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      This one’s for the hot messes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I don't wanna steal your freedom

        I don't wanna change your mind

        I don't have to make you love me

        I just want to take your time

      

      

      
        
        SAM HUNT
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        I may not be that smart or talented or coordinated, but…  Actually, I forget where I was going with this.

        

        Delilah Sinclair, attempting to cheer herself up.

      

      

      

      I’d like to point out that none of this is my fault.

      I know, I know, people always say that. But, seriously, folks — I mean it when I tell you none of this is my fault. None of it. Not the police sirens or the stolen car or even the unfortunate state of my hair.

      You probably have a hard time believing that, examining this situation from an outside perspective. I can practically hear you judging me from here.

      Sure, Lila, it’s definitely not your fault that you landed yourself in this debacle. At this time of night. Wearing that outfit. With exactly three dollars and seventeen cents to your name. Missing a multitude of things, not limited to your iPhone and any remaining semblance of dignity.

      Trust me, I know how it sounds. Frankly, I wouldn’t believe me either. Especially given my track record. Just ask my friends, family members, and former teachers — over the years, I’ve come up with a variety of colorful excuses to weasel my way out of taking responsibility.

      For school assignments: You’ll never believe it, Mrs. Tippen! My essay on photosynthesis was torn to shreds by my grandmother’s schnauzer Peaches just as I was leaving this morning…

      For a traffic ticket: Oh, officer, I didn’t even see that stop sign! I’m just in such a rush to get church, I’m volunteering today…

      For my friends: Wow, there was soooooooo much traffic. Who knew it would be so congested during rush hour?

      For my parents: You called? Twice? Oh, yikes, my phone has really been acting up, I should take it to the Apple store this week…

      I’m not proud of my little white lies but, let’s be honest, I’m not the only one who does it. Heck, there’s a scientific study that claims sixty percent of Americans can’t go ten whole minutes without telling a whopper. (Sampling from my ex-boyfriends alone, I’d peg that statistic closer to eighty-five percent, but I digress.)

      What it comes down to is this: we’re all big, fat liars.

      We lie about our dress sizes, our fears, our favorite movies, and our accomplishments. We lie about things that matter greatly and things of absolutely no consequence. Big things, small things, and all the in-between things. I’m not exempt from that.

      But not this time.

      This time, I’m not making excuses or attempting to pass the blame off on another unsuspecting soul. (Or schnauzer.) My credibility may be shot to all hell, but I swear on my favorite shade of MAC lipstick — may they discontinue it if I prove to be lying.

      This is not my fault.

      I just wish the police officer slapping handcuffs on my wrists saw it the same way.
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        I don’t answer blocked numbers.

        Or unknown numbers.

        Or really any numbers, ever.

        In fact, you should probably just text me.

        

        Delilah Sinclair, waiting for her phone to stop ringing so she can use it again.

      

      

      

      “You get one phone call. Make it quick.”

      The burly policeman walks away, his broad shoulders filling out his uniform in a way that would normally make me do a double take. Except, right now, seeing as I’m currently standing smack dab in the middle of a jailhouse in a notoriously sleazy Boston suburb, surrounded by drug dealers and drunk drivers and more than a few ladies of the night in seriously killer plastic stiletto heels, I really have no business checking anyone out. Especially a police officer.

      See, handsome single cops don’t really go for the criminal element when it comes to the women in their lives.

      Not that I’m a criminal.

      At least, I wasn’t… until about six hours ago.

      Sigh.

      I’d tell you all about it but, honestly, it’s kind of a long story. And I don’t think Officer McCuffMeAnytimeYouPlease was messing around when he said make it quick and stalked away to file a report without even bothering to give me a good frisking.

      My brown eyes dart a glance down the dingy fluorescent-lit hallway and, to my great amusement, I find he’s watching me with disapproval behind the smeared plexiglass pane separating me from freedom. Judging by his expression, I have a feeling even my infamous puppy-dog look won’t get me out of this one — his brows are pulled together and there’s a muscle jumping in his cheek as his frosty stare sweeps from my strawberry blonde waist-length waves to the perfect shimmery pink polish coating each one of my fingernails. I can’t help but notice he seems personally offended by my outfit.

      Normally, a man giving me crap for my fashion choices would inspire several choice expletives; however, seeing as I’m currently dressed in a ridiculously skimpy French maid uniform that just barely covers my curves, complete with garters, enough cleavage to shock a priest, and a pair of patent black leather pumps that lend an extra four inches to my height… I suppose I can’t really blame him for judging me. A little.

      Who the hell gets arrested looking like Plumette?

      The officer’s lingering eyes take special note of the frilly white apron cinched tight around my waist, but it’s the thigh-high stockings that really seem to do him in. When he spots the sheer black lace, his eyes go from tepid pools of displeasure to pure, polar ice-caps that would freeze a lesser woman where she stood.

      He probably thinks he’s intimidating.

      Hell, he should be intimidating.

      Little does he know, intimidating is my type.

      You see I, Delilah Sinclair — better known as “Lila” to those who learned my name the normal way, rather than reading it off the thin plastic license in my favorite leather Kate Spade wallet as their partner smacked metal cuffs a bit too aggressively around my wrists and shoved me into the backseat of a squad car — have always found an undeniable thrill in chasing men who don’t want me.

