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        “True love is like ghosts. Something everyone talks about, but few have ever seen.”

        ~ François de La Rochefoucauld

      

      

      

      

      When the sedan approached the curb, the Uber driver cocked his head, probably doubting he was in the right place. Or whether maybe someone had played a prank on him.

      Because Phoebe Carrington wore a wedding dress.

      The moment he stopped, she ran to the car, hauled open the passenger door, and threw in her duffel bag.

      “Hello, sir. Yes, I called for a ride. It was me. Thank you for coming.”

      Phoebe struggled to climb inside the back seat of the car while wearing several yards of satin, tulle, and lace. Difficult, as this dress had its own zip code. First, she tried to get one leg in, then the other. Going in butt first didn’t work because then half the gown was riding outside. Pretty soon she wouldn’t care what happened to this ridiculous dress that hadn’t been her choice anyway. Aunt Sarah thought it would make Phoebe look like a princess.

      Finally, Phoebe gathered the long train and shoved the yards of material in first, then sat on it. She managed to buckle, even though she sat about a foot higher than normal. The top of her head and tiara grazed the ceiling of the car.

      “How does this work? Do I pay you now or later? I’m an Uber-virgin. I downloaded the app a few minutes ago.”

      “Ah…well…” the man said, staring at her through the rearview mirror. All Phoebe could see were two bushy eyebrows meeting his forehead.

      This was what happened when a reluctant bride left her sedan at her father’s home and took a limousine to the wedding. No car available for a clean getaway.

      The driver remained speechless, and then he looked across the street at the church. He glanced back at Phoebe and quirked a brow.

      “We’ll worry about how I pay you later,” Phoebe said with a dismissive wave. “Can we drive now, please? I’m kind of in a hurry. Go!”

      He pulled out into the bustle of traffic. “You entered that you wanted to go to the airport? Is that still…right?”

      “No, actually, the airport was a placeholder. I had to put something in, didn’t I? Can you take me to a hotel, maybe on the other side of the city? Something reasonable, not expensive or anything.”

      Phoebe had to change out of her wedding dress first, then she’d make a plan. The airport was a possibility, but at the moment she needed to be away from the church where by now they’d probably started to play the “Wedding March.” And Aunt Sarah, who’d given Phoebe a wide opening when she left to check on the bridesmaids, would soon realize she was missing a bride.

      Traffic as they weaved through San Francisco was a snarl, but her driver seemed an expert. He bounced in and out of lanes, making Phoebe feel like a criminal on the run. The label fit in some ways. She clutched the grab handle and watched as the traffic parted for her crazy driver.

      This hadn’t been the plan.

      In another reality, she would be walking down the aisle, and in a few minutes assure Ethan Bellamy that she would love, honor, and cherish him for as long as they both shall live.

      Phoebe had planned to say, “I do,” but somehow her feet grew a mind of their own. They said, “I don’t” and flew out the doors of the church when Aunt Sarah wasn’t looking.

      A few minutes later, the driver pulled over to a modest-looking hotel and went around to help Phoebe out of the back seat.

      “Miss, are you going to be okay?”

      “Yes, thank you so much.”

      Phoebe was not at all sure that she’d ever be okay again, but that wasn’t this poor man’s concern. He’d done his job, so she added a hefty tip and sent him on his way.

      Sure, she drew a few questioning looks when she walked through the double doors of the hotel and up to the check-in desk. But, hey, this was San Francisco after all, and stranger things had happened.

      In fact, the desk clerk didn’t blink an eye. “Can I help you?”

      “I’d like a room for the night, please.”

      “Just one night?”

      “Yes, I…I think so.” All she had to do was change out of her dress and figure out her next moves.

      “I’ll need a credit card.”

      Phoebe fished in her bag. A few minutes later, she was in a modest third-floor room with a balcony and a street view. One full-size bed, a couple of nightstands on either side. A desk. A little coffee machine on the dresser. A clean bathroom. Nothing fancy, which suited her fine. Maybe Phoebe could stay here for a while.

      Or she should just head to the airport and buy a ticket to New York.

      She couldn’t face anyone right now, least of all her father. Her cell had blown up with text messages and missed calls. But Phoebe couldn’t bring herself to look. Her father would be concerned, her groom furious.

      Who would dare to stand up Ethan Bellamy, the Silicon Valley CEO worth billions?

