casual
demeanor, recounting the harrowing experience without hesitation. The conversation
shifts to Aidan’s career as an artist, with his paintings being inspired by the characters
he encounters in Boston. As a private chef prepares dinner, Frank takes a moment to
absorb the breathtaking view from the apartment, realizing the wealth Maggie has
entered through her relationship with Aidan. He is both amazed and somewhat
disconcerted by the life she has embraced, which feels so far removed from the one

she left behind in Stroudsburg.

As the evening progresses, the discussion turns to the wedding, and Maggie reassures
Frank that there are no lingering tensions from the past. She is focused on the future,
eager to move forward with Aidan, and hopes to put any past misunderstandings
behind them. Frank, however, struggles with a mixture of gratitude and apprehension,
uncertain of the life his daughter has chosen but wanting to support her all the same.
The chapter captures a beautiful moment of reunion between father and daughter,
balancing humor with poignant reflections on family, change, and the complexities of
life. This chapter lays the groundwork for the emotional journey that lies ahead, filled
with questions about family dynamics and the future of Maggie and Aidan’s

relationship.



Chapter 9

Chapter 9 begins with the charismatic and physically impressive Errol Gardner making
his entrance. With his tall, muscular frame and signature polished style, Errol exudes
an air of confidence that is immediately felt by those around him. When he meets
Frank Szatowski, he joyously pronounces Frank's last name in a theatrical manner,
adding an extra touch of flair to their introduction. Errol then eagerly inquires about
Frank's drive to Osprey Lodge, demonstrating genuine interest in his guest’s journey.
Frank, taken aback by the grandeur of the lodge, is soon hurried upstairs by Aidan,
Errol’s son. The office where Frank is led is a striking testament to Errol’s refined
tastes, filled with exquisite woodwork that not only enhances the space but also gives

a clear sense of Errol’s sophisticated personality.

As the conversation settles into a more congenial rhythm, Frank presents Errol with a
bottle of bourbon, referencing Errol’s well-known fondness for the drink, which had
previously been featured in New England Living. The two exchange stories as they
enjoy their drinks, with Errol being refreshingly honest about a prior interview he had
been a part of, one he hadn’t particularly enjoyed. Despite this, he admits he did
appreciate the attention the bourbon received in the publication. The warm,
welcoming environment is further enhanced by the appearance of Gerry Levinson, an
older friend of Errol’s. As they pour their drinks, Errol raises a toast to the occasion of
the wedding and takes a moment to praise Maggie, referring to her as an intelligent
and rare talent. This commendation shows the admiration Errol holds for Maggie,

setting a positive tone for the gathering.

In the midst of the jovial conversation, Frank finds himself reflecting on the fond
memories he shared with his late wife, Colleen. He speaks openly about their early
years together while he was serving in the army, allowing the bourbon to ease his

nerves and allowing him to delve into more personal matters. This leads to a heartfelt



discussion about Catherine, Errol's wife, who has been suffering from debilitating
migraines for quite some time. Frank and Errol both acknowledge the profound impact
her condition has had on their lives, with Catherine’s inability to attend the wedding
being a poignant reminder of her ongoing struggle. Despite Errol’s hope for her
recovery, it becomes clear that her participation in the event would remain out of

reach for the time being.

The conversation takes an unexpected turn when the name Dawn Taggart is
mentioned, causing an immediate and noticeable shift in the atmosphere. A tense
silence falls over the room as Gerry, sensing the unease, inquires about a piece of mail
Frank has received. Frank, who has been trying to make sense of everything, pulls out
an envelope that sparks an intense discussion. Inside, they find a photo that
immediately grabs the group's attention, triggering a mixture of curiosity and
suspicion. Aidan’s reaction is swift and alarming as he declares the photo to be a fake,
adding a layer of urgency to the conversation. As they begin to discuss the
implications of the photo, the group also reflects on Aidan’s past encounters with
Dawn, a brief and somewhat awkward meeting that had been clouded by unanswered

questions and lingering doubts.

Aidan begins to recount his meeting with Dawn, describing it as a chance encounter
after a flat tire left him stranded. Their brief interaction, which consisted of vague and
unmemorable references to pop culture, left both parties feeling disconnected. They
shared one dinner date, but after that, Aidan and Dawn parted ways, never to cross
paths again. Now, as they examine the photo and its potential significance, the group
begins to dig deeper into the motives of those involved. Gerry suggests that a financial
angle may be at play, drawing comparisons to the O. J. Simpson case and hinting at
the possibility of a civil lawsuit. The tension in the room grows as Aidan, who is already
under pressure, tries to clarify his position and defend his innocence. This complex
situation, involving legal complications and family dynamics, leaves the group on
edge, particularly as they try to piece together the connection between Dawn’s

disappearance and Aidan’s involvement.



As the chapter unfolds, the narrative continues to intertwine personal struggles with
legal uncertainty. The characters' lives are increasingly dominated by these complex,
unresolved issues, and the protagonist is left to navigate the murky waters of familial
expectations, personal accountability, and the trials of love. What initially seemed like
a simple gathering at the wedding soon evolves into a web of intrigue, with each
individual harboring secrets that, once revealed, could shake the foundations of their
relationships. The mixture of family loyalty, legal threats, and emotional turmoil leaves
everyone guestioning their place in the family and their connection to the events
unfolding. This chapter marks a pivotal moment in the story, as the protagonist begins

to realize that the stakes are much higher than they initially believed.
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Chapter 3

Chapter 3 opens with the narrator waking up in a hospital room, disoriented and in
pain after a car accident that left him with a broken arm and ribs. While he feels relief
that no one else was hurt in the incident, he is faced with the crushing reality that his
streak of accident-free driving has come to an end. His future at his job as a UPS driver
iS uncertain, as a union representative offers reassurance, but a corporate
representative hints that the ongoing investigation could jeopardize his career. A
reporter visits the hospital, suggesting that poor working conditions and
management's negligence contributed to the crash. However, the narrator takes
responsibility for the accident, acknowledging his mistakes and insisting that his

training and sense of duty should have guided him better.

After spending three nights in the hospital, the narrator returns home, only to find that
his life has been drastically changed. Left with too much time on his hands, he
becomes frustrated and disillusioned with the monotony of daytime television,
spiraling into negativity and isolation. The weight of the accident looms over him,
particularly when he recalls a strange encounter with a man who resembled Aidan, a
friend of his daughter Maggie. This encounter haunts him, and the guilt over his
inability to seek clarity or understand the situation further exacerbates his sense of
unease. His thoughts constantly return to the event, making it difficult for him to shake

off the negativity and isolation that has taken hold of him.

The situation changes when his sister, Tammy, calls and asks him to look after his
niece Abigail. Initially, the narrator declines, feeling unfit to care for her due to his
injuries. However, when he wakes up to find Abigail already at his house, he
reluctantly agrees to take on the responsibility. They spend time together, mostly
watching documentaries, with Abigail becoming more present and vocal in his life. As

they interact, the narrator notices how much she has changed since their last meeting,



particularly her resilience and maturity. This subtle transformation highlights the
passage of time and makes him reflect on the importance of his family, especially with

Maggie’s absence.

In the course of their time together, Abigail starts to sift through Maggie's old
belongings, including stuffed animals that hold sentimental value. The narrator
unexpectedly suggests that Abigail take whatever she wants, realizing the emotional
void left by Maggie’s absence. Despite his overwhelming feelings of sadness and
despondency, he begins to feel a glimmer of hope. The urge to break free from his
dark thoughts and create new memories propels him to take Abigail out for a
spontaneous adventure. Together, they visit familiar places from his past, including
the site of his accident, where he confronts the painful memories while also seeking
closure. Their journey through these personal landmarks offers a mix of nostalgia and

the possibility of healing.

As the day progresses, the two of them engage in a bonding experience that brings a
momentary reprieve from the narrator’s anxiety. One of the highlights of the day is a
memorable trip to a canoeing site along the Delaware River, where they navigate the
calm waters together. This experience fosters a connection between them, allowing
the narrator to temporarily forget about the accident and the ripple effects it has
caused in his life. As summer comes to a close, he realizes how precious these
moments are and how much he values the time spent with Abigail. This realization
forces him to confront his deeper emotional needs, highlighting the importance of

family bonds and the necessity of cherishing the time they have together.



Chapter 1

Chapter 1 begins with me waking up at three-thirty in the morning on a quiet
Thursday, the weight of past parenting mistakes pressing heavily on my mind. My
thoughts were flooded with memories of my fallout with Maggie, and as | lay there, the
regrets seemed to pile up. It's during these still, sleepless hours that | often think
about the times when | could have been a better parent. One such memory that
lingers is from Maggie’s seventh birthday, when we had planned a trip to Busch
Gardens. During the drive, two hours into the journey, Maggie realized she had left her
beloved Mr. Panda Pal at a highway rest stop. She was frantic, begging me to turn
around and retrieve it. But |, thinking | could easily replace it once we arrived at our
destination, insisted that we keep going. Instead of enjoying the trip, Maggie spent the
entire weekend consumed by worry over her stuffed animal, and | watched as this
moment, meant to be special, slipped away. That decision, which seemed small at the
time, has haunted me since, and | can’t help but wonder how different things might

have been if | had just turned around.

