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            Prologue

          

          One Afternoon in Detention

        

      

    

    
      “Yo, gearhead!”

      “If I make like I can’t hear you, will you go away?”

      “Nope. So what’d you do to get in detention? I thought you were the Upstanding Student of the Year. Isn’t that what the shiny trophy said?”

      “What’s the deal with detention? Do we just sit around?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll give you the lowdown—after you tell me what you did to land  your golden-boy halo in here.”

      “I helped lift and carry Mr. Boucher’s car to the other side of the school. He thought it’d been stolen.”

      “Hah! That’s pretty funny. Especially since Mr. Bozo’s the reason I’m in here.”

      “Yeah? What’d you do?”

      “Told him to his face that he was a big bully with a small dick. He was hassling Callie about answering stuff aloud in our last class, like getting in her face and whacking his stupid ruler down on her desk. And you know Callie.”

      “Shit. She okay?”

      “Got the guilts because I have detention, but hey, she didn’t make me point out Mr. Bozo’s small dick. She wanted to go to the dean and explain and stuff, but I said, ‘No way, Cals. I earned this detention, and I’m gonna do it proudly.’”

      “You’re all right, Jules.”

      “Ugh. We are not friends, Jacob. That’s Juliet to you.”
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            Jacob Esera vs. An Aggravated Ghost in Stilettos

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake’s big brother was getting married.

      Gabriel had taken his sweet time falling for a woman, but when he had, he’d fallen hard. Charlotte Baird owned Gabe’s heart, and Gabe was not only fine with that, he reveled in it. Not surprising given how the Bishop-Esera men had grown up—in a home with parents who adored each other to this day.

      Their mum kissed their dad each and every morning, rain or shine or occasional grumpiness. And while not an overly demonstrative man, their dad had never shied away from admitting that their mother was his lodestar.

      As Charlotte was Gabriel’s.

      “Have you seen Charlie today?” Jake asked Gabe as the six of them finished getting ready.

      Gabriel, Sailor, Jake, Danny, Fox, and Harry.

      Four brothers; Fox, a rock star who’d been adopted as family because his wife was best friends with Gabe’s Charlotte; and last but not least, Gabe’s best friend from his pro-athlete days—tall and quiet Harry with the big body and massive shoulders of a rugby prop. He and Gabe had stayed close even after Gabe’s injury took him out of the game. Jake had actually played alongside Harry for a year before the other man hung up his rugby boots in favor of a new career as a pilot.

      “I wish,” Gabe grumbled as he put on his suit jacket, his shoulders wide and his body as muscled as when he’d played professionally. “I tried to lure her out of the apartment last night while the women were having their party, and she messaged me emojis of champagne glasses, flames, and a fireman. I’m probably going to go home to find a stripper pole in the living room.”

      Jake glanced down to fix his tie. He and Charlotte had become good friends since Gabe introduced her to the family, so he was well aware that Charlotte had been teasing Gabe. Strippers weren’t Charlie’s style.

      The champagne though, that was real. Jake had delivered the box himself after picking up the special order featuring not just the bubbly but bottles of blueberry and strawberry wine.

      A bright blue and vivid pink respectively.

      It being early morning, Charlie and her friends had been readying themselves for a champagne breakfast. Their plans for the day included manicures and pedicures and a trip to Auckland’s Sky Tower for a harnessed bungy jump. Petite Charlie had been wearing a T-shirt that said: T-Rex Tamer on the front. The back had borne a cartoon drawing of a bow-tie-sporting T. rex holding a bespectacled mouse in his arms.

      The mouse had been wearing a wedding veil.

      Cake and cocktails had featured heavily in the women’s post-jump plans.

      When Jake checked on their hangover status this morning, he was told that everyone was functional. Apparently Charlie and the others had jumped off the Southern Hemisphere’s tallest building not once but twice. They’d been the last group of the day, and when—high on adrenaline—they’d asked the instructor if they could book another jump even though jumps were over for the day, he’d winked and taken them up for free.

      None of which Jake was authorized to reveal.

      While the women jumped off tall buildings, the men had gone black water rafting deep in the caves of Waitomo, finishing off the day with beers around a campfire. Included in the group had been a number of others. Those men were already in the church, acting as ushers, while the six of them stood in Sailor’s large living area, only minutes from getting into cars for the drive to the ceremony.

      It was the second time in his life that Jake was to be a groomsman.

      The first had been eight years ago, at Sailor’s wedding. He’d been a carefree sixteen-year-old kid then, with no awareness that his life was about to change forever in the two years to come. That kid might be long gone, to be replaced by a single dad with the sweetest little girl anyone could want, but one thing hadn’t changed: he was as happy for Gabe as he’d been for Sailor.

      “So you’re leaving for your honeymoon right after the reception?” Fox said after Danny helped him knot his tie; Fox could belt out a rock anthem like nobody’s business, but he was no expert at the whole suit-and-tie business.

      “Yeah.” Gabe stood in place while Harry pinned a “rose” to the lapel of his suit jacket. Fashioned from the pages of an old romance novel, the floral artwork looked ridiculously delicate against Gabriel’s stone-gray suit, but the juxtaposition worked. Just like Charlotte and Gabriel did. The last part of the men’s outfits would be the open leis of green foliage they’d wear around their necks, the ends falling on either side of their chests, a respectful nod to Gabriel’s stepfather’s culture.