      Phoebe would.

      Eventually, she would face everyone. Aunt Sarah, who had largely planned the wedding. Her father, who’d wanted this marriage. Ethan, who didn’t love her, but wanted to marry her for some odd reason. She imagined he viewed her as his latest investment. Marry the daughter of one of his toughest competitors and maybe those pesky monopoly lawsuits would go away. And Phoebe had wanted to please her father, but it turned out the price of her heart and soul were too high.

      Glancing at the digital clock on the nightstand she noted that, by now, her father might be scouring the church, Ethan sending his bodyguards and business associates to search the building. Maybe they’d even be worried about her.

      Phoebe needed help, posthaste, but everyone in the world who loved and supposedly cared for her was inside a church. They all expected her to go through with this sham marriage, this wedding to a man thirty years her senior. To be fair, Phoebe had told them she would. And she’d fully expected to, for months, until she peeked inside the church and witnessed her future.

      The Silicon Valley elite, dozens of her father’s friends and associates lined the pews. Many of her Stanford classmates, too, those who’d alternatively made her life miserable and at other times been the only friends she had.

      Ethan, her husband to be, fifty-nine years old to her twenty-nine, stood arrogantly at the altar in his black designer tux. Self-assured. Confident. Why not? He got everything he wanted the moment he wanted it, and now sat at the helm of a former start-up which held a monopoly over the software industry.

      Phoebe loved her father, and because he’d suggested this arrangement would be in her best interest, she’d gone along with the idea. As she had with anything he’d asked of her nearly every day of her twenty-nine years. She did as she was told, grateful because with her mother gone, Daddy and Aunt Sarah, his only sibling, were all she had left in the world by way of family. They both expected her gratitude. Having attended the best schools in the country and grown up with every privilege, it would be a sin for Phoebe not to be grateful, happy, and self-fulfilled.

      And after twenty-nine saintly years, she’d just become a sinner in the worst way. She’d finally reached the point at which she could no longer cede control over her life and go along to make peace. Not with something this important.

      She glanced around the average furnishing of the room, panic spreading like celebrity gossip. Palms sweaty? Check. Heart racing? Yes, sir. She’d never done anything this rash in her life.

      No one should find her in this modest hotel, and given traffic, she figured she had at least a few more minutes. Maybe longer. They’d have to find her first, then drive here. And unless they drove kamikaze style like her Uber guy, it might take a while. Surely by tonight she’d have a plan. One option was to buy a plane ticket to New York City. Start over.

      One of her old friends and Stanford classmates had relocated there a few years ago and started a small publishing press. Phoebe’s resources were few, but she had the credit card that she’d used to book the room. Her only clothes were in the duffel she’d brought to church, where she’d changed. Inside were the slacks she’d worn, blouse, flats, wallet, makeup, and a few odds and ends. Nothing to sustain her for a long getaway.

      Not an auspicious beginning.

      Coward. I’m a coward. I have to face Daddy. Face them all.

      Oh God, oh God, oh God. What have I done?

      Unable to resist any longer, Phoebe picked up her phone and checked her text messages. Ethan had texted he was worried about her. Where was she? Could he send a car for her? She was late and people were beginning to talk.

      Not: honey, tell me where you are, and I’ll come get you. We can work this out, whatever it is. I’m nervous, too.

      Those would be the words of a man who adored his bride. But they didn’t have that kind of relationship, or barely one at all. Ethan’s words were those of a CEO who wasn’t used to waiting for anyone.

      Phoebe had to explain what she’d done to at least one person. This way they would know she didn’t need any help.

      She dialed Flannery, her cousin and maid of honor.

      Flannery sounded breathless when she picked up. “Where are you? Everyone is frantic.”

      “I’m okay. P-please tell everyone not to worry about me.”

      “Not to worry about you? You’re supposed to be getting married right now!”

      “I know, but…I’m not coming.”

      “You’re not…you’re not coming?” Flannery whispered. “But Ethan…”

      “He doesn’t love me. And I don’t love him.”

      “It doesn’t matter whether he loves you or not. Just marry him, and live separate lives. That’s what we do.”

      But Phoebe’s late mother, Becky, had loved her husband. She wouldn’t have married someone she didn’t love. Her mother’s memory even now gave Phoebe strength.