Despite the pain of these failures, | try to hold on to the positive moments that I've
shared with Maggie. There are times, though few, when | feel proud of the father I've
been. | recall how we spent afternoons painting Maggie’s bedroom, choosing colors
together and transforming her space. Each coat of paint marked a step in her growth,
as her tastes evolved, and she made decisions on her own. These moments were
simple, but they were filled with meaning. Another time, | took it upon myself to teach
her self-defense techniques, hoping to equip her with the confidence and knowledge
she would need as she grew older. | wanted her to feel empowered, especially as she
faced the challenges of becoming more independent, and | hoped that these lessons
would stay with her. I'll never forget the day she got her driver’s license on the first

try. When she passed, | was filled with pride, not just for her achievement, but for the



role | had played in nurturing her confidence. These moments of connection, though
not as frequent as | would have liked, have been some of the brightest points of my

parenting.

As my thoughts linger on these memories, | can’t help but think of the times when
Maggie has confided in me, when she was vulnerable and open about her life. One
morning, Maggie had been unusually withdrawn, and | knew something was bothering
her. In an attempt to connect with her, | took her to Waffle House, a place rich with
memories since her mother had worked there in the past. We sat together, and despite
my attempts to engage her in conversation, she was hesitant to open up. She brushed
off my questions initially, but | didn’t push her. After some time, she finally shared that
she had gotten her period, and | was caught off guard, though in a strange way, proud.
Maggie had navigated this milestone on her own, learning about it from her friends
and handling it without asking for my help. | felt a sense of pride mixed with surprise,
realizing how much she had grown and how much she was able to manage without
me. The moment highlighted her independence, and | had to acknowledge that, in

some ways, she no longer needed me to guide her through every challenge.

Trying to be supportive, | offered to pay for the supplies she needed, so she wouldn’t
have to spend her allowance. However, when | stumbled over how to discuss "the
equipment" involved, | felt awkward. The conversation quickly shifted to discussing the
cost of dining out, where | noticed her growing awareness of money, especially when
we talked about tipping. | explained that | always made a point to tip generously
because it was something her mother valued, hoping she would understand that such
small acts of kindness could make a big difference. | mentioned how | believed that
these gestures were not just about money but about honoring the values her mother
held dear. The conversation turned lighter as we spoke, and soon we were laughing
together, with Maggie's pride in her newfound independence shining through. That
morning at Waffle House marked a pivotal moment in our relationship—a quiet yet
significant reminder of how far Maggie had come and how much she had grown. As |
sat across from her, | realized that | didn’t just have to guide her; | had to learn how to

let go, to let her step into adulthood with the confidence she had earned.



Chapter 6

Chapter 6 opens with Frank Szatowski arriving at Beacon Tower, eager to visit his
daughter, Maggie, with hopes for a warm reunion. Packing only an overnight bag, he
expects a simple and pleasant stay, but he quickly realizes that his expectations may
be misplaced. Upon entering the lobby, Frank is greeted warmly by Olivia, the
receptionist, and proceeds to the penthouse where Maggie awaits, looking stunning in
a new gown. However, as soon as Frank enters the room, he senses an underlying
tension in the atmosphere, noticing the presence of friends like Errol Gardner and
Gerry Levinson, who seem to be gathered for a more serious conversation than he had
anticipated. This sets the stage for a much more complicated and emotionally charged

evening than Frank had originally imagined.

Maggie introduces Frank to her guests, presenting a facade of normalcy despite the
palpable undercurrent of tension. Conversations among the group subtly hint at
deeper, more unsettling issues related to a map that Frank has brought along. It
quickly becomes clear that the map holds significant, hidden secrets that could affect
everyone present in the room. As the conversation evolves, Frank’s suspicions about
the map are confirmed, revealing that it is connected to Abigail Grimm, a young girl
who was the one to first discover the map. The adults in the room begin to express
deep concerns about Abigail's safety, acknowledging that the information tied to the
map could lead to dangerous consequences. This revelation sets the stage for rising
anxieties and a tense atmosphere, as everyone realizes they are all entangled in a

shared dilemma that could have life-altering repercussions.

As the tensions escalate, Frank becomes more determined to protect Abigail, insisting
on the need to keep her safe from whatever dangers the map may bring. However, he
is torn by feelings of inadequacy as a father to Maggie, unable to fully comprehend the

gravity of the situation and what his daughter might be involved in. The more the



conversation unfolds, the clearer it becomes that Frank has unwittingly become part of
a larger, more dangerous web of complications. Maggie, for her part, seems resigned
to the reality of a harsh decision regarding Abigail’'s fate, leaving Frank to grapple with
his powerlessness in the face of these decisions. He feels the weight of his own failures
and regrets about his strained relationship with Maggie, realizing the emotional

distance that has grown between them over the years.

In a desperate attempt to protect Abigail from potential harm, Frank reaches out to his
sister, Tammy, urging her to evacuate Abigail from their home as quickly as possible.
As the situation spirals further out of control, Frank’s emotions become overwhelmed
with regret, fear, and confusion. The mounting danger forces him to confront his
inability to safeguard his loved ones, and the painful recognition that he has failed in
his role as a protector. His mind flashes back to Maggie’s childhood, a time of
innocence and closeness that now seems distant and lost. Amid the escalating conflict,
Frank seizes a fleeting opportunity to escape, rushing through the stairwell of the

building, driven by the chaos that surrounds him.

As Frank escapes the building, he is hit by a wave of overwhelming emotions—fear,
confusion, and a sense of helplessness. The sound of sirens and the blur of movement
heighten the sense of urgency as he evades capture, unsure of what consequences
await him. The chapter culminates with Frank physically separating himself from the
tumultuous situation, but emotionally, he feels further removed from his daughter and
the family structure he so desperately wants to protect. The unraveling of his
relationship with Maggie, along with the danger surrounding Abigail, leaves Frank at a
crossroads, both figuratively and literally. The reader is left with a powerful sense of
uncertainty, as Frank's actions drive him further from the family he wishes to

safeguard, and the complexity of his emotional turmoil remains unresolved.



Chapter 1

Chapter 1: The sunlight streamed through the window, and the protagonist slowly
woke up, feeling the deep ache in his body from the previous night's events. His eyes
squinted against the brightness, and as he tried to shake off the drowsiness, he
noticed a spider resting on his pillow. He absentmindedly brushed it away but noticed
another one lingering on the bedpost, which he chose to ignore, too exhausted to deal
with it. His mind was clouded, and the hazy memories of the night before felt
disconnected from reality. The only thing that stood out clearly was his confrontation
with Errol Gardner, which left him with more questions than answers. As he took stock
of his physical state—his clothes stained and hair matted with dried blood—panic
slowly crept in. The reality of his situation hit him when a wave of nausea overtook

him, and he was forced to vomit, adding to the growing confusion and disarray.

The protagonist stumbled into the bathroom, the pain in his head intensifying with
each step. Staring at his reflection, he was met with a vision of disarray, his
appearance mirroring the chaotic state of his thoughts. Despite the throbbing pain, an
overwhelming sense of urgency took over. His daughter, Maggie, needed him, and that
thought drove him to quickly adjust the time on his Timex, resetting it to Eastern
Standard Time, before hastily packing a suitcase. He ignored the spiders in the closet,
focusing instead on the task at hand. There was no time to waste—his instinct told him
he had to leave Osprey Cove immediately. The growing dread for Maggie’s safety

became all-consuming, and every action felt urgent and necessary.

Before he could leave, a voice message from Vicky interrupted his thoughts, urging
him to call her. Her message was filled with concern, warning him about the potential
dangers surrounding the Gardners and their hidden secrets. As he processed her
words, his sister, Tammy, appeared in the doorway, taking in his disheveled

appearance with a look of concern. She had been startled by his state, but he insisted



on leaving immediately. Despite his urgency, Tammy calmly reassured him that
Maggie was fine and preparing for her wedding to Aidan Gardner. The calmness in her
voice contrasted sharply with the mounting anxiety he felt. It was hard for him to
accept this information, knowing the situation with the Gardners was far more

complicated than it appeared.

He couldn't hold back anymore. He shared the disturbing details he believed about
Catherine Gardner’s involvement in Dawn Taggart’'s death, but Tammy seemed
hesitant to believe him. She suggested that their involvement in the situation wasn’t
their concern and that every family has its secrets. This response only served to
further frustrate the protagonist, who was determined to protect Maggie. He pressed
on, speaking of Maggie’s troubling relationship with Errol Gardner and the dangerous
path he feared she was on. Tammy, ever the pragmatist, argued that Maggie was an
adult and capable of making her own decisions, which caused the protagonist to

reflect on the decisions they had all made as a family.

As the conversation escalated, the protagonist felt the weight of his concerns while
Tammy tried to guide him toward a more balanced view. She encouraged him to clean
up and get ready, reminding him that Maggie would soon be there, and they needed to
understand the situation, not just react to it. Despite the growing tension, Tammy
seemed to be looking for a calm resolution, urging him to focus on the present rather
than the turmoil in his mind. The protagonist was left feeling conflicted between the
urgency of his suspicions and the stability his sister seemed to offer. As they navigated
their contrasting emotions, the complexity of family dynamics and the dangers of
inaction weighed heavily on him, leaving him torn between wanting to protect his

daughter and maintaining family unity.