      “Flights to Samoa are all booked. Bags are packed and waiting in the car.” A smile creased Gabriel’s cheeks.

      Jake’s phone rang into the low murmur of male voices. Glancing down, he felt his stomach clench. “I better take this. It’s Coach.”

      His brothers all looked over. “Good luck,” they said in unison.

      Breath tight in his lungs, Jake ducked out and into the rambling garden of Sailor and Ísa’s sprawling single-level villa. He loved his brothers but couldn’t take this call in front of them. He needed time to gather himself back together and prepare to lie through his teeth if it turned out to be bad news—no fucking way would he ruin Gabe’s wedding day.

      The grass was a lush green under the winter sunlight, the vines crawling up one side of the villa dotted with small blooms of bluish-white. Camellias in blush pink glowed against the fence in the distance, behind a garden planted with winter color—Jake recognized the vibrant pansies and yellow-orange polyanthus blooms because he’d helped plant them. A child’s bike stood propped beside the garden, its frame a glossy red and the handlebars festooned with ribbons.

      Jake saw it all, processed none of it.

      “Coach,” he said after putting the phone to his ear, “just give it to me straight.” He’d been out with a broken arm for a good chunk of the previous season, but he’d played his heart out for his regional team—the Harriers—in the months leading up to selection for New Zealand’s upcoming championship series against Argentina, Australia, and South Africa.

      The Harriers had taken the regional championship, though their archrivals, the Southern Blizzard, had made them earn the trophy. The pundits were predicting a heavy Harrier and Blizzard presence in the national squad, along with several standouts from teams that hadn’t shone as a group.

      That squad was being announced on Wednesday.

      Danny’s selection was a certainty, his current form phenomenal. According to all three of his brothers, Jake was the best first five-eighth in the world right now, but the New Zealand selectors had a deep pool in which to fish—and the shadow of injury haunted him. Also, no one usually called the players ahead of the official announcement. Legend was, Coach only called when it was bad news… like if a player was being permanently dropped.

      “I figured you’d say that,” Coach Lincoln Graves said. “Short version: you’ve done a fine job getting back into fighting shape, and you’re playing the best I’ve ever seen you play. Safe hands and magic feet. Well done, Jake—you’ll be in the squad we announce next week.”

      Jake slumped against the white wall of the villa.

      “I’m giving you an early heads-up because I wanted you and your brothers to feel free to celebrate the wedding without this hanging over your head,” Coach continued, his voice barely penetrating the buzz in Jake’s skull. “If anyone but Gabriel, Sailor, Danny, or your parents ask, you know nothing.”

      Jake managed to get out a few words. “I won’t tell anyone else.”

      “Right. I’d better head out or Neeta and I’ll be late to Gabriel’s wedding. Talk more at the reception.”

      Jake just stood there in the sunshine after Coach hung up, gulping in huge lungfuls of the crisp winter air. He hadn’t known how terrified he’d been until this moment. Rugby was the only thing at which he’d ever truly excelled—the one thing he could use to build the kind of future he wanted for Esme. He might’ve started off as a teen parent, but he was well on the road to making sure she’d never be disadvantaged because of that.

      No one would ever make his daughter feel small or a mistake; the children of rugby professionals got treated with respect. That went double for the children of those who played in New Zealand’s famous black jersey; Esme would be a little superstar on the playground.

      “Flippin’ flip!”

      He frowned at the sound of that husky female voice, a strange sense of knowledge murmuring at the back of his mind. That hadn’t sounded anything like Sailor’s wife, Ísa, but he’d been a bit zoned out, so it wasn’t as if he’d been paying full attention. What reason would any woman but his brother’s wife have to be here right now? All the women in the family—his and Sailor’s daughters included—were with the bridal party.

      Stepping away from the wall and through an arbor of fragrant purplish-pink blooms, he said, “Ísa? Did you forget...?” His eyes landed on the woman currently balancing on one foot while she slid her black stiletto heel back on the other foot.

      That heel had grass and dirt on it.

      Not only was her footwear inappropriate for a garden, her dress was… Narrowing his eyes, Jake hauled his primitive male brain past the sensual impact of her lush body, the heavy weight of her breasts revealed by the vee of her midnight-blue dress—a dress that wasn’t dealing well with her current precarious position. It was also of a soft, satiny material that made his palms itch to touch.

      Itch or not, if a rugby groupie had managed to get past the property’s locked gates, he’d throw her out on her shapely rear. He’d permit nothing to ruin Gabe and Charlotte’s day.

      Silky black hair streaked with bronze and red shifted over her shoulders as she lifted her head, her skin a creamy shade of brown. Dark eyes full of fire and annoyance smashed into his.

      “Juliet?” His neurons misfired, his brain white noise. “What are you doing in my brother’s backyard?”

      A roll of those wildly vibrant eyes as she finally lowered her foot to the ground. Her dress fell over her curves to reveal a wrap design that was technically decent, but—on that spectacular body—was the definition of indecency.

      Wrangling his mind into some sense of order, Jake scowled and squared his shoulders against the visceral sexual heat in his gut. For Juliet.

      “Esme broke her glasses.” Her body might no longer be all pointy elbows and gangly bones, but her voice was that same low contralto with an edge. “Ísa said you’d have a spare set in your car.”

      Jake still had no idea what the hell this ghost from his past was doing in Sailor’s backyard, but his paternal instincts trumped any and all other questions. “Is she hurt?”

