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Elise Prior smoothed down the skirt of her second-hand suit and strode into the white weatherboard church. The October humidity mixed with the cloying scent of lilies hit her first and wrinkled her nose, while sunbeams through the stained-glass window cast puddled rainbows on the pinewood floor. Candlelight warmed the altar, ready for her to greet today’s bride and groom. 

A heaviness spread through her, though, a reminder she wasn’t wanted here. Never had been, if she was honest. She had to set aside her worries and block out the parishioners with long memories, because there was no way she could handle another ten years of whispers and nudges. Of course, punching the reverend’s grandson hadn’t won her any favours, but Peter the Cheater had earned that broken nose. Something she’d never considered until her teen idol, Blaise Matthews, slowed the jerk down with a bone-crunching tackle. 

Satisfying.

The florist, Faith, bustled in carrying a basket of greenery and baby’s breath. She pinched off wilting leaves and filled in the gaps between the flowers as she made her way down the aisle.

“Hey, Elise! Are you ready?” Faith’s voice bounced around the space, and Elise half-expected someone to shush her. Unconcerned, Faith chattered on. “This wedding should give your business some traction.”

“Why’s that?” Elise asked. Considering the bride was her ex-best friend—and Peter’s co-cheater—she could only foresee disaster. Sure, Jaclyn had offered to pay double the fee for the last-minute transfer from Sydney to Cassia Cove, but if it was an olive branch, it was too little, too late.

Faith re-centred the largest bouquet, brow furrowing as she adjusted the blood-red blooms. “The groom is a pro footballer... Rugby League. I’m not sure which team.”

The news pitched Elise’s stomach. A footballer? No, it couldn’t be. She flicked open the folder to check her paperwork. Not Blaise Matthews, luckily—her secret was safe. A little sigh escaped, but now her nerves were shot, so her smile was forced. “Should be a fun day. Are you sticking around?”

“God, no! They’re a divorce waiting to happen. I thought you knew her.”

“We haven’t really spoken since school finished.” Heat stole across her cheeks. 

Only a handful of people knew why Elise had lashed out at Peter, while others guessed she’d been angry with him for photographing Blaise mourning at his mother’s funeral. Of course, it was half-true. She felt for the grieving man and had begged Peter to leave him alone, but confessing to their teenage tryst wasn’t an option. Her grandparents would’ve demanded marriage—a fate much worse than the actual punishment.

The memory shortened her breath, and she slipped off her suit jacket so the perspiration cooled to raise goosebumps up her arms. Elise had never caused a scene, and she could still hear the snickering crowd as she ran, the press of tears choking her. The cheaters then swanned off to university together, their lives unaffected. 

“You’ve got this.” Faith offered a gentle smile and squeezed her hand. “Can I leave the boutonnieres with you? The guys should be here soon, but I need to deliver Jaclyn’s bouquet to her parent’s place.”

“Of course.”

Another smile, but Faith squinted. “You can say no sometimes. Although I am giving you first crack at any hot footballers who might be groomsmen.”

Elise’s too-loud laugh burst free, and Faith waved as she flitted out. An elder popped his head from the chambers to shush her, so she offered a meek apology, then let her mind wander back to Blaise Matthews. Dark-haired, with pale eyes that were barely visible because of his perpetual smile. In high school, anyway.

Before the unfortunate punching incident, Blaise was the guy her fourteen-year-old self had mooned over after his school football team played theirs—the year he joined the reserve league and left the cove. Elise loved the sport, but had never watched him in a professional game until she bought her own TV a few years ago. Right before they’d shared a drunken night in Las Vegas.

The groom was Brad Dixon, not Blaise Matthews. If she didn’t snap out of it, she’d mess up the wedding. Jaclyn would grab any chance to mock her and leave a bad review.

A ruckus from the vestibule pulled her up, and she hurried to the front doors. Four bulky men crowded the doorway, two supporting a swaying man. Another stood back, glaring like a long-suffering bouncer. Dark-haired with pale eyes, and how had she forgotten the full mouth?