      The stiff-upper-lips.

      The commitment-phobes.

      The bad boys.

      The ones a smarter girl would take one look at, turn on her sensible shoes, and run from, full-tilt. Do not stop, do not pass go, do not rack up two hundred dollars in credit card debt at your favorite outlet store, even though they’re having a truly incredible sale.

      The thing is, I don’t even own sensible shoes. And if you see me running, well, you should probably start running too, because it means something scary is most likely chasing me. (That, or Marc Jacobs just released his new summer line.)

      I can’t apologize for it.

      I won’t apologize for it.

      These days, everyone is so afraid of being politically incorrect or posting something offensive online or accidentally saying something uncouth in casual conversation, most times it’s safer not to say anything at all. We edit ourselves within an inch of our lives, every day, every damn conversation, just to please people we’ll probably never see again. Hardly anyone says what they feel, or actually owns up to their honest-to-god opinions.

      Not me, though.

      My friends describe me as blunt, which I’m pretty positive is just their way of calling me an asshole in the nicest possible terms. They’re right, though. I say what I feel. I do what I say. I leap before I look and think about the consequences on the way down, just before I hit the ground.

      Splat.

      I don’t believe in all these boring, bullshit standards of propriety in modern society that dictate everything from first date etiquette to thank you card procedures. Which probably explains why, when I see a man who lives by the rules, who runs his life with unwavering restraint… Well, let’s just say, that old opposites attract saying became a cliché for a reason.

      I don’t do it to be cruel. I do it because it’s addictive. There’s something about a challenge that excites me. The more disinterested a man appears at first glance, the more I seem to want him. In my book, unattainable is the ultimate form of sexy.

      Give me a tight-laced man with a stern-set mouth any day… I’ll drive him wild, just to prove I can. Tie his orderly little life right up in knots, until he’s so tangled up in me he can’t even recall what it was like before I melted his cool-blooded calm into an inferno of chaos.

      Before you say it — yes, I’m perfectly aware a therapist would have a field day with me. Whatever. He’d sit there for a two-hundred-dollar-an-hour session, trying to diagnose me; I’d sit there, refusing to take things seriously, probably trying to seduce him. Hell, if he was cute enough, there’s a significant chance I’d get him full-frontal on his leather recliner before my time was up, exploring alternate limits of the term doctor-patient confidentiality…

      Sorry. What was I saying?

      Oh, right.

      I generally make a point to pick men who are allergic to relationships. The players — not only to beat them at their own game, but so I can teach them a few new rules of engagement along the way. And let me tell you… I’m always the MVP.

      The only problem with this, of course, is when I inevitably attain the unattainable… catch the uncatchable… snag and shag the guy all the other girls couldn’t even get close enough to brush with the tips of their French-manicured fingers, until he’d bend over backwards just to make me his…

      Well, that thrill I was chasing?

      It disappears.

      And it’s back to square one.

      Err… to be more specific, back to the closest bar, where I’ll speedily identify another perpetual bachelor over the rim of my martini glass, and start the cycle all over again.

      My girlfriends, worried by my constant revolving-door of conquests, frequently remind me that, statistically speaking, I’m bound to stumble upon a good man eventually. Don’t worry, Lila, they assure me, frowning slightly as I laugh off yet another break-up. There are plenty of fish in the sea.

      True though that may be, as far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t mean I have to eat seafood every night. In fact, I’m more of a catch and release kind of girl, when it comes to reeling in men.

      Officer McStudMuffin is still glaring at me from down the hall, so I tilt my head, pop my hip, and waggle my fingers at him in my best flirty wave. My lips twitch when I see his scowl intensify. Damn, he’s even hotter when he wants to throttle me.

      Rather than push my luck, I call on my final shred of common sense and turn to the payphone. I can’t recall ever using one — hell, I didn’t even know they still made these obsolete contraptions anymore. In this modern, thoroughly mobile world, I rather figured they went the way of typewriters, floppy disks, mp3 players, and pagers.

      I pluck the heavy plastic receiver from its cradle and lift it to my ear. Listening to the dial tone buzz flatly, my eyes lock on the small, square metal buttons in front of me. I raise a hand to punch in a phone number, mentally preparing to plead with my best friend Phoebe to come bail me out… attempting to think up some way to explain these rather odd circumstances… and freeze as I realize I can’t call Phoebe.

      In fact, I can’t call anyone.

      Because, thanks to my shameless overdependence on my iPhone — which, unfortunately, I left laying on the floor of my former employer’s bedroom in my hurry to get the hell out of there in one piece — I can’t recall a single, flipping phone number. Not even for my immediate family members.

      How pathetic is that?

      Not that it matters much — they’d be pretty useless to me, at the moment. My parents are abroad again, closing another business deal. I swear, these days, they’re off this continent more frequently than they’re actually on it. Unreachable except by email.

      My big brother Duncan has been incommunicado for the past few months, in the throes of a quarter-life crisis after his latest startup venture failed miserably out in California. This might be worrisome if it was the first company he’d sunk, instead of the sixth. Frankly, I’m not sure why investors keep giving him money. I am sure of one thing, though: even if I knew his number by heart, there’s a slimmer chance of a cat calmly taking a bath than him actually coming to my rescue. Especially considering he’s the whole damn reason I’m in this mess to begin with.