      “No, she’s fine.” Red-lipsticked mouth glossy and full, a hand with manicured nails featuring tiny glittering stones. That hand held a set of keys. “She and Emmaline were playing and she tripped—right onto a bunch of cushions. Glasses just landed wrong.”

      Jake was already moving to where his gray SUV was parked in Sailor’s drive. The electronic gate was open at the other end, a hot-pink compact blocking the exit. The number plate read: S3X11.

      His lips tightened as he unlocked the SUV and reached into the glove box. Grabbing the glittery white glasses case his daughter had chosen with glee, he handed it over. He’d long ago become used to keeping a spare—having a little girl who wore glasses and who was despondent when the world became a blur was a quick learning curve.

      “Thanks.” With that, Juliet sashayed back down the drive, her skyscraper heels making any other form of movement impossible. Her hair was longer than he’d realized, reaching almost to her lower back. His eyes caught on her hips, on the curves of her butt, before he realized what he was doing and flushed.

      “You’re not wearing that to the wedding are you?” he asked in desperation.

      A hitch in Juliet’s stride, then a scalding glance over her shoulder. “Still got that stick up your butt, I see.” Sliding into her car with a slammed door, she zoomed off down the street.

      Jake slumped back against his car.

      And his brain finally connected the dots.

      “You’ll get to meet my friend Jules at the wedding,” Charlotte had said. “The one from pastry class. You two apparently went to the same high school.”

      As that high school’s roll of students had been well over a thousand, Jake hadn’t really thought anything of Charlie’s statement. Neither had he seen Juliet when he dropped off the wine and champagne. She’d either not attended the festivities or had been in another part of the apartment.

      And never, not once, had he connected Charlotte’s pastry-making friend Jules with snarky and tough Juliet. Why the hell would he? The Juliet he’d known had been all detentions and trouble and a messy braid.

      Now she was making pastry? And he’d been checking out her breasts?

      “Jesus Christ. Juliet.” He shook his head, trying to shake out the crazy.
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      Juliet strode into the den of chaos that was Charlotte and Gabriel’s home. “Ta-da!” She held up the spectacle case while keeping a tight lid on her simmering temper.

      Jacob Esera was lucky this was his brother’s wedding or she’d have had him eating grass. Juliet was no athlete, but her throwing arm was hella-accurate. A whack on the head with a well-aimed stiletto, and Mr. Judgy McJudgypants would’ve face-planted. Because she wouldn’t have aimed for the head on his neck. Oh no, she’d have aimed much lower down, right where it would’ve hurt the most.

      The image mellowed her temper into grim satisfaction.

      “You got it!” Grabbing the case, Esme opened it and slid on her glasses—the frames were electric blue, the glass crystal clear. “I knew Daddy would have it!” Then she slammed her tiny body into Juliet’s legs, hugging her tight with skinny arms. “Thank you, Jules!”

      Bending down while trying not to wobble—she hadn’t had a chance to kick off her heels—Juliet picked up Esme and hitched her on her hip. Even at age six, Jake’s little girl was petite and light. Probably the smallest in her class. Just like Callie had been.

      “A girl has got to have her accessories,” she said past the sucker punch of memory, and got a giggle.

      “Sweetie, Boo! Time to put on your dresses.”

      Esme wriggled down to race off toward her grandma. Joy whispering over the sadness that had hit her out of nowhere, Juliet slipped off her heels out of respect for Charlie’s gorgeous wooden floors and wandered over to where the makeup artist was putting the last touches on Ísa.

      Charlotte’s future sister-in-law was a bridesmaid, alongside Juliet and fellow pastry-class graduate Aroha. Charlotte’s detective friend Mei Lee was the final member of the bridesmaid quartet. Matron of honor duties had gone to Charlotte’s best friend, Molly.

      “You look spectacular,” Juliet said to Ísa. “Straight out of a Renaissance painting.” All wild red hair, flawless skin, and a sense of contentment that drew Juliet.

      “Thanks for doing that for Esme.” Ísa squeezed Juliet’s hand.

      “My pleasure,” Juliet said as Charlotte floated down the hanging spiral staircase with Molly by her side.

      “Why am I nervous?” the bride said with an enormous but shaky smile when she reached this floor, one hand pressed to her chest and a flush gracing the pale gold of her skin. “I’m so ready to marry Gabriel!”

      Juliet couldn’t help her surely goofy smile at Charlotte’s giddy happiness. The other woman looked like an old-world princess in a wedding dress of ivory lace with a wide skirt and a gentle bateau neckline. The sleeves were long, the lace there and over the slope of her shoulders unlined.

      Juliet’s friend had decided to wear contacts for her wedding rather than her usual metal-rimmed glasses; her hazel eyes were gorgeously outlined by lashes that curled up at the ends, her eyelids dusted with the barest shimmer. A pop of color came from her lips. Plump and pink, they drew the eye in a way that was lovely rather than overtly sensual.

      As for Charlotte’s blond hair with its tendency to curl, the hairdresser had put it in a soft updo with enough tendrils around her face that the style made Juliet sigh it was so dreamy and romantic. Juliet could never pull off that look, but on Charlotte? Utter perfection.

      Her friend’s entire face glowed.

      “It’s happy nerves.” Molly hugged Charlotte from behind, the lush orange-pink frangipani she wore behind one ear vibrant against the wavy black of her hair.

