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      I am so not a wedding kind of girl.

      That’s right. I’m about to walk down the aisle of the church the Stackhouse family has gone to for however many generations they’ve been in San Francisco and take my fiancé Andy as ‘my lawfully wedded husband,’ or whatever our vows say—and I’m thinking this is just not my jam.

      I don’t have anything against marriage. Obviously. If I did, I wouldn’t have said yes to Andy’s popping-the-question at a Giants baseball game, where he paid someone to let him propose on the stadium’s jumbotron so I could answer in front of forty thousand some-odd baseball fans waiting with bated breath to see if I’d say yes or no.

      Andy wasn’t wondering what I’d say, though. He knew he’d get the answer he wanted.

      He’s confident that way.

      That’s how he made it to the San Francisco City Council, and why he’s being talked about as a future mayor.

      And I do honestly want to marry him. He’s good-looking, from a long-time San Francisco family like me, is smart and ambitious, and isn’t after me for my money.

      Within days of Andy’s proposal, where, by the way, the Giants lost the game, the wedding industrial complex descended on me, ramping from zero to sixty so fast I never had time to think through the gravity of what I was about to do. Emotionally buried in lace, ten different kinds of silk, tasting menus, gift registries, invitations, and parties, I was swept along in an alternate universe in preparation for the ‘happiest day of my life.’

      WTF? I’m twenty-seven years old. If my wedding day is indeed the ‘happiest day of my life,’ does that mean all the years ahead of me are going to be rank with disappointment?

      If this is the pinnacle, the best it gets, I am screwed.

      But screwed or not, today is the big day. The priest just popped his head into the bride’s room—which is really not much more than a closet—to say a couple nice things. My besties, Lucy and Gilly, are buzzing around me like a thousand other brides haven’t stood exactly where I am right now, ready to walk down the aisle and become a state-sanctioned couple who mostly just want health insurance and a tax break.

      I’m cynical that way.

      “You do look really nice, Petal,” my third bridesmaid says.

      Andy’s twin sister, Aliz, smooths her hand down the billowing sleeve of my boho wedding dress, shaking her head and clicking her tongue.

      Almost like she’s… sad?

      I get it. She’s symbolically saying goodbye to her twin brother. But hey, I’m not selfish. She can still hang out with him whenever she wants and do their twin thing. Whatever that might be.

      “All good, Aliz?” Gilly asks, adjusting her boobs in the dress I mistakenly let her choose.

      I gave all three of them free rein in picking their own bridesmaid dresses because, like I said, I couldn’t give a crap about how weddings are supposed to work. I figured they’d band together and choose something that worked on each of their figures, but also show some sort of theme, like similar style and color for the sake of aesthetics.

      Only it didn’t turn out that way. They each chose something completely different and by the time they had, it was too late for me to offer any suggestions.

      Whatever.

      I had enough other shit on my mind, like how to be ‘bridal’ without looking like the Barbie ‘Wedding Fantasy’ doll I inherited from an older cousin when I was about ten, which looked like Dolly Parton going to a hoedown.

      “I… I have to tell you something, Petal,” Aliz says. She’s pale under all the makeup I paid a lot of money for someone to put on all our faces this morning.

      “What, Aliz? You feeling okay?” I ask.

      Music starts playing from somewhere deep inside the church. Time for us to queue up for our walk down the aisle.

      Lucy moves for the door. “C’mon guys. That’s our signal.”

      We start to follow, but Aliz is rooted in place. She sighs, looks around the room, then down at her dress and her perfect manicure. “I’m okay, Petal. But you… might not be.” She swallows with a grimace, like she just tasted something bad.

      I freeze. Lucy and Gilly freeze.

      The church music keeps playing. Our cue to begin the procession passes. I don’t really care though, because it’s not like they can start the wedding without me.

      Lucy grips my arm, I’m not sure whether to pull me out of the room and put me into position, or to help me brace for something. “What do you mean, Aliz? What do you mean that Petal might not be okay?” Her voice gets higher with every word.

      I look at the clock on the wall. Five after the hour. We’re still within the realm of respectable lateness. Weddings never start exactly on time. My mother, queen of organizing events, told me this.

      Aliz runs a finger along her hairline like she’s mopping up perspiration. Come to think of it, she is looking a little shiny. “Look, Petal. My brother is an asshole. You need to know this.”