      Of course, it would be different if my sister were here… So many things would be different. I push away that train of thought before it can derail me completely and focus on reality.

      Me.

      Delilah Sinclair.

      Alone.

      Desperate.

      And soon to be forced into a severely unattractive striped jumpsuit of some kind, if I don’t find a way out of this mess.

      What’s black, white, and red all over?

      No, not a newspaper. A redhead in prison stripes.

      My heart drops into my shoes.

      If inanimate objects were capable of mockery, this obsolete payphone would totally be mocking me right now. Alas, as this isn’t the enchanted castle from Beauty and the Beast, the phone is just a phone. It offers no wisdom or advice about what to do in this situation. I stare at it blankly, racking my brain for a number. Any number. Sadly, the only one that comes to mind is from one of those annoying radio jingles for carpet cleaning services.

      Oh my god, I think, horror dawning. My options are either “rot in jail forever with a street-walking cellmate named Destiny” or “agree to steam-clean my entire apartment in exchange for bail money from a man named Stanley.”

      I’m genuinely not sure which alternative would be worse.

      (I really hate to clean.)

      My grip tightens on the receiver to keep it from slipping from my increasingly clammy palm. I’m not generally one to freak out, but I’ve also never been in a situation quite like this before. Even when I dragged Phoebe to Burning Man with me last summer and we got lost in the desert wearing nothing but gold lamé bikinis and body paint, I managed to keep my cool. (Then again, I also knew that, if necessary, Nathaniel Knox — Phoebe’s private-investigator-slash-all-round-badass fiancé — was one satellite phonecall away, fully capable of air-lifting us out by helicopter in under an hour, if necessary.)

      There’s no extraction plan for this, though.

      Thanks to my general flightiness and tendency to “go dark” — Phoebe’s words, not mine — for weeks at a time, it’ll take ages for my friends to even realize I’m gone, let alone track me down in this godforsaken place. It’s safe to say, the Mattapan county lockup doesn’t typically make the list of my most frequented Saturday night stomping grounds.

      My hands have really begun to sweat, now, and I can feel beads of perspiration gathering on my brow. Panic is setting in. I won’t last long behind bars. Three days without Starbucks, WiFi, a blow dryer, and a constant stream of relatable internet memes, and I’ll probably spontaneously combust.

      I’m about to set the handle back in its cradle and beg Officer McChiseledJawline for access to a phone book or, at the very least, my email account, when I spot it. A streak of smudged sharpie on my palm.

      My heart begins to pound faster as I turn it over and scan the numbers scrawled in messy, masculine script across my skin. Barely legible, after the thorough scrubbing I gave my hands this morning, but mercifully still there.

      I’m saved!

      …or screwed. Depending entirely on your perspective.

      In the craziness of the past twenty-four hours, I’d completely forgotten about the number on my hand. Though, if I’m being honest, it’s been impossible to stop thinking about the man who put it there. My mind has wandered to him more often than I’d like to admit today, since the moment I woke up with no recollection of the moment he wrote his digits on my palm, like a bad lower-back tattoo you get while wasted on your college spring break trip and regret for the rest of your days.

      Insufferable man.

      I was pissed off this morning, as I scrubbed at the indelible ink in my bathroom, wishing I had something stronger than lavender-scented soap that might remove it in the five minutes I had to spare before dragging my hungover ass off to work. Now, as my eyes scan the faded numbers, I’m so happy I could do cartwheels.

      (I could but I won’t — I have a feeling Officer McHolyShitHaveYouSeenThoseBiceps wouldn’t appreciate any further antics out of me.)

      I don’t let myself think about the consequences of making this phone call. There’s little point. I have no other options, no one else to turn to except…

      Him.

      I shiver involuntarily. Steeling myself, my fingers still shake as I punch in the digits, one after another, trying to think of something cute or clever to say as the call connects.

      Heeeeey, what’s up? You’ll never guess where I am…

      I listen to the rings — one, two, three jarring peals — and begin to think he’s not going to answer. It’s late, well after midnight… he’s probably sleeping… or his phone is on silent… or he’ll think it’s a mis-dial…

      “Talk.”

      His voice is deeper than usual, as if I’ve woken him, but I’d recognize that trademark growl anywhere. It’s him.

      I open my mouth to say something… and find I cannot formulate one single, non-idiotic word. My tongue quite literally refuses to cooperate.

      “Hello?” He waits a beat, listening to me breathe. “Who is this?”

      I hear a rustling sound — skin against sheets —and an entirely NSFW image shoots into my brain.

      Does he sleep naked?

      “Last chance,” he grumbles, impatient as ever.

      Crap con queso.

      He’s going to disconnect.

      “Wait!” I squeak in a small voice that makes me sound like I’ve swallowed a balloon animal. “Please, just… don’t hang up.”

      Utter silence blasts across the line. I hold my breath, afraid to squeak out another word, completely at a loss as to what I’m going to say next. To my everlasting regret, before I can think of a dignified way to explain my current situation, he speaks again. And when he does, that sleepy edge is gone from his voice. It’s been replaced with something that sounds a lot like amusement and… gloating.