      Charlotte had seen similar flowers in Auckland’s Winter Gardens the day Gabriel proposed to her. Her bouquet was made up of paper roses formed from the pages of romance novels, intermingled with the fragrant tropical bloom and tied with a “rope” of the same green leaves as the leis the men would be wearing.

      “Jules, your flower.” Aroha tucked a frangipani behind Juliet’s ear.

      “Thanks, babe.” Juliet took out her phone and snapped a few photos just as Mei appeared from the balcony, phone in hand and poker-straight black hair cut in a short, sharp bob against the light brown of her skin. The senior detective was currently at the tail end of a major investigation and had probably been checking in with her people.

      “We got the bad guy,” she’d said to Juliet yesterday, before their heart-thumping scream of a jump. “My team can wrap it up. No way would I miss Charlotte’s wedding.” Her uptilted eyes had met Charlotte’s as she said that, something unspoken but powerful passing between two women who’d been born a decade apart and appeared wholly unlike one another despite their matching petite builds.

      Mei was tough and confrontational, Charlotte stubborn and sweet.

      Yet that they were tight was undeniable.

      Juliet knew, however, that Charlotte’s closest friendship was with Molly. The two women had met in nursery school, might as well be sisters. As Juliet and Callie had once been.

      Now Molly reached for a flat, square box on a side table and carefully lifted out a necklace. Created of two strands of white gold that came together in a knotted waterfall, the simple piece was elegant and timeless.

      Charlotte’s hand fluttered to her chest again, her eyes wet as Molly draped the piece around her neck. “I can feel my mum hugging me.” A shaky whisper. “She would’ve been so happy to be here today, to see me marry the man of my dreams.”

      Juliet’s softer self might’ve turned to stone long ago—she’d been known to joke about her cold, dead heart—but even her eyes stung. She’d never had a loving mother figure, not one she remembered anyway, so she had no understanding of the kind of love that had Charlotte closing her hand gently about the falling strands of the necklace as she bowed her head—but she understood that love existed. She’d witnessed it multiple times in her life.

      Jake with Callie back in high school.

      Her boss Everett with his partner Rufus for so long now.

      Charlotte with Gabriel.

      “No tears.” Aroha, all wild curls and kindness and generous curves under dark brown skin, walked over to Charlotte. “You’ll ruin your makeup.” Her voice was wobbly, the hug she gave Charlotte as big and warm as her heart.

      Somehow, all six of them—Ísa included—were suddenly hugging in a wash of laughter and emotion. Juliet didn’t even care that she might catch some of this sweetness and joy and start to believe in happy-ever-after.

      Clearly the wedding virus had already infected her system.

      Then Esme and Emmaline ran out of the spare room, dressed in their flower girl outfits, and it turned into an even mushier group hug. The final person to join in was Alison, Charlotte’s future mother-in-law, her maternal touch somehow managing to enfold them all.

      They separated to find the hairdresser and makeup artist wiping away tears.

      Her gaze misty, Charlotte bent down to kiss both Emmaline and Esme on the cheek. With eyes of devastating blue, Emmaline was nearly as pale as her mum, Ísa, while Esme had Jake’s intense brown eyes but skin of a lighter brown than his.

      A mark of Callie’s genes.

      Juliet’s best friend in high school had often complained that she was so pale she burned if she even looked at the sun. Little Esme wouldn’t have that problem, Juliet thought, her chest tight at the memory of the laughing young woman with hair of silky blond and studious eyes of blue hidden behind black-framed glasses.

      Callie would’ve been effervescent with happiness to see her baby today, all dressed up and excited.

      “You look like princesses,” Charlotte said to her adorable flower girls.

      “No, you do!” both girls cried before asking for photos with the bride.

      The hairdresser and makeup artist took their leave at the same time—to profuse thanks from the entire bridal party.

      As soon as Juliet had snapped their photos, Esme and Emmaline ran over to the large standing mirror someone had propped near the balcony doors. The early-afternoon sunlight poured over them as they admired their dresses in the mirror.

      “The necklace is the something old,” Molly said into the quiet.

      “And the dress is something new.” Alison ran a hand down the lace of Charlotte’s sleeve. “I’m certain this’ll become an heirloom; it’s so lovely.”

      Two little girls danced in the light as emotion filled the room anew, the sunshine caressing their dark hair. Emmaline’s a pure black, Esme’s silkier and less manageable and with hints of chocolate brown in the black. Another mingling of two very different people. Another sign of love.

      As was this moment with Charlotte.

      “As for your something blue...” Stepping forward, Mei raised Charlotte’s hand, and Aroha slipped on a thin sapphire-and-diamond bracelet that all of them had pooled their money to buy.

      It didn’t matter that Molly and Alison could’ve each bought it on their own—what mattered was the symbol of friendship, a memory of this time together. As delicate as the bracelet was, it perfectly suited Charlotte’s small bones. It also went very well with the platinum-and-emerald bracelet from Gabriel that pretty much never left her wrist.

      “Oh.” Charlotte’s hand fluttered to her mouth, her nails polished to a shine and coated with a shimmer of pale color. “This is so beautiful. You didn’t have to—”

      “Of course we did.” Carefully picking up the gauzy veil that had been draped over a sofa, Juliet handed it to Alison.

      Molly, both hands pressed together and eyes shining, leaned against Juliet. “Your something borrowed, Charlie,” she whispered.

