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PROLOGUE

Petunia Blossom had almost reached Peak Fairy Godmother.

She and her sisters, Bluebonnet and Jonquil, were so close to the pinnacle
of greatness.

In the last year, they’d recruited a new fairy godmother in training for the
academy, they’d helped break a curse (Petty chose to ignore the fact the
curse was her fault to start with; she was counting it as a win), and they
were working their magic right under the noses of mortals.

Further, they’d managed to not only save their sweet little town of Ever
After, filling up all the stores of magic with love, but they were exporting it
to the fairy realm and to the rest of the world.

Petunia was quite pleased.

The only thing missing was their granddaughter Juniper’s Happily Ever
After.

She sighed over her morning tea and toast in their cottage kitchen.

Jonquil stopped what she was doing with the black lace and blood-red
hydrangeas she’d been fiddling with, attempting to create a bouquet that
would suit the Dracula-themed wedding. Nothing seemed to be quite right.

“I recognize that sigh, dearest. Tell us what kind of plot you’re
hatching?” Jonquil encouraged.

“Me?” Petty feigned innocence.

Bluebonnet snorted. “Obviously, you. Shall I start some ice cream
sodas?”

Petunia grinned. “Yes. I think you should.”

“As long as it’s not Gwen and Roderick again. You know they asked us
to leave them alone,” Jonquil warned.

Petty waved her off. “No. Fie on them at the moment, anyway. How dare
they resist our good intentions?” She laughed. “I do understand, and I'm
giving them their space. I’d be upset if someone continued to try to push me
to someone I wasn’t ready for.”

Bluebonnet dropped the glasses she held, and they shattered on the
ground. “Did you just say you were wrong?”



“Let’s not get hysterical,” Petty said. “Of course not. I wasn’t wrong. We
planted the seeds. They just have to take root and are slumbering through
the long winter. Just wait. They will work out on their own.”

Bluebonnet used her wand to clean up the mess and reconstitute the
glasses. “Mm-hm.” She fixed Petty with a sharp glance. “Your stance
wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that Ransom and Lucky are
taking them along to Brazil, does it?”

Petty looked around, her eyes wide. “Whatever would I do in Brazil?”

“Aha! Caught you. I didn’t accuse you of going to Brazil.” Bluebonnet
crossed her arms over her chest.

Jonquil nodded sagely. “She’s got you there.”

Petty rolled her eyes. “No, she doesn’t. I would assume that to meddle
with them in Brazil, I would need to be present in Brazil.”

“Oh, please. You’re a fairy godmother. You can meddle from anywhere.”

Petunia shrugged. “Whatcha gonna do?”

“Not bother those kids. Until it’s time,” Jonquil said. “That’s what you’re
going to do.”

“I’m not. But sometimes things happen. Call it fate,” Petunia said.

“I’1l call it Petunia,” Jonquil said with a snort.

“I swear, I’'m not going to do anything. I promised. But, if, say, their
accommodations might have accidentally overbooked, and they have to
share a room . . . a very small room on a very hot night . . .”

“We all know that’s your favorite trope.” Bluebonnet began making the
ice cream sodas to fortify them with the sugar they needed to plot Happily
Ever Afters.

“It works! But actually, I really promise I haven’t done anything. But a
godmother can hope.” She grinned. “No, it’s time to switch hats.”

“But, I’ve not gotten a new hat in so long.” Jonquil patted her hair.

“Not like that, dear. We need to work on a project closer to home. Not a
godmother hat, but a grandmother hat,” Petunia explained.

“I’m still not following. What’s wrong with godmother hats? I mean, we
could get some pointy cones of wisdom to wear for the Dracula wedding,
but I think they wanted to go with the obsidian and ruby tiaras for the
bridesmaids. Plus, we don’t want to offend any witch guests in attendance,”
Jonquil said.

“Sister. Darling. Light of my Happily Ever After,” Bluebonnet began.
“She means Juniper.”



“Oh!” Jonquil pressed her palm to her forehead. “I swear, it’s like the
sprites have run off with the last two brain cells I had to rub together.”