      “That you, Delilah?”

      My jaw clenches. “Don’t call me that.”

      “So, she finally uses my number. If I’d known all it would take to get your attention was a sharpie, I might’ve done this months ago.” A low chuckle hits my ear, and I squirm a little. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      I grip the receiver a little tighter, wishing I could reach through the line and punch him.

      “If you’re hoping for a bootycall…”  He pauses pointedly. “I can be at your place in twenty.”

      “Oh, dream on,” I snap, indignant at the suggestion. (As if I hadn’t been picturing him naked approximately twenty-seven seconds ago.)

      “I was dreaming,” he reminds me. “You just woke me. And it was a good dream. Amy Adams was in it. So, unless you’re about to make a point, I suggest you let me get back to her.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Well?” he prompts. “What’s it gonna be?”

      “I…” My teeth chew my bottom lip. “I… sort of… need your help.”

      He goes silent for a beat, contemplating that. “Gonna need a few more details, babe.”

      I hedge. “Well, see, I’m in a bit of a jam. I’m sort of… stranded.” My voice drops. “And… I didn’t have anyone else to call.”

      I can’t see him, obviously, but there’s a tangible change in his demeanor, evident even across a phone line.

      “Are you safe?” His voice is abruptly serious. In less than two seconds, he’s shifted gears from teasing to intense. It’s disarming.

      “Yes,” I murmur. “I’m safe.”

      I hear crinkling sounds — him, pulling on clothes. “Will you be able to stay safe until I get there?”

      “Yes,” I assure him, feeling like the grandest of fools. “I’m fine. Phone-less, but fine. Honestly…” I swallow hard. “Listen, you don’t have to come. I just need you to get in touch with Phoebe for me, she won’t mind…”

      “Not a chance. I’m coming.”

      My eyes widen. “You’re not going to ask me any questions?”

      He barely hesitates. “Babe. You called me, a man you usually refuse to give the time of day, in middle of the damn night, sounding scared instead of like your usual sassy, full-of-shit self⁠—”

      I roll my eyes, at that.

      “—and you tell me you’re in trouble. I know you said you’re safe, but I also know you’re in more than a bit of a jam if you had to resort to calling me.” He pauses. “Furthermore, I know I’m gonna be the one who helps you.”

      My mouth parches. “But Phoebe really won’t mind. In fact, she kind of owes me⁠—”

      He cuts me off, sounding even more growly than usual. “Address.”

      I blink in surprise. “Phoebe’s address?”

      “No.” I hear a door slam closed through the receiver. “I’m already on my way. Tell me where I’m headed.”

      Bossy, arrogant, stubborn man.

      My hold tightens on the receiver. “I could be in Tibet, for all you know.”

      There’s a beat of stony silence. “Are you in Tibet?”

      I sigh. “No.”

      “Delilah.” An engine rumbles to life. “Address. Now.”

      “Mattapan,” I mumble, wincing. “At… the county jail.”

      He pauses, digesting that tidbit, and when he speaks again, his voice is almost… soft. For some reason, that unnerves me far more than his growls or grumbles or gloating comments.

      “Hold tight. I’ll be there in thirty.”

      The line goes dead as he clicks off.

      Crap with a side of extra fries.

      If you’d told me twenty-four hours ago that Luca Buchanan, Boston’s most badass MMA fighter, would be on his way to bail me out of jail… I’d have laughed in your face. Now, all I can do is set the handset in its cradle with a dull click, lean back against the gunmetal gray precinct wall, and wonder what the ever-flipping heck I’m going to do when he gets here.

      Especially given the last time I saw him…
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        Sure, I’d say I’m a hard worker… I make almost everything harder than it needs to be.

        
        Delilah Sinclair, interviewing for job she absolutely will not get.

      

      

      
      24 hours earlier…

      
      "Another round? You guys are just asking for a hangover, at this point."

      “True.” I grin as I slam the cluster of shot glasses down on our high-top and cast a glance around at the four women gathered there. Three gorgeous brunettes and one blonde with a platinum pixie cut — my best friend Phoebe, her big sister Gemma, our recently-divorced pal Shelby, and married mom-of-two Chrissy. “You know what they say… One tequila, two tequila, three tequila, more!"

      "No, Lila.” Gemma's nose crinkles. "I think it's actually one tequila, two tequila, three tequila, FLOOR. Because after three shots, that's where you wind up."

      Shelby shrugs. "Irrelevant, since it's about our fifth round."

      "Sixth," Chrissy corrects. "Assuming you're counting the body shots we did off the stripper."

      "Who could forget that?" Gemma rolls her eyes. "I'll never get those images out of my head. In fact, I have photographic evidence I plan to use as blackmail, should I ever need to exact a favor from any of you."

      I scoff. “Blackmail? Oh, please. As if I'd be embarrassed by that. Did you see the abs on that guy?"

      "Seriously." Phoebe nods, wide-eyed, before her gaze slides to her sister. "And Gemma, I'm sorry you can't drink with us, but just because you went and got yourself knocked up doesn't mean the rest of us have to act like Quakers. Especially tonight.”