While her heart skipped a beat or three, Elise tore her gaze away from Blaise and cleared her throat. “Please tell me this isn’t Brad.”

“Afraid so. The coffee will kick in soon.” Blaise sounded doubtful, and completely unperturbed by her presence.

As if he’d never seen her before.

Brad shook off his friends and widened his stance. “I’m fine. Jac said I gotta sign papers.”

“I’d rather you were sober to do that,” she said.

“Said you’re close to being a nun.” Brad leered at her and rolled on. “Didn’t say you were stacked, though.”

Elise clamped her mouth shut and linked her fingers in front of her chest, wishing for the jacket she’d left at the altar. 

Blaise growled and cuffed Brad upside the head. “Show some respect.”

“If you could wait in the front pew on the right, the fan should help clear your head. The florist left the boutonnieres...”

The other three dissolved into giggles, and Blaise’s jaw clenched. “I’ll fix the guys up.”

“Thank you.” Elise tried her best to ignore the group, but Blaise had her sneaking glances.

After fixing the flowers in the men’s buttonholes, he fiddled with his, uncertain.

“Do you need help?” Elise asked.

Unsmiling, the silvery gaze snared her. “I don’t mind flowers, but the funeral ones stink.”

“Here...” Elise searched her bag for a little tin of vapour rub to offer him. “Inhale this when the flowers are too much.”

He stared back for long moments before accepting it, but instead of inhaling it, he scooped out a blob and rubbed it at the base of his throat. He handed the tin back, then deftly attached his flowers with large hands that shouldn’t be up to the task. “Did I get it right?”

“It’s a bit crooked.” Elise carefully unclasped the pin and straightened the flowers, catching herself before she could pat the broad chest. The way she had in Vegas before the Tequila Sunrise kicked in.

Blaise quirked half a grin and murmured his thanks. “Don’t let Dicko bother you.”

“Dicko?” They stood so close she had to tip her head back to meet his gaze. Close enough to catch the barest hint of a frown while she just hoped he’d see her.

Blaise stepped back and nodded at the groom. “Ahh, that would be Brad.”

“Oh, the other name is more fitting than Brad. Hopefully, I don’t mix it up during the ceremony,” Elise whispered. A chuckle burst from Blaise, but he flushed and looked somewhere over her head. Gees, she’d said the wrong thing as usual. “I’m sorry...”

“You’re good. Just haven’t laughed for a while.”

Elise stared at him for too long, then left him so she could focus on her paperwork, but the sober man had stolen her attention. Blaise was always serious during his games, and when she had time to read Grandad’s newspapers, the reports focussed on his off-field behaviour. Since starting her celebrant work, she’d worked hard to skip most of his insane media coverage. Especially since he moved on to date the model girlfriend after her stupidity abroad.

The guests milled outside, and Elise drew in a shaky breath. “Who’s acting as the usher?”

“Yeah!” The three gigglers’ shouts shook the foundations, and they launched into a song about homies. 

Gosh, she was so far out of her depth.

Blaise sighed and stood, a muscle in his cheek twitching. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Blaise, should I let him sign the forms to marry?” Elise asked, following him back to the front.

He shrugged. “Dicko will do what he wants—it’s better to go along with it. And he should’ve signed them at least a month ago.”

“They transferred the job to me, but... marriage is important.” That had become her motto after their monumental mistake.

“Yeah, I reckon so. Is it the bride’s family left and groom’s on the right?”

Despite his presence stirring up the butterflies in her stomach, his calmness settled her, and she nodded. “Can you show the immediate family to their seats first, please? Oh, and thanks for helping.”

As everyone found their seats, Brad lost the glassy-eyed look and signed the documents with a shaky hand. A photographer barked orders at the bridal party, and Elise backed away from the group. They were all as rude as each other. 

Blaise reappeared, flushing as he strode down the aisle towards her. “JC’s requested a word with you.” 

“JC?”

“The bride.” Blaise heaved an aggrieved sigh.