Chapter 9

Chapter 9: The rehearsal dinner for Margaret and Aidan’s wedding had a distinct
theme: Lobster Night. The atmosphere was lighthearted with checkered red-and-white
napkins, and each guest was given a custom-printed bib with the slogan, “MARGARET
AND AIDAN’S WEDDING: A CLAWS FOR CELEBRATION!” This small yet amusing detail
added an extra layer of charm to the evening, bringing laughter and fun into the
celebration. As | took my place at the table, | found myself sitting alongside Tammy,
Maggie, Aidan, Errol, and Abigail. The seat next to me was left vacant, reserved for
Catherine Gardner, though her attendance was still uncertain, casting an unspoken

tension over the gathering.

Aidan, positioned between Maggie and Abigail, took a moment to express his sorrow
for Gwendolyn’s passing. He explained how his office had tried, without success, to
reach out to Gwendolyn’s family. Unfortunately, they had struggled to find the right
contacts, given that Gwendolyn was raised by her late grandmother. As the
conversation veered back to the dinner, Maggie, always the one to deflect from
sadness, tried to shift the focus onto the food, encouraging everyone to dig in and
enjoy the meal. Meanwhile, Tammy, eager to dive into the lobster, didn’t hesitate,
while Abigail seemed hesitant, finding the lobsters a bit intimidating. Aidan, sensing
her reluctance, took the time to explain the finer points of eating lobster and shared
stories about New England’s famous lobster industry, easing Abigail’s fears. With her
curiosity piqued, Abigail warmed up to the idea, and Aidan’s gentle approach helped

her settle in.

The energy in the room began to lift as the jug band struck up a cheerful tune,
creating a lively ambiance. Guests sipped their drinks with more restraint than usual,
no doubt remembering the previous evening’s chaotic events. The customary toasts

began, with each guest raising their glass to the couple. As Maggie and Aidan kissed,



Abigail’s applause rang through the room, an endearing moment that lightened the
mood and added an element of joy to the evening. Despite the festive atmosphere, my
mind couldn’t help but drift back to a concern that weighed heavily on me, an

unsettling thought | couldn’t shake.

Errol’s speech was brief but impactful. He expressed his sadness at his wife’s absence,
citing her health issues, but went on to celebrate Maggie’s qualities and the union she
was about to enter with Aidan. His words, though simple, moved the crowd, and my
sister responded with a tear-filled standing ovation. It was a touching moment, yet it
wasn’t enough to fully quiet the storm of questions brewing in my mind. Not long after,
Aidan’s phone buzzed with a text message, momentarily drawing his attention away
from the festivities. He quickly brushed it aside, returning to his conversation with

Abigail, but the distraction lingered in the back of my mind.

As the evening wore on, | found myself struggling to stay focused on the speeches and
toasts. My mind kept returning to a disturbing issue that | couldn’t resolve—what was
the truth behind the altered photograph involving Dawn Taggart? Maggie had insisted
that the image was manipulated, but | couldn’t shake my confusion about the
motivations behind it. Who was involved, and why was it so important? Meanwhile,
Gerry and Sierra exchanged tips on maintaining a successful marriage, but Aidan
appeared distant, as if his mind was preoccupied with something far more pressing. A
key on the table next to him caught my eye, its presence adding to the growing sense
of urgency within me. It symbolized something—perhaps the key to unlocking the
many unanswered questions | had regarding the Gardners and their hidden secrets.
This mysterious object seemed to hold the answers, but it was unclear whether | would

ever be able to piece the puzzle together.



Chapter 10

Chapter 10: The wedding reception unfolded on a sprawling lawn, brimming with
nearly a hundred guests, each wrapped up in the energy of the evening. The air was
filled with the smooth sounds of a jazz trio, playing the timeless tune of “It Had to Be
You,” while the music set a warm and sophisticated tone. In the midst of the lively
atmosphere, the catering team worked hard to arrange additional tables and a large
buffet featuring an array of gourmet dishes: prime rib, crab cakes, corn on the cob,
fresh salads, and several cocktail stations. The scene was a whirlwind of activity, but
Frank Szatowski, the protagonist, found himself distracted as he noticed a familiar
bartender from a previous event, adding a bit of familiarity to the chaos. Despite the
celebration around him, Frank could not shake the concerns lingering in his
mind—thoughts of his daughter Maggie, her fiancé Aidan, and the troubling

conversation he’'d had earlier about the disappearance of Dawn Taggart.

As Frank made his way through the crowd, his mind remained preoccupied with the
need to speak with Maggie. He had an overwhelming urge to discuss Aidan’s past,
especially after hearing about the strange conversation surrounding Dawn Taggart’s
mysterious disappearance. Eventually, Frank spotted Maggie, who appeared cheerful
and in high spirits, seemingly busy making arrangements for transportation. However,
Frank, despite the lively atmosphere, insisted that they find a moment of privacy to
talk. They made their way to an elevated table away from the guests, a space where
Frank hoped they could talk without being interrupted. As the evening continued, the
conversation that ensued would bring to light deeper, more uncomfortable truths

between them.

As the discussion between Frank and Maggie began, it quickly turned tense and
uncomfortable. Frank probed Maggie about Aidan, specifically questioning the details

surrounding Dawn’s disappearance. Maggie revealed that Aidan had told her he was in



her apartment during the weekend of Dawn'’s disappearance, which directly
contradicted Maggie’s earlier statement that Aidan was nowhere near her. With his
suspicions growing, Frank questioned the validity of Aidan’s alibi, but Maggie
immediately came to his defense, staunchly insisting that Aidan was innocent and that
their relationship was genuine. While Frank pressed her for more clarity, Maggie
remained resolute in her belief that Aidan had done nothing wrong. Despite his
mounting concerns, Maggie’s unwavering loyalty to Aidan only deepened Frank’s fears

that something crucial was being hidden from him.

The tension between father and daughter escalated as Frank revealed that he had
spoken with Dawn’s uncle, who had serious doubts about Aidan’s potential
involvement in the case. Maggie, dismissing the seriousness of a drunken
conversation, waved off her father’s concerns, insisting that her faith in Aidan’s
character was not something she could easily abandon. However, Frank’s doubts only
intensified, and the more Maggie defended Aidan, the more unsettled he became. As
the emotional conflict between them reached its peak, the arrival of Errol Gardner, the
wedding host, interrupted their exchange. He offered Maggie a glass of wine in an
attempt to ease the tension, giving Frank a moment to step back. Though temporarily
distracted, Frank’s mind remained clouded with worry about Aidan and Dawn, knowing
deep down that the unresolved questions and suspicions surrounding the situation
couldn’t be ignored. As the night wore on, Errol led Maggie away for introductions, and
Frank was left alone with his growing unease. His suspicions about Aidan’s
involvement in Dawn’s disappearance and the complexities of his relationship with
Maggie left him questioning everything he thought he knew about his daughter’s
future. The unresolved tension in the family dynamic, combined with the eerie mystery
surrounding Dawn, set the stage for even more complications to unfold in the days

ahead.



Chapter 1

Chapter 1: In the early morning hours, the protagonist is jolted awake by the unsettling
sensation of something crawling on his skin. His eyes snap open to reveal the presence
of multiple spiders on his bed, a sight that sends a wave of discomfort through him.
Despite the initial shock, he reluctantly switches on the bedside lamp, hoping to
identify the creatures. As he observes the spiders on his pillow and bedside table, he
methodically squashes them, yet the feeling of unease lingers. The sight of them,
combined with his growing sense of dread, only intensifies the restlessness he’s been
experiencing. He tries to brush off the discomfort, but his mind refuses to settle, filled
with worries that he cannot shake off. Among the myriad of concerns racing through
his head, he is most troubled by his daughter Maggie’s recent behavior and the
unsettling developments involving her friend Dawn's uncle. Additionally, a troubling
photo of Dawn has surfaced, further complicating the situation. These haunting

thoughts plague him, creating a whirlwind of anxiety that seems impossible to escape.

The protagonist's mind drifts backward, revisiting memories of past moments that
have shaped his relationship with Maggie. He reflects on the times when he placed
unnecessary pressure on her, focusing on trivial matters such as her table manners
and academic success. Despite his best intentions, he now realizes that these
demands may have created more harm than good. One memory that stands out is
when Maggie, at seventeen, asked him for help purchasing a vegan suede jacket she
had set her sights on. The jacket was an expensive item, priced at $350, and the
protagonist initially resisted, believing it to be a wasteful purchase. However, despite
his doubts, he eventually relented, swayed by his desire to make his daughter happy
and to show her that he cared. Using his credit card, he ordered the jacket, but his
skepticism about the purchase remained. He couldn’t shake the feeling that it was

more of a gimmick than a true necessity, yet he still wanted to support her decision.



