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  For Hugh.




  And also for Mish, who wanted something without zombies.




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  I woke up on the bathroom floor. Everything hurt. My mouth felt like garbage and tasted worse. What the hell had happened last night? The last thing I remembered was the

  countdown to midnight and the thrill of turning twenty-one—legal, at last. I’d been dancing with Lauren and talking to some guy. Then BANG!




  Tequila.




  A whole line of shot glasses with lemon and salt on the side.




  Everything I’d heard about Vegas was true. Bad things happened here, terrible things. I just wanted to crawl into a ball and die. Sweet baby Jesus, what had I been thinking to drink so

  much? I groaned, and even that made my head pound. This pain had not been part of the plan.




  “You okay?” a voice inquired, male, deep, and nice. Really nice. A shiver went through me despite my pain. My poor broken body stirred in the strangest of places.




  “Are you going to be sick again?” he asked.




  Oh, no.




  I opened my eyes and sat up, pushing my greasy blond hair aside. His blurry face loomed closer. I slapped a hand over my mouth because my breath had to be hideous.




  “Hi,” I mumbled.




  Slowly, he swam into focus. He was built and beautiful and strangely familiar. Impossible. I’d never met anyone like him.




  He looked to be in his mid to late twenties—a man, not a boy. He had long, dark hair falling past his shoulders and sideburns. His eyes were the darkest blue. They couldn’t be real.

  Frankly, those eyes were overkill. I’d have swooned perfectly fine without them. Even with the tired red tinge, they were a thing of beauty. Tattoos covered the entirety of one arm and half

  his bare chest. A black bird had been inked into the side of his neck, the tip of its wing reaching up behind his ear. I still had on the pretty, dirty white dress Lauren had talked me into. It had

  been a daring choice for me on account of the way it barely contained my abundance of boobage. But this beautiful man easily had me beat for skin on show. He wore just a pair of jeans, scuffed

  black boots, a couple of small silver earrings, and a loose white bandage on his forearm.




  Those jeans . . . he wore them well. They sat invitingly low on his hips and fit in all the right ways. Even my monster hangover couldn’t detract from the view.




  “Aspirin?” he asked.




  And I was ogling him. My gaze darted to his face and he gave me a sly, knowing smile. Wonderful. “Yes. Please.”




  He grabbed a battered black leather jacket off the floor, the one I’d apparently been using as a pillow. Thank God I hadn’t puked on it. Clearly, this beautiful half-naked man had

  seen me in all my glory, hurling multiple times. I could have drowned in the shame.




  One by one he emptied the contents of his pockets out onto the cold white tiles. A credit card, guitar picks, a phone, and a string of condoms. The condoms gave me pause, but I was soon

  distracted by what emerged next. A multitude of paper scraps tumbled out onto the floor. All had names and numbers scrawled across them. This guy was Mr. Popularity. Hey, I could definitely see

  why. But what on earth was he doing here with me?




  Finally, he produced a small bottle of painkillers. Sweet relief. I loved him, whoever he was and whatever he’d seen.




  “You need water,” he said, and got busy filling a glass from the sink behind him.




  The bathroom was tiny. We both barely fit. Given Lauren’s and my money situation, the hotel had been the best we could afford. She’d been determined to celebrate my birthday in

  style. My goal had been a bit different. Despite the presence of my hot new friend, I was pretty sure I’d failed. The pertinent parts of my anatomy felt fine. I’d heard things hurt

  after the first couple of times. They sure as hell had after the first. But my vagina might have been the only part of my body not giving me grief.




  Still, I took a quick peek down the front of my dress. The corner of a foil package could still be seen, tucked into the side of my bra. Because if it was sitting there, strapped to me, no way

  would I be caught unprepared. The condom remained whole and hearty. How disappointing. Or maybe not. Finally plucking up the courage to get back on the horse, so to speak, and then not remembering

  it would have been horrible.




  The man handed me the glass of water and placed two pills into my hand. He then sat back on his haunches to watch me. He had an intensity to him that I was in no condition to deal with.




  “Thanks,” I said, then swallowed the aspirin. Noisy rumbles rose from my belly. Nice, very ladylike.




  “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. His glorious mouth twitched into a smile as if we shared a private joke between us.




  The joke being me.




  All I could do was stare. Given my current condition, he was just too much. The hair, face, body, ink, all of it. Someone needed to invent a word superlative enough to describe him.




  After a long moment it dawned on me that he expected an answer to his question. I nodded, still unwilling to unleash my morning breath, and gave him a grim smile. The best I could do.




  “Okay. That’s good,” he said.




  He was certainly attentive. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve such kindness. If I’d picked up the poor guy with promises of sex and then proceeded to spend the night with

  my head in the toilet, by rights he should be a bit disgruntled. Maybe he hoped I’d make good on the offer this morning. It seemed the only plausible explanation for why he’d

  linger.