      Alison’s throat moved as she secured the veil to Charlotte’s hair, using a graceful and fine tiara that flawlessly matched Charlotte’s sense of style. “I’m so glad my stubborn Gabriel convinced you to marry him,” she whispered after fixing the veil in place. “You light him up, my beautiful girl, and I see the same light in you when you look at him. May you always be each other’s starshine.”

      Juliet had to look away for a second, the lump in her throat in danger of smashing her cold, dead heart back to life. Everyone was bustling to get ready to head out to the church by the time she pulled herself together. Aroha asked Juliet to check the back of her dress to make sure everything was in place.

      “You look amazing.” Juliet fixed the shoulders of the midnight-blue A-line dress with a high waist, vee neck, and long sleeves that Aroha had chosen for herself.

      A small, warm hand slipped into Juliet’s in the aftermath.

      Glancing down, she found herself looking straight into a pair of big brown eyes framed by glittering blue spectacle frames. Callie was there in that moment, in the shape of Esme’s face, in the way her smile was a little lopsided—and in the solemn seriousness with which she examined Juliet.

      Calypso “Callie” Simpson had always had a solemnity to her, but intermingled with that had been a deep generosity of heart. Gearhead and elite athlete Jake, on the other hand, had always had a hint of the stiff-lipped Puritan in him. Just enough to make him and Juliet firm nonfriends.

      Looked like that hint had become a full-blown case of stuffed-shirt syndrome, she thought with an inward scowl just before Esme said, “You look pretty, Jules.”

      Clearly, Esme had learned her manners from relatives other than her father. “We look pretty,” she said with a grin and a squeeze of that fragile hand. “Let’s go knock ’em dead.” Especially Jake.

      It was a point of honor now. Because the boy she’d known had grown fully into those wide shoulders and long legs that had been a promise the last time she’d seen him. And in that instant when she’d first looked up from putting her heel back on, she’d wobbled internally… before her brain processed the fact that it was Jacob Esera she was ogling.

      She could hear Callie’s laughter now. Her best friend was probably rolling around the floor in heaven while tears of sheer hilarity streaked down her face. For such a nice person, Cals had sure had a wicked sense of humor.

      Anyway, it had to be all the wine last night. The fumes had clearly still been in her system during that split second of disorientation when she’d looked up and seen a hot—and built—man who’d sent a distinct “zing” through her lady parts.

      Jake “Golden Boy” Esera and Juliet “Bad Influence” Nelisi?

      Nope. Nope. Triple extra nope.
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      Jake couldn’t see Juliet in the audience that sat ready for the bride to make her entrance.

      Maybe she’d been held up by that run to pick up Esme’s glasses. Still, he scowled—she should’ve made an effort to be on time. It’d be just like Juliet to swan in late and cause a ruckus. He could still remember that time she strode in half an hour late into a full-school assembly. Most students would’ve scuttled into the cavernous hall with its walls and floor of polished wood, trying not to be noticed.

      Juliet had walked in bold as you please, no concern on her face.

      “Why do you look constipated?” Danny muttered to him in Samoan as the six of them got themselves sorted by the altar.

      Jake shot his brother a shut-up look, but Danny was the youngest in a brood of four boys. He’d long ago learned to ignore any such cues.

      “Seriously, bro,” he said, switching to English. “Do you need a pill?”

      Narrowing his eyes, Jake silently promised his baby brother that payback delayed was payback well thought out. “I just want everything to be perfect for Gabriel and Charlotte.”

      Grinning with the rash confidence of someone who hadn’t felt Jake’s wrath in a while, Danny slapped him on the shoulder. “You don’t have to worry about that. As long as Charlie doesn’t ditch him at the altar, our big bro couldn’t give a shit what else goes wrong. She’s what he cares about.”

      Jake knew Danny was right, but he couldn’t still the nerves. Worrying about the people he loved, the people who were important to him, was part of his nature. He’d always been inclined that way, but it had gotten much, much worse after Calypso’s death. It didn’t matter that no amount of worrying would’ve stopped the spread of the bacterial meningitis infection and saved her life. Jake couldn’t stop his compulsive need to protect and shield his own.

      The only good thing about it all was that—thanks to the counseling sessions his parents had forced him to attend after Calypso died—he was fully aware of his overprotective tendencies and how much damage they could do to an innocent soul. So he fought against those urges every hour of every day. Esme would not grow up suffocated by his need to keep her safe.

      His daughter would grow up free and a bit wild, just as he’d done.

      Given that two weekends ago, she’d used the aftermath of a rainstorm as a chance for a gleeful mud bath, he thought he was doing okay. Especially since she’d enticed him into the mud bath with her delighted laughter. They’d lain there, two very cold and muddy people under the bright winter sunshine, and the world hadn’t fallen down.

      Esme hadn’t caught the flu or some weird mud-borne disease. No, she’d had the time of her life, and he’d taken another breath. Maybe he’d be fully able to relax by the time she reached adulthood. One could only hope. Because having to constantly battle his protectiveness was more exhausting than any game he’d ever played.

      Beside Danny, Gabe’s friend Harry said, “What are you two whispering about like little old ladies?” His voice was a deep rumble, his clean-shaven jaw as square and solid as his shoulders.

      “My baby bro doesn’t know when to shut up,” Jake muttered while Danny refused to look the least bit cowed.

      A rustling swayed through the audience before Harry could respond, a gentle wind of expectation. On its heels came the first sounds of a lilting melody, the composition done especially for Gabriel and Charlotte by Charlotte’s friend Aroha—who now sat at the grand piano at the far end of the church.