The jacket was supposed to arrive by mail, but when it did, it had mysteriously
disappeared from their porch. The protagonist suspects that it was stolen by a porch
pirate, an issue he had heard about but never expected to experience himself. He
contacted the online retailer immediately, explaining what had happened, and they
agreed to send a replacement jacket. When the replacement arrived, Maggie was
thrilled. However, weeks later, the protagonist learned that Maggie’s friend Priya had
bought the extra jacket Maggie had received by mistake. This revelation shocked him
to his core, as he realized that Maggie had kept the jacket despite the circumstances.
When he confronted her, her lack of remorse and her casual dismissal of the
seriousness of the situation added to his disappointment. The conversation quickly
escalated into an argument, with Maggie offering a series of excuses to justify her
actions. Frustrated, the protagonist threatened to report her to the police, a threat he
knew he wouldn’t follow through on, but it left a deep emotional wound between them.
Eventually, Maggie was made to donate the jacket to Goodwill, an act that left her
fuming with resentment. This incident marked a turning point in their relationship, and

the protagonist began to see the cracks in the foundation of their bond.

Now, as he lies awake, the protagonist realizes the full impact of his past choices. He
understands that his actions, although well-meaning, may have contributed to the rift
between him and his daughter. He has spent years trying to control her decisions and
behavior, not realizing that his efforts were pushing her further away. The complexities
of their relationship have become increasingly apparent, and the protagonist is left
grappling with the consequences of his past mistakes. As he reflects on his parenting,
he sees the need to approach the situation with more understanding and less
pressure. However, the growing tension surrounding Maggie’s interactions with
Gwendolyn and Brody Taggart complicates matters further. The protagonist is unsure
how to move forward but is determined to fix the fractured relationship with his
daughter, even though the path is unclear. His mind races, filled with the weight of the
unresolved issues, and he lies awake, wondering how he can find a way to heal the
growing divide between them. The internal struggle he faces speaks to the

complexities of fatherhood, love, and the realization that mistakes made in the past



can have lasting consequences.



Chapter 5

Chapter 5: The scene on the beach was charged with a heavy and mournful
atmosphere, a tragic event that lingered in the air, leaving everyone present in a state
of shock. EMTs, police officers, and Osprey Cove’s security personnel all worked in a
coordinated but somber fashion, their movements efficient yet filled with the weight of
the moment. The protagonist stood at a distance, watching as Gwendolyn’s lifeless
body was positioned on a stretcher. The medics debated how to move her while
considering the delicate nature of the situation. It was clear that the tragic loss had left
everyone unsettled, and the protagonist could not help but feel the gravity of the

moment, caught in a space of disbelief and sadness.

Errol Gardner, holding a cup of coffee, approached the protagonist, discussing Aidan’s
condition and the ongoing confusion surrounding Gwendolyn’s death. With a sigh, Errol
spoke about the medical examiner’s delay in providing answers and his frustration
with the lack of immediate information. His words seemed almost detached from the
tragic reality unfolding, suggesting that they should move forward with the scheduled
plans of the day, including a hike to Cormorant Point. This proposal to continue as
planned, despite the events, struck the protagonist as odd and out of place, signaling
Errol’s preference for maintaining normalcy, no matter the circumstances. The
coldness in Errol’s demeanor served as a stark contrast to the emotional gravity of the

moment, heightening the protagonist’s internal struggle.

As the protagonist lingered by the beach, he observed Gerry and Hugo in the distance,
conversing with officials in a relaxed, almost carefree manner. Their lack of emotional
reaction to such a serious situation seemed unsettling, further adding to the
atmosphere of dissonance and discomfort that had already been created. At that
moment, the protagonist’s phone buzzed, bringing a slight distraction from the

heaviness of the situation. It was a text message from Vicky, offering her support for



his upcoming wedding toast. He called her immediately, wanting to share the shocking
news about Gwendolyn’s death, but as the conversation unfolded, it revealed more
about the complex and troublesome dynamics surrounding Aidan and his family. The
protagonist described the peculiar relationships in the Gardner family and the strange
events that had occurred, all of which continued to cloud his judgment and

understanding of the truth.

Vicky, with her blunt and candid nature, spoke about her own struggles with parental
denial and how she once failed to acknowledge the true depth of her daughter Janet’s
issues. Her reflections on the tendency of parents to ignore red flags struck a chord
with the protagonist. It made him realize how easy it was for him to overlook the
troubling behaviors in his own family, especially when it came to Aidan’s involvement
in his daughters’ lives. This exchange stirred deep feelings of concern and guilt in the
protagonist, as he began to question his own ability to see clearly when it came to his

daughter and the toxic elements of Aidan’s life that were creeping in unnoticed.

As the chapter drew to a close, the protagonist found himself overwhelmed with
conflicting emotions, yet resolved to push forward and uncover the truth, no matter
what it may reveal. He knew that pursuing the answers to what had happened would
not be without risks, but the need for clarity outweighed the fear of what might come.
This chapter sets a tense and suspenseful tone, as the protagonist struggles with his
own moral dilemmas, balancing grief with the drive for justice. It underscores the
deeper themes of denial, guilt, and the complicated dynamics of family loyalty, all set
against the backdrop of a wedding that is no longer just a celebration, but a catalyst
for uncovering buried secrets. The path ahead promises more revelations and

emotional confrontations, making the stakes higher than ever.



Chapter 5.

At two o’clock, the wedding party gathered on the beach of Lake Wyndham for a photo
shoot, which unexpectedly drew a large crowd of guests. While a bartender mixed
cocktails, Maggie and her bridesmaids posed on the dock, guided by a photographer
who shouted a series of directions to enhance their looks for the cameras. Despite the
joyous atmosphere, the father of the bride felt numb observing his daughter in her

expensive wedding dress, which, in his eyes, seemed flimsy.

As guests arrived in light summer attire, he pondered the rumors surrounding Maggie's
rapid rise in her company, given her international work travels with the boss. Errol
Gardner, accompanied by his wife Catherine, approached him with a familiar guest,
Armando Castado, the CEO of UPS. This unexpected encounter shifted the father’s

focus away from his previous distress, leading to a toast to the marriage.

However, the celebratory mood soured as Errol grew anxious about the groom, Aidan,
who was late for the ceremony. Attempts to contact him proved futile, prompting
speculation that he might have become confused. As the clock ticked down to the
ceremony, the father worried about Aidan's absence and decided to check on him

personally, suspecting he might be at his studio.

Upon arrival at the studio, the father sensed unease as Aidan's voice from below
radiated panic. He urged Aidan to abandon the wedding, highlighting the shared qguilt
between Maggie and him regarding a protective lie about her family. Continuing down
the narrow staircase despite his instincts, he found Aidan in a basement-like setting

with disturbing items, including a black Colt revolver ominously displayed on a table.

The father tried to convince Aidan to leave, emphasizing support from friends and the
repercussions of staying silent. Aidan grappled with the weight of their circumstances,

torn between his fear and the lingering influence of Gwendolyn. After deliberation,



Aidan finally resolved to leave, but their plan was interrupted by footsteps above. The
atmosphere shifted dramatically when a shot echoed from the basement, abruptly
signaling that the wedding—and everything associated with it—was now irrevocably

changed.



Chapter 11

Chapter 11: The events unfolded rapidly, with the tension between Aidan and |
growing as we moved away from the reception at Osprey Lodge. He led me deeper
into the thick, shadowed pine trees, a place that seemed to mirror the confusion | was
feeling. It was there that Aidan confronted me about the phone | had taken, a decision
| had made out of confusion and desperation. | apologized sincerely, explaining how |
felt like | was missing pieces of the puzzle. His expression was serious, and he warned
me about "them," a group that he believed posed a dangerous threat. His words were
cryptic, and as he continued to share details, | realized just how deep and dark Hugo's
involvement was, with connections to human trafficking and a history of criminal

actions.

Aidan's paranoia about Hugo’s watchful eye was palpable, his concerns for me growing
as he expressed fear about what might happen if we weren’t cautious. Then, he shifted
the focus to his mother’s deteriorating mental health, a situation that had spiraled out
of control after Dawn Taggart's visit. Aidan made it clear that therapy was no longer
enough, warning me that if the situation wasn’t handled delicately, his mother could
find herself in legal trouble. | tried to suggest that she needed proper medical
treatment, but Aidan dismissed my concerns, unwilling to confront the severity of the
situation. It was evident that his perspective was clouded by the turmoil within his

family, and it left me questioning how much more | could trust his judgment.

Feeling frustrated and desperate for answers, my thoughts shifted to Maggie, who
seemed entangled in a web of lies and secrets surrounding the wedding. Aidan
reassured me that she was safe and that she wouldn't reveal the dangerous truths
surrounding the events, but | couldn't shake the feeling that something was being
hidden from me. | decided that | couldn't rely on vague reassurances and needed to

confront Maggie directly. With the map of Osprey Cove that | had kept hidden in my



pocket, | made the decision to find her, hoping that she held the key to understanding
the truth. The night had grown darker, and the woods around me seemed more

oppressive with each step | took, but | pressed on, feeling a deep sense of urgency.