  Under normal conditions, he was light-years out of my league and (for the sake of my pride) worlds away from my type. I liked clean-cut. Clean-cut was nice. Bad boys were highly overrated. God

  knows, I’d watched enough girls throw themselves at my brother over the years. He’d taken what they’d offered if it suited him, and then moved on. Bad boys weren’t the stuff

  serious relationships were made of. Not that I’d been chasing forever last night, just a positive sexual experience. Something not involving Tommy Byrnes being mad at me for getting a smear

  of blood on the backseat of his parents’ car. God, what a horrible memory. The next day the douche had dumped me for a girl on the track team half my size. He then added insult to injury by

  spreading rumors about me. I hadn’t been made bitter or twisted by this event at all.




  What had happened last night? My head remained a tangled, throbbing mess, the details hazy, incomplete.




  “We should get something into you,” he said. “You want me to order some dry toast or something?”




  “No.” The thought of food was not fun. Not even coffee appealed, and coffee always appealed. I was half tempted to check myself for a pulse, just in case. Instead, I pushed my hand

  through my crappy hair, getting it out of my eyes. “No . . . ow!” Strands caught on something, tugging hard at my scalp. “Crap.”




  “Hang on.” He reached out and carefully disentangled my messy do from whatever was causing the trouble. “There we go.”




  “Thanks.” Something winked at me from my left hand, snagging my attention. A ring, but not just any ring. An amazing ring, a stupendous one.




  “Holy shit,” I whispered.




  It couldn’t be real. It was so big it bordered on obscene. A stone that size would cost a fortune. I stared, bemused, turning my hand to catch the light. The band beneath was thick, solid,

  and the rock sure shone and sparkled like the real deal.




  As if.




  “Ah, yeah. About that . . .” he said, dark brows drawn down. He looked vaguely embarrassed by the ice rink on my finger. “If you still wanna change it for something smaller,

  that’s okay with me. It is kinda big. I do get your point about that.”




  I couldn’t shake the feeling I knew him from somewhere. Somewhere that wasn’t last night or this morning or anything to do with the ridiculous beautiful ring on my finger.




  “You bought me this?” I asked.




  He nodded. “Last night at Cartier.”




  “Cartier?” My voice dropped to a whisper. “Huh.”




  For a long moment he just stared at me. “You don’t remember?”




  I really didn’t want to answer that. “What is that, even? Two, three carats?”




  “Five.”




  “Five? Wow.”




  “What do you remember?” he asked, voice hardening just a little.




  “Well . . . it’s hazy.”




  “No.” His frown increased until it owned his handsome face. “You have got to be fucking kidding me. You seriously don’t know?”




  What to say? My mouth hung open, useless. There was a lot I didn’t know. To my knowledge, however, Cartier didn’t do costume jewelry. My head swam. Bad feelings unfurled within my

  stomach and bile burnt the back of my throat. Worse even than before.




  I was not puking in front of this guy.




  Not again.




  He took a deep breath, nostrils flaring. “I didn’t realize you’d had that much to drink. I mean, I knew you’d had a bit, but . . . shit. Seriously? You don’t

  remember us going on the gondolas at the Venetian?”




  “We went on gondolas?”




  “Fuck. Ah, how about when you bought me a burger? Do you remember that?”




  “Sorry.”




  “Wait a minute,” he said, watching me through narrowed eyes. “You’re just messing with me, aren’t you?”




  “I’m so sorry.”




  He physically recoiled from me. “Let me get this straight, you don’t remember anything?”




  “No,” I said, swallowing hard. “What did we do last night?”




  “We got fucking married,” he growled.




  This time, I didn’t make it to the toilet.




  I decided on divorce while I brushed my teeth, practiced what I would say to him as I washed my hair. But you couldn’t rush these things. Unlike last night, when

  I’d apparently rushed into marriage. Rushing again would be wrong, foolish. That, or I was a coward taking the world’s longest shower. Odds were on the latter.




  Holy, holy hell. What a mess. I couldn’t even begin to get my head wrapped around it. Married. Me. My lungs wouldn’t work. Panic waited right around the corner.




  No way could my desire for this disaster to go away come as a surprise to him. Puking on the floor had to have been a huge hint. I groaned and covered my face with my hands at the memory. His

  look of disgust would haunt me all my days.




  My parents would kill me if they ever found out. I had plans, priorities. I was studying to be an architect like my father. Marriage to anyone at this stage didn’t fit into those plans. In

  another ten, fifteen years, maybe. But marriage at twenty-one? Hell no. I hadn’t even been on a second date in years and now I had a ring on my finger. No way did that make sense. I was

  doomed. This crazy wedding caper wasn’t something I could hide from.




  Or could I?




  Unless my parents could not find out. Ever. Over the years I had made something of a habit of not involving them in things that might be seen as unsavory, unnecessary, or just plain stupid. This

  marriage quite possibly fell under all three categories.




  Actually, maybe no one need know. If I didn’t tell, how would they find out? They wouldn’t. The answer was awe-inspiring in its simplicity.




  “Yes!” I hissed and punched the air, clipping the shower head with the side of my fist. Water sprayed everywhere, including straight in my eyes, blinding me. Never mind, I had the

  answer.




  Denial. I’d take the secret to my grave. No one would ever know of my extreme drunken idiocy.




  I smiled with relief, my panic attack receding enough so that I could breathe. Oh, thank goodness. Everything would be okay. I had a new plan to get me back on track with the old one. Brilliant.