      She’s joking right? I mean, Andy’s her brother. Of course, she thinks he’s an asshole from time to time.

      “Why are you telling me this now?” I ask in a quiet voice.

      With a sigh, she leans closer, even though everyone in the room can hear her just fine. “What I mean, Petal, is that I’m pretty sure my brother’s sleeping with Jessica. You know, his friend from college.”

      I can smell the mint on her breath, clean and fresh and pretty, just like she is, an excruciating contrast to the words she just uttered.

      Which were just ridiculous, anyway. A loud guffaw, not at all bridal or even ladylike, explodes from my throat, and I wave my hand like there’s a fly in my face.

      “Aliz, I love your sense of humor, but now is not the time to fuck around. Let’s go, girls. People are waiting on us.” I step toward Lucy, where she’s holding the door for me.

      The church music starts again, from the top, like it’s on a loop. Except I know it’s not. They are replaying the processional music because no bride’s walked down the aisle yet.

      “I saw them together, Andy and Jessica. I did,” she says apologetically. “They’re playing hide the… bouquet. If you know what I mean.”

      I roll my eyes. “Aliz, this is not cool.”

      Ridiculous. Absolutely ridiculous, pulling something like this on a woman about to get married.

      And Jessica stick-up-her-ass Lynch? No way. Andy even told me once how uptight she is, and that he can only take her in small doses. I questioned inviting her to our wedding, but he said it wouldn’t be right to leave her out when the rest of his college gang would be there.

      I elbow my way out of the bridal room in my ballet flats, chosen for comfort, and march up to the doors where I will start my walk down the aisle. Lucy, Gilly, and Aliz, who gives me one last sad smile, step in front of me. One by one, they lead the way toward the altar and my soon-to-be-husband, just as we rehearsed the night before.

      I have no father, so am walking solo. My mother wasn’t crazy about the idea and offered to walk me herself, but when I said no, she grumbled about how independent I’ve always been, the downside of being an only child.

      My bridal procession, tackled alone, is somewhat of a blur. I nod and smile at the guests, a real who’s-who of San Francisco. But in spite of my comfy shoes, I walk stiffly, like my flats are suddenly two sizes too small, causing me great pain, and forcing me into an awkward gait. At the same time, a stabbing pain stretches across my lower back, like someone just kicked me there. No matter how hard I try, I can’t move gracefully, Aliz’s words bouncing around in my head, despite my trying to chase them away. From the faces of a couple of my longtime friends in the pews, they know something is up. The folks who don’t know me as well? They have no idea. At least I’m fooling someone.

      I see from the corner of my eye the bridesmaids taking their spots to the left of the altar. I don’t look directly at them for obvious reasons, and in moments, I’m standing there in front of my handsome Andy. When I look for a sign, any sign, that will reassure me Aliz is full of shit, playing a joke, or just being mean—although she’s really nice and would do none of those things—he beams back at me.

      Relief washes over me. I’m ready. Ready for this wedding, ready to be married, ready to be Andy Stackhouse’s wife, and for him to be my husband.

      And then I see it.

      His gaze shifts, only for a moment, to Jessica, sitting in the second row. It’s brief and I might have missed it if I hadn’t been looking, but I see something in his eyes reserved for her and only her. It’s the kind of look he’s never given me, like a private conversation or something. I feel like I should look away to grant them some privacy but for cripe’s sake, this man’s about to be my husband and if he’s going to look at anyone that way, it should fucking be me. He’s not even trying to be slick.

      Aliz was right, the man is an asshole.

      I read somewhere that all jumbotron proposers are assholes. I should have paid attention.

      I’m a cliché. A goddamn cliché. Like the dummy on a reality show who has no idea what’s going on around her until it’s too late.

      My heart shatters right there because, while I’m so not a wedding girl, I really did want to marry Andy Stackhouse, and while I never counted on this to be the best day of my life, I also didn’t count on it being the worst.
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      PETAL

      

      Three months later…

      

      My mother accosts me with her two-kiss cheek thing, something she picked up on a recent vacation to France.

      “It’s about time, Petal,” she hisses in my ear while maintaining her radiant smile.

      She’s a consummate performer, especially when all eyes are on her, which they are because this is her big event, her charity fundraiser for the city’s beleaguered Cable Car Museum, a B-list tourist attraction that gets little attention and even less funding from the city government. It’s been a constant struggle for the tiny place to stay open, and my mother loves nothing more than an underdog. It’s given new purpose to her days. After her last divorce, she glommed onto the sad museum like some people take in an abandoned cat or dog, immediately pouring all her energy into saving this obscure piece of San Francisco history.