After what felt like an eternity, | finally reached the Hummingbird cottage, where the
faint light spilling from the windows offered a glimmer of hope. But as | stepped inside,
| felt an eerie presence that made my heart race, and | instinctively grabbed a nearby
wine bottle for protection. When | pushed open the slightly ajar door, | was confronted
with a scene that | couldn’t have prepared for: Maggie in a vulnerable state, with Errol
Gardner looming over her. My anger surged, and | acted on instinct, attacking him with

a force | didn't know | had.

The struggle was chaotic, and time seemed to stretch as | tried to overpower Errol, my
focus solely on protecting Maggie. As | fought, her scream echoed in the room, fueling
my determination to stop whatever was happening. Just as | was on the verge of
gaining control, a sudden blow to my head sent me into a daze, and the world around
me spun out of control. My last conscious thought was of Hugo rushing into the room,
his presence adding yet another layer of confusion to an already chaotic situation. In
that moment, | realized that Maggie had seen Hugo, but she said nothing, choosing to
remain silent. The darkness closed in around me, and | was left powerless, unsure of

what had just happened but knowing that everything was about to change.



Chapter 6

Chapter 6 begins with Frankie reflecting on the chaos that defines their wedding
weekend. The day starts with a chaotic lunch involving Abigail, Frankie’s younger
sister, who becomes completely immersed in her food, leaving a trail of mess in her
wake. Despite the situation, Abigail seems unfazed by the disaster she’s causing.
Frankie, having anticipated the outcome, feels a mixture of exasperation and concern.
This leads to a heated argument with Tammy, who expresses her frustration with
Frankie’s irritable mood, a sentiment that only intensifies as the lunch spirals into
chaos. The scene, though unsettling, is short-lived, as the trio eventually heads
upstairs to unpack, hoping to escape the overwhelming tension of the moment and

find some much-needed relief.

When Frankie enters their lavish accommodations, they are immediately struck by the
luxuriousness of their master suite. The room is spacious, with a king-size bed that
promises comfort, a private bathroom for privacy, and a large flat-screen TV for
entertainment. The most alluring feature, however, is the balcony that overlooks the
serene waters of Lake Wyndham, offering a breathtaking view that calms Frankie’s
nerves. Tammy is staying in a similarly grand suite next door, while Abigail is delighted
by her whimsical room, which is decked out in nautical-themed décor and features a
set of bunk beds. Abigail’s excitement over her new space contrasts sharply with
Frankie's growing anxiety about the events yet to come. As Frankie unpacks, they
come across the event schedule for the weekend, a list of activities that includes a
welcome dinner, a group hike, and the wedding ceremony itself. The schedule seems
both exhilarating and overwhelming, filling Frankie with a sense of trepidation. The
added pressure of meeting the Gardners only heightens Frankie’s anxiety, leading
them to decide against exploring the area and instead focusing on crafting a toast for

Maggie, the bride.



Frankie’'s attempts to perfect the toast for Maggie prove to be a frustrating challenge.
Despite the well-meaning desire to express heartfelt emotions, Frankie struggles to
put their thoughts into words, unable to find the right balance between sincerity and
avoiding overused phrases. The self-doubt only intensifies as Frankie worries about
sounding too cliché or unoriginal. In the midst of this frustration, Frankie turns to Vicky,
a supportive friend, for help. Vicky kindly offers to review the toast, promising
constructive feedback that helps ease some of Frankie’s pressure. With Vicky’s
reassurance, Frankie feels a wave of relief as they send the toast to their friend for
review. However, just as they begin to feel a sense of calm, a sudden scream from
Abigail breaks the silence, signaling that the chaos of the weekend is far from over.
The events, it seems, are only beginning, and the emotional rollercoaster of the

wedding weekend is about to take an even more unpredictable turn.

The complexity of Frankie’s emotions during this chapter highlights the struggles of
balancing personal insecurities with family dynamics. Despite the luxury and elegance
of their surroundings, Frankie is burdened by a deep sense of discomfort, particularly
as they try to navigate the various expectations placed upon them. Whether it's the
pressure to deliver a perfect toast or to blend seamlessly into the family, Frankie’s
inner turmoil continues to grow. The lavish setting, though beautiful, feels distant and
disconnected from the emotional challenges Frankie faces. The wedding, meant to be
a joyful celebration, instead becomes a catalyst for reflection on relationships,
personal identity, and the struggles of fitting in. Each moment spent trying to connect
with family is filled with emotional complexity, leaving Frankie questioning not only
their role in the family but also their own sense of self. The chapter continues to
explore the tension between outward appearances and inner feelings, capturing the
vulnerability that often accompanies family events and celebrations. It’s a delicate
balance of trying to fit in while remaining true to oneself, a theme that resonates
deeply with anyone who has ever struggled with similar feelings during significant

family gatherings.



Chapter 7

Chapter 7 unfolds with Frank arriving at Supercuts well past closing hours, determined
to speak with Vicky despite knowing the salon has already shut for the day. His Jeep is
running on fumes, reflecting the exhaustion and anxiety that have been building inside
him. As he parks near the strip mall, he notices a group of kids skateboarding outside,
their carefree laughter forming a stark contrast to the urgency pounding in his chest.
He strides toward the salon and raps insistently on the locked glass door, hoping Vicky
will answer. Initially, she ignores him, unwilling to break the rules for an after-hours
visitor. She gestures for him to return in the morning when the shop reopens, but
Frank refuses to leave. His desperation leaks into his voice as he insists that it’s about
Maggie, that there is something she needs to hear. It's only when he mentions that he

has nowhere else to go that she pauses, considering whether to let him inside.

As the skateboarders glance over curiously, Frank reassures them that there is no
need for police involvement, clarifying that his sister and Abigail are safe and staying
at a hotel for the night. He retrieves a hard drive from his pocket and holds it up for
Vicky to see, promising that its contents will explain everything. This piques her
curiosity, softening her initial resistance. With an air of hesitation, she unlocks the door
and steps aside, allowing Frank to enter before securing the salon behind them. The
shop is dimly lit, its familiar scent of hair products and cleaning solutions filling the air.
Frank moves toward the vintage computer at the back of the room, quickly setting up
the hard drive as Vicky watches cautiously. The computer is slow, its outdated system
lagging as he loads the files. When the screen finally responds, a list of cryptic names
appears, leading them to a folder filled with audio recordings. Frank clicks on the first
file, and the speakers crackle to life, revealing a conversation between Aidan, Maggie,

and others about a structured relationship plan.



At first, the conversation seems casual, but as the recording progresses, a troubling
undertone emerges. Vicky’s brows furrow as she processes what she’s hearing, the
discussion hinting at something more calculated and hidden than she had expected.
As they continue listening, the implications of the conversation become increasingly
clear—there are connections between Aidan, Maggie, and others that neither Frank nor
Vicky fully understand. Frank watches Vicky’s face, noting the way her expression
shifts between disbelief and unease. She demands to know how deep this situation
runs and what exactly Maggie has gotten herself involved in. Frank exhales slowly, his
mind racing as he tries to find the right words. He explains that what they are hearing
is just the tip of the iceberg, that the deeper they dig, the more tangled and unsettling
the truth becomes. Vicky presses for details, her patience wearing thin as she senses

the weight of Frank’s hesitation.

The tension in the room thickens, each passing second stretching into something
heavy and uncertain. Frank runs a hand through his hair, struggling with the enormity
of what he’s about to reveal. He knows that once he starts explaining, there will be no
turning back. Vicky crosses her arms, her stance rigid, waiting for him to speak. He
finally promises to tell her everything, but only if she agrees to help him piece
together the full story. The air between them is charged, filled with unspoken
questions and the realization that they are standing at the edge of something far more
complex than either of them had anticipated. The chapter ends with a sense of
mounting anticipation, leaving both Frank and Vicky staring at the screen, knowing
that the truth, once uncovered, will change everything. The recordings have set
something irreversible into motion, and the choices they make moving forward will
determine how deep they fall into the tangled web of secrets that have just begun to

surface.



Chapter 12

Chapter 12: The wedding reception was unfolding in full swing, the atmosphere vibrant
with energy as the guests interacted with one another, showcasing their unique
personalities and relationships. Hugo, an engaging staff member at the event, was
quick to strike up a conversation with Gerry, highlighting his significant behind-the-
scenes role. Tammy, ever the observant one, found herself captivated by Hugo’s
charm, watching him closely. Gerry, sensing this, took the opportunity to provide some
background on Hugo, pointing out the intriguing mix of cultural backgrounds present
among the guests, which further added to the richness and diversity of the gathering.
This sense of cultural diversity, paired with the unfolding social dynamics, set the

stage for the evening, allowing the celebration to take on a layered and textured feel.

As the celebration continued, the guests' conversations shifted effortlessly from topic
to topic. Tammy and Sierra were engaged in a deep conversation about the couple’s
relationship, exchanging thoughts on the compatibility of the pair and their
experiences in relationships. The background jazz music was soothing, providing a
gentle soundtrack to the evening, but for Frank, the festive atmosphere was in stark
contrast to his inner turmoil. His gaze remained fixed on the couple, particularly
Maggie and Aidan, focusing on the age gap between them, which stirred a sense of
discontent within him. This was not helped by Abigail’s carefree behavior, which
contrasted with Frank’s growing anxiety. As Abigail spun around the lawn with a joyous
energy, Frank found himself struggling with the tension between her innocence and
the mounting worries he carried about the family’s future. The generational gap that
separated him from the younger crowd was clear, and the growing unease within him

served as a reminder of his concerns about the events that were unfolding.