“You need sugar. You’ll feel better in a moment,” Bluebonnet promised.

“Speaking of that, we should definitely take a vacation in November. We
deserve it. I was just thinking this morning that we have accomplished so
much. We haven’t ventured out of Ever After for anything but work in a
long time. Now that we have magic to spare, we should go to Jamaica or
something.”

“Oh, T agree. We can use our portal passes, so we’ll still have time for the
Christmas weddings,” Bluebonnet said.

“I need you to know, sisters, that I absolutely cannot be assed to put on
my youthful body. I am quite comfortable in this one, and I will be on the
beach as I am,” Jonquil stated.

“Thank the powers, me too.” Bluebonnet brought them their ice cream
sodas. Today, they were butterscotch with chocolate chips.

“As if. I want to rest, not be bothered by some man in a Speedo.”

They all paused, obviously considering.

“I mean, maybe. It’s been a long time. My clock tower has bats in it,”
Petunia confessed. “Bats. I mean, they’re very nice but . . .”

“Girl, you and me both,” Bluebonnet said.

“Spiders and webs, I say.” Jonquil nodded. “I was torn, for a moment,
between thinking I needed to get out there, so I know what our charges are
dealing with and deciding that this is not going to be a working vacation.”

“Too right. How about this. We should go to Miami, spend a weekend in
our younger bodies, then go to Key West with other old folks. Maybe do
some diving, swim with the turtles. Read some Dee J. Holmes and Jasmine
Silvera. Drink things out of coconuts,” Petunia offered.

“I like this plan. Can we stop on the gulf side of Florida, too? I want to
go to Captiva,” Bluebonnet said.

Jonquil snorted long and deep. She sounded like a truffling pig. “You just
want to go to Captiva to get some of that ghost pirate booty. That’s what
you’re about.”

The three of them stopped, sighed, and were all obviously considering
the merits of ghost pirate “booty.”

“Oh, hell yes, I do.” Bluebonnet leaned her cheek into the bowl of her
hand. “I don’t know about you two, but Captain Drake Gregorian in those
breeches is just the cure for what ails me.”



Petunia thought about calling her one-time friend Jack Frost, but then
dismissed it entirely. What would he do in Florida besides be miserable?
Anyway, this wasn’t about them. It was about Juniper.

Petty cleared her throat. “Sisters. Back to the task at hand.”

“Which is?” Jonquil prompted.

“Um ... where was I?” Petty asked.

“Hats,” Bluebonnet said.

“Oh! Right. Hats. Not godmother hats, but grandmother hats. Juniper, of
course!”

“She’s coming to visit, isn’t she?” Bluebonnet asked.

“Yes, I was going to suggest we call her, because I have a plan,” Petty
said.

“You always have a plan,” Jonquil replied.

“Well, yes. Do you remember when we used to go visit April and
Juniper? The little boy next door who would come over and play?” Petty
asked.

“Little Tomas! He was adorable.” Bluebonnet waved her wand, and an
image of Tomas shimmered in the air. “He’s not so little anymore. Why,
he’s a man.” Bluebonnet sounded as if the fact were a scandal instead of a
natural progression. Little boys grew into men. It was just how things
worked.

“Neither is our Juniper. She’s a woman grown, and it’s time to give her a
story like the ones she writes about. Tomas has always been her one. I can
see the threads. Only, they’ve been running parallel for so long, they need a
... shall we call it, inciting event to knock them together. Then, when they
untangle, they’ll discover their threads entwined not in a tangle but a
forever plait.”

“That’s very poetic, Petunia. Juniper must get her writing skills from
you,” Jonquil said.

“She gets your pragmatism,” Petty said. “And Bluebonnet’s sweetness.”

“Wait, how is she our granddaughter again?” Jonquil asked. “I’m sorry, I
forget these things.”

“There are three of us, so I understand why you’re confused,”
Bluebonnet said. “And it was so very long ago. Do you remember that time
in the Cotswolds when we foiled Rumpled Butt Skin?”