      Jake had a moment to notice that her dress was the same deep blue as Juliet’s, but no time to process that knowledge before the doors at the back swung open. Two adorable little flower girls walked in side by side, both dressed in their “girl princess” dresses—as described to Jake by his daughter. Those dresses were white and calf-length with skirts fluffed out by netting and belt sashes of a blue identical to Aroha’s dress.

      His heart squeezed as it always did at seeing Esme’s sweet face.

      The two girls wore flower crowns woven with miniature frangipani flowers, bright green leaves, and tiny white blooms, and carried little baskets full of blush-pink petals. Their shoes were sparkly and buckled securely on two pairs of tiny feet, their smiles enormous. They did their assigned task with teeth-biting-down-on-lower-lip concentration, carefully scattering the petals as they walked.

      Esme looked at him at one point and beamed, her smile gap-toothed as a result of the loss of her first baby tooth—a lower central incisor—just a week earlier.

      He mouthed, Good job, Boo.

      Her smile expanded to cover her whole face, and his heart, it threatened to explode out of his chest. He’d done so much wrong in his life, but somehow he was getting this right. His little girl knew that she was loved, that she was the most important thing in his life.

      Movement at the doors, three adult women following the flower girls. One was family: Sailor’s wife, Ísa; the second, Charlie’s detective friend, Mei. However, it wasn’t  Ísa or Mei who held his attention. It was the tall, curvy, dangerously sexy woman behind Mei.

      Jake’s mind short-circuited.

      “She wasn’t at the rehearsal,” he found himself muttering.

      “Did you forget, old man?” Danny murmured sotto voce. “Charlotte said her other friend from pastry class couldn’t come to the rehearsal but that you’re supposed to partner her today.”

      What?!

      “Anyway,” Danny continued, “pretty sure she isn’t in any danger of messing up the aisle-walk deal. In case you didn’t notice, there’s only a single lane.”

      Jake fought the lowering of his brows—the last thing they needed was for him to be caught glowering in his brother’s wedding photos. His entire family already thought he needed to lighten up; his parents were gentle in their encouragement that he go out, let his hair down, but Danny straight up called him an “old man in a young man’s skin suit.”

      His baby brother liked to live recklessly.

      As for Gabe and Sailor, they’d matured young for different reasons, so were less on his case, but he saw the concerned looks when they thought he wasn’t looking. He figured they’d ease up as he continued to be successful in his career and in raising Esme—happiness came in different forms, and his came from giving his daughter the best life he could.

      So yeah, no glaring at Danny in the photos.

      And no staring at this sharp-tongued ghost from his past.

      Juliet had disappeared without warning halfway through their final year of high school; student gossip had it that her family had decided to transfer her to a stricter school after she nearly got suspended for the third time. Calypso had been so anxious, certain that Juliet wouldn’t leave without telling her, but a sympathetic teacher had confirmed that Juliet had officially transferred out of their school.

      Gone without a trace—at least until Calypso finally began to receive emails and texts from her friend a month later. At the time, Jake hadn’t asked too many questions about what had caused Juliet’s sudden departure. He’d had bigger issues to deal with. But seeing her now, it brought it all back—the excitement and innocence of their teenage years, the way Juliet and Calypso used to pass notes in class, the occasions he’d caught them giggling hysterically together.

      He also remembered skinny and lanky Juliet spending half her life in the principal’s office while small and plump Calypso had been an honors student destined for a top university. But when a befuddled Jake had asked Calypso why she hung around with the troublemaking Juliet, his girlfriend’s defense had been staunch.

      “You don’t know her,” she’d said in that quiet way she had of doing, until he had to lean close to hear her. “Jules and I’ve been friends since primary school. She’s funny and kind and she’s never once let me down. You should give her a chance.”

      Jake had been determined to try to get along with Juliet for Calypso’s sake—and he had to admit that she’d made him laugh more than once with her acerbic comments and razor-sharp wit—but they’d never been anything but wary acquaintances at best. Calypso had been the bond between them.

      Well, Calypso’s skinny best friend with what used to be elbows of doom—she’d utilized those pointy weapons on him more than once—had become distinctly and sensually curvy, her hair sleek and straight rather than a fuzzy braid. But in her eyes lived the troublemaking spark that had always made him want to grind his teeth.

      Behind Juliet came Molly, her smile gorgeous. Her hair was dark, her body draped in a midnight-blue dress that fell gracefully to the floor, and she held a small frangipani bouquet bursting with color, the same as Juliet and Mei and Ísa.

      The bridal party came to stand across the aisle from the groomsmen. They were uneven in number because Aroha was at the piano, but Harry would stop by the piano on the way out, offer her his arm as her assigned escort.

      Jake’s mother, already seated in the front pew, waved Esme and Emmaline over, and the two girls took their seats between their grandparents. Jake could feel the pride and joy emanating from both his parents.

      The music lilted into a wedding march rewritten for Charlotte and Gabriel, snapping him back to the here and now. And there came Charlotte, lovely and radiant. She was walking up the aisle on her own—she desperately loved her parents, wanted to honor them by walking with their memory at her side.

      Jake had been hanging out in her kitchen with her when she’d shown him the heart-shaped medallions she planned to attach to the backs of her heels. One held the name of her father, the other the name of her mother.

      “So they can walk me up the aisle,” she’d said thickly, wiping away her tears with one finger.