      “I should have never agreed to marry him. You know me. I didn’t have the guts to stand my ground.”

      “And now? Why now? Phoebe, you’re going to humiliate him…he won’t take this well.”

      “I’m sorry. Really sorry. Tell Ethan I’ll get in touch with him later. But don’t come looking for me. I need a little time.”

      “Where are you?”

      “The airport,” Phoebe lied.

      “That’s strange. Your Find My Friends location shows you’re on Mission Street. What are you doing there?”

      “If you knew, why did you ask? Promise you won’t tell anyone! Look, I’ll call you back.”

      “But—”

      Phoebe threw her phone on the bed and sat for several more minutes. She should face her father and Ethan. Tell them she was worth more, she deserved more, she wanted more from a husband. She demanded more. Love, for instance. Affection and tenderness. True love.

      Phoebe strode into the bathroom and took a good look at herself in the mirror. Dear God, she still wore her tiara. Styled over a chignon that the hairstylist hired by Aunt Sarah had suggested, it felt glued to her cranium. Phoebe, who usually wore her dark hair down, didn’t even look like herself. The woman that stared back at her was a phony. An impostor. The real Phoebe Carrington had a lot more hutzpah than someone who would run out of the church without facing everyone.

      You are going to do great things with your life.

      The mantra, the affirmation that her mother had recited to her every night before bedtime came back. It was time for Phoebe to remember. To recite it to herself. And she would add one:

      You are going to find true love.

      It exists.

      Twisting off the three-carat diamond ring, she gently laid it on the bed.

      Ethan had given her the ring between phone calls over dinner. He thought she’d sucked in a breath at the beauty of the gem and smiled with smug satisfaction. But she’d been utterly disgusted by the size of the rock. It could probably feed a small nation, and she was to wear it on her finger…for the rest of her life.

      But she hadn’t said a word as she accepted it, reminding herself of all the charities that Ethan funded. Maybe she should take this ring with her now, sell it, and do some good. But it wasn’t hers. Not anymore. She was done being the sacrificial lamb.

      The show was over.

      “Phoebe! Phoebe Carrington!” A man’s voice boomed from the hallway.

      Oh no. How had they…? Had Flannery said something? It couldn’t have been her. There hadn’t been enough time since their conversation. Unless…

      Her phone, the damn tracking device! The leash! Years ago, she’d shared her Find Your Friends location with her father. Every now and then he’d text and ask whether or not she’d had a good day. He’d gently chide her for still being at work even if he’d been the one to teach her a strong work ethic. She’d thought it sweet and not at all an invasion of her privacy.

      “Phoebe? We know you’re here! Come on out. I’m not leaving until you do.”

      She recognized the voice and opened the door to peek down the hall. It wasn’t her father, or Ethan. This was Ethan’s bodyguard, Ivan, the Russian who reminded her of a mobster.

      He banged on the door of a room four down from hers. “Is Phoebe Carrington here?”

      “Do I look like a Phoebe Carrington?” A woman answered. “And who the hell is Phoebe Carrington?”

      “She’s late for a wedding,” he shouted.

      Oh, hell no. It will not go down this way.

      She’d come too far, and she wasn’t going to walk out of this hotel room and surrender. Let him pry off the doors of every single room, with a court order of some kind. She wished him luck. Phoebe grabbed her bag, leaving her phone next to the ring. They’d find both eventually, but they wouldn’t find her.

      That’s it. No more Miss Nice Gal. Uh-uh. She’d go out the fire escape rather than hide in this room like a mouse. No time to change out of her wedding dress now. Opening the sliders, she stepped onto the balcony and peeked at the street view below. A fire escape led all the way to the ground floor, where she’d make a run for it. She threw her bag down first, then put one heeled pump on the rung. Unfortunately, it wasn’t easy to go down a fire escape wearing a wedding dress and heels. Turned out to be much tougher than getting in a car.

      She held up her dress, the train tripping her a couple of times. Eventually she made it down the ladder to the second floor. By the next ladder, she’d gotten the hang of it, gathering the yards of material in one hand. She made it to the first floor. Almost free! But something happened on the way to the ground floor. The fire escape gave way, and Phoebe grabbed on to the rail, hanging from it like a desperate monkey.

      She heard cursing from below and glanced down to see a man rubbing his head. Her duffel bag lay at his feet.