“That guy! I hate that guy,” Jonquil moaned. “I’d blocked it all out.”



“I remember it fondly. Because I hate that guy. And I'll never say his
actual name out loud. Ever.” Petty crossed her arms over her chest.
“Anyway, that baby he tried to take, we protected her when we gave her
some of our essences, essentially claiming her for fairy. So anyway, Juniper
is a descendent of that baby.”

“Don’t tell her I forgot,” Jonquil whispered. “I feel terrible.”

“Circumstances being what they are, it’s totally acceptable. It’s not like
you said you didn’t love her, or wouldn’t help her. You’d just managed the
impossible and scrubbed Rumpled Foreskin from your mind. I wish I could.
I admire your resourcefulness,” Petty commended.

“I shall forever call him Rumpled Foreskin. That’s my favorite yet,”
Bluebonnet mused.

“So. Juniper?” Petty prompted.

“Yes, yes.” Bluebonnet waved her wand, and the hologram of Tomas
disappeared. “Your plan?”

“Well, you know how she hates it when we matchmake, but . . . do you
remember when she and Tomas were little, they decided if they weren’t
married by thirty, or some ridiculous number . . . thirty-four, yes, that’s it. If
they weren’t married, they were going to marry each other?”

“You’re not going to expect her to keep that promise, are you?” Jonquil
asked.

“Not exactly, but I think we can use it to our benefit. We’ll get her to
bring him with her, and then we’ll work our magic!” Petty grinned and took
a gulp of her ice cream soda. “And nature will work hers.”

Jonquil gasped. “I can’t believe I forgot this!”

“What now?” Bluebonnet asked.

“The Dracula bride! Betina! She told me she was reading Juniper’s Dark
Underworld series when she met Jackson. When I told her that she was our
granddaughter, she asked if she could get signed copies of Phoenix for her
bridesmaids’ gifts.”

Petunia grinned. The fates had clearly spoken. “This gives us the excuse
we need to call her.”

“Quite, quite,” Bluebonnet said, and downed the rest of the butterscotch
soda.

Petty pulled out her cell phone and dialed Juniper’s number. When she
answered, she put the phone on speaker so that Jonquil and Bluebonnet
could hear her.



“Sweet pea! You’re on speaker!” Petty said.

“Hello, Grandmothers.” Juniper’s voice was cheery. “Hold on a minute,
will you?” In the background, she whispered, “No, no. Not that one. Oh my
God, what is that? No. Why is it yellow? Stop playing. I’m about to get
hangry.” Back into the phone, she said, “Sorry, I’'m helping Tomas pick out
a suit for his firm’s fundraiser, and he promised me lunch. What are you
troublemakers doing today?”

“We won’t keep you long, dear. We just wanted to double-check you’re
still going to be able to make it for the Samhain celebration and the
fireflies?” Petunia asked.

“And to ask a tiny favor,” Jonquil interjected.

“A favor? Of course! Anything!”

“Anything?” Bluebonnet questioned.

“Anything except let you fix me up. That’s not the favor, is it?” Juniper
grumbled.

“No, no. The bride in one of the weddings we’re planning has asked if
she could get signed copies of Phoenix for her bridesmaids’ gifts,” Jonquil
said.

“Oh my God. Seriously? This is the best thing that’s ever happened to
me. Of course. This just made my year,” Juniper cried.

“Betina’s wedding will be on Samhain, so if you’re here . . . ,” Petty
prompted.

“Of course I’ll be there, and bring books. I wonder if she’ll let me post
this on social media? This is too cool,” Juniper said.

“So, how is Tomas?” Petty ventured.

“He’s doing very well. And no, before you ask, he’s not seeing anyone.
Nor does he want to see anyone,” Juniper said.

“Of course he’s not seeing anyone. Otherwise, how is he going to marry
you?” Petty said.

“Oh stop, Gramma Petty.”

“Do you two still have that deal? About getting married?” Bluebonnet
asked, being helpful since Juniper told Petty to stop.