She swallowed a groan and calmly walked out to the nattering women. Miranda, her other school ‘friend’, sneered as Jaclyn pulled Elise aside by digging in her long red talons. “Change the order of service and call for objections to the marriage.”

A promise of a migraine twinged behind Elise’s eyes. “Most churches don’t do that anymore, Jaclyn. And definitely not celebrants.”

“Am I the bride? Isn’t it my choice?”

“Uh, of course. I’ll work it in.” Elise hurried back to the altar, rubbing her forehead, and called the groomsmen to stand at attention. The processional music blared through the speakers, and a bridesmaid stepped into the aisle wearing black chiffon.

After the rest followed, Jaclyn framed herself in the archway, the knife-straight dress topped with a sharp smile. The smile she used to tear down Elise with, and anyone else who crossed her path. This couldn’t be good. The song switched to something about putting a ring on it, and Jaclyn danced up the aisle while Elise tamped down the horrified giggle bubbling in her chest.

But her voice held strong as she welcomed the guests and introduced Brad and Jaclyn. There was no stopping her when she got through the legalities, but then she stuttered through the bride’s last-minute adjustment. As soon as Elise finished the call, Peter lurched through the doors.

“What the...” Elise quickly bit her tongue. She couldn’t make a scene. Not again. 

Blaise filled in the blank with a word that wasn’t church-appropriate, and Peter blanched, but he marched to the front while Jaclyn tittered with her bridesmaids. 

Red misted Elise’s vision, and she growled at the couple. “Out the back now.”

She shooed Jaclyn and Brad towards the hidden room just as Blaise stepped forward. “I can get rid of him.”

“No! You... stay with me.” She tugged on Blaise’s jacket sleeve, so he followed her to join the bride and groom, dragging his feet but not protesting. Another public church debacle with Blaise Matthews wouldn’t boost her career. Once she’d carefully closed the door behind them, she scolded the couple. “Do you two want to marry? You turn up half-drunk, and Jaclyn—I can only hazard a guess why you wanted Peter to object.”

Brad had sobered down to a glowering disdain. “She’s still pissed that I hooked up with a cheerleader a few months ago.”

“For goodness’ sake, you should’ve had counselling first.” Elise paced the small room. “Against my better judgement, I’ll give you a few moments to decide if this is what you really want. If it is, I’ll finish the service. But no more stunts.”

Jaclyn grasped Brad’s hand. “I know what I want. And I brought Peter here for you, so he’d realise how much he messed up. Like an apology.”

“A simple sorry would’ve done the trick. About ten years ago.” Elise sighed. Why had she agreed to this?

“I threw you a bone, Elise. The wedding and Peter, you should be grateful.” Jaclyn sashayed to the door with Brad whispering in her ear. She scowled at him before throwing Elise under the bus. “Watch out, Blaise... she crushed on you hard in high school.”

The door slammed, and Elise muttered under her breath. “Can it get any worse?” 

“You’re still miked up, baby.”

“Of course I am.” Elise covered the receiver attached to the collar of her jacket. The ‘baby’ dredged up some of the happiest moments of her life, no matter how crazy the outcome. It had to be saner than what waited for her outside. “I’m...”

Blaise held up a hand. “If you’re apologising again, you’ve already done it too many times. Come on. Let’s get this shitshow back on the road.”

When they returned to the altar, Peter and half of the congregation were missing. Teary, Jaclyn hissed a command to get on with it, so Elise finished the most important part of the bride’s special day—rings, vows, and legally binding documents. Despite the broken friendship, she wished them wedded bliss, and the photographer stepped in. 

Elise happily escaped and headed for her old Morris Minor, hoping it started on the first try. She didn’t like her chances because the old car was at least twice her age and as recalcitrant as her grandfather. But she needed a quick escape. A getaway car from her incredibly desirable but clueless husband.

Really, she shouldn’t have expected Blaise to see her. Guys like that didn’t notice the girl-next-door type. His exes were tall, blonde fitness fanatics, a complete opposite to her: short, frizzy-haired, and according to Grams—rest in peace—Elise’s curves should be covered at all costs. Advice she’d rebelled against overseas.