  I’d brave up, go and face him, and set things straight. Twenty-one-year-olds with grand life plans didn’t marry complete strangers in Vegas, no matter how beautiful those strangers

  happened to be. It would be fine. He’d understand. In all likelihood, he sat out there right now, working out the most efficient method to dump and run.




  The diamond still glittered on my hand. I couldn’t bring myself to take it off just yet. It was like Christmas on my finger, so big, bright, and shiny. Though, upon reflection, my

  temporary husband didn’t exactly appear to be rich. His jacket and jeans were both well-worn. The man was a mystery.




  Wait. What if he was into something illegal? Maybe I’d married a criminal. Panic rushed back in with a vengeance. My stomach churned and my head throbbed. I knew nothing about the person

  waiting in the next room. Absolutely not a damn thing. I’d shoved him out the bathroom door without even getting his name.




  A knock on the door sent my shoulders sky-high.




  “Evelyn?” he called out, proving he at least knew my name.




  “Just a second.”




  I turned off the taps and stepped out, wrapping a towel around myself. The width of it was barely sufficient to cover my curves, but my dress had puke on it. Putting it back on was out of the

  question.




  “Hi,” I said, opening the bathroom door a hand’s length. He stood almost half a head taller than me, and I wasn’t short by any means. Dressed in only a towel, I found him

  rather intimidating. However much he’d had to drink the previous night, he still looked gorgeous, as opposed to me—pale, pasty, and sopping wet. The aspirins hadn’t done nearly as

  much as they should have.




  Of course, I’d thrown them up.




  “Hey.” He didn’t meet my eyes. “Look, I’m going to get this taken care of, okay?”




  “Taken care of?”




  “Yeah,” he said, still avoiding all eye contact. Apparently the hideous green motel carpeting was beyond enticing. “My lawyers will deal with all this.”




  “You have lawyers?” Criminals had lawyers. Shit. I had to get myself divorced from this guy now.




  “Yeah, I have lawyers. You don’t need to worry about anything. They’ll send you the paperwork or whatever. However this works.” He gave me an irritated glance, lips a

  tight line, and pulled on his leather jacket over his bare chest. His T-shirt still hung drying over the edge of the tub. Sometime during the night I must have puked on it too. How gruesome. If I

  were him, I’d divorce me and never look back.




  “This was a mistake,” he said, echoing my thoughts.




  “Oh.”




  “What?” His gaze jumped to my face. “You disagree?”




  “No,” I said quickly.




  “Didn’t think so. Pity it made sense last night, yeah?” He shoved a hand through his hair and made for the door. “Take care.”




  “Wait!” The stupid, amazing ring wouldn’t come off my finger. I tugged and turned it, trying to wrestle it into submission. Finally it budged, grazing my knuckle raw in the

  process. Blood welled to the surface. One more stain in this whole sordid affair. “Here.”




  “For fuck’s sake.” He scowled at the rock sparkling in the palm of my hand as if it had personally offended him. “Keep it.”




  “I can’t. It must have cost a fortune.”




  He shrugged.




  “Please.” I held it out, hand jiggling, impatient to be rid of the evidence of my drunken stupidity. “It belongs to you. You have to take it.”




  “No. I don’t.”




  “But—”




  Without another word, the man stormed out, slamming the door shut behind him. The thin walls vibrated with the force of it.




  Whoa. My hand fell back to my side. He sure had a temper. Not that I hadn’t given him provocation, but still. I wish I remembered what had gone on between us. Any inkling would be

  good.




  Meanwhile my left butt cheek felt sore. I winced, carefully rubbing the area. My dignity wasn’t the only casualty, it seemed. I must have scratched my behind at some stage, bumped into

  some furniture or taken a dive in my fancy new heels. The pricey ones Lauren had insisted went with the dress, the ones whose current whereabouts were a mystery. I hoped I hadn’t lost them.

  Given my recent nuptials, nothing would surprise me.




  I wandered back into the bathroom with a vague memory of a buzzing noise and laughter ringing in my ear, of him whispering to me. It made no sense.




  I turned and raised the edge of my towel, going up on tippy-toes to inspect my ample ass in the mirror. Black ink and hot pink skin.




  All the air left my body in a rush.




  There was a word on my left butt cheek, a name:




  David




  I spun and dry-heaved into the sink.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  Lauren sat beside me on the plane, fiddling with my iPhone. “I don’t understand how your taste in music can be so bad. We’ve been friends for years. Have I

  taught you nothing?”




  “To not drink tequila.”




  She rolled her eyes.




  Above our heads the seat belt sign flashed on. A polite voice advised us to return our seats to the upright position as we’d be landing in a few minutes. I swallowed the dregs of my shitty

  plane coffee with a wince. Fact was, no amount of caffeine could help me today. Quality didn’t even come into it.




  “I am deadly serious,” I said. “I’m also never setting foot in Nevada ever again so long as I live.”




  “Now, there’s an overreaction.”




  “Not even a little, lady.”




  Lauren had stumbled back to the motel a bare two hours before our flight was due to leave. I’d spent the time repacking my small bag over and over in an attempt to get my life back into

  some semblance of order. It was good to see Lauren smiling, though getting to the airport in time had been a race. Apparently she and the cute waiter she’d met would be keeping in touch.