As the night wore on, Frank’s internal conflict intensified, fueled by a series of

unsettling experiences that left him increasingly anxious. One of the most disturbing



was his encounter with Brody Taggart and his cryptic words, which added to the
growing sense of foreboding he felt about the whole situation. The privacy document,
which was still a point of contention in his mind, and his brief interaction with
Gwendolyn, only deepened his suspicions about what lay beneath the surface of the
wedding celebration. Perhaps most concerning of all was the absence of Aidan,
Maggie's fiancé, a fact that Frank couldn’t ignore. His growing suspicions about Aidan’s
whereabouts added a layer of tension to the evening, prompting Frank to question the
sincerity of everyone around him. While Tammy attempted to reassure Frank,
dismissing his worries as nothing more than paranoia, her cryptic comments about
past relationships only added to his unease. His struggle to connect with Aidan’s
friends further revealed the generational divide he felt, and the conversations he
overheard only served to emphasize the difference in their worldviews. The younger
crowd, embodied by figures like Khalani, represented a carefree attitude that Frank
found unsettling, especially when she offered him THC gummy bears, a symbol of the
casual indulgence that seemed to permeate the party. His discomfort grew as he
found himself further alienated by their youthful attitudes, which made him feel out of

place and increasingly anxious.

The tension in the air thickened when Frank noticed Catherine Gardner, Aidan’s
mother, watching him from an upper window. Her presence was enough to raise
Frank’s suspicions, especially since Catherine had remained so elusive throughout the
event. His curiosity about her only deepened as he realized that there was something
far more complex at play than he had initially understood. His desire to confront
Catherine led him to a startling encounter with Gwendolyn, who warned him of hidden
dangers that lurked beneath the surface of the wedding festivities. Gwendolyn’s
cryptic words sent a chill down Frank’s spine, leaving him with more questions than
answers. Her warning about Maggie’s impending marriage to Aidan and the potential
danger in the air made Frank realize just how much was at stake. The chapter ended
with Frank feeling a heavy sense of dread, and the reader was left to wonder just how
deep the web of secrets and lies went within this seemingly joyful celebration.

Gwendolyn’s ominous advice set the stage for a tense and thrilling continuation of the



story, hinting at more revelations to come. Frank’s suspicions only grew stronger, and
as the night drew on, the tension surrounding the mystery deepened, keeping the

reader hooked and eager to learn what would unfold next.



Chapter 4

Chapter 4 opens with Maggie suggesting a twelve-thirty arrival for lunch, but we didn’t
reach New Hampshire until closer to eleven, which meant we had to rush to make up
for lost time. As we drove through the picturesque lakes region on Interstate 93, the
two-lane highway stretched ahead of us, passing small towns with their charming gas
stations, roadside produce stands, and sports bars. The quaintness of the towns was
further highlighted by the sight of residents selling firewood on the honor system, a
testament to the close-knit community where trust and simplicity still thrive. Despite
the peaceful surroundings, a nervous knot tightened in my stomach as | realized we
were still forty-five minutes from Osprey Cove. The closer we got, the more | thought
about meeting Errol and Catherine, who, along with their extensive network of friends,

seemed like an intimidating force in this small town.

Tammy noticed the anxiety creeping over me and gently pointed out that | had been
biting my nails. | admitted that | felt uneasy, largely due to a news report | had seen
earlier that day about a woman who had lost everything in a devastating fire. The
report had struck me deeply, and | couldn’t shake the feeling that it was an omen for
the day ahead. Tammy, ever the calming presence, reassured me that pre-wedding
nerves were normal, and she too was feeling somewhat out of place since she had
never been to a summer camp before. As much as | appreciated her comforting words,
my main concern was not embarrassing Maggie. This weekend was crucial for both of
us, and | didn’t want to ruin our chance for reconciliation or spoil what should have

been a joyous occasion for her.

Our journey continued, and as we crested a hill, the magnificent White Mountains
came into view, their vibrant blue lake dotted with sailboats, creating a picturesque
scene that momentarily distracted me from my worries. We passed through Hopps

Ferry, a village that exuded faded charm, and it was there that Tammy urgently



requested a bathroom break. We stopped at a quaint roadside restaurant called Mom
and Dad’s, where Tammy and Abigail quickly headed inside. I, however, remained
outside, too preoccupied with my mounting anxiety to engage with strangers. My
attention was drawn to a bulletin board filled with local flyers, and one in particular
caught my eye. It was about a missing woman named Dawn Taggart, who had been
missing since November 3rd. As | stood there reading the flyer, a man approached

me—Brody Taggart, who claimed to be Dawn’s uncle.

Brody immediately launched into a passionate account of how his niece had
disappeared after reaching out to Aidan Gardner for help. His warning about the
Gardners immediately raised red flags, and | couldn't help but feel a sense of unease.
As Brody spoke, his concerns became more intense, and he warned me about the dark
history he believed the Gardner family was hiding. This tense conversation only
escalated when a police officer arrived and intervened, attempting to de-escalate the
situation. The officer dismissed Brody’s claims, suggesting that he was the town's
known troublemaker, and went on to praise the Gardners for their long-standing
contributions to the community. Tammy and | exchanged a look, both of us skeptical

about Brody’s credibility, but also slightly relieved by the officer’s reassurances.

Still, as we processed the encounter, the strange events weighed heavily on our
minds. Tammy reassured Abigail, brushing off Brody’s outburst as nothing more than a
product of the town's eccentricities. Yet, | couldn’t shake the feeling that something
wasn’t right. Brody’s impassioned warnings about the Gardners lingered, and the more
| thought about it, the more the gathering at Osprey Cove began to feel like a
complicated web of family secrets and unresolved tensions. It was becoming evident
that the dynamics surrounding the Gardners were far from straightforward, and our
upcoming family gathering at Osprey Cove promised to be more than just a simple
reunion. Everyone in the town seemed to have their own narrative about the Gardners,
and | was left questioning who to trust as we continued on our journey into this

complicated situation.



Chapter 8

In Chapter 8 of The Last One at the Wedding, the protagonist finds themselves
reflecting on the uncomfortable atmosphere that pervades the wedding camp. The
bedroom, which is supposed to offer a comfortable retreat, lacks basic seating and
offers little solace during the unpacking process. As the protagonist goes through the
motions, a growing sense of isolation intensifies. The anticipation of meeting their
future in-laws, Errol and Catherine, is palpable, but their absence leaves the
protagonist feeling unwelcome and disconnected from the event. The situation
worsens when other family members begin to leave—Aidan hurriedly departs with a
friend, and Maggie heads into town, intentionally or not excluding the protagonist from
her plans. These actions serve to emphasize the protagonist's growing realization that

they may not be fully accepted into this family.

By mid-afternoon, as the protagonist waits for their daughter, Abigail, to join them,
they attempt a brief conversation about games. Though Abigail is eager to play, the
protagonist gently persuades her to stay behind, hoping to spend some quiet, bonding
time with Maggie. However, just as the protagonist starts to feel somewhat at ease,
Maggie calls with distressing news about the wedding. The florist has made mistakes,
and the videographer has tested positive for COVID, escalating Maggie's stress.
Instead of a relaxing afternoon, the protagonist is confronted with the mounting chaos
of the event. They had envisioned family time and bonding, but instead find
themselves alone, trying to figure out how to navigate the camp and all its activities.
The protagonist’s disappointment deepens as they struggle with the idea of walking
around the camp on their own, especially when they had hoped for a shared

experience.

After the phone call, the protagonist feels a sense of discomfort as they lie to Abigail,

telling her that Maggie is busy, though in truth, Maggie’s stress is overwhelming. The



protagonist steps outside, where they pass rows of empty chairs set up for the
upcoming dinner, and notice a deserted beach. The stillness feels eerie as caterers
prepare for the evening event, their frantic energy contrasting with the calm that
surrounds the protagonist. They are surprised to learn from a carpenter that the dinner
preparations are actually for that evening, not for the wedding on Saturday. This
realization shakes the protagonist, further heightening their feelings of disorientation.
They had expected the focus of the wedding to be on the upcoming ceremony, but the
elaborate dinner instead seems to be the main attraction. As the protagonist continues
to walk around, they encounter Aidan again, but this time he’s accompanied by a
woman named Gwendolyn. Their brief interaction raises more questions, and when
they disappear into the woods, the protagonist’s curiosity gets the best of them,

prompting them to follow.

The protagonist catches a glimpse of Aidan and Gwendolyn engaged in an intense
conversation. Gwendolyn appears frustrated, demanding that Aidan be truthful, while
he tries to convince her to avoid interacting with Margaret. The conversation is cryptic
and filled with tension, leaving the protagonist on edge as they struggle to make sense
of the situation. As they overhear more, it becomes clear that Gwendolyn harbors deep
resentment toward Margaret, which complicates the already fragile family dynamics.
Aidan later attempts to explain Gwendolyn’s behavior, revealing that she is critical of
the wedding camp and its environment. He offers a glimpse into Gwendolyn’s complex
personality, one that is shaped by previous experiences and a critical view of the
event. The atmosphere is heavy, and the protagonist’s discomfort only deepens as

they reflect on the conversations and the unspoken tensions surrounding them.