An impulse to turn on her heel and confront Blaise came and went too easily. Maybe Vegas had simply been a dream.
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Duty done, Blaise Matthews edged away from the wedding party, tossing the sickening flowers as he ducked between the church hall and an outbuilding. The team manager’s instructions were to make himself visible and stay out of trouble, and he reckoned he’d done both. Well, he’d almost found trouble, but the woman with wild brown curls and warm hazel eyes had dragged him away before he could deal with Peter. She was familiar in an appealing way that didn’t make sense—the name, the hair—but he couldn’t pin her down.

He hadn’t forgotten Peter, the snivelling little shit. The kid had truly deserved the heavy-handed tackle a decade ago, but actions have consequences. And more than buying the prick a new camera and paying for his first semester at university. The media had hounded Blaise ever since that lapse of judgement, although he hadn’t helped his cause with all the wild parties. He’d thrust himself into the downward spiral from rising star to the bad boy of league.

Actions and consequences.

He found Elise in the parking lot, rattling around under the raised bonnet of a porcelain green car. She’d parked beneath a jacaranda tree, so purple petals blanketed the top of the ancient relic. The curvy ass pointed his way arrowed lust through him, and he closed his eyes for a moment. The woman packed a punch.

She stood before he reached her, muttering under her breath as she wiped her hands on a towel. Ducking inside the car, she turned the key, but the engine simply clicked, void of life.

“Need a hand?” Blaise asked, grimacing when she narrowly avoided smacking her head. “Sorry, Lise...”

Something flared her pupils, then a little smile played across her face. “I’ve checked everything Grandad has taught me. The fan belt is the usual culprit, but not today.”

“What about petrol?”

“Gauge is pointing to full.” Frowning, she sat in the driver’s seat to stretch over and fumble in the glove box. She’d discarded the tight jacket again, and her camisole shifted to reveal the dip from her hip to a tiny waist. 

Since Blaise had chipped Dicko for disrespecting her, he stared at the drifting purple petals until she resettled in the seat to flick through a logbook. She ran a finger between two highlighted entries, and her shoulders drooped. Grabbing her bag from the passenger seat, Elise hopped out and carefully shut the door. “Looks like I’m walking to the service station.”

“Or you could let me drive you.” He skimmed his gaze down to her black heels, not too high, but the closest servo was just off the highway. A good five-kilometre hike.

She twisted an old silver watch to check the time. “The wedding party should move onto the reception soon.”

“I showed up and didn’t cause trouble. Job done. And I owe you for helping me with that.” Women didn’t drag him around often, and he rarely followed willingly. Truth was she’d barely applied any pressure to have him hot on her heels.

“Hey, I’d rather not add on an extra ten years of volunteering here.” Her cheeks pinked, and she scrunched up her nose. “Although I will be in trouble for the disastrous ceremony.”

“Ten years?” His mouth dried, and he finally fit her into a memory. “You’re not the girl who punched Peter for me, are you?”

“Sorry, it was a bit more personal, but I had warned him not to bother you.” When she blushed harder, the brief flicker of intimacy wavered. What else was there between them?

But their tackle-punch combo wasn’t a great link, and the team’s PR would instruct him to run a mile. Her hopeful gaze was irresistible, though. Blaise opened the passenger door of his Audi for her, and she stalled before settling her butt on the low-slung seat, then neatly twisted her legs in. 

He needed some hope in his life.

As he drove her to the station, her perfume infused his car, a sweet rose mixed with something herbal. Much nicer than the church flowers that rekindled the grief of Mum’s funeral and, more recently, his dad’s. The leather seat engulfed her tiny frame, and he had to feel a little envious, wishing he were wrapped around her.

Damn, it had been too long since he’d last had sex, not that anyone else had piqued his interest in nine months. Forgetting the lust, he turned on his usual good-natured charm. “You handled that caper well. How long have you worked as a celebrant?”

“A few years.” She wasn’t giving much away, but a cute giggle bubbled out. “What was the dance?”