  Lauren had always been great with guys, while I was more closely related to your standard garden-variety wallflower. My plan to get laid in Vegas had been a deliberate attempt to get out of that

  rut. So much for that idea.




  Lauren was studying economics, and she was gorgeous, inside and out. I was more kind of unwieldy. It was why I made a habit of walking everywhere I could in Portland and trying not to sample the

  contents of the cake display case at the café where I worked. It kept me manageable, waist-wise. Though my mom still saw fit to give me lectures on the subject because God forbid I dare put

  sugar in my coffee. My thighs would no doubt explode or something.




  Lauren had three older brothers and knew what to say to guys. Nothing intimidated her. The girl oozed charm. I had one older brother, but we no longer interacted outside of major family

  holidays. Not since he moved out of our parents’ home four years back leaving only a note. Nathan had a temper and a gift for getting into trouble. He’d been the bad boy in high school,

  always getting into fights and skipping classes. Though blaming my lack of success with guys on my nonexistent relationship with my brother was wrong. I could own my deficiencies with the opposite

  sex. Mostly.




  “Listen to this.” Lauren plugged my earphones into her phone, and the whine of electric guitars exploded inside my skull. The pain was exquisite. My headache roared back to sudden,

  horrific life. Nothing remained of my brain but bloody red mush. Of this I was certain.




  I ripped out the earphones. “Don’t. Please.”




  “But that’s Stage Dive.”




  “And they’re lovely. But, you know, another time maybe.”




  “I worry about you sometimes. I just want you to know that.”




  “There is nothing wrong with country music played softly.”




  Lauren snorted and fluffed up her dark hair. “There is nothing right with country music played at any volume. So what did you get up to last night? Apart from spending quality time

  heaving?”




  “Actually, that about sums it up.” The less said the better. How could I ever explain? Still, guilt slid through me and I squirmed in my seat. The tattoo throbbed in protest.




  I hadn’t told Lauren about my grand having-good-sex plan for the night. She’d have wanted to help. Honestly, sex didn’t strike me as the sort of thing you should have help

  with. Apart from what was required from the sexual partner in question, of course. Lauren’s assistance would have involved foisting me on every hottie in the room with promises of my

  immediate leg-open availability.




  I loved Lauren, and her loyalty was above question, but she didn’t have a subtle bone in her body. She’d punched a girl in the nose in fifth grade for teasing me about my weight, and

  we’d been friends ever since. With Lauren, you always knew exactly where you stood. Something I appreciated the bulk of the time, just not when discretion was called for.




  Happily, my sore stomach survived the bumpy landing. As soon as those wheels hit the tarmac, I let out a sigh of relief. I was back in my hometown. Beautiful Oregon, lovely Portland, never again

  would I stray. With mountains in the distance and trees in the city, she was a singular delight. To limit myself to the one city for life might indeed be going overboard. But it was great to be

  home. I had an all-important internship starting next week that my father had pulled strings to get for me. There were also next semester’s classes to start planning for.




  Everything would be fine. I’d learned my lesson. Normally, I didn’t go past three drinks. Three drinks were good. Three got me happy without tripping me face-first into disaster.

  Never again would I cross the line. I was back to being the good old organized, boring me. Adventures were not cool, and I was done with them.




  We stood and grabbed our bags out of the overhead lockers. Everyone pushed forward in a rush to disembark. The hostesses gave us practiced smiles as we tramped up the aisle and out into the

  connecting tunnel. Next came security, and then we poured out into the baggage claim. Fortunately, we only had carry-on, so no delays there. I couldn’t wait to get home.




  I heard shouting up ahead. Lights were flashing. Someone famous must have been on the plane. People ahead of us turned and stared. I looked back too but saw no familiar faces.




  “What’s going on?” Lauren asked, scanning the crowd.




  “I don’t know,” I said, standing on tippy-toes, getting excited by all the commotion.




  Then I heard it, my name being called out over and over. Lauren’s mouth pursed in surprise. Mine fell open.




  “When’s the baby due?”




  “Evelyn, is David with you?”




  “Will there be another wedding?”




  “When will you be moving to LA?”




  “Is David coming to meet your parents?”




  “Evelyn, is this the end for Stage Dive?”




  “Is it true that you got tattoos of each other’s names?”




  “How long have you and David been seeing each other?”




  “What do you say to accusations that you’ve broken up the band?”




  My name and his, over and over, mixed into a barrage of endless questions. All of which merged into chaos. A wall of noise I could barely comprehend. I stood gaping in disbelief as flashbulbs

  blinded me and people pressed in. My heart hammered. I’d never been great with crowds, and there was no escape that I could see.




  Lauren snapped out of it first.




  She shoved her sunglasses onto my face and then grabbed my hand. With liberal use of her elbows, she dragged me through the mob. The world became a blur, thanks to her prescription lenses. I was

  lucky not to fall on my ass. We ran through the busy airport and out to a waiting taxi, jumping the queue. People started yelling. We ignored them.




  The paparazzi were close behind.




  The motherfucking paparazzi. It would have been surreal if it wasn’t so frantic and in my face.




  Lauren pushed me into the backseat of the cab. I scrambled across, then slumped down, doing my best to hide. Wishing I could disappear entirely.




  “Go! Hurry!” she shouted at the driver.