      “I know." Gemma sighs and leans back with her hands on her stomach. She’s more than seven months along, but you can barely tell with her small frame. "I'm not trying to be a spoilsport. I am, however, trying to prevent you all from getting hit by a car. Or losing your panties. Or catching chlamydia.”

      “Aw, I guess those maternal instincts are already kicking in.” Phoebe pats her sister’s small bump and makes clucking noises.

      Gemma bats her hand away. Her blue eyes narrow in menace. “Keep touching me like that and my fight or flight instincts are going to kick in… and your ass will either be stranded here or thoroughly whupped.”

      “Gemma, you can barely waddle. Flight isn’t much of an option,” Phoebe teases.

      “I may be more pregnant than April the giraffe, but I will still kick your ass, little sister,” Gemma fires back.

      I snort. Shelby and Chrissy hide grins behind their glasses. By this point, we’re all used to the sisters bickering — and we know better than to interfere. Whatever disagreement they’re having usually resolves within forty-five seconds, and they’re back to being best friends before you can say mood swing.

      I pick up my shot glass. “A toast to the bride!”

      "Bride-to-be," Chrissy amends, brushing platinum blonde strands out of her eyes. "The wedding isn't for another week."

      “One week. Less than a week, actually! Can you believe it?" Phoebe asks dreamily. Her voice is slurred, but I can't recall ever hearing her happier. “On the twenty-sixth, I’ll be a married woman. Married. To a man. No… to the man.” She hiccups. “Of my dreams.”

      Oh no.

      Her eyes have begun to gloss over — a telltale sign she’s about to dissolve into weepy tears. Once the waterworks start, with a BAC level this high, I fear there will be no stopping them.

      Determined to avert a total meltdown, I force my features into an expression of alarm and grab my best friend by the arm.

      “Wait… you don’t mean June twenty-sixth, do you? Of this year?” I wince. “I actually have a commitment that day..."

      Phoebe shoots me a death glare with eyes that thankfully have stopped watering. Just as I predicted — any threat to the impending nuptials promptly incurs Bridezilla’s wrath and puts an end to all tears.

      “You are not funny, Lila.”

      I sigh. "My jokes tend to go downhill after five drinks."

      "Six," Chrissy corrects again.

      "Speaking of drinks..." Phoebe scoops up her shot glass. “TEQUILA!”

      Gemma throws up her hands. "I take no responsibility for what happens after this round. For the record, I tried to talk you out of it."

      "Oh, come on. This is my bachelorette party, for god's sake!” Phoebe bellows over the band, drawing the attention of several surrounding tables. “We are required by law to drink until our feet go numb and dance until we drop."

      "Oh, really? Is this your bachelorette party? I had no idea." Gemma rolls her eyes and sips her water. "It’s not like I planned the entire evening, or anything." Her eyes slide to me. “Except the strippers. That was all Lila.”

      “Guilty as charged.” I shrug unapologetically. The movement makes the room spin a bit. I have officially reached white-girl-wasted status. The point of no return. Which means Gemma may be right…

      I’ll probably regret taking this last shot in the morning.

      (Correction: I’ll definitely regret it in the morning.)

      “God, I’m going to be so hungover tomorrow,” Shelby says, mirroring my thoughts. “I have to teach a sunrise yoga class at six.”

      Chrissy groans. “Ugh, you want to trade? Try having two toddlers in the house. You’ll be begging for your early-morning exercise.”

      “Thanks, but no,” Shelby says quickly, wincing at the thought.

      “Isn’t that what husbands are for?” Phoebe asks. “Taking care of the kids when Mommy is too hungover to move? Otherwise, I’ve been entirely misled about this whole marriage thing.”

      “Usually,” Chrissy confirms. “Unfortunately, Mark has a meeting tomorrow.”

      “Phoebe, don’t forget you have a dress fitting at three,” Gemma reminds her sister. “Think you’ll be able to move by then?”

      “Um.” Phoebe screws up her face in a grimace. “What’s their cancellation policy?”

      “If you miss your fitting, your Vera Wang will look like something you got off the clearance rack at David’s Bridal.” I elbow my best friend. “Drink a Gatorade, eat a banana, take a few Advil. You’ll be just fine. All you have to do is remain upright while the seamstress pecks at you. At least you don’t have to start a new job at 8AM.”

      “Like you do?” She snorts as if the idea of me working is absolutely ludicrous. “Lila, you’re the only one here without any responsibilities. Hell, you can sleep all day. If I didn’t love you so much, I’d hate you.”

      Shit.

      All the tequila has evidently loosened my tongue, because I almost slipped up. Almost told them the truth about what’s been going on, these past few months…

      “You’re right, of course. Nothing on my agenda.” I force out the lie in a falsely cheery tone. “I’ll probably sleep till noon. Maybe have a late brunch… hit the boutiques on Newbury if I feel up to it…”

      Lie, lie, lie.

      Chrissy and Shelby shoot envious looks my way, but don’t seem to notice anything amiss. Phoebe is no longer listening — she’s begun singing along with the band, belting out lyrics to an old Backstreet Boys song and swaying in her seat. Only Gemma, who is painfully sober, seems to notice my twitchy discomfort.