“JC isn’t familiar with the concept of subtlety.”

“Why do you call her JC?” Elise asked.

“She used to visit with my cousin, Miranda. Dad couldn’t handle her, and Mum didn’t appreciate him taking the lord’s name in vain. JC was the compromise.”

A full laugh burst from her, loud and joyous to light him up like a flashing neon sign. Vegas, Vegas, Vegas.

No fucking way. 

But why hadn’t she mentioned it? As if she had no recollection of their night together. However, his memory was shrouded in an alcoholic haze, so he couldn’t really fault her. He lost the charm and fell silent as he finished delivering on his promise before returning her to the church car park.

“Can you handle the rest?” He should hang around and make sure she returned home safely to wherever the hell his once-wife lived.

Her spark had ebbed on the ride home, too. “I’ll be fine, thanks. Sorry for messing up your afternoon.”

Her hand shook as she fumbled with the door handle and left the car. Left him doubting himself. A Vegas wedding meant nothing, right? It wasn’t the real deal, so there couldn’t be hard feelings. So why did he want her to be more?

*
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A WEEK LATER, BLAISE was avoiding hourly calls from the team manager. Tony had never liked him—the feeling was mutual—but this year had ended on a horrendous low. The team failed to reach the top eight, so Blaise had left not long after the full-time buzzer sounded, heading home to the cove for his father’s final weeks.

He should’ve come home sooner, but staying away had become easier when Dad had forgotten who he was, and his sister didn’t want his help. Rather than landing on her doorstep, he’d gone to the father of his high school sweetheart. The Millers had accepted Blaise as a teenager, and they’d welcomed him back without question. Claudia had given him a bit of grief for leaving her behind, but now he bunked in her guestroom. 

The phone started up again as he braked for the turnoff to Cedar Bridge. Claudia and her fiancé lived in the picture-perfect hills backing Cassia Cove, and while he preferred the water, the hills offered an unexpected peace. The twists and turns of the road revealed hidden treasures between dense bush and vivid greens. Hidey-holes where he used to meet Claudia—him on his push bike, and she’d preferred horsepower. The four-legged kind.

When he crossed an old wooden bridge, the incessant buzzing returned, so he pulled over beside a little oasis. Water tumbled over rocks beneath, and even though it was November, the creek would carry the chill of the mountains. Another reprieve of silence only lasted five seconds.

“Tony.”

“Matthews. I’ve been calling you for days.”

“After the bogus Sunday news feature, there’s not much to say. Why are you leaking stories I’m in rehab?” He leant back on the headrest and closed his eyes, pushing himself to unclench his jaw. Thanks to the bad press, he’d allowed Claudia to talk him into attending a baby shower and ended up with an appointment to see a life coach this afternoon.

Tony scoffed down the line. “I don’t report the news. You let down Brad on Saturday.”

“He let himself down. I was helping a friend move house earlier, not getting Dicko drunk.” Since Blaise didn’t want to extend the conversation, he didn’t tell Tony he had a job for the summer—volunteered manpower.

“There’s no ‘I’ in team. You’ll be at the club this weekend.”

It was a demand, not a question, and Blaise answered through gritted teeth. “I’ll be back next year.”

Ignoring Tony’s blustering, Blaise cut the call. There was no point explaining himself when he only wanted to return to Sydney to sell his house and move back to the cove. Permanently. But then what?

Who would he be without football?

Unwilling to sit idle while he figured it out, he’d thrown himself into helping Claudia’s brother set up a landscaping business. He didn’t mind the physical labour, but now he craved an icy shower. Cut grass stuck to his calves, and the smell of two-stroke hung around him, making him itchy and irritable. 

He finished the drive back to Claudia’s cabin, passing Elise’s old car descending the hill. Hearing her laugh had broken some spell, so he had to ignore the desire to turn around and follow her. Married or not, she’d stolen his focus, but the woman was elusive.