  The driver took her at her word. He shot out of the place, sending us sliding across the cracked vinyl seating. My forehead bounced off the back of the (luckily padded) passenger seat. Lauren

  pulled my seat belt over me and jammed it into the clasp. My hands didn’t seem to be working. Everything jumped and jittered.




  “Talk to me,” she said.




  “Ah . . .” No words came out. I pushed her sunglasses up on top of my head and stared into space. My ribs hurt, and my heart still pounded so hard.




  “Ev?” With a small smile, Lauren patted my knee. “Did you somehow happen to get married while we were away?”




  “I . . . yeah. I, uh, I did. I think.”




  “Wow.”




  And then it just all blurted out of me. “God, Lauren. I screwed up so badly and I barely even remember any of it. I just woke up and he was there and then he was so pissed at me and I

  don’t even blame him. I didn’t know how to tell you. I was just going to pretend it never happened.”




  “I don’t think that’s going to work now.”




  “No.”




  “Okay. No big deal. So you’re married.” Lauren nodded, her face freakily calm. No anger, no blame. Meanwhile, I felt terrible I hadn’t confided in her. We shared

  everything.




  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I should have told you.”




  “Yes, you should have. But never mind.” She straightened out her skirt like we were sitting down to tea. “So, who did you marry?”




  “D-David. His name is David.”




  “David Ferris, by any chance?”




  The name sounded familiar. “Maybe?”




  “Where we going?” asked the cabdriver, never taking his eyes off the traffic. He wove in and out among the cars with supernatural speed. If I’d been up to feeling anything, I

  might have felt fear and more nausea. Blind terror, perhaps. But I had nothing.




  “Ev?” Lauren turned in her seat, checking out the cars behind us. “We haven’t lost them. Where do you want to go?”




  “Home,” I said, the first safe place to come to mind. “My parents’ place, I mean.”




  “Good call. They’ve got a fence.” Without pausing for breath, Lauren rattled off the address to the driver. She frowned and pushed the sunglasses back down over my face.

  “Keep them on.”




  I gave a rough laugh as the world outside turned back into a smudge. “You really think it’ll help, now?”




  “No,” she said, flicking back her long hair. “But people in these situations always wear sunglasses. Trust me.”




  “You watch too much TV.” I closed my eyes. The sunglasses weren’t helping my hangover. Nor was the rest of it. All my own damn fault. “I’m sorry I didn’t say

  something. I didn’t mean to get married. I don’t even remember what happened exactly. This is such a . . .”




  “Clusterfuck?”




  “That word works.”




  Lauren sighed and rested her head on my shoulder. “You’re right. You really shouldn’t drink tequila ever again.”




  “No,” I agreed.




  “Do me a favor?” she asked.




  “Mm?”




  “Don’t break up my favorite band.”




  “Ohmygod.” I shoved the sunglasses back up, frowning hard enough to make my head throb. “Guitarist. He’s the guitarist. That’s where I know him from.”




  “Yes. He’s the guitarist for Stage Dive. Well spotted.”




  The David Ferris. He’d been on Lauren’s bedroom wall for years. Granted, he had to be the last person I’d expect to wake up with, on a bathroom floor or otherwise. But how the

  hell could I not have recognized him? “That’s how he could afford the ring.”




  “What ring?”




  Shuffling farther down in the seat, I fished the monster out of my jeans pocket and brushed off the lint and fluff. The diamond glittered accusingly in the bright light of day.




  Lauren started shaking beside me, muffled laughter escaping her lips. “Mother of God, it’s huuuuge!”




  “I know.”




  “No, seriously.”




  “I know.”




  “Fuck me. I think I’m about to pee myself,” she squealed, fanning her face and bouncing up and down on the car seat. “Look at it!”




  “Lauren, stop. We can’t both be freaking out. That won’t work.”




  “Right. Sorry.” She cleared her throat, visibly struggling to get herself back under control. “How much is that even worth?”




  “I really don’t want to guess.”




  “That. Is. Insane.”




  We both stared at my bling in awed silence.




  Suddenly Lauren started bopping up and down in her seat again like a kid riding a sugar high. “I know! Let’s sell it and go backpacking in Europe. Hell, we could probably circle the

  globe a couple of times on that sucker. Imagine it.”




  “We can’t,” I said, as tempting as it sounded. “I’ve got to get it back to him somehow. I can’t keep this.”




  “Pity.” She grinned. “So, congratulations. You’re married to a rock star.”




  I tucked the ring back in my pocket. “Thanks. What the hell am I going to do?”




  “I honestly don’t know.” She shook her head at me, her eyes full of wonder. “You’ve exceeded all of my expectations. I wanted you to let your hair down a little.

  Get a life and give mankind another chance. But this is a whole new level of crazy you’ve ascended to. Do you really have a tattoo?”




  “Yes.”




  “Of his name?”




  I sighed and nodded.




  “Where, might I inquire?”




  I shut my eyes tight. “My left butt cheek.”




  Lauren lost it, laughing so hard that tears started streaming down her face.




  Perfect.




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  Dad’s cell rang just before midnight. My own had long since been switched off. When the home phone wouldn’t stop ringing, we’d unplugged it from the wall.