“Of course,” Juniper said, obviously teasing. “But that’s just when we get
old.”

“Thirty-four isn’t old. I think that’s a good age,” Jonquil offered.

“You should bring him to Ever After. We need to start planning. You’re
going to be thirty-four next year, and we want to make sure you have the



kind of wedding you want.”

“Gramma Bon-Bon—"

“You are taken, right? I mean, if you weren’t”—Jonquil looked around
the room at her sisters before continuing—*“we’d just have to try to set you
up with someone wonderful. You need inspiration to write your books.”

“I have plenty of inspiration. And if you could never say that again, that
would be wonderful. Do you know how many men have tried that line on
me?” She groaned. “They find out what I do and then get all smarmy and
actually the opposite of every romance novel hero ever and say, ‘I uh, could
offer you some inspiration for those dirty scenes.” As if the whole point of
the book is just the sex and not the part where love conquers all. Fucking
savages.”

Petunia nodded in understanding even though Juniper couldn’t see the
action of support. “And they are obviously undeserving of you, your talents,
your heart, or your bed.”

“Gramma Petty! Don’t talk about my bed,” Juniper cried.

“Well, why not? It’s a normal, natural, beautiful thing and—"

“Oh God, that’s worse. Just stop. Please. I'll do anything.”

“Even bring your fi—Tomas?”

“He is not my fiancé,” she said.

“Oh, definitely bring your fiancé, we’d love to see him,” Bluebonnet
chirped.

“Tomas and Juniper, finally sitting in a tree . . .” Jonquil sing-songed
obnoxiously.

“Tomas is my best friend,” Juniper tried to argue.

“Of course he is, lovie. It’s really the thing when you marry your best
friend. It’s the sleepover that never stops!” Bluebonnet said.

“We haven’t seen him since you were both little. Oh, Juniper. I'm so
happy for you,” Petunia said, trying her best not to giggle.

“Grandmothers. I—” she began in a stern voice. “Wait, you absolutely
can’t try to set me up with anyone if I bring a fiancé.”

“We would never do that,” Bluebonnet said. “It goes against the fai—”

Jonquil slapped a hand over Bluebonnet’s mouth.

“Against the code,” Bluebonnet finished.

“What code?” Juniper asked.

“Never you mind that,” Petunia said. “You go ahead and get back to
picking out your clothes for the benefit. A fiancée’s work is never done. But



be sure to bring something for the masque. It’s going to be amazing.”

“You’ll both love it,” Bluebonnet said.

“I need to make sure Tomas can get the time off,” Juniper said weakly.

She needs to talk him into it, Petunia mouthed silently.

I’m texting with Estella right now. She’ll guilt him into it, if she has to,
Jonquil mouthed back.

Bluebonnet cackled loudly. “I’m sure he will.”

“Okay, gotta go. We have a lot to do for this wedding. Did we tell you it’s
going to be at Castle Blackheart, along with the masque?” Petunia said.

“Castle Blackheart? Where’s that?” Juniper asked.

“Lots of changes since you’ve been to Ever After. You'll see,”
Bluebonnet promised her.

“Hanging up now. Love you, love to Tomas. See you soon,” Petty said.

“Byeeeeee,” Jonquil said, and dragged the word out to the last possible
second.

“Love you both!” Bluebonnet added.

Petunia clicked the button to end the call and looked around at her sisters
with a very satisfied look on her face.

“I think it’s wise we get April and Estella in on this scheme. Never
underestimate the power of a mother who wants to see her children happy,”
Petty said.

“Yes, good one, Jonquil,” Bluebonnet agreed.

Jonquil studied them. “Do you ever think maybe we shouldn’t push so
hard? Juniper seems very happy with her life the way it is.”

“Here we go,” Bluebonnet said. “I know this is your role in the group,
but it’s tiresome.”

“You need more sugar,” Petty suggested.

“You always think I need more sugar,” Jonquil drawled.

“You always do,” Petunia said.

“That’s a fair point, I suppose.” Jonquil nodded.