After parking behind the couple’s cars, he hesitated for long moments before approaching the back deck, adding some weight to his steps to warn Claudia and Rick. Blaise had caught them lip-locked too many times in the last couple of weeks, and he had to admit he envied the couple. At thirty-two, he should’ve established himself more in life, not just financially. 

Claudia was alone in the kitchen cutting up vegetables for dinner, and she shot him a smile. “Must you stomp up the steps every afternoon?”

“Just an incoming alert. I don’t do voyeurism or threesomes these days.” He picked up a grey kitten scattering papers across the dining table. The naughtiest of seven gnawed on Blaise’s knuckle, licking him better as he set her down with its littermates. Blaise turned back to Claudia. “Are you working tonight?”

“No, the wedding celebrant visited.”

“Elise?” Bloody hell, just the thought of her fired him up. “She did my teammate’s wedding.”

Claudia dumped the veggies into a pot and filled it with water. “All Rick’s friends were married by her. She’s great... one of those people you don’t forget.”

“Took me a while to realise she was at Mum’s funeral. The bad bit.”

Claudia was one of his first fans and disappointing her sucked as much as letting down his parents had. So heat scorched his cheeks as she arched a brow. “Mmm, not your finest moment. I also met Elise at the private school when our team played theirs. Your cousin was pretty horrible to her.”

“Which is why I avoid my extended family. Bet you set Miranda straight.”

“Of course. Elise reminded me of that princess movie I made you watch... like someone had tried to make her invisible. Baggy clothes, glasses, braces.”

There was no chance Elise could be invisible, but he wasn’t ready to confess all to Claudia. He poked fun at her instead. “I don’t know what movie you’re talking about.”

“I can put it on now.”

“Sorry, I’m visiting the damn life coach you signed me up for.” Blaise threw back, and she snickered. She never got mad, even after leaving her behind fifteen years ago. Neither of them did. “I’m showering and heading back out.”

“I’ll leave your dinner in the oven.”

“Claudie...”

But she waved him off and gathered the bumbling kittens to return them to their nest in the laundry.

The itchiness faded under a cool, steady shower. He dried off and dressed in shorts and a polo shirt, then headed back out. The chicken and vegies cooking almost enticed him to stay in, but Claudia wore a serious look. 

“I am worried about you, Blaise. You always had goals. Even at thirteen.”

“I enjoy working with your brother.” Blaise shrugged, hoping she’d drop it. 

“And Chris appreciates it, but we both know you’re procrastinating. You have time, though, so let April help you.”

Once he reached Cassia Cove, he parked at the beach and walked back to April’s. He’d learnt long ago to protect family and friends from the media. She answered his knock, then led him to the sparse living area before skipping away to a spare room. When she returned, she offered him a simple black notebook. “First off, there’s homework.”

“What am I supposed to do with this?” Blaise flicked through the empty pages, nerves rising. Most of his old schoolbooks were empty except for the title page.

“Write in it. Whatever comes up, and preferably every day.” April tipped her head. “What’s on your mind right now? One word. Go.”

“Home.” Blaise frowned at the over-enthusiastic woman, who was as bright as the blue ends of her blonde hair.

April’s perpetual smile dimmed, and she tipped her head to view him. “Where’s home? Come on, spontaneous... no thinking allowed.”

“Here.” Blaise wasn’t ready to explain, so he teased April. “You know I’ve had life coaches, and they encouraged me to think before responding.”

“The heart knows the answer before the head. Your life doesn’t end with the last game. Whether your career is over now or in another year, only you can decide what part two looks like. Why can’t here be home?”

Blaise still remembered the joy of leaving the cove behind at eighteen. The high of his first plane trip alone, coupled with the thrill of his league debut, had left no room for self-doubt. April nudged him, so he listed the top three problems. “No job, my only family is a sister who barely likes me on a good day, and I’m not sure why Claudie still speaks to me.”

“Maisie doesn’t like anyone much, and whatever trouble brought Claudia home has turned out for the best.” April grabbed them bottles of water from the fridge, pouting as she offered him one. “Are you upset that Claudia suggested working with me? If you don’t want to continue, I’ll understand.”