      “What the…?” the man said as he caught sight of her swinging above him.

      “I’m so sorry, sir,” she managed between huffs and puffs of the important work of breathing. “Would you mind helping me out, please? Could you put that ladder back where it belongs?”

      “You’re only ten feet from the ground floor if that. Just jump and I’ll catch you.”

      Great, she’d run into a comedian.

      “Thank you so much, sir, but I don’t want to impose. If you could just put the ladder back and be on your way I would…be…ever so grateful.”

      “Sorry, lady, that ladder isn’t going back. It’s broken.”

      Oh, fudge on a stick, just her luck. “Could you…would you mind driving your car over as close as you can and then I could fall on the roof?”

      This seemed like her best idea.

      “Well, first, my truck is a few blocks from here. Do we have that kind of time?” His voice had taken on a “poor me, dealing with the crazy lady” tone.

      “But I…I don’t think I can jump.”

      “Sure, you can. I figure that dress is going to work a bit like a parachute. Slow you down and cushion your fall. And you’re not jumping, you’re dropping. It’s really not that far. I’ll help. I do this for a living.”

      Really. He walked around the city cushioning the falls of runaway brides as they clung from broken fire escapes. She wanted to bite back with a smart aleck remark, but right now he was her only friend. Passersby were beginning to stare. She must cut quite the sight, wearing a wedding dress, dangling helplessly. Sooner or later, Ivan would knock on every single door and it would become a simple process of elimination. And what would happen if he heard a commotion outside? Sirens? Horns? Cheering from a small crowd?

      Jump! Jump! Jump!

      “I could call the fire department. I’m off duty, but we can get the ladder truck over here in a few minutes. It seems like a waste of taxpayer dollars, if I’m being honest. I’m already here.”

      “Well, that’s okay, I don’t want to bother the fire department.”

      But her hands were beginning to ache from the effort of holding up the weight of her body. This dress gave her at least an extra five pounds of material.

      She swung her legs, catching nothing but air.

      If it were possible, she could almost hear him roll his eyes. “Look, I’ll count you down. I’ll count to three, then you jump, and I’ll be ready. You look light enough. I’ve got you.”

      Phoebe didn’t know whether this had anything to do with the last moments before she plunged to her death, but this man’s voice had a certain warm quality to it. Like her favorite snack as a child: cinnamon sugar on hot buttered toast. He sounded like melted cocoa. Assurance and confidence poured from every word he said. Not arrogance, no. Just certainty.

      At this point she had little choice. “But why on the count of three? Why not five? Or ten? Then I can prepare myself.”

      “One,” he said with authority.

      “Really, I don’t want to bother you…it was simply a question.”

      “Two.”

      “There has to be a better way.”

      But her choices had led her to this moment and now she had to make a decision. Let Ivan find her, if she lived that long, or take a real risk and jump to a new life.

      Oh, excuse her, drop to her new life.

      Literally.

      “Thr—”

      Phoebe Carrington let go of the little certainty she had left in her world and plunged.
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        “When I saw you, I fell I love. And you smiled, because you knew.” ~ William Shakespeare

      

      

      

      
      “Oooph.”

      The train of her dress ripped, and Phoebe nearly flattened the man who had promised to catch her.

      “You weren’t supposed to go on three,” he grumbled from under her, thankfully still among the living. “I said after three.”

      Phoebe pushed up with her elbows, taking her weight off him. She was sprawled on top of him, legs across his hips in an indecent position.

      “I’m sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry, um…sir.”

      She hesitated before sir because this close up, hands clasped to his shoulders, she clearly saw this man was about her age. And pretty damn swoony. While swinging from a fire escape pondering imminent death, this was not any of her concern, but now that she wasn’t going to die, she noticed.

      “Don’t call me sir.”

      The man had wavy dark hair, and a strong chiseled jaw covered with a light scruff of beard. His intense eyes were an interesting brown, a shade between caramel and whiskey. Sensual lips tipped up on one corner of a bemused half smile.

      Oh yeah. She was still straddling him.

      A sharp sting of awareness slammed into her and the air around them glowed in a golden hue. Prickles of desire sliced through her body, the blood rushing too fast to her head. She was at once hot and shivering. What was wrong with her? Had the fall done some damage to her brain? A concussion? Was she having a stroke? But no, she saw him clearly, his intelligent eyes curious and questioning. The colors around him shimmered, clear and bright. She shook her head and blinked a few times.