“Listen,” Bluebonnet began. “She is happy, and that’s wonderful, but the
right person complements that happiness. And she wants someone. I know
she does. She’s told me she’d like to fall in love, and we’re going to make it
happen.”

“I suppose.” Jonquil cocked her head. “I just want to make sure we’re
doing what’s best.”



“I know,” Petunia said. “We have this talk before every mission. Did you
know that?”

“It’s my job to keep us grounded. To make sure we’re on the right path,”
Jonquil replied.

“Yes, and we appreciate you,” Bluebonnet said. “But we’re jumping right
in the thick of it with Juniper. It’s time.”

“I can’t wait to watch her realize she loves him,” Petunia said with a sigh.

“I can’t wait to watch him realize that love is for him, too.” Bluebonnet’s
sigh joined her sister’s.

“I can’t wait for that vacation.” Jonquil went back to fiddling with the
bloodred hydrangeas and the black lace for the bouquet. “This thing is
giving me fits.”

“Remember: pirate booty,” Bluebonnet encouraged.

“You remember pirate booty. I want no such thing,” Petunia said.

Jonquil arched a brow. “The maid doth protest too much.”

“Mind your business. We have Happily Ever Afters to engineer before
we can even think about vacation.”

“We should get new business cards. Happily Ever After Engineer,”
Bluebonnet said.

“Oh, I like it,” Jonquil agreed.

“We are so late. Zuri is going to kill us. We’re supposed to talk
scheduling with her this morning,” Bluebonnet said.

“Already on it. I texted her and told her to take the day off. With our
compliments. I think she and Phillip are going to take a long weekend.”
Petty winked.

“Did you see the fireworks from the castle last night? Their love lit up
the sky with actual rockets,” Bluebonnet said.

“I know.” Jonquil grinned widely. “We do good work.”

Petty knew in her heart and in her bones that what Jonquil said was true.

Though, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were on the verge of
something more than simply Peak Fairy Godmother. Petty wasn’t sure what
it was, but she didn’t like it.

Not in the least.



Chapter 1

After ending the call with her grandmothers, Juniper sank back into the

overstuffed leather couch that sat just outside the changing room of the
Elegant Gentleman and looked up at her best friend, Tomas Rivera.

Engaged. Grammas Petty, Bon-Bon, and Jonquil were obsessed, and
somehow, they’d maneuvered her into a fine pickle.

She cocked her head to the side and tried to imagine being engaged,
married, or—hell—even dating her longtime pal. They’d been friends for so
long, Juniper had forgotten which one of them was the bad influence.

Him, probably.

No, her.

Eh, she’d have to say it was a tie. When misadventures were on the
menu, both of them ordered more than either of them could chew.

But they had some really great stories. Her favorite one started with,
“One time, in Vienna . . .” when they’d gone backpacking the summer
before college. She smiled, remembering how she’d been so afraid that trip
had been their last hurrah. How their friendship would change. How they’d
inevitably grow apart.

Only they hadn’t. Their friendship had only gotten stronger.

Better.

“Does that smile mean you like this one?”

He grinned back at her and showed off one of the suits he was seriously
considering for the Hernandez and Williams annual fundraiser for the
homeless shelter. This year, they were hoping to add a traveling medical
van to their services. Tomas and Juniper were excited to help make that
happen.

Tomas had exceptional taste, and the suit looked damn good. It fit him
well straight off the rack. He was lucky like that. The cut was exceptional,
but the style wasn’t quite right. The affair was a hassle to dress for because
it wasn’t a formal event, but business attire didn’t quite fit the bill, either.

“Of course, it looks amazing,” she began.

“But, you don’t like it for the fundraiser?” He nodded. “Me either. It’s not
quite right.”



“Exactly what I was thinking.”

“That’s why I bring you along.” He started to shrug out of the jacket.

She laughed. “You bring me along because you love me.”

“That too.” The corner of his mouth quirked up into a grin. “So what was
up with the grandmothers? Were they trying to set you up again? I swear,
those ladies have a one-track mind.”