      I try to catch my breath, having run from the sidewalk through the enormous halls of the Palace Hotel, to the giant ballroom where Mom’s hosting today’s event. “Sorry, Mom. Lost track of time.”

      She beams but I can see in her eyes she really wants to strangle me. I get that from her a lot, we’re so different from one another.

      I don’t like attention. She craves the spotlight.

      I am late a lot. She’s always early.

      I’m neat and she’s a slob. No word of a lie, when I was growing up, I was the one who had to tell her to clean her room.

      With Mom at my elbow, she maneuvers us both through the crowd, smiling, nodding, and shaking hands with all her friends who, I am sure, are thinking of nothing but the debacle that was my thwarted wedding only a few months ago.

      “Hold your head up, honey,” Mom whispers into my ear. “Don’t give these people anything else to talk about.”

      Yeah, right. Like I can actually stop the flow of gossip that exploded in all nooks and crannies of San Francisco when I did the unthinkable—left my fiancé, one of the city’s ‘most eligible bachelors,’ at the altar.

      The follow up stories were epic. Spoiled heiress leaves good guy at the altar.

      That sort of thing.

      Maybe if I’d done it with more dignity, I might not have provided the same level of fodder for the city’s magpies, but who am I kidding? What’s juicier than wedding drama?

      Especially when the bride swats the groom upside the head with a bouquet, then tosses it to the ‘other woman,’ who catches it like she’s waiting for it. The cherry on top, which sealed my fate as the topic of conversation for months to follow, was calling her a cunty bitch before leaving the congregation in total silence.

      Actually, I screamed it.

      It felt good for about sixty seconds, then I fell to pieces in the limo that I demanded drive me home.

      Navigating the room, I hold my head up just like Mom suggests, and I’m glad I’m wearing the sassy but sexy Betsey Johnson dress she gave me for the occasion. In her words, there’s no better revenge than looking good. I always thought it was living well, but then my mother and I have different perspectives.

      I take the last empty seat at a table of my mother’s friends. They stare at me with sympathy, and Mom hustles off for the stage, where she’s about to do what she does best—make the case that the forgotten and overlooked Cable Car Museum is worthy of both her dedication and the large donations everyone in the audience is sure to make.

      I pick up my auction paddle, which cleverly has a history of the Cable Car Museum on one side and a list of auction items on the other. I glance over at the table where the donated items are on display and set my sights on a huge spa-type basket, full of soaps and candles and loofas, and instantly know what I’m going to bid on.

      Scented candles are my jam. Can’t get enough of them.

      “You still hiding out in the guest house?” Mom’s BFF Fran Bender whispers in my ear.

      No fucking privacy. None at all.

      “Hi, Mrs. Bender. Yes, I’m still staying up in Sonoma. It’s been a good break for me,” I say, turning my attention to Mom at the podium, hopefully signaling a strong I don’t want to talk.

      She doesn’t take the hint. “I don’t blame you, honey. After what you’ve been through⁠—”

      She drones on, stage whispering so everyone at the table will credit her with comforting me ‘at this difficult time,’ as so many of Mom’s friends have put it.

      I smile at her because, one, I have to be polite no matter what sort of stupid things my mother’s friends say, and two, because I figure she really is well-intentioned. At least, that’s what I want to believe.

      The fast-talking auctioneer is soliciting bids for a night at the ballet—or is it the opera?—when something out of the corner of my eye distracts me.

      Then I hear it buzz next to my ear.

      A bug. A flying bug. I hate bugs.

      I wave my hand to scare off whatever it is to make sure it doesn’t enter my ear canal and lay a hundred eggs for its little babies. The bug is not deterred, so I pick up my paddle to use as a swatter. My first swing is unsuccessful, but I’m pretty sure my second one meets the offending pest. I look around to see whether I smashed it or not, and it buzzes above my head once again.

      Fucker.

      I reach up and this time make contact, auction paddle vs. fly. Victory! Its little black body tumbles out of the sky and right into Mrs. Bender’s water glass.

      “Oops. Sorry,” I say to her, grabbing a spoon to fish it out.

      That’s when I realize everyone at the table is looking at me. With a quick glance around, I realize everyone in the entire ballroom is looking at me.