The underlying themes of family, stress, and unspoken emotions take center stage in
this chapter. As the protagonist navigates the social dynamics of the wedding, they
begin to question their place within the family and what the future holds for their
relationships. The tension between characters is palpable, and the protagonist is left to
grapple with the unsettling knowledge they’ve gained. What started as an opportunity
for connection and bonding has quickly turned into a web of secrets, lies, and personal

conflicts that the protagonist can neither avoid nor ignore. As the chapter unfolds, it's



clear that the wedding, with all its promises and pitfalls, is only the beginning of
deeper emotional revelations. The protagonist finds themselves at the heart of it all,
left to process what they’ve overheard and the implications it may have for the future

of the family.



Chapter 4

Chapter 4 begins with the narrator, Frank, reflecting on the profound loss of his wife,
Colleen, who tragically passed away from a brain aneurysm while working at Michaels.
Colleen's sudden death left their ten-year-old daughter, Maggie, to grow up without
the guidance and love of her mother. The emotional weight of this event was immense
for Frank, who found himself grappling with overwhelming feelings of guilt, often
wishing that he could have taken Colleen's place. He believed that she would have
been able to raise Maggie better, while he could have continued supporting them
through his Teamsters pension, which was a stable source of income. As Frank
navigated through the grief, he realized that his shortcomings as a father became
more apparent, particularly due to the strained relationship he had with Maggie. This
relationship, which had been marked by Maggie's silence for three years, left Frank
questioning his ability to connect with his daughter and provide the support she

needed after such a tragic loss.

Despite the sorrow and challenges, a new chapter began when Maggie shared
surprising news with Frank—she was engaged to Aidan, a man she had met only six
months earlier. Frank’s initial reaction to this news was one of hesitation, especially
when he learned that Maggie and Aidan were already living together. Although Frank
wasn't completely taken aback by their cohabitation, given the expensive cost of living
in Boston, he still felt uneasy about the decision. Maggie’s previous apartment, which
she had despised due to the presence of silverfish, seemed like a place she could no
longer tolerate. Thus, her decision to move in with Aidan provided her with relief, both
from the pest-infested apartment and from the pressures of living alone. Nevertheless,
Frank’s protective instincts caused him to worry about the future of their living
arrangement, particularly because he wasn’t sure whether Maggie was making this

decision for the right reasons or if it was simply a way to escape her old living



situation.

Even with his concerns lingering, Frank wanted to celebrate Maggie’s engagement and
offered to take her out for a special dinner at a restaurant. He believed that this would
give them an opportunity to bond over her exciting news, away from the stresses of
everyday life. However, Maggie deflected his offer, suggesting instead that they hold
the celebration at her apartment. This change in plan raised further alarms for Frank,
who had heard troubling reports about the safety of the area where Maggie and Aidan
lived. Frank couldn’t help but feel anxious about the potential risks of living in a
neighborhood that was reportedly unsafe. His desire to protect Maggie from harm
weighed heavily on him, even though he tried not to let it show. Despite his concerns,
Frank agreed to meet Maggie and Aidan at her apartment, realizing that he had little
choice but to respect their wishes. However, the unease he felt about the safety of
their environment and the rapid pace of Maggie’s life changes remained in the back of

his mind.

The chapter also highlights the growing tension between Frank’s desire to be
supportive of Maggie’s decisions and his worries about her well-being. As the narrator
prepares to meet Maggie and Aidan, he grapples with his protective instincts and the
reality that his daughter’s life has changed in ways that are beyond his control. He
wants to ensure that she is making decisions that will truly benefit her in the long run,
but he also recognizes that he can’t hold on to her forever. The chapter conveys the
complexity of a parent’s role in a child’s life, especially when the child becomes an
adult and begins to make choices that might not always align with the parent’s own
expectations. Despite Frank’s concerns, he resolves to support Maggie, understanding
that his love for her must outweigh his apprehensions about her future. This chapter,
filled with a mixture of worry and hope, sets the stage for further emotional
exploration as Frank continues to navigate his relationship with Maggie, her new

fiancé, and the changing dynamics of their family life.



Il. The Arrival

Please upload the chapter you'd like me to summarize, and I'll get started on it for you.



Chapter 5

Chapter 5 begins with Frank, Tammy, and Abigail leaving behind their mundane
routines to embark on a journey toward Osprey Cove, where Margaret’s wedding
awaits. As they drive through the dense woods, the road grows rough and unmarked,
causing a ripple of doubt to settle in. Tammy, however, reassures Frank, drawing from
her understanding of the wealthy and their tendency to keep things private and
enigmatic. After what feels like an endless journey, they finally spot a gravel driveway
adorned only with a bouquet of gold balloons, subtly guiding them deeper into the
wooded area, signaling they are close to their destination. The unusual signage only
adds to the mystery, but it's a sign they are on the right track. Frank, still uncertain

but now more curious, follows the path without much choice.

Once they arrive at the gate of Osprey Cove, they are greeted warmly by Hugo, the
property manager, who immediately recognizes Frank. His welcome, though warm,
comes with a touch of eccentricity. Hugo introduces them to the concept of "Gardner
Standard Time," a curious idea that requires them to set their watches ahead by
fifteen minutes to sync with the schedule of the elite. Though Frank finds the idea
strange, he reluctantly complies, especially as Abigail eagerly follows the social
expectations set before them. The allure of a lavish weekend filled with luxury and
celebration looms ahead, but Frank’s unease only deepens when he’s asked to sign a
lengthy privacy agreement that’s filled with dense legal language. This formality,
which he doesn’t fully understand, makes him feel uncomfortable and uncertain about

the true nature of the weekend ahead.

After passing through the toll booth, a stunning sight unfolds before them: Osprey
Lodge, an architectural masterpiece, stands at the end of the driveway, surrounded by
a vast and pristine landscape. As they approach the entrance, Maggie excitedly greets

them, her warm embrace offering a comforting sense of familiarity. Within moments,



Abigail is ushered into the role of a flower girl, replacing one who has fallen ill with
strep throat. This unexpected turn of events brings a moment of joy and excitement
for Abigail, who is thrilled to be part of the ceremony in such a special way. However,
the underlying tension that Frank feels about the idea of "not compromising" in his
interactions with Maggie and the complex dynamics of their blended family become
increasingly evident. Aidan, ever the mediator, finds himself navigating these difficult

waters, trying to keep the peace as family members adjust to the shifting dynamics.

Once inside, the family is shown to their luxurious accommodations—a beautiful, high-
end cottage known as Blackbird, with all the comforts one would expect from such a
grand venue. Yet, just as they begin to settle in, Aidan suddenly leaves to attend to a
friend, casting a shadow over what was supposed to be a bonding experience for the
family. This sudden departure leaves Frank feeling somewhat abandoned, as Maggie,
busy with the whirlwind preparations for the wedding, is preoccupied with the details
of the event. Frank is left alone with Abigail, and while the lunch spread is plentiful and
inviting, a growing sense of discomfort lingers. The underlying tensions regarding the
privacy contract, the awkwardness of being in a family that isn’t entirely his, and the
overarching stress of the wedding arrangements all combine to make Frank feel more
like a visitor than a participant. His longing to be part of something meaningful for his
daughter during this important weekend is clouded by the circumstances surrounding

him.

The atmosphere of celebration and anticipation surrounding the wedding contrasts
sharply with the internal struggles and worries of the family members. While Osprey
Cove offers an idyllic setting and the promise of joy, Frank cannot help but feel the
weight of the emotional complexities involved. The beauty of the location and the
excitement of the event only serve to highlight Frank’s sense of isolation. As he
navigates through the weekend, trying to be present for Abigail and Maggie, his
growing discomfort with the situation becomes more pronounced. The family dynamics
are complicated, and Frank’s hopes for a peaceful, enjoyable weekend are
overshadowed by his fears of making a mistake or saying the wrong thing, potentially

jeopardizing his relationship with Maggie. The chapter closes with Frank filled with a



mixture of hope and apprehension, unsure of what the weekend will bring, but

determined to find a way to make it through without further complicating the situation.



Chapter 8

Chapter 8: The rehearsal for the wedding took place in the Globe, an outdoor theater
hidden among the towering pine trees, offering a sense of seclusion and tranquility.
However, the atmosphere was anything but serene as it was filled with an unexpected
group of guests, each sipping wine and casually nibbling on snacks. What was
intended to be an intimate, sacred moment was quickly overtaken by the disjointed
nature of the gathering, as people talked loudly and moved around, turning the event
into a public display rather than the solemn rehearsal it was meant to be. The couple’s
much-anticipated moment was overshadowed, and | couldn’t help but feel
disheartened by how their wedding was being turned into a spectacle rather than a

meaningful personal experience.