      My heart starts to race as her pretty blue eyes narrow on my face, trying to read me. I’m typically great at covering my tracks, but after this many rounds, I’m not exactly up to my usual standards of deception. Still, I’ve managed to keep my financial situation under wraps for months, even from my best friends. I’m not about to blow it now.

      Better I allow them to continue thinking I’m still an unemployed party girl than admit the mortifying truth…

      Turning my back on Gemma’s sudden scrutiny, I reach out and adjust the neon-pink BRIDE-TO-BE sash drooping across Phoebe’s shoulder, admiring the white Prada sheath dress she's wearing underneath. After two bars, one strip club, and several hours riding around in the party bus Gemma rented for this occasion — a fifteen-foot-long stretch Hummer, complete with a disco-ball, champagne buckets, mirrored ceilings, and a solemn driver named Evan who her fiancé Chase keeps on payroll — the sash has lost some of its luster.

      Then again, we're all a little worse for wear by this point in the night. It’s nearly two in the morning; most of my makeup has long since melted off, and the only things that will hurt worse than my head in the harsh light of day are my feet from dancing in these skyscraper heels all night.

      “For the record, I love you guys," Phoebe drawls, her teary hazel eyes sweeping from me to her sister to Shelby to Chrissy. "Really. You're the best."

      "Yes you've told us, Phoebe." Gemma shakes her head. "In fact, that's the tenth time tonight."

      "Well, I mean it. Times ten." Phoebe's smile is lopsided and her hair, typically immaculately styled, is tangled around the cheap plastic tiara resting on the crown of her head. "I can't believe I'm getting married. To Nate. I mean... have you seen him? He's hot. Hotter than hot. He makes Charlie Hunnam look like a stale piece of bread. And he’s marrying me. I just can’t wrap my head around it.”

      "Me neither." I smirk. "Thought it would never happen, frankly."

      My best friend hurls an ice cube at me across the table. Her aim is so poor, it’s easy to dodge despite the fact that my bloodstream is currently eighty-five percent Patrón.

      "Guys…” Phoebe adopts her most solemn look. Her eyes are watery again. “Can I ask you a serious question?”

      Uh oh.

      "Never a good idea to ask serious questions after this much tequila," Shelby mutters.

      "Have to agree," Chrissy says, hiccupping.

      Phoebe continues as if she hasn't heard them. "I'm not a bridezilla, am I?”

      The entire table goes silent. The din of the club seems to press in on us from all sides, the longer the silence stretches on.

      “I mean…” Phoebe's bottom lip starts quivering. "I do recognize that I’ve been... picky... about things."

      "Picky?" Gemma's brows lift in twin arcs of incredulity. "Phoebe, picky is complaining to the caterer when they change your rehearsal dinner salad course from romaine to iceberg unexpectedly. I don't have a word for what you are."

      "What have I done that's sooooo bad?" Phoebe pins each of us with a stern look, as if daring us to come up with something.

      "Well, you’ve sent back your dress to the tailor four times," Shelby points out, tucking a strand of chestnut hair behind her ear. "Not to mention our bridesmaid dresses..."

      "And... didn't you make the florist cry last week when she said she only had blush pink peonies instead of pure white for my maid-of-honor bouquet?" Gemma asks.

      "Plus... you did drag us to look at about sixteen venues...." Chrissy blushes up to the roots of her platinum pixie cut. "But, really, compared to some of my old sorority sisters, you weren't so bad..."

      "Like hell she wasn't," I grumble. "You guys were spared the experience of shopping for wedding lingerie. Phoebe, I've now seen more lace thongs on your body than I've ever witnessed on my own."

      Phoebe's mouth twitches. "You guys! You're supposed to tell me I was a delightful bride!" She glares at her sister. "Admit it, you're just holding a grudge because that woman suggested you buy something from the maternity section at the dress shop⁠—”

      Gemma's face flushes.

      "You can barely even tell you're pregnant," Chrissy assures Gemma.

      Phoebe snorts. “Maybe when you're looking at her from the front. The profile is a whole different ballgame."

      "You know, you really shouldn't insult the overly hormonal, aggressively sober woman who happens to be carrying your future niece or nephew." Gemma pins her sister with a scary look. "Especially since you left your phone at home, and without me you wouldn't be able to find your way out of a brown paper bag at the moment, let alone get yourself back onboard the party Hummer in one piece."

      "I had to leave my phone behind,” Phoebe insists. “Seriously, you try living with a man like Nate. Given half a chance, he'd have already triangulated my cell signal and sent a SWAT team in to retrieve us. Especially if he knew we ended up at a strip club."

      "Honey, I hate to break it to you, but I'm guessing Nate has ways of tracking you down with or without your cellphone." I tilt my head in contemplation. "He's the best private investigator in the city."

      "Didn't he once put a tracking device in your necklace?" Chrissy eyes the massive rock on Phoebe's left finger. "You don't think..."

      Phoebe's face blanches. Uncoordinated from the alcohol in her system, she jerks her hand up to her face so fast it bonks her straight in the nose. "Ow!" She blinks her watering eyes at the engagement ring. "No… that's pure diamond. Trust me, if there's one thing I know, it's Tiffany & Co."