      Applause starts.

      Wow. Is everyone that impressed I killed a fly? Seems a little over the top, but at least people are not talking about my wedding for a change.

      “And the winner is, my very own daughter, Petal Parker,” Mom booms from the stage.

      Winner? Of what? They haven’t gotten to the scented candle basket yet.

      “Come on up, honey, and claim your prize.”

      She’s holding a big fancy envelope, like the kind that contains something important and upscale.

      Cool. I must have won the romantic weekend in San Luis Obispo. I’ll take Lucy and Gilly, and we’ll have a great time road tripping to the Central Coast, wine tasting and maybe even visiting Hearst Castle. God knows I could use a getaway and I haven’t been to the castle since a middle school field trip.

      I jog up to the stage amidst loud applause and take the envelope from Mom, who’s beaming like I won a gazillion-dollar lottery. She throws an arm around my shoulder and points to the photographer, raising my arm so the pretty envelope is in the photo. The camera flashes several times.

      “Congrats to my daughter,” she squeals. “There are a lot of ladies who would have loved to win this date with Rake Hanson, the San Francisco Aftershocks’ star hockey player, but Petal has dug deep into her pockets like I know the rest of you will to support the museum, as well.”

      Wait, what? I won a date? With who? How did that happen?

      I giggle nervously, aware that five hundred sets of eyes are trained on me. “Isn’t this the weekend away?” I ask her. “I didn’t bid on a guy.”

      The mic picks up my words and the room gets quiet.

      A dark cloud passes over Mom’s face, her universal signal to shut it.

      She stays focused on the audience. Her people. Her subjects. “Petal, honey, you are hilarious. You raised your paddle, silly girl, and spent two thousand dollars for a date with Rake Hanson.”

      No the fuck I didn’t.

      First off, I don’t know who Rake Hanson is. Second, I did not bid on him. And third, two thousand dollars? Is she fucking kidding?

      She knows I’d never do something so frivolous.

      I’m a thrifty girl. I hunt bargains and buy everything on sale. It doesn’t matter that I have a massive trust fund. I don’t believe in wasting money.

      I chuckle for the audience, then turn to Mom, who’s still wearing her ‘watch it’ expression. I don’t care. I want this straightened out, and now.

      I lean toward the microphone. “Sorry, everyone. I was just swatting a fly. Got him, too. Just look in Mrs. Bender’s water.”

      A titter runs through the audience, and I’m pleased I could be entertaining. I consider making some sort of joke that she should be happy the fly didn’t end up in her soup, but Mom cuts me off.

      “Oh my. Petal has no idea how lucky she is to have won a date with Rake. Isn’t she, Rake?”

      I follow her gaze to the corner of the room, where there’s a giant man surrounded by what looks to be a minion or two.

      He’s nice looking and all, buff as hell, and with the kind of red hair I’ve loved on a guy since Prince Harry came on the scene. But he’s scowling like someone pissed in his Cheerios. Like big time, world class-level scowling. He throws a two-fingered wave my mother’s way, I think because the short man next to him nudged him and told him to.

      I put the envelope back on the podium and turn to leave the stage.

      They’ll have to auction that item again. For cripe’s sake, wasn’t it obvious I was killing a fly?

      Mom’s eyes burn my backside as I hustle back to my table, and as soon as I’m seated, I realize I may not be getting out of this one.

      “Let’s hear a round of applause for my daughter Petal, who at the moment holds the record for the highest bid so far today.”

      As if I hadn’t said a thing, as if I hadn’t just explained I was only killing a bug, she throws the audience a challenge. “Let’s see who can beat Petal’s generosity. Next up is a weekend in San Luis Obispo. Shall we open the bid at five hundred dollars…”

      Well, shit.

      That weekend away could have been mine. In fact, I’d take any other item on offer besides that stupid date, but Mom’s not letting me out of it. I’ll talk to her later and explain myself again. She’ll understand I’m not interested in the guy from the Earthquakes or whatever his hockey team is.

      Hell, I wasn’t even aware we had a hockey team.

      “Well done, honey,” Mrs. Bender whispers in my ear. “And would you look at that man. What a hunk. If I were your age, I’d climb him like a tree…”

      Ew.