RJ, a young man with curly hair, eagerly introduced himself as the ceremony’s host.
Although he worked in human resources, he had obtained his officiant credentials
online specifically for the event. He had little experience in leading a wedding but was
eager to get involved, and soon he sought out the groom, Aidan. Aidan, looking pale
and unwell, was sitting with the groomsmen, his face marked with a rash. Despite
trying to keep things together, it was clear that the stress of the event and his nerves

were taking a toll on him.

Errol Gardner, Aidan’s father, soon arrived, apologizing for his wife’s absence due to
illness but staying optimistic about her joining the ceremony later. Meanwhile, Tammy
and Abigail practiced their flower girl duties, though Abigail’s boundless energy caused
her to lag behind, proudly declaring herself as “the cousin of the bride.” Her
enthusiasm, however, irritated me, and | struggled to mask my frustration. Tammy,
noticing my irritation, reminded me that Abigail had come from a broken home, and
this wedding was an incredibly significant event in her life, one that she was clearly

excited about.



| shared my concerns with Tammy, particularly regarding Aidan’s obvious distress. |
pointed out his physical symptoms, such as the rash, which made me feel uneasy, but
Tammy reassured me that it was just nerves. She then reminded me of how | had been
just as anxious before my wedding, suggesting that Aidan’s condition was more of a
passing phase than a sign of something serious. This perspective contrasted with my
own, as | couldn’t shake the feeling that Aidan might be dealing with something more
troubling. Despite this, | tried to calm myself and let the moment proceed as planned,

though unease lingered.

The rehearsal officially began, with R} leading the procession, his nervous energy
palpable as he directed the participants. Abigail, adorably tossing flower petals down
the aisle, was followed by the bridesmaids and groomsmen, all of whom seemed eager
to get through the process. When it came time for me to escort Maggie, the tension
between us was evident. Our unresolved issues surfaced as we walked down the aisle,
reminding me of the emotional weight that this wedding held, not just for Aidan and
Maggie, but for me as well. Despite my personal concerns about Aidan’s well-being, |
tried to stay composed, recognizing that the focus should be on the bride and groom,

not my anxieties.

As the rehearsal continued, R} revealed that the "Bible" he was holding was merely a
prop, something meant to add weight to the ceremony, though it didn’t provide the
genuine comfort that | had hoped for. Maggie and Aidan, still uncertain about the
direction of the ceremony, looked to him for reassurance. R}, ever the optimist, offered
a relaxed take on things, suggesting a more contemporary approach, which did little to
ease their minds. Tammy, however, confidently practiced her reading from the Bible,
and as she recited the words with such sincerity, the entire atmosphere shifted. Her
heartfelt delivery filled the space with a reverence and calm that RJ had not
anticipated, leading him to question whether they should reconsider the tone of the
ceremony. Maggie, with a firm assurance, responded that everything was perfect as it
was, which brought a sense of stability and calm to what had been a somewhat chaotic

rehearsal.



Chapter 8

Chapter 8 takes us through a pivotal evening for Frank as he accompanies his niece,
Abigail, to her debut performance in Beauty and the Beast at her elementary school.
Despite her role as a mere spoon in the production, Abigail is deeply invested in her
part, having spent weeks rehearsing with great dedication and focus. Frank, acting as
her primary guardian, feels the weight of responsibility to ensure that everything goes
smoothly for her on this important night. The family’s backstory, including the absence
of Abigail’s birth mother and the commitment Frank and his sister, Tammy, made to
adopt her, adds an emotional layer to the evening. This performance is not just a
school event for Frank, but a reflection of the family bonds they are trying to nurture,

and it brings into focus the deep care and love Frank has for Abigail.

On the night of the performance, Frank finds himself backstage, eagerly awaiting the
success of the show. His involvement goes beyond just being a passive spectator; he
has invested significant time and effort into ensuring everything goes well, from
memorizing all the songs to helping with set changes behind the scenes. His anxiety
about the night’s success is palpable, but the performance turns out to be an
overwhelming success, with the cast and crew receiving a standing ovation. However,
due to his backstage duties, Frank misses the curtain call, a small price to pay for the
bigger accomplishment of making sure Abigail’s night was perfect. Once the
performance ends, the school parking lot fills with excited families and children, all
buzzing with excitement as they enjoy homemade treats. Frank shares a lighthearted
moment with Abigail while waiting for ice cream, demonstrating his caring and
protective nature as her guardian, offering his cone to her after she accidentally drops

hers.

The evening takes an unexpected turn when Frank has an interaction with Abigail's

school principal, who mistakenly assumes that Frank is her father. This



misunderstanding highlights the complexities of Frank’s role within the family, as he
serves as an uncle but has essentially taken on a father figure's responsibilities due to
Tammy'’s decision to adopt Abigail. Later, the principal shares an essay written by
Abigail, titled "The #1 Dad Frank Szatowski." This essay, which highlights Frank's
importance in Abigail’s life, serves as a powerful and emotional reminder of the
fatherly role he has assumed, even though it’s outside the traditional framework of
fatherhood. Frank is visibly touched by the gesture, as it symbolizes the deep
emotional connection between him and Abigail, reinforcing the idea that family is built
not just through biology but through love, care, and devotion. The essay is not only a
symbol of Abigail’s affection but also a recognition of the unconventional but deeply

meaningful family bond they share.

As the night draws to a close, Frank reflects on the progress he has made with Abigail,
particularly her growth and accomplishments. While he’s proud of her performance, he
also finds himself contemplating the future and the delicate conversations that will be
necessary to explain their unusual family dynamic. The school principal’s concern
about potential confusion for Abigail is addressed, and Frank understands the
importance of having open and honest conversations with her about their family
structure. They agree that Frank will continue to be open with Abigail, making sure she
understands the nature of their relationship and the love that ties them together. This
chapter ends on a hopeful note, with Frank recognizing how far they’ve come as a
family and the strength of their bond. Frank’s realization of his pivotal role in Abigail’s
life, combined with the recognition from others of how important he is to her, marks a
moment of profound emotional growth for him. It is a chapter that beautifully captures
the complexity of family, the power of love, and the ways in which nontraditional

family structures can still create strong, supportive relationships.



Chapter 2

Chapter 2 of The Last One at the Wedding delves deeper into the protagonist’s
struggle as he attempts to push forward with his job as a UPS driver while carrying the
weight of recent personal loss. Despite receiving condolences from his supervisor, he
forces himself to continue his shift, believing that staying occupied will help keep his
thoughts from spiraling. However, the region is experiencing an extreme heatwave,
with record-breaking temperatures prompting officials to issue public health warnings.
News reports caution residents against prolonged outdoor activity, advising frequent
hydration and rest. Still, the protagonist ignores these advisories, dismissing the
growing heat as just another obstacle in his already overwhelming day. Unlike his
usual preparation, he neglects to bring extra water or cooling snacks, relying instead
on a rushed breakfast and a standard lunch packed without much thought. The sun
hangs high in the sky, its unforgiving rays beating down as he steps outside, but he

tightens his grip on the day’s responsibilities, determined to keep moving.

Arriving at the UPS facility, he notices the unusually somber expressions of his
colleagues, many of whom are already sweating before their shifts begin. The lack of
air conditioning in the loading area intensifies the discomfort, and management
attempts to ease the situation by distributing extra water bottles and sun hats. Even
with these precautions, the oppressive heat turns the warehouse into a sweltering
oven, draining energy from the workers before they even step into their trucks. When
he receives his assigned route, frustration sets in—his list is packed with heavy
deliveries, including multiple air conditioners, cases of bottled water, and large bags of
dog food, items customers have ordered to combat the relentless summer weather.
The irony is not lost on him as he loads the cumbersome packages into his truck,
already feeling the strain in his arms and legs. As he starts his route, the heat

becomes suffocating, his shirt sticking to his back, and every movement requiring



more effort than usual. With over a hundred stops still ahead of him, he fights off the

urge to rest, unwilling to appear weak or incapable.

As the hours drag on, the physical toll of the heat and the weight of his thoughts
become unbearable. He finds himself preoccupied with worries about his daughter,
Maggie, struggling to imagine how she will navigate life after Aidan’s death. His mind
drifts between painful memories and unspoken concerns, making it difficult to focus.
This distraction leads him to miss a critical turn, forcing him to double back, adding
unnecessary miles to his already exhausting day. His body aches, and his breathing
grows labored, the signs of heat exhaustion becoming harder to ignore. The familiar
landscape around him begins to blur, the edges of buildings and trees shimmering
under the relentless sun. He wipes sweat from his brow and presses forward, telling
himself he just needs to get through the next few deliveries. At one point, he pulls into
a McDonald’s parking lot, hoping that sitting in the air-conditioned space for a few
minutes will be enough to restore his energy, though he knows it’s only a temporary

fix.

Back on the road, he feels himself fading, his hands gripping the steering wheel with
increasing difficulty. His vision wavers slightly, but he forces himself to concentrate. Up
ahead, a vehicle sits idly on the side of the road, its hazard lights flashing. Two figures,
Dawn Taggart and Aidan Gardner, are hunched over near a flat tire, their silhouettes
hazy in the shimmering heat. Recognition sparks in his mind, but his sluggish thoughts
fail to process the moment in time. His focus drifts for a fraction of a second—just long
enough to send his truck careening of