      Her eyes were luminous behind her veil today, full of an incandescent love, all her attention on Gabriel. His big, brawny brother looked awestruck. Gabe was always in charge, the CEO of his life and his world, but when it came to Charlie, he was a man slayed by emotion.

      Jake’s diminutive future sister-in-law was the only person he knew who could stand toe to toe with Gabe and get Gabe to back down. He knew they’d be happy, the same way he’d known Sailor and Ísa would be happy.

      Both couples had between them the indefinable something shared by Jake’s parents—a sense of bone-deep comfort that existed beyond the passion and the love. The knowledge that this person would accept them always, even as they changed and grew through the years to come.

      Gabe stepped forward to take Charlotte’s hand in his. A gentle laugh rippled through the entire church at his readiness to do this. He grinned, unashamed about his desire to make Charlotte his wife.

      Their pastor, a smile on his seamed face, stepped forward. “Dearly beloved…”

      

      Juliet’s stone heart was taking a beating today. First, all that ridiculously beautiful love among the women, sprinkled with sparkling little-girl joy, and now this. Gabriel Bishop, one of the toughest men to ever grace the rugby field—the freaking Bishop—had his petite bride’s hand clasped firmly in his, his heart in his eyes and his eagerness to be her husband unhidden. And Charlotte, just glowing, her happiness a physical pulse that took them all down like sniffling bowling pins.

      Juliet couldn’t believe she was about to cry. She swallowed in desperate self-defense against the stupid wedding virus. She’d girded her loins for this, told herself that she was proof against wedding bells and goofy lovestruck eyes. Her armor of cynicism, tough as a crocodile’s skin, would protect her.

      After all, the one genre of book she refused to read was romance. She wasn’t a snob about them, had devoured hundreds as a teen. But she couldn’t make herself believe in happy-ever-after anymore, not after everything that had happened. Except there it was: a great big fat happy-ever-after right in front of her.

      The Charlotte whom Juliet had first met had been a shy mouse with fear shadowing her world. It had been surprising and utterly delightful to see her bloom under the attentions of the Bishop, of all people. Big, tough, relentless Gabriel who ate mice for breakfast.

      Turned out Charlie was indigestible.

      Now here the two were, their devotion so deep and true that Juliet expected to see little cartoon love hearts popping up over their heads.

      And oh my God, Ísa was making goo-goo eyes at Sailor, and had she just seen Joseph Esera, senior member of the Samoan community and stiffly formal in his mien, send his wife an “I love you” look?

      Ugh. This family was going to test her decision to stay cold and cynical.

      Jake was still scowling at her. The sight perked her up; at least some things never changed. A scowl was Jake’s default expression when it came to Juliet. He’d never been able to grasp why his good-girl girlfriend was so loyal to her bad-girl best friend.

      Poor Callie, Juliet had always thought, stuck with such a stuffy stick of a boyfriend. But, having seen how he’d smiled and encouraged his daughter just before, Juliet was forced to grudgingly accept that maybe Jacob Esera had his good points.

      That Esme was a child confident in her right to be loved was obvious, and though Juliet wanted to credit the elder Eseras for that, the fact that Jake kept a spare pair of child-sized eyeglasses in his car smashed her favorite theory to splinters.

      Gabriel’s voice—very firm—as he said, “I do. Definitely. Forever. No out clause.”

      Juliet grinned through her incipient sniffles.

      Charlotte’s response to the pastor’s question was softer but just as vehement. “I do. Forever and ever.”

      Seriously, they had to stop being so adorable—how was she to keep up the curmudgeon act? She was smiling so hard that her cheeks ached, fluffy happy rainbows dancing in front of her eyes.

      “You may kiss the—”

      Gabriel lifted Charlotte up by the waist before the pastor finished, and she threw her arms around his neck. The kiss they shared was hot and loving and went just a bit too long for the staid old church—and probably for all the tut-tutting aunties who lived to lecture everyone on acceptable behavior.

      But even the pastor was grinning at Charlotte and Gabriel’s enthusiasm, his brown face marked by life and lit with love. Lips kiss-wet, the bride and groom turned to face the guests, and the whole crowd rose up to cheer and shower them with flower petals as they walked back down the aisle.
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            It Involves Jake’s Thighs

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliet had missed the wedding rehearsal because the plumbing in her kitchen had chosen that day to pack it in, flooding the entire area. She’d felt terrible for canceling, but Charlotte had assured her it was fine. She’d then sent through a quick list of instructions, so Juliet was prepared to slide her arm through Jake’s as the bridal party followed the newlyweds.

      Molly and Fox. Ísa and Sailor. Mei and Danny. Aroha and Harry. Juliet and Jake.

      She’d actually found the idea of seeing Jake again in this context kind of funny. Who would’ve thought the two of them would end up arm in arm in a church wedding? Had a fortune-teller forecast that back when they’d been teens, they would’ve both gagged and asked for their money back while Callie groaned.

      Anyway, it was just a short walk. No biggie.

      Except for the frisson of… something that had hit with a vengeance the first moment they laid eyes on each other in his brother’s backyard. She wanted to brush it off as irritation or annoyance, both things she was very used to feeling around Jake, but she knew full well the weird fluttering in the pit of her stomach was nothing of the kind.