      “Do you mind?” he asked, rubbing his head.

      She climbed off and stood, shaking off the crazy sensations and visions, and searching for her bag. It was nearby, so she picked it up and gave him one last longing look. What a terrible time to meet a man like him. Too bad she was on her way to a new life.

      “Thank you for saving me.”

      He stood and brushed himself off. “I didn’t save you, but you’re welcome. I’m Marco Reyes. Can I get you to a hospital…or something?”

      “No, I’m fine. No injuries. At least, I don’t think so. But are you okay? I nearly squashed you. Can I pay for your medical bills? I have a credit card.” She reached into the bag for her wallet. The card was another good way for her father to track her, since their accounts were linked. “I probably can’t use it anymore, so you may as well take it.”

      This time, he did smile, and it was quite a show. She nearly felt her knees weaken, which was ridiculous. This kind of thing didn’t happen. Love at first sight wasn’t real.

      He scratched his temple. “I’m fine. Been through a lot worse than a duffel bag hitting me over the head followed by a beautiful bride jumping my bones.”

      “My bag hit you? Oh, I’m so sorry. Again.” She held out her hand while looking up at the balcony. Still no sign of Ivan but he could find her at any moment. “I’m Phoebe.”

      “Wherever you’re going, need a ride?” His curious eyes, missing nothing, followed her gaze to the third-floor balcony and then back to her. “Is there a church somewhere, missing a bride?”

      As if assessing her condition, and her state of dress, his gaze slid up and down her body a few times. There was nothing wolfish or leering about it. And she felt safe with this man, though she didn’t quite understand why. By now, she should have learned the hard way not to trust anyone.

      She caught him staring at the top of her head and it wasn’t until then she realized she hadn’t removed the tiara.

      Self-consciously her hand rose to adjust it and clutched her duffel to her chest. “I-I don’t know where I’m going.”

      “That sure makes it easier for me.”

      This man obviously wanted to help her, but Phoebe didn’t want him caught up in her drama. She’d already hurt him enough. She looked up at the balcony above her, trying to think where she’d go from here. Another hotel room in the city? Without her phone, no one could track her. What would someone else do in this situation? Someone who wasn’t Phoebe Carrington?

      “Well…if you insist, I would appreciate a ride. I don’t want him to find me.” She glanced behind her.

      His smile evaporated. “Let’s get going.”

      
      Marco kept his hand low on Phoebe’s back, guiding her quickly and efficiently to his truck. He checked behind him every few seconds to make certain they weren’t being followed.

      Of all the things he’d planned for tonight, helping a princess bride escape from her third-floor balcony was not on the list. The guys at the station would have a blast with this one. He was often called the “black cloud” because action happened within minutes of him showing up on the job, but this was a first.

      With the next two days off, he’d looked forward to some downtime. He’d been headed to Juan’s Bar and Grill for some Mexican food and a game of pool with the Firehouse 54 crew. His older brother, Dylan, and Dylan’s fiancée, Charley, were already there.

      But despite his plans, Marco was not one to turn down a woman in need. He’d call this his good deed for the day. Father Suarez had encouraged him to stop worrying about proving himself on the job and instead focus on how he could help others. Opportunities to help people were everywhere. But Marco was pretty sure Father Suarez wasn’t talking literal rescues.

      Especially not of runaway brides.

      Marco opened the passenger side door of his truck, holding it for Phoebe. He took one look at her dress and for the second time tonight was stumped.

      “That’s…a lot of dress.”

      “Tell me about it. At least you have a big truck. I made it into a sedan in this dress, so I think this should be a lot easier.”

      But it wasn’t simple for her to climb inside the truck with several feet of fluffy material in her way. She shoved most of the dress inside first and climbed in, surrounded by a cloud of white on either side. She looked like a human Q-tip.

      “I’m fine.” She nodded.

      Not at all sure of that, he pushed more of the dress inside in order to shut the door.

      Okay. So, this was happening.

      Marco pulled out onto the street, glimpsing in his rearview mirror. A large man ran toward them, dressed in a black suit.

      He waved and screamed, “Phoebe! Come back!”

      “Go, go!” Phoebe urged, hand on Marco’s arm. “Faster!”