She pursed her lips and considered. Juniper wondered what sort of bribe
would work to get him to play along. “They’ve decided we’re engaged.”

Tomas laughed. “Dios mio, why would they think that?”

“I’m not sure how we got there, honestly. I think it has to do with that
promise we made when we were kids.” She nodded. “Yes. I think so.”

“The one where we promised to get married to each other at thirty-four?”
He was still laughing.

“Yeah. I mean, it is next year. Gramma Petty said if we’re going to do it,
we need to start planning.” She shrugged.

He stopped laughing, a serious look on his face. “She’s right. I mean, I
don’t see any other prospects in sight for either one of us. Might as well.”

“Oh, stop.” She rolled her eyes. “As if.”

“As if, what?” He looked over his shoulder to the mirror. “Yeah, still hot.
Even though we’re about to be the ancient and decrepit age of thirty-four.”

She flashed a grin in return. “Why did we think that was so old, again?”

“Kids, eh?” He shrugged. “But let me guess? The grandmothers took it
seriously? Or they pretended to.”

“They did.”

“And you let them.”

She cringed. “I did. You don’t understand the pressure.”

“Uh, have you met my mother?” He arched a perfectly sculpted black
brow.

“Oh. Yes. Right.” She coughed. “But I would totally understand if you
told her we were engaged. I’d even play along to get her off your back.”

He snorted. “You’d make me pay for it, though. I’d have to bring you
tamales every Friday for the rest of my life.”

“You already do that. So make it Wednesday and Friday.”

“Fair.” He nodded.

“So you’ll do it?”

“What? You’re serious?” He draped the jacket over his arm.



“They won’t stop trying to set me up unless you come with me to visit
them for Samhain.” At his blank look, she added, “Halloween?”

“And pretend to be engaged?” If his brow crawled up any higher, it was
going to disappear into his hairline.

“It can be a long engagement.”

“It can’t be forever. This is bound to blow up in our faces.” He shook his
head.

She bit her lip. “I know, but . . .” Juniper knew it was time to pull out the
big guns. She always knew how to get her way with Tomas. She widened
her brown eyes and knew she looked much like a cocker spaniel. He could
never say no to the eyes. Especially when she blinked slowly and pouted,
just a little.

“Woman. Stop it.”

She continued to stare and let her mouth turn down at the corners just a
bit.

“I am a hardened divorce attorney. Those eyes aren’t going to . . .” He
sighed. “Fine, but I have conditions.”

Juniper rewarded him with her best smile.

“Big faker.”

“No, I really would’ve been that sad if you said no.”

“You’re not getting my cooperation for free.”

“I can’t make tamales, so I don’t know what you want from me.” She
pursed her lips, confident that she would, in fact, get his cooperation for
free.

“First, when we break up, it has to be mutual. I love us both too much.”

A cackle burst from her. “You’re so right. I definitely do not want to be
on the wrong side of Mama Estella. And you don’t want to be on the wrong
side of my mother, or my grandmothers. Gramma Petty got that nickname
for a reason.” She nodded slowly. “Oh, definitely. It has to be amicable.”

He nodded, his face serious. “I’m glad we’re agreed. But you know, if
we’re not careful, both of our families will have us trotting down the aisle
like a couple of breeding show ponies.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Eww. Why would you say it that way? That’s
disgusting.”

“I know!” His tone indicated he obviously thought there was nothing
worse.



Juniper knew Tomas was anti-commitment, but she didn’t realize he was
that bitter. “Do you really feel that way about marriage?”

“I...” He looked around to make sure they were alone. “I’m a divorce
attorney.”

“I know. Obviously. I held your hand through law school and helped you
study. I brought you Thai food after you passed the bar. This is not a
surprise.”

“Then my feelings on marriage shouldn’t be a surprise.”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. Pessimism is boring.”

He reached out and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “That’s what I
love about you. No matter what, you still believe. You believe enough for
both of us.”