      I sneak a glance across the ballroom at Mrs. Bender’s ‘hunk.’ Sure, he’s tall with impossibly broad shoulders and perfect bone structure, but he also looks like the most stuck-up pickle puss I’ve ever seen, clearly not any more excited about a date with me than I am with him.

      Puck Head.
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      PETAL

      

      By the time the auction wraps, I’m full-on ticked off. Not only because it looks like I really have to go on a date with the jock guy, but also because I didn’t get the soap and candle basket I wanted, which I missed thanks to Mrs. Bender talking my ear off. My gift basket went to a man who looked like he doesn’t want anything to do with it, and who bid only to get my mother off his back.

      In her final plea to the crowd, Mom turns on the tears, effusively thanking everyone for their support of her pet project as if she’s raising money for starving children in Africa. Mrs. Bender gives me a quick kiss on the cheek and joins the stampede to exit the ballroom, likely one of a majority who didn’t want to be there, anyway.

      I am hanging out, waiting for the room to clear, when there’s a tap on my shoulder. I turn to find a little man with wire glasses and slicked back hair, nearly my same height.

      My same height—when I’m sitting down.

      “Miss Parker,” he says, shoving his hand forward with great excitement.

      I extend my own and take his sweaty one, watching him look me over like he’s trying to decide whether to buy me or not.

      Gross.

      When he lets go, I wipe my hand on my dress, and look around for someone to save me. With the ballroom mostly cleared out, my only hope is my mother, but she’s busy pressing the flesh with a woman taking notes on a pad of paper, probably from the local media.

      Dammit.

      Sweaty Palms keeps smiling. “I’m Vince Vincent. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      Vince Vincent? Unfortunate name.

      “Hello,” I say. “I hope you enjoyed the auction.”

      He clears his throat. “Oh, um, yes, I love these… charity fundraisers. They’re so important to the… community.”

      Yeah, he couldn’t give a shit, like most of the other people Mom roped into coming.

      “Did you bid on anything? Win big?” I ask with a laugh.

      While I’d like to ditch this weird little dude, my mother’s voice rings in my head, reminding me that when I’m in public, I am representing the Parker family.

      Vince Vincent laughs and shakes his head. “Oh no. That’s not why I’m here. But you, Miss Parker, you won big.”

      He says this with a hand gesture I guess is supposed to emphasize just how large my win is.

      I nod. “Thank you. It really was a fluke, I never intended to bid on Ralph Hendricks⁠—”

      “Rake Hanson is his name, Miss Parker,” he says through his teeth.

      Jesus. Easy now.

      “Right, sorry. Rake Danson,” I repeat.

      “Hanson. His last name is Hanson.”

      I toss my head back with a laugh. This guy needs to loosen the fuck up. “Right. Thanks. Yup, I’m the lucky one, aren’t I?”

      “Do you mind if I grab this seat next to you, Miss Parker?” he asks, not waiting for my answer.

      I glance around. I really want to get the hell out of here.

      “Let me get right to the point,” he says. “I am the public relations rep for the San Francisco Aftershocks, and I’m here with Rake, whom you bid on and won in the auction.”

      I wave my hands in dismissal. “Oh that. Yeah, I didn’t really bid on him. I was just trying to kill a fly,” I interrupt.

      “Nevertheless, Miss Parker⁠—”

      “You can call me Petal.”

      He sucks in his breath. “Yes. Petal. As I was saying, whether you meant to or not, you won a date with the Aftershocks’ star player. I’m here to make sure you two connect, so we can follow your progress.”

      Progress? What progress?

      “Oh look, Vince.” I lean closer and lower my voice. “I don’t want a date with that guy. This is all just some kind of misunderstanding. You can have him back. I mean, I’ll pay the two grand, no problem. I always support my mother’s… hobbies. But give Ralph to some other girl. There are still a few left here, just look around. I’m sure they’d be super-excited about meeting him⁠—”

      He drums his fingers on the white banquet tablecloth as servers clean up around us. “It’s Rake. Not Ralph.”

      “Got it, sorry. Look, Mr. Vince, I have a lot on my mind. You see, I went through a very public breakup just a few months ago, and I’m not ready to date anyone, much less your man. Nor do I need to give people in San Francisco anything else to gossip about. You catch my meaning?”

      “Petal, you need to go on a date with this man. You are legally obligated, if you really want me to be a stickler. Plus, it would be bad publicity for the Aftershocks, were this to fall apart before it even gets started.”

      For what to fall apart? A silly date?