      He obliged, peeling ahead of traffic and earning a few honks.

      “Okay.” He relaxed once they were a few blocks away. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Not really,” she said. “Is that okay?”

      “I guess it’s not any of my business, but that man seemed pretty upset.” He looked pointedly at her extremely white dress. “And you were obviously on your way to a special event.”

      He wondered how anyone got all the way to the altar and changed their mind. Surely there would have been warning signs before the moment. Some red flags. Long ago he’d decided he’d marry only once, if that, but if he ever felt this kind of pressure of making a mistake, he might just slip out the back, too.

      Or down the fire escape.

      “Can we just say I changed my mind?”

      “Was that your groom back there?” He didn’t think chasing down one’s bride was the best way to start a marriage, but what did he know. “Is this something that can be fixed? Maybe if you talked it over?”

      “No, it can’t be fixed.”

      “Look, princess, you won’t get any judgment from me. I don’t understand how two people can agree to love and honor each other for the rest of their lives. It’s too big of a commitment to wrap my head around.”

      “That’s part of it. I knew this was wrong from the beginning, but my fiancé was very persuasive.”

      “Guess marriage isn’t for everyone.”

      “Oh, I believe in marriage, but it has to be with the right person. It has to be because you love each other so much that you can’t stand the idea of being apart.”

      “Why else would anyone get married?”

      “Sometimes…there are reasons.”

      “Like being pregnant?”

      “Oh my God, no. I’m not pregnant!”

      “Take it easy. I didn’t say you were. Maybe that’s a good reason to get married, I don’t know. Beyond that, I’m stumped.”

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      Marco snorted. “You must be compatible.”

      “No…not really.”

      “I guess opposites attract.”

      “Not in my case.”

      Wow. Okay. He was zero for two. And in his truck with a possibly unstable runaway bride, going nowhere fast. Surprisingly, it wasn’t unpleasant.

      Marco liked women, but from the moment she’d fallen on him, he’d experienced a different kind of awareness. An immediate pull and attraction. An almost electrical sensation coursed through him, one he felt to the soles of his feet. If he believed in love at first sight, which he didn’t, he’d imagine it went something like this. Even if he’d literally been hit over the head, what had come later was more of a buzzing sensation. Pleasant. A glow. He’d stayed on the ground simply stunned, triaging himself for a mild concussion.

      When she’d straddled him in her big poufy dress, his mind had gone places it had no business going. But she had smooth creamy skin and bright eyes framed by thick lashes. Brown hair in a bun, she wore a crown.

      A crown.

      “Well, how about it? Where should I take you? What about your family? You said you didn’t know where you were going. Family is a good place to start.”

      “I can’t see my family right now. My father will be very upset with me.”

      “Right. All that money. I know weddings aren’t cheap.”

      Charley and Dylan were making plans and looking at venues. He’d almost had a cardiac event when he’d seen the prices of some of those places. Marriage was expensive and it was a good thing for him he couldn’t afford it.

      When she didn’t answer, but continued to gnaw on her lower lip, he offered what he thought she might actually need. “How about a shelter? There’s one not far from here.”

      “You mean like for the homeless? That should be for people who really need the help.”

      “I was thinking of a women’s shelter.” Marco spoke carefully. “For women who want help getting out of abusive relationships.”

      “Oh, no, that’s not me!”

      Of course, she would say that. “That man looked pretty angry back there.”

      “He wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “Whatever you say, but being left at the altar might make a man pretty desperate.”

      “Oh, that wasn’t my groom.”

      Right.

      “Well, I think I better mind my own business from this point. Where can I take you?”

      “I don’t want to put you out any more than I already have,” she said. “Why don’t you just take me along, wherever you were going? I’ll figure it out from there.”

      “I was meeting my brother and the rest of the crew for some dinner and pool.”

      “Well, I don’t have a swimsuit, but I could watch you guys swim.”

      “Huh?” He blinked. She was a strange one. “Listen, you worry me.”

      “Please don’t. I’ll be fine.”

      Marco wasn’t so sure. “When you apparently have no place to stay?”

      “Maybe there’s a cheap hotel around here somewhere. Mostly, I just need to change into regular clothes. I’ll figure it all out then.”

      “I don’t want to take you to any ratty old hotel. That could be dangerous for other reasons.”

      “Right now, I need somewhere I can get out of this dress.”