  Twice the police had been by to clear people out of the front yard. Mom had finally taken a sleeping pill and gone to bed. Having her neat, ordered world shot to hell hadn’t gone down so

  well. Surprisingly, after an initial outburst, Dad had been dealing all right with the situation. I was suitably apologetic and wanted a divorce. He was willing to chalk this one up to hormones or

  the like. But that all changed when he looked at the screen of his cell.




  “Leyton?” He answered the call, his eyes drilling into me from across the room. My stomach sank accordingly. Only a parent could train you so well. I had disappointed him. We both

  knew it. There was only one Leyton and only one reason why he’d be calling at this hour on this day.




  “Yes,” my father said. “It’s an unfortunate situation.” The lines around his mouth deepened, turning into crevices. “Understandably. Yes. Good night,

  then.”




  His fingers tightened around the cell and then he tossed it onto the dining room table. “Your internship has been canceled.”




  All of the air rushed out of me as my lungs constricted to the size of pennies.




  “Leyton rightly feels that given your present situation . . .” My father’s voice trailed away to nothing. He’d called in years-old favors to get me the internship with

  one of Portland’s most prestigious architectural firms. It’d had taken only a thirty-second phone call, however, to make it disappear.




  Someone banged on the door. Neither of us reacted. People had been hammering on it for hours.




  Dad started pacing back and forth across the living room. I just watched in a daze.




  Throughout my childhood, times such as this had always followed a certain pattern. Nathan got into a fight at school. The school called our mother. Our mother had a meltdown. Nate retreated to

  his room or, worse, disappeared for days. Dad got home and paced. And there I’d be among it all, trying to play mediator, the expert at not making waves. So what the hell was I doing standing

  in the middle of a fucking tsunami?




  As kids went, I’d always been pretty low maintenance. I’d gotten good grades in high school and had gone on to the same local college as my father. I might have lacked his natural

  talent at design, but I put in the hours and effort to get the grades I needed to pass. I had been working part-time in the same coffee shop since I was fifteen. Moving in with Lauren had been my

  one grand rebellion. I was, all in all, fantastically boring. My parents had wanted me to stay home and save money. Anything else I’d achieved had been done through subterfuge so my parents

  could sleep soundly at night. Not that I’d gotten up to much. The odd party. The Tommy episode four years back. There’d been nothing to prepare me for this.




  Apart from the press, there were people crying on the front lawn and holding signs proclaiming their love for David. One man was holding an old-style boom box high in the air, blasting out

  music. A song called “San Pedro” was their favorite. The yelling would reach a crescendo every time the singer made it to the chorus, “But the sun was low and we’d no place

  to go . . .”




  Apparently, later they were planning on burning me in effigy.




  Which was fine, I wanted to die.




  My big brother Nathan had been over to collect Lauren and take her back to his place. We hadn’t seen each other since Christmas, but desperate times and desperate measures. The apartment

  Lauren and I shared was likewise surrounded. Going there was out of the question, and Lauren didn’t want to get her family or other friends involved. To say Nathan enjoyed my predicament

  would be unkind. Not untrue, but definitely unkind. He’d always been the one in trouble. This time, however, it was all on me. Nathan had never gotten accidentally married and inked in

  Vegas.




  Because of course some asshat reporter had asked my mother how she felt about the tattoo, so that secret was out. Apparently now no decent boy from a good family would ever marry me. Previously,

  I’d been unlikely to land a man due to my various lumps and bumps. But now it was all on the tattoo. I’d decided to forgo pointing out to her that I was already married.




  More banging on the front door. Dad just looked at me. I shrugged.




  “Ms. Thomas?” a big voice boomed. “David sent me.”




  Yeah, right. “I’m calling the cops.”




  “Wait. Please,” the big voice said. “I’ve got him on the phone. Just open the door enough so I can hand it in to you.”




  “No.”




  Muffled noises. “He said to ask you about his T-shirt.”




  The one he’d left behind in Vegas. It was in my bag, still damp. Huh. Maybe. But I still wasn’t convinced. “What else?”




  More talking. “He said he still didn’t want the . . . excuse me, miss . . . ‘fucking ring’ back.”




  I opened the door but kept the chain on. A man who resembled a bulldog in a black suit handed me a cell phone.




  “Hello?”




  Loud music played in the background and there were lots of voices. Apparently this marriage incident hadn’t slowed down David at all.




  “Ev?”




  “Yes.”




  He paused. “Listen, you probably want to lie low for a while until this all dies down, okay? Sam will get you out of there. He’s part of my security team.”




  Sam gave me a polite smile. I’d seen mountains smaller than this guy.




  “Where would I go?” I asked.




  “He’ll, ah . . . he’ll bring you to me. We’ll sort something out.”




  “To you?”




  “Yeah, there’ll be the divorce papers and shit to sign, so you may as well come here.”




  I wanted to say no. But taking this away from my parents’ front doorstep was wildly tempting. Ditto with getting out of there before Mom woke up and heard about the internship. Still, with

  good reason or not, I couldn’t forget the way David had slammed his way out of my life that morning. I had a vague backup plan taking shape. With the internship gone, I could return to work

  at the café. Ruby would be delighted to have me full-time for the summer and I loved being there. Turning up with this horde on my heels, however, would be a disaster.