The woman was so similar to Claudia—both direct and kind, which was scarce among the women he usually hung around with. After last year’s trouble, he’d learnt to hold back, but April couldn’t do her job without honesty. “I rarely take on things I don’t want to. I can only guess I needed a bossy blue-haired woman to harass me weekly.”

Laughter rolled from April before she began the hour of interrogation. Eventually, she let him off the hook, and they fell into an easy chat. After a bathroom break, he returned to the living room where someone new had arrived. 

Elise. 

She crossed her arms as he stepped out of the shadowy hallway. “Hey, Lise.”

“You two have met?” April’s grin twitched beneath bright, overly interested eyes.

Elise backed towards the exit. “Blaise was a groomsman at Jaclyn’s wedding.” 

April scrunched her nose. “Oh...”

“We go further back, though. A couple of years.” When Elise paled, he almost felt guilty, but it proved one vital point—she remembered their time in Las Vegas. Blaise kept his gaze pinned to hers. “Visited the US lately?”

April lit up. “Oh, my gosh! You met overseas. That was such a huge first city experience, Elise.”

“Finding someone from home was a relief.” Elise blushed now, hard and fast.

“Hey, it was brave.” April reached out and squeezed her arm. “Shame you didn’t find what you were searching for.”

Elise shrugged. “I should cook Grandad’s dinner. Sorry for interrupting.”

As she ran, April called out a farewell, but ended pouting. “The girl’s a flight risk. I don’t think she’s ever felt comfortable anywhere.”

“Why was she in Vegas?” Blaise asked.

“Why were you?”

“End of season party.”

He followed April to the front door, and she held it open for him. “I can’t break her confidence because she hasn’t had many reliable people in her life. I’m having a Christmas party next month—a t-shirt swap. No rules, just Christmassy.” 

“Party...” Blaise groaned. He was done with parties, but potential glimmered. “Can I swap with Elise?”

“I’ll check with her, but repeat after me: April is not a dating service.”

When he squinted at her, she stared back until he relented and repeated the words through gritted teeth. On the walk back to the car, he couldn’t shift the desire for home—a need that seemed tied up with his ‘wife’.
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For a month, Elise’s ‘husband’ popped up everywhere. She was certain she’d smelt his aftershave at Claudia’s place, and most days, he turned up at her favourite café across from the beach. Yesterday, she visited the resort to meet a newly engaged couple, and there he was mowing the lawn. 

He also visited April twice a week, but thanks to Grams’ strict rules, she didn’t question her friend. The pair never touched when they met on April’s front porch, though, and he only stayed an hour. Gees, she’d paid too much attention—definitely not minding her own business. She should focus on her problems, there were plenty of those.

Grandad insisted on inviting suitors to tea, ready to marry her off. Right now, she hid in her little apartment above the garage, dressing for April’s Christmas party. She should be there already, but had to stop to buy a t-shirt: male and extra-large.

She rolled it up to stuff in her tote bag, then hurried out. Just as she reached the footpath, another of Grandad’s victims walked towards her with a bunch of carnations. She ducked her head, hoping he’d walk past.

“Elise!” He thrust the flowers at her, but she stepped back and his confidence wavered. “They’re for you.”

“Why? Last I heard, you have a partner.”

“Mum said I should try with you.” He shrugged, still holding out the poor flowers. “It’d be worth it.”

Confused, Elise glared at him. “Worth what? A lifetime of unhappiness? Take those flowers and go apologise to your girlfriend.”

The idiot straightened and thanked her before he ran. And she should thank April and Faith for the lessons in saying no.

When she crossed the road to April’s home, a hunched man waited beside the mailbox. An extra-large one. She tripped up the gutter, and Blaise hurried to steady her.

“Falling at my feet, baby?”

“Just trying to escape.” The truth blurted out and warmed her face. 

He nodded down the street. “Is that a regular event? Turning away guys bearing gifts?”

That was a joke. No one but April had given Elise a present.

Blaise raised his sunglasses onto his cap, revealing weary eyes. “We need to talk.”