“Speaking of, I just got my author copies of Thunderbird!” She
rummaged in her bag and pulled out her newest release.

He reached for it, but she held it back.

“I don’t know, Tomas. If you don’t believe, you might not be worthy of a
copy. It is a romance novel, after all.”

“You already made me wait. I will not bring tamales Friday if you don’t
give me that book right now.”

Juniper held it up. “This book? This romance novel, with love, and of all
the horrible things, a Happily Ever After? Is this the book you want, Big
Bad Divorce Attorney?”

He narrowed his eyes. “I read spy novels, too. That doesn’t mean I’'m
going to go out and hunt for Red October.”

Juniper loved that he read her books. He’d been reading her stories since
she first put her fingers on a keyboard and banged out an awful, teen-angst
ridden agony aunt “romance” where everyone died at the end. And then
became vampires. And then got staked. And came back as ghosts. And then
they were reincarnated. And then . . . Yes, it was a wreck, but she’d been
hooked.

So had he.

“Oh fine, I suppose.” She let him take the book from her hands.

He opened to the front page where the dedication remained mostly the
same from book to book.

For Tomas, who believed.

Juniper had thought he’d be used to it by now, after seventeen books.
Only his reaction never changed. His face beamed with pride and he pulled



her up into a tight hug.

“I still can’t get over seeing my name there. I’'m so proud of you.” He
kissed both of her cheeks and then slid the book carefully into his briefcase.
“I can’t wait to find out what happens to Cordelia and Daniel.” He cast a
glance back at her face. “You know you were wrong for how you left it at
the end of Sphinx.”

She cackled and couldn’t help thinking she sounded a bit like Gramma
Petty.

“Ha!” he exclaimed. “I knew it. You just like to torture us.”

“Honestly, I love that you’re so invested. It means you love them as
much as I do. I can’t describe how that feels.”

“You’re still not getting out of owing me a favor for this fake fiancé
nonsense.”

“As if T would. But really, you should be grateful. They’re not above
trying to set you up with someone, too.”

He held up his index finger. “Ah, but you see, they’re not my
grandmothers. I don’t have to go visit them.”

“Do you really think they’d let that stop them? They’d just call your
mother. Then where would you be?”

“Damn.”

“Uh-huh.” She pursed her lips. “But I’m feeling generous, so what do
you want?”

“You have to be my date to the fundraiser—"

She opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off.

“And you have to wear a dress.”

“Fine, I’ll wear a dress, but I’'m not doing heels.”

He narrowed his eyes. “That was surprisingly easy. What aren’t you
telling me?”

“There’s a masquerade ball in Ever After on Samhain and we have to

»

go.
“Ever After? Oh for . .. I forgot your grandmothers lived in that weird
little town. How sober do I have to be?”

She considered. “Eighty-twenty?”

“I’m not going to make it.” He gave an overdramatic sigh.

“Have you been watching those soaps with Mama Estella again?”

A guilty look flashed across his face. “She had them on when I was
fixing her sink.”



Juniper laughed. “How dare you start a new show without me.”

“Mama will be happy to catch you up, I’'m sure.”

“Listen, maybe when we get to Ever After, you shouldn’t tell people
details about your job. It might be kind of a downer,” she teased.

“You think?” he snorted. “Far be it from me to bring the real world to
fairy-tale land.”

“You know how I feel about that description.” She crossed her arms over
her chest.

“I...” He gestured helplessly.

“Either sum it up in your own words, or I’'m going to make you listen to
my dissertation on assholes and fairy tales.”

“Fine.” He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why I do these things for you.
You’re absolutely ridiculous.”

“I am. And you love me anyway. So. Let’s have it.”

“I will not refer to things I find unbelievable as fairy tales,” he grumbled.

“Why not?”

“Fairy tales are stories about perseverance and hope.”

“And?” she prompted.

“And only assholes shit on other people’s hope. I’m not an asshole.”

“See? That wasn’t too painful.”

“It was a little painful, but definitely not as bad as listening to you recite
your talking points for an hour and a half.”