      Shelby laughs. "Great. Maybe you can take a look at my old ring, let me know how much it's worth."

      "So..." My voice trails off. "The divorce is final, then?"

      Shelby shrugs. "Not quite. Paul has been putting up a surprising amount of resistance. But hopefully within the next few weeks my lawyers will be able to work their magic…”

      "Have you seen him?" Chrissy asks, studying her friend.

      Shelby shakes her head, eyes darkening with unreadable thoughts. "You know what? Let's not talk about my failed marriage while we're out celebrating Phoebe's impending one. No need to tempt the universe."

      We all stare at her for a beat, wanting to ask for more details but afraid to push. When it comes to Paul, Shelby has always been notoriously close-mouthed. In the year I've known her, I've only met her (soon-to-be-ex) husband once, in passing, and we traded no more than the most basic of greetings before he got called away for work.

      "Right, so..." Deciding a change of subject is in order, I seize my shot glass and hoist it into the air. I’m never one for big shows of emotion, but I figure my best friend’s bachelorette party warrants an exception. "A toast!"

      Chrissy, Shelby, and Phoebe raise their tequila. Gemma raises her water in solidarity.

      "To Phoebe," I say solemnly. "The most loveable, psycho, wonderful, batshit crazy bridezilla who ever walked the streets of Boston. I'm so happy someone is finally making an honest woman of her because, honestly, her dog Boo really needs a solid male figure in his life⁠—”

      Phoebe tosses another ice cube at me; this time, it hits me square in the forehead before I can dodge, which makes the entire table — myself included — dissolve into drunken laughter.

      "Okay, okay, in all seriousness..." I take a deep breath and gather my thoughts. “Phoebe, you've been my best friend for as long as I can remember. I don't have a childhood memory without you in it. You've been there for all the bad hair days and awful fashion phases and terribly embarrassing life decisions I'd rather not recall at this precise moment in time⁠—”

      "Like when you dated Kevin Halliwell because you had it on good authority that his older brother was the drummer in that band and you thought you could score us free tickets but it turned out he was just a roadie who hauled their stuff around⁠—”

      I grit my teeth. "Like I said, embarrassing life decisions I'd rather not recall⁠—”

      "Oh!" Phoebe claps. "Or that time you got pulled over by that cop while we were driving home from that gallery opening and you tried to flirt your way out of a ticket, not realizing you had that giant gob of spinach stuck between your front teeth the whole time⁠—”

      "Well, that wasn't really what I meant when I said⁠—”

      "And what about that time you forgot to reschedule your Brazilian wax before that OBGYN appointment with the cute doctor and⁠—”

      "PHOEBE!" I yell, cutting her off and resolutely ignoring the twitching lips of Chrissy, Shelby, and Gemma. "Do you want to make your own toast? Or would you rather continue listing every embarrassing moment of mine you've ever witnessed?"

      "Nope." My best friend grins. "You can finish, now."

      I sigh deeply and hoist my shot glass higher in the air. "Like I was saying... You, Phoebe Evangeline West, have been there through it all. You know all my secrets. You're my best friend. You're my partner in crime. You're practically my sister—” My voice breaks on the word, but I ignore the pang of pain that shoots through my heart and push on. "And, while I hate to lose you to anyone, I know there's no man on earth who will love you better or keep you safer than Nathanial Knox. Knowing that you're marrying a man like him... it's the only consolation to losing my best friend." My voice cracks. "I wish you both a life full of laughter, love, and more joy than you can measure. And I hope you know, no matter what, I'll always be here if you need me, whether it’s to drive your getaway car, shape your eyebrows, help hide a dead body, or straighten that hard-to-reach section of hair at the back of your head.”

      Phoebe laughs through her sniffles.

      My throat feels uncomfortably tight; I clear it roughly and carry on. “Like we swore when we were eight years old, when we pricked our fingers with a pin from my mom's sewing kit and squished them together on the beach behind your house... Team Phee-Lilah for life!”

      Misty-eyed, Phoebe reaches across the table and grabs my hand. She doesn't say anything, but she squeezes so hard my bones grind together.

      "Don't cry, you great sap." I scoff, looking around at our other friends, who are similarly weepy. "You'll set them all off."

      "I'm not crying!" Phoebe lies, wiping a rogue tear. "There's an eyelash... on my cornea..."

      I glance at Gemma and find her bottom lip is quivering dangerously as her eyes move back and forth between Phoebe and me.

      "My contacts are dry,” she grumbles in a thick voice, brushing at her cheeks.

      "You don't wear contacts," I point out.

      Another glance around the table reveals Chrissy dabbing her face with a cocktail napkin and Shelby staring up at the ceiling, blinking rapidly.

      Christ.

      "You're all saps," I mutter, throwing back my shot, then downing Phoebe's for good measure.

      In retrospect, I really should've stopped after one. I should’ve listened to Gemma, and quit while I was ahead. I should've remembered that I had to be at work in a handful of hours — my first day at a new job, no less — and that drinking any more would lead to nothing good.

      I really should've.

      But I didn't.
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        * * *

      

      After my toast, let’s just say… things started to get a little blurry.