      “And Vince is my first name. I’m Vince Vincent.”

      “Right, Vince,” I say with emphasis. This guy needs to listen better. “Give Rake to someone else. If he’s as great as you say he is, I’m sure women are lining up⁠—”

      “Here he is!” Vince exclaims, cutting me off. “Petal Parker, I’d like for you to meet Rake Hanson.”

      I turn toward the behemoth of a red-headed man I saw from across the room and crane my neck up. And up.

      Jesus, he’s big. I didn’t realize that from so far away.

      “Oh hello, Rake. I was just telling Vince here that I’ll gladly give you to another woman. I’m not into going out much these days. Just spending a lot of time at home with my girlfriends. That sort of thing. In fact, I’ll be leaving for a big trip soon. Well, as soon as I plan it.”

      Okay, that’s sort of a lie. After my wedding fell apart, I quit my accounting job with the intention of going to Mexico for a few weeks to lie on the beach, do yoga, and work on my tan. But I haven’t gotten around to going yet, and instead, have holed up at the guest cottage at my mother’s winery. I’m lying low. Like, real low.

      The blank expression Rake is wearing gives nothing away, as if he doesn’t care whether I go on the date with him or not.

      Or, live or die, for that matter.

      We’re on the same page. Cool.

      “Vince, we gotta go. I have practice soon,” Rake says.

      With his lips pressed together, Vince looks between the two of us like we’re naughty children. “We’ll leave in a minute, Rake. And listen, both of you, this date must happen. It’s a done deal. PR has already put out a release.”

      PR? A release?

      That’s just stupid.

      Also, not my problem.

      But I remain polite. “Looks like you gotta do a little retracting then, don’t you, Vince? You think maybe your press release was jumping the gun?”

      I’m pretty sure a tiny hint of amusement crosses Rake’s face.

      “No, no, no,” Vince says. “You will go. You will. You must.”

      For cripes’ sake. I’m tired. And hungry. I only got two bites of lunch during the auction because people were talking to me so much.

      I get to my feet and realize that while I tower over Vince Vincent, I barely come up to Rake’s shoulder. I’m considering pointing that out when my mother descends on us, throwing an arm around one of my shoulders and straining to reach her other around Rake’s.

      “Look at these lovebirds, would you?” she sings. “You two make a damn good-looking couple, you know that?”

      Vince beams. Rake does nothing.

      I feel hopeless.

      “Mom, I was just saying how this is all a mistake and that they can just give Rake to some other girl. I’m not interested.” I quickly look at him. “Nothing personal.”

      He finally speaks, his voice deep and sexy. “No offense taken. We can bag it. Fine with me.”

      “No, wait!” Mom screeches. “That would hurt the integrity of both my fundraising efforts and the Cable Car Museum itself. No, no, you will go on the date, you will.”

      I’m used to my mother pressuring me into things. For example, I hadn’t wanted to come to this event today, but she told me my attendance would add ‘credibility’ to the cause. However, I’m not sure how her pushiness will go over with the giant athlete next to me.

      “Mom, really—” I start to say.

      But she shakes her head so hard her lacquered hair actually shifts. “No!” she says with finality. “This date is happening, and that’s the end of the discussion.”

      Damn. I sneak a glance at Rake, who is equally taken aback. He says nothing, which tells me she’s run us both over, like she always does when she wants something.

      Mom gets what she wants. And she really wants me to have a date with this guy.

      A guy who looks like it would kill him to smile.

      Yay me.
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      “Oh my God,” I moan. “This is so good. Even if you did order it with sour cream.”

      Lucy rolls her eyes. “Look. You should have been here on time. Then you can customize your burrito any way you want. I can’t be expected to remember exactly what everyone prefers in their burrito. It’s humanly impossible, which means that sometimes you will get something in your burrito that you don’t love, and you have to suck that up.”

      We look at Gilly. “Mine’s… fine,” she says. “Although I did want black beans rather than refried.”

      “Whatever. Next time, everyone’s ordering their own damn burrito.”

      I place a hand on Lucy’s arm, but not before stealing one of her tortilla chips. “Hey, I know getting burrito orders right is a lot of pressure, and it’s easy to make a mistake. No one’s gonna get it right one hundred percent of the time,” I say with my best serious face. “We still love you though, Lu.”

      Gilly looks like she’s about to choke on her Dos Equis.