      The last time she’d felt anything near that flutter, she’d been on her couch eating strawberry-swirl ice cream while wolf whistling at the fit actor who played her favorite doctor on Shortland Street. But that had been a mere whisper in comparison to this massive reverberation that had zapped her entire system to speechlessness.

      Guilt bit into her.

      She shook it off, almost able to see Callie rolling her eyes at her. Her best friend knew Juliet’d had zero salacious thoughts about Jake when he’d belonged to Callie. Her thoughts had leaned more toward culpable homicide. She had no reason to feel guilty just because her adult body was insane enough to be attracted to Jacob Esera—who smelled far too good next to her.

      Like freaking mountains and manly man and all that other stuff they talked about in aftershave commercials. She’d always made fun of those commercials, but now she was like the token brainless woman in the most recent ad, the one who wanted to snuggle up to her man and just smell him.

      Well, too bad.

      Her urges weren’t getting no satisfaction. She’d rather stick a fork in her eye.

      “He’s amazing, Jules. Just give him a shot.”

      “With a tranquilizer dart you mean?”

      Even as the memory of Callie’s laughing shove against her shoulder made her lips twitch, Jake’s muscles clenched under her palm. He was probably also clenching his jaw. At least if she wanted to confirm, she could just glance across—they were the same height, but only because she was wearing heels. At five eight in bare feet, she was tall for a woman, but all the men in this family were over six feet in height.

      It irritated her that Jake had the physical ability to look down his snooty nose at her.

      Deciding to focus on something else, she glanced around, taking in the smiling faces and teary-but-happy eyes. Everyone in their best clothes, their coats abandoned in the cloakroom to reveal bright, happy color. Structured and beautiful puletasi—full-length dresses, or skirts and tops, featuring traditional prints—on the women with Samoan heritage. Flowy lines and block colors on others.

      As for the men, some had broken out a crisp lavalava—a traditional Polynesian skirt—to go with their shirts and ties, while others stuck with suits, but everyone was in formal gear. That, she knew, hadn’t been a demand by the bridal couple. She had a feeling it was simply expected in this church.

      Juliet’s grandparents’ congregation had been similar.

      When two mischievous flower girls ran sneakily past to follow directly behind the bride—on best behavior once they’d reached their destination—her lips kicked up. Other children had wiggled out to stand at the aisle end of the rows of seats, all the better to see the bridal party. A small Indian boy wearing the cutest Indian-style gray suit, complete with silver embroidery, shot a sunny smile Juliet’s way, his cheeks round and his eyes dancing.

      Juliet recognized him as belonging to Ísa’s funny and intelligent friend, Nayna. Having gotten to know and become friends with Charlotte, too, over the time since Charlotte had fallen for Gabe, Nayna had joined them for the prewedding festivities. Her handsome husband had been part of the male cohort, and had acted as an usher today.

      Their gorgeous little boy was going to be trouble as a teen, Juliet thought with a sense of kinship. She looked forward to seeing him dance at the reception. Because no Samoan family wedding was ever without dancing—and from all she’d seen, Gabriel Bishop deeply respected his stepfather’s heritage, so there’d be dancing, of that she had no doubt.

      Juliet intended to dance until her feet hurt. One of her best friends had just married the love of her life; it was a night to celebrate and to not consider the opinions of a certain male member of Charlotte’s chosen new family.

      Jake probably considered dancing indecorous.

      The doors were open, the afternoon sunshine pouring in as Gabriel and Charlotte stepped out to be met by another hail of petals from the guests who’d managed to get out before the wedding party headed down the aisle.

      Laughing, the couple ran to the gleaming white stretch limo that’d eventually take them to the reception. First, the entire bridal party—Alison and Joseph included—would stop for photos. Ísa’s siblings, Harlow and Catie, had also been ordered to come along to the photo session as the newlyweds wanted shots with the entire family.

      According to Charlotte, Harlow and Catie had spent so much of their teenage years with the Bishop-Eseras that Alison and Joseph treated them the same as their boys. And though both had been abroad during Gabriel’s courtship of Charlotte, Juliet’s friend had come to know and fall in love with the two in the time since.

      Charlotte had included Catie in all the prewedding celebrations.

      Honestly, Charlotte’s heart was the biggest thing about her. Juliet had wondered if, once Charlie came to know her, she’d run fast in the opposite direction—because Juliet’s heart was as heavily shielded as Charlie’s was open and generous.

      But Charlotte insisted on believing that Juliet had “a heart so generous” she had to protect it against hurt. Juliet had decided not to disabuse her friend of that notion or to share the fact she still threw random objects at the screen when her pinhead ex showed his lying face.

      Since she couldn’t afford to keep replacing her TV, she threw soft objects while pretending they were rocks hitting Reid’s swollen heads. Yes, both of them. The one above his shoulders and the one he went around swinging in the face of any woman vaguely blessed with breasts and an ass.

      But Reid had no place here, she thought with a breath that had her lungs filling with Jake’s manly-man scent. Damn it. Exhaling as quickly as she could, she kept her mind on what was to happen next. While the bridal party did the photos, the guests would make their way from the church to the reception venue to be plied with food and drink and entertained by acts put together by the children and teenagers in the extended-kin group.

      With how both Gabriel and Charlie valued family—including friends who had become family—Juliet had a bet going with Aroha that the two would begin birthing their own private rugby team within the next nine months.


OEBPS/images/love-hard-highres.jpg
A HARD
“PLAY NOVEL

S n | 11\

R % |
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR
N B b o
N | \
W | \