  My options were few and none of them appealed, but still I hedged. “I don’t know . . .”




  He gave a particularly pained-sounding sigh. “What else are you gonna do? Huh?”




  Good question.




  Out past Sam, the insanity continued. Lights flashed and people yelled. It didn’t seem real. If this was what David’s everyday life was like, I had no idea how he handled it.




  “Look. You need to get the fuck out of there,” he said, words brisk, brittle. “It’ll calm down in a while.”




  My dad stood beside me, wringing his hands. David was right. Whatever happened, I had to get this away from the people I loved. I could do that much at least.




  “Ev?”




  “Sorry. Yes, I’d like to take you up on that offer,” I said. “Thank you.”




  “Hand the phone back to Sam.”




  I did as asked, also opening the door fully so the big man could come inside. He wasn’t overly tall, but he was built. The guy took up serious space. Sam nodded and said some “yes,

  sirs.” Then he hung up. “Ms. Thomas, the car is waiting.”




  “No,” said Dad.




  “Dad—”




  “You cannot trust that man. Look at everything that’s happened.”




  “It’s hardly all his fault. I played my part in this.” The whole situation embarrassed me. But running and hiding was not the answer. “I need to fix it.”




  “No,” he repeated, laying down the law.




  The problem was, I wasn’t a little girl anymore. And this wasn’t about me not believing that our backyard was too small for a pony. “I’m sorry, Dad. But I’ve made

  my decision.”




  His face pinked, eyes incredulous. Previously, on the rare occasions he’d taken a hard stance, I’d buckled (or quietly gone about my business behind his back). But this time . . . I

  was not convinced. For once my father seemed old to me, unsure. More than that, this problem was mine, all mine.




  “Please, trust me,” I said.




  “Ev, honey, you don’t have to do this,” said Dad, trying a different tack. “We can figure something out on our own.”




  “I know we could. But he’s got lawyers on the job already. This is for the best.”




  “Won’t you need your own lawyer?” he asked. There were new lines on his face, as if just this one day had aged him. Guilt slunk through me.




  “I’ll ask around, find someone suitable for you. I don’t want you being taken advantage of here,” he continued. “Someone must know a decent divorce

  lawyer.”




  “Dad, it’s not like I have any money to protect. We’re going to make this as straightforward as possible,” I said with a forced smile. “It’s okay. We’ll

  take care of it, and then I’ll be back.”




  “We? Honey, you barely know this guy. You cannot trust him.”




  “The whole world is apparently watching. What’s the worst that can happen?” I sent a silent prayer to the heavens that I’d never find out the answer to that.




  “This is a mistake . . .” Dad sighed. “I know you’re as disappointed over the internship as I am. But we need to stop and think here.”




  “I have thought about it. I need to get this circus away from you and Mom.”




  Dad’s gaze went to the darkened hallway heading toward where Mom lay in her drug-induced slumber. The last thing I wanted was for my father to feel torn between the two of us.




  “It’ll be okay,” I said, willing it to be true. “Really.”




  He hung his head at last. “I think you’re doing the wrong thing. But call me if you need anything. If you want to come home, I’ll organize a flight for you right

  away.”




  I nodded.




  “I’m serious. You call me if you need anything.”




  “Yes. I will.” I wouldn’t.




  I picked up my backpack, still fresh from Vegas. No chance to refresh my wardrobe. All of my clothes were at the apartment. I smoothed back my hair, tucking it neatly behind my ears, trying to

  make myself look a little less like a train wreck.




  “You were always my good girl,” Dad said, sounding wistful.




  I didn’t know what to say.




  He patted me on the arm. “Call me.”




  “Yeah,” I said, my throat tight. “Say bye to Mom for me. I’ll talk to you soon.”




  Sam stepped forward. “Your daughter is in safe hands, sir.”




  I didn’t wait to hear Dad’s reply. For the first time in hours I stepped outside. Pandemonium erupted. The instinct to turn tail, run, and hide was huge. But with Sam’s big

  body beside me it wasn’t quite so crazy frightening as before. He put an arm loosely around my shoulder and hustled me out of there, down the garden path, and toward the waiting crowd.

  Another man in a sharp black suit came toward us, making a way through the mob from the other side. The noise level skyrocketed. A woman yelled that she hated me and called me a cunt. Someone else

  wanted me to tell David that he loved him. Mostly, though, it was more questions. Cameras were shoved in my face, the flashbulbs glaring. Before I could stumble, Sam was there. My feet barely

  touched the ground as he and his friend hurried me into the waiting car. Not a limousine. Lauren would be disappointed. It was a fancy new sedan with an all-leather interior. The door slammed shut

  behind me and Sam and his friend climbed in. The driver nodded to me in the rearview mirror, then carefully accelerated. People banged on the windows and ran alongside. I huddled down in the middle

  of the seat. Soon we left them behind.




  I was on my way back to David.




  My husband.




  







  CHAPTER FOUR




  I slept on the short flight to LA, curled up in a super-comfortable chair in a corner of the private jet. It was a level of luxury above anything I’d ever imagined. If

  you had to turn your life upside down, you might as well enjoy the opulence while you were at it. Sam had offered me champagne and I’d politely declined. The idea of alcohol still turned me

  inside out. It was entirely possible I’d never drink again.