      Lucy sighs. “Some things in life are a huge challenge. I never thought I’d have to confront my biggest one right here in TacoLand, in the heart of the Mission district.”

      I pat her on the back. “It’s okay. Just don’t do it again. I hate sour cream in my burrito. Like hate it. Even more than camel toe.”

      She frowns. “You still having that camel toe problem?”

      I shake my head and steal another chip. “Nope. Not since I got new underwear.”

      “I can imagine,” she says with a sigh.

      The girls love to give me a hard time over my underwear choices because I don’t wear the nasty-ass thong panties they do.

      Gilly perks up in spite of her beans. “So. How was your mom’s fundraiser? What’s her latest pet project? The fortune cookie factory?”

      I dab at the sour cream dribbled down the front of my dress. “The fortune cookie factory was a couple years ago. She raised enough money to keep it from closing down,” I say proudly.

      Gilly slaps her hand on the table. “Another San Francisco institution saved by Eleanor Parker. Your mom’s my hero, Petal.”

      I shrug. “Right? She’s knows how to pick ‘em. And FYI, this year’s project is saving the Cable Car Museum, which is actually an interesting little place. I mean, do you know how the cable cars in this city work? I learned it all there.”

      “Fascinating stuff, I’m sure,” Lucy says with a fake yawn. “Aren’t we supposed to go on a tour of it sometime soon?”

      I finish wolfing down my burrito and stifle a burp. If it were just me and the girls, I would have let it fly.

      What can I say? It’s fun to be gross with your best friends since first grade. Not to mention when you still act like you’re in first grade from time to time.

      “Yeah. That’s one of her new things. Offering tours, especially to the folks who come to town for conventions. First you can a ride on the cable car, then take a tour.”

      “And then you get a bowl of Rice-a-Roni, the San Francisco treat?” Lucy laughs.

      “Something like that. Anyway, Mom raised a lot of money today, and guess who snagged the most expensive prize?” I ask with a cringe.

      Gilly wipes her hands clean, then rests her chin on them. “You? Did you win something good? Please say you didn’t get more scented candles.”

      Oh my God. When will they stop with the scented candles? Sure, they’re my thing. I love them. And sure, I have boxes of them stashed away, so I’ll never run out, not before the end of the decade. That doesn’t mean I’m going to stop buying more.

      “You’ll be pleased to know I did not get the candle and lotion basket I had my eye on. Instead, I won a date. Can you believe it? With some Neanderthal, which I am so not happy about.”

      I tell the girls how I accidentally ended up bidding on a hockey player. By the time I finish, they are howling so loudly everyone in TacoLand is looking at us.

      “Only you, Petal. That’s the sort of thing that would happen only to you,” Lucy says, catching her breath.

      It’s not that funny. Maybe a little comical, but not rolling-on-the-floor-funny.

      “Who’s the lucky guy? Some porn-addicted techbro who thinks Kid Rock is a musical genius?” she asks.

      “Or some dude who just sprouted two pubic hairs last week?” Gilly snickers.

      “I wish it was someone like that, it would be so easy to get rid of him. But no, it’s some guy who plays for a sport team. The San Francisco Earthquakes or something like that.”

      Gilly squinches her face. “Petal, we have no sports team here called the Earthquakes.”

      “Well, it’s something like that. Anyway, I’m doing my best to get out of it. I don’t like sports, I don’t like jocks, and I am not going to date again, ever, not since my wedding mishap.”

      Lucy’s eyes bug. “Mishap? You call that a mishap? You leaving a guy at the altar and calling his nasty ho-bag a cunty bitch is not what I think of as a mishap.”

      We get a couple glances when Lucy emphasizes cunty bitch. She’s not one to lower her voice, even when using the most antisocial language. It’s one of the things I love most about her.

      I wave away her opinion. “If I want to call it a mishap, I will. That’s how I choose to remember that day. Even though everyone in San Francisco is still talking about it.”

      Why can’t people just get a life? Seriously. I am not that interesting, and leaving Andy at the altar is hardly the crime of the century.

      Even if he is an up-and-comer on the city council and being groomed for a someday run for mayor. Which sounds like a thankless job anyway, if you ask me.

      “All right, chill the fuck out. What’s the guy’s name, anyway?” She leans closer to Gilly and stage whispers. “Our Petal is becoming quite the heartbreaker, isn’t she?”

      Gilly nods with enthusiasm.