“April’s waiting for me.” Elise preferred to linger with him and could happily drag him anywhere. But if the suitors had taught her anything, she’d realised men expected little of her. As she hurried to the front door, he stayed close, his hand resting on the small of her back. They stepped into the crowded room, and guests jostled them to get to Blaise, ejecting Elise from the group. Of course, she was the odd one out—all the women wore mini-skirts or tiny dresses, while she’d chosen denim crop pants and a red satin singlet. 

She fled to the kitchen to help April with the party food, and her friend frowned. “You’re a guest today, lovey.”

“And you’re the only person I know.”

“Not the only one.” Blaise rumbled close behind her, and a shiver raced through her before he continued. “We’re swapping shirts, aren’t we?”

“That’s what you asked for. Elise can show you the spare bedrooms.” April waved them away and continued adding to an artful pile of cheese and crackers.

Elise sighed. Jaclyn and Miranda’s ‘friendship’ had conditioned her for betrayal, but she never expected April to throw her under the bus. That wasn’t fair, though. Not when April didn’t know her history with Blaise.

She directed Blaise to a room, which he ignored and followed her into the other one, closing the door against the clamouring guests and leaning on it.

Her breath caught. “What are you doing?”

“We were together in Vegas.” When she nodded, he held out his shirt for her—a jersey with Matthews across the back.

Foolish teenage dreams taunted her, but she shut them down. Even if the marriage was still valid, she’d never share his name. Blaise didn’t date the girl next door. She slipped it over her top before handing him her offering. 

Cool and unsmiling, he studied her. “Didn’t we see each other naked?”

“You might’ve before you ran the morning after,” said Elise. There was a vague recollection of his tattooed chest, but nothing concrete.

“I ran out for coffee, and you’d vanished by the time I returned.”

“I had to catch my flight.” Elise edged her way to the door, but he filled the space, distracting her by reefing off his polo shirt. The drunk recollection of their wedding night didn’t do him justice. He caught her staring and failed to cover the muscular torso she wanted to cling to—he had a six-pack, for goodness’ sake, and the bold tattoo over his heart was the perfect wedding vow: Never Give Up. A possessive little voice in her head screamed ‘mine’ and pulled her up. What was wrong with her?

Blaise cocked an eyebrow. “Like what you see?”

“Who wouldn’t?” The question gusted from her. She’d need oxygen soon.

Blaise stepped closer and framed her hips with careful hands. “I don’t give a fuck what other people think. Was the wedding real?”

“Do you have to swear?” When he simply arched a brow and waited, she huffed. “The wedding was legal.”

“Are we still married?” The question was gentle, the same as his fingertips stroking her waist. 

She really should stop him, but burrowed closer. “If you didn’t have it annulled, then yes.”

“I didn’t think it was a proper wedding.” Blaise searched her face—wary, as if he balanced on the same precarious edge as hers. “You were dead-set against Brad marrying when he was drunk.”

“We both know you wouldn’t consider me if you were sober, let alone marry me.”

“You’re underestimating both of us.” He caressed her cheek, and when her eyelids lowered, he shifted closer. “Did you take advantage of me?”

“I don’t think I’d know how to target a man, but we’d both been drinking.” She sighed as she warred with herself. The war had raged since Jaclyn’s wedding. Elise should’ve mentioned their past the night they met in Vegas. Plus, there was a possibility she’d told him they couldn’t sleep together without a wedding ring. “Jaclyn was right about the high school crush. I idolised you, so maybe it is my fault.”

Blaise shook his head, mouth tight, before he bent to brush his lips over hers. Another brush and he softened, both groaning as he wrapped his arms around her waist to hold her tight. Tiptoeing earned her an approving rumble as her curves fit his hardness like a missing puzzle piece. 

His tongue traced a path along her lower lip, and when she gasped, he swept in to tease her tongue. Lifting her off her feet, he pressed her back to the wall, so she wrapped her legs around his waist while the kisses became a taunting give and take that left them breathless.
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