  My career path had been temporarily shot to hell, but never mind, I had a new plan. Get divorced. It was breathtakingly simple. I loved it. I was back in control of my own destiny. One day, when

  I got married, if I got married, it would not be to a stranger in Vegas. It would not be a terrible mistake.




  When I woke up, we were landing. Another sleek sedan stood waiting. I’d never been to LA. It looked every bit as wide-awake as Vegas, though less glam. Plenty of people were still out and

  about despite the hour of night.




  I had to brave turning on my phone sometime. Lauren would be worried. I pushed the little black button and the screen flashed bright lights at me, coming to life. A hundred and fifty-eight text

  messages and ninety-seven missed calls. I blinked stupidly at the screen but the number didn’t change. Holy hell. Apparently everyone I knew had heard the news, along with quite a few people

  I did not.




  My phone pinged.




  

    

      Lauren: You okay? Where r u???




      Me: LA. Going to him till things calm down. You all right?




      Lauren: I’m fine. LA? Living the dream.




      Me: Private jet was amazing. Though his fans are crazy.


	  

	  Lauren: Your brother is crazy.


	  

	  Me: Sorry about that.




      Lauren: I can handle him. Whatever happens, do not break up the band!!!




      Me: Got it.




      Lauren: But break his heart. He wrote San Pedro after what’s-her-face cheated on him. That album was BRILLIANT!




      Me: Promise to leave him a broken quivering mess.




      Lauren: That’s the spirit.




      Me: xx


    


  




  It was after three in the morning by the time we reached the massive 1920s-era Spanish-style mansion in Laurel Canyon. It was lovely. Though Dad would not have been

  impressed—he preferred clean, contemporary lines with minimal fuss. Four-bedroom, two-bathroom houses for Portland’s well-to-do. But I don’t know, there was something beautiful

  and romantic about such extravagance. The decorative black wrought iron against the bare white walls.




  A gaggle of girls and the obligatory pack of press milled about outside. News of our marriage had apparently stirred things up. Or maybe they always camped here. Ornate iron gates swung slowly

  open at our approach. Palm trees lined the long, winding driveway, large fronds waving in the wind as we drove by. The place looked like something out of a movie. Stage Dive were big business, I

  knew that much. Their last two albums had spawned numerous hit songs. Lauren had driven all over the countryside last summer, attending three of their shows in the space of a week. All of them had

  been in stadiums.




  Still, that was a damn big house.




  Nerves wound me tight. I wore the same jeans and blue top I’d had on all day. Dressing for the occasion wasn’t an option. The best I could do was finger-brush my hair and spray on

  some perfume I had in my handbag. I might be lacking in glamour, but at least I’d smell all right.




  Every light in the house blazed bright, and rock music boomed out into the warm night air. The big double doors stood open, and people spilled out of the house and onto the steps. It seemed the

  party to end all others was taking place.




  Sam opened the car door for me and I hesitantly climbed out.




  “I’ll walk you in, Ms. Thomas.”




  “Thank you,” I said.




  I didn’t move. After a moment Sam got the message. He forged ahead and I followed. A couple of girls were making out just inside the door, mouths all over each other. They were both

  slender and beyond gorgeous, dressed in tiny, sparkly dresses that barely hit their thighs. More people milled about drinking and dancing. A chandelier hung overhead and a grand staircase wound

  around an interior wall. The place was a Hollywood palace.




  Thankfully, no one seemed to notice me. I could gawk to my heart’s content.




  Sam stopped to talk to a young man slouched against a wall, a bottle of beer to his lips. Long, blond hair stuck out every which way and his nose was pierced with a silver ring. Lots of tattoos.

  In ripped black jeans and a faded T-shirt, he had the same über-cool air as David. Maybe rock stars brought their clothes artfully aged. People with money were a pack apart.




  The man gave me an obvious looking-over. I steadfastly resisted the urge to shrink back. Not happening. When he met my eyes, his gaze seemed curious but not unfriendly. The tension inside me

  eased.




  “Hey,” he said.




  “Hi.” I braved a smile.




  “It’s all good,” he said to Sam. Then he tipped his chin at me. “Come on. He’s out this way. I’m Mal.”




  “Hi,” I said again, stupidly. “I’m Ev.”




  “Are you all right, Ms. Thomas?” asked Sam in a low voice.




  “Yes, Sam. Thank you very much.”




  He gave me a polite nod and headed back the way we’d come. His broad shoulders and bald head soon disappeared among the crowd. Running after him and asking to be taken home wouldn’t

  help, but my feet itched to do so. No, enough with the pity party. Time to pull up my big-girl panties and get on with things.




  Hundreds of people had been packed into the place. The only thing in my experience that came close was my senior prom, and it paled significantly. None of the dresses here tonight compared. I

  could almost smell the money. Lauren was the dedicated celeb-watcher, but even I recognized a few of the faces. One of last year’s Oscar winners and a lingerie model I’d seen on

  billboards back home. A teen pop queen who shouldn’t have been swilling from a bottle of vodka, let alone sitting on the lap of a silver-haired member of . . . damn, what was that

  band’s name?
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