      “Heartbreaker? Yeah, that’s me,” I scoff. “Anyway, the guy’s name is Rake something or other. What kind of name is Rake, anyway?”

      Lucy tilts her head at me, and I know what’s coming. “Like Petal isn’t a weird name too?”

      I walked into that one.

      Gilly scrolls through her phone. “Hey, are you talking about Rake Hanson from the San Francisco Aftershocks?”

      I slam my hand on the table. “Yes! That’s it. Aftershocks, not Earthquakes.”

      It’s all the same to me.

      Lucy’s head snaps back on her neck and she gives me the look, the one where I know I am about to be chastised to within an inch of my life. “Oh. My. God. Do you know who he is?” she shrieks.

      More looks.

      I shrug. “Yeah, some poor bastard who got signed up for a charity fundraiser, who I happened to spend two thousand dollars on a date with. Fuck, I’m mad about that. You know how I hate wasting money.”

      She grips my upper arm and gets in my face. “Rake Hanson? Rake Hanson? Rake Hanson?” she repeats, getting louder each time.

      Jesus. She has me scared. “Why? Is he dangerous? Been charged with murder? Or date rape?”

      That does it. I am so not going.

      She squeezes my arm tighter, so tight I try to wrestle out of her grip.

      “Ouch, Lu. You’re hurting me.”

      She doesn’t let up.

      “He’s the star of our hockey team, you dummy. Not to mention, hot as fucking shit.”

      I nod. “He is nice looking, if that’s your kind of guy. I call him puck head to myself. Isn’t that clever?”

      “Nice looking?” she cries, ignoring my play on words. “He’s a freaking god. Did you know he was voted most eligible bachelor in the city last year?”

      “I heard that somewhere. I think it was in the auction brochure.”

      “Petal, you are from an old-time San Francisco family. How can you seriously not stay on top of what’s going on socially here?” she asks.

      Gilly looks at me sadly. “Really, Petal. You gotta get your head out of the clouds. And out of your romance novels. You need to move back down here to the city. We miss you. It’s not the same with you up in Sonoma, hiding out like a hermit.”

      I hold my hands up. “Look. I’m healing. Taking time for myself. It’s what my shrink suggested, and I’m doing it. And I like Mom’s cottage. It’s cozy and cute.”

      Lucy looks at her watch. “Hey, I gotta split. Babysitting for my sister’s little monsters, I mean kids.”

      “Really?” I ask, brightening. “They are so cute. I’d come by but I have to get back to Sonoma. I’m working in the bookstore tomorrow.”

      Gilly and I follow Lucy outside to Valencia Street, where we have to raise our voices to be heard over the traffic and general dinner-time chaos.

      “You know my take on this, Petal,” Gilly says. “You need to come back to the city. I know you’re down here a couple times a week to visit, but we need you back here permanently. And that bookstore? You left a perfectly good job here in the city, and now you’re working in a bookstore?”

      I sniff. “Hey, I like Twisted Hearts. You know, it’s one of the only romance-exclusive bookstores in the country.”

      “Just what you need, more romance to bury your head in,” Lucy says. “Look. It’s been two-plus months. You’re as healed as you’re going to get. I know you’re humiliated, but the only way to get past that is to come back and get on with your life.”

      These girls were there when the shit hit the fan on my wedding day, and they’ve been by my side ever since. But I really wish they’d let me work through things on my own timeline.

      Besides, I really want to get back home and watch the rest of Romancing the Stone. Not that I haven’t already seen it several dozen times. I just love Kathleen Turner’s Joan Wilder…

      Someone walking down the sidewalk bumps me, and I’m back in the conversation.

      “Guys, I’m doing my thing, going at my own pace. I’ll be back at some point. But until then, I am enjoying the cottage and wine country. You should come up and visit. It’s so nice, quiet and peaceful.”

      Lucy turns her nose up. “Sounds like a cemetery. Thanks, Petal, but I’m a city girl, born and bred. I’m not down with the outdoors. It’s dirty, and besides, there are bugs.”

      I don’t tell her that while I’ve had no issue with bugs, I have found mouse poop more than once.

      I turn to head for my car when Gilly stops me. “Hey. Wait. What are you gonna do about your star hockey player?”

      Oh. That.

      “I’m not going. That’s all there is to it.”

      Gilly and Lucy look at each other and smile.

      Like they know something I don’t.
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