      I have vague memories of the dance floor — me and the girls, flashing pink and red lights, a cover band belting out songs that haven’t been on the radio for at least a decade until the bar closed and the bouncers kicked us to the curb.

      I possess an indistinct recollection of our 3AM limo ride — standing in the sunroof with Phoebe at my side, our arms thrown up to the night sky, screaming at the top of our lungs as Evan steered the hummer toward Phoebe’s brownstone in Back Bay. Dropping off Chrissy, Gemma, and Shelby along the way. Stumbling through Phoebe’s front door, a tangle of flailing limbs and muffled laugher. Her tiny white Pomeranian, Boo, running circles around our high-heeled feet. Phoebe pulling me into the kitchen, toward the distinct sound of male voices…

      And then… nothing.

      Nada.

      Zip.

      Zero.

      Zilch.

      There is one big, embarrassing blank space where my memories should be.

      In case you’ve been keeping score…

      Tequila: 1

      Lila: 0

      From the fuzzy puzzle pieces I’ve spent the day attempting to piece together in my mind, at some point I must’ve passed out on Phoebe’s couch, because the next thing I can recall is her dark living room spinning around me like a hallway full of fun house mirrors as my body was lifted effortlessly into a set of arms that felt like they were made of iron.

      Other than that, all I have are imprints, echoes of memories just out of my reach. It’s like catching a glimpse of someone from the corner of your eye who disappears as soon as you turn your head to look; like a camera that refuses to focus, leaving the whole world a blur of indistinct shapes.

      The faint scent of aftershave.

      The jangling of car keys.

      The steady thumping of a heartbeat just beneath my ear, where it rested against the fabric of a black t-shirt.

      The deep, familiar voice cutting through the haze of tequila.

      I’ll take her home. Put her to bed. Make sure she’s safe.

      I tell myself that, if I’d been only slightly more sober, I would’ve put up a fight. Would’ve insisted on hopping in a cab, or crashing at Phoebe’s place. After all, Delilah James Sinclair doesn’t depend on anybody. She doesn’t need a knight in shining armor — hell, she doesn’t even believe they exist anyplace outside of fairy tales.

      I tell myself this in the hopes that, if I say it enough, maybe it’ll become true. Maybe I’ll be able to stop wishing I could remember how his phone number wound up on my hand… or wondering why I can’t forget the feeling of those strong arms around me, holding me close. Maybe I won’t care whether that strange sensation of lips brushing lightly against my forehead as I was tucked into my bed like a child was real or a figment of my drunken imagination.

      Maybe.

      I can’t say for sure.

      All I can say with certainty is, the first time I laid eyes on Luca Buchanan, I knew he was trouble — and my opinion hasn’t changed in all the months since. This is at least in part because the man is seriously scary — cut like a Spartan warrior, with insane blue eyes I swear can see straight through you, a short crop of auburn hair, and a fuck-off attitude from years spent kicking ass in fighting circuits all across New England. At six foot four, he usually towers over everyone in the room and glowers at anyone who glances in his direction looking for trouble. He’s not someone you mess with, if you want to walk away with four functioning limbs.

      Still, all that wouldn’t be so bad…

      If not for the other thing.

      The truly troubling, absolutely awful thing.

      The thing I have a hard time admitting, even to myself.

      Which is the unfortunate fact that… in my twenty-five years of life on planet earth, I’ve never seen anyone as attractive… as unforgettable… as magnetically, electrifyingly, earth-shatteringly hot as “Blaze” Buchanan.

      Ever.

      And yes, that includes the time I saw Jake Gyllenhaal on a plane at LAX when I was seventeen, and the all-too-brief encounter I had with Danny Amendola at Gillette Stadium last fall, and even the time I bumped into Ian Somerhalder in line for the bathrooms at Bonaroo. One look at Luca was all it took to forget about Jake’s green eyes and Danny’s sexy scruff and Ian’s unparalleled jawline.

      It happened just before Christmas.

      My fling-of-the-week had told me about an underground fight at a local gym — totally off-the-books, the kind of match they don’t broadcast on pay-per-view, the kind you’d never even know where to find without a tip-off from one of the organizers, since the locations vary for every fight.

      Craving a change of pace from our usual cocktail chatter, I dragged Phoebe and the rest of the girls along with me.

      Just for fun.

      Nothing special.

      Certainly nothing life-altering.

      I remember the moment so clearly. We were all laughing, placing bets, joking around, making fun of each other, much like any other night of the week… and then he strode into the ring. That’s really the only word I can use, because Luca doesn’t walk, but he doesn’t swagger, either. He strides — not with excessive drama or flair; with determination and an undeniable air of self-assuredness.

      He cut through that crowd like fire through paper, and when he jumped up into the ring, his fans roared so loud they drowned out the familiar strains of Shipping Up To Boston by the Dropkick Murphys blaring from the speakers overhead. I didn’t pay any attention to the fangirls pressed up at the front in their too-tight t-shirts, dying for his attention. I barely glanced at my friends as they cooed appreciatively at the sight of him.

      The laughter died in my throat.

      The thoughts in my head went silent.

      The sounds of the crowd fell away completely.

      For the next hour, I stood transfixed. All my attention was used up by the man with ruthlessly short red-gold hair, throwing
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