      “If that’s all, I can take you to my place to change.”

      “Do you live around here?”

      “The marina.”

      “I would appreciate that. After that, I’ll be on my way and won’t bother you anymore.”

      A few minutes later, Marco pulled into the marina. He rented an old and retired fishing boat. It made for a nomadic kind of lifestyle, but it suited him.

      “You live on a houseboat?”

      “I live on a boat. Not exactly a houseboat. I’m between places and it’s cheap rent in the city.”

      “Wow. So cool.” She unstrapped her seat belt.

      “I sure hope it can accommodate your dress.”

      He went around and gave her a hand, but when she struggled again, caught between the skirt of the dress and that long trailing part, he took matters into his own hands.

      Hands on either side of her waist, he pulled. And heard another loud rip.

      He winced. “I hope you don’t care about this dress.”

      She eyed what was left of it. Several feet, by his estimation.

      “It wasn’t even my choice, to be honest.”

      Marco didn’t even know how to respond to that.

      “This way, princess.” He waved a hand in the direction of his boat slip.

      He couldn’t imagine what kind of a picture they made. She was suddenly walking strangely, dragging one leg. The dress probably made it difficult to walk but he hoped she hadn’t been injured on top of everything else. If so, he’d have to take her to the ER to get checked out and he’d wind up spending a lot more time with this bridal accident waiting to happen.

      Making himself useful, he stopped to gather the ripped part of the dress that dragged behind her. He held it off the ground so she could walk easier, and he followed. What was the name of the person who walked behind the bride up the aisle, carrying the train of the dress?

      Groomsman?

      Ringer bearer?

      Fool?

      Giving her directions, he indicated which way to turn toward his boat slip.

      His closest neighbor, who lived on a sailboat, watched their progress from his deck.

      “Hey, Drew,” Marco said, as if he did this kind of thing every day.

      “Well, hello there.”

      “Hello, sir,” Phoebe said, apparently polite no matter the occasion. “I’m sorry to intrude on your marina.”

      “That’s perfectly fine,” Drew said, fighting back a smile.

      “Right here.” Finally arriving at his boat slip, Marco took her bag, threw it on deck, then came around and hopped over the stern, holding out his hand. “This part might be a little tricky.”

      She reached for him and one of her legs managed to board. But the long torn train of the dress fell into the water, giving up the ghost. This upset her balance, and she clutched desperately for something to hold on to, her hands missing. Damn it all, she was not falling again. Not on his watch. He hauled her to him with a firm grip and heard the sound of another loud rip.

      For fuck’s sake, this dress had to be made out of lint.

      The wide-eyed look in Phoebe’s eyes led him to believe that this tear might be worse than all the others preceding it. He realized this himself a moment later, when his hands touched soft, warm, exposed bare skin.

      Her naked back. Naked. His fingers tingled like he’d touched a live wire and there went the shimmering again. Naked.

      “Oh. Oh gosh.” She laughed. “At least I didn’t fall in the water.”

      “I’m sorry about your dress.” He swallowed hard. “I didn’t mean to ruin it. Guess I don’t know my own strength.”

      “It’s fine. None of this is your fault.”

      Glad to hear this bit acknowledged, he let go of her, picked up her bag, and walked down the steps to the cabin to unlock the door.

      Marco lived on the marina, not in it, so he preferred most of the water to stay outside of his boat. Unfortunately, what was left of Phoebe’s dress dragged a whole lot of water in with it. He wondered if he should wring it out, but that would have to be done on deck. For now, he’d have to accept he had a wet bride in his dry cabin wearing a torn dress.

      “I must seem crazy to you,” she said, clutching the bodice of her dress and staring up at him. “Who does this, right?”

      “Someone who really didn’t want to get married.” He opened the door and ushered her inside.

      “Yes, yes. You’re right.” The sound that came out of her reverberated somewhere between a laugh and a sob.

      No! He refused to accept a crying woman on his boat, on top of everything else. Hadn’t he been through enough today?

      “You’ve come this far,” he said cheerfully. “I think you and what’s left of your dress can make it. This is an older fishing boat, the kind fishermen used to take out for weeks at a time. Anyway, you can change in the bedroom. Let me know when you’re done.”

      “Thank you.” She kicked off her shoes.

      Correction: shoe. Marco realized she must have lost one along
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