“That only happened once.” She bit her lip. “I was . . . miffed.”

“Miffed?” He shook his head. “I still think you’d have been a great
lawyer.”

“I think there’s only room for one legal beagle in this relationship.”

“A beagle? That’s what you think of me? I’'m a Malinois. Smart,
efficient, highly trained, and a force to be reckoned with.”

She snorted. “Legal Malinois doesn’t really have the same mouthfeel, my
friend. Mangy Malinois, maybe?”

“That’s it. No tamales for you.”

“Let’s not be hasty.” She leaned forward to grab his hand.

“No, that’s a bridge too far. And you burned it down. I'm done with
you,” he teased.

“You’re a brilliant barrister. I’ve got it! My next novel! The Bloody
Brilliant Barrister, featuring handsome Latino heartthrob Tomas Rivera.
Killer of Hearts, and Bringer of Delicious Tamales.”



He nodded as he considered. “I suppose that’s a little better. Keep going.”

“No, that’s all you get.”

“Come on. I did the thing you like. It’s your turn. A man needs to be told
he’s handsome as often as a woman needs to be told she’s beautiful. Make
with the compliments. The one about my jaw.” He motioned for her to start.

“You’re insufferable. I never should’ve started this. Try to make my
friend feel better after a nasty breakup and this is the thanks I get.” From
her tone, it was obvious she didn’t mean a word of it. She was happy to
remind Tomas at any time of all of his good qualities.

“But you love me.”

“I suppose.”

“And my jaw.”

She snorted. “Fine. You have a jaw like a rotten jack-o-lantern—no,
that’s not the one?”

Juniper could tell by the expression on his face that he wasn’t amused.
She rubbed her hands together and cracked her knuckles. “Okay, I’'ll give
you a good one. You did indulge me with the fairy-tale thing.”

She studied his face for a long moment and for the first time since
college, she considered how she’d describe him if he were a character in
one of her books. When they were in school, he’d had a definite edge to his
jaw that was sharp, defined, and at one time, she’d said it had an edge like
an anvil. It still did. That hadn’t changed. Only, back then, there’d still been
a softness to his face, a remnant of the boy he’d been.

He was one hundred percent man now. With all the hard edges that
brought with it, although she wasn’t going to tell him that.

Juniper continued to stare at him, and for the first time, it really hit her
that he could be one of the guys she wrote about.

Not for her, of course; they were just friends.

Except he had every single quality she’d write into a hero.

He was hot as sin, kind, generous, thoughtful, honest. He did things to
make her happy without caring how it might look to other people. Reciting
her policy on fairy tales was ridiculous, but he did it because she wanted
him to.

He was pretending to be her fiancé to make her grandmothers happy. For
all the walls he’d erected to keep himself safe, he had a huge heart.

Juniper was overwhelmed by emotion.

How would she put that on the page?



“Tomas Rivera was a beautiful man”—she held up her hand when his
belly laugh would’ve interrupted her—*“his jaw was made of iron, and his
cheekbones were like sharp blades. The softness of his long lashes against
those stern angles seemed like an incongruity, but they framed his most
powerful weapon of all. Eyes that could see through any shield, down
through flesh and bone to the very marrow. Eyes that could pull you down
into the darkness and make you forget you’re afraid of drowning.”

Tomas stopped laughing. He looked like he’d been slapped. “Whoa,
really?”

“You asked for it. You got it.”

“I suppose that’ll have to keep me stocked for a while,” he said in a
dazed tone.

“You suppose? Bitch, that was fantastic.”

He laughed again. “Yeah, it was. I wasn’t dropping shade on your lovely
gift. It was just . . .” He shrugged. “It was really good.”

Maybe she had taken it a little too far. She’d gotten caught up in the
moment, and while she did feel those things, Juniper realized they might’ve
sounded more intense and implied a deeper meaning she hadn’t intended.

Then she shook the thought off. They’d been friends for too long to
worry about every little word they said to each other. Her brain was being
slightly stupid because she’d just realized that he was more than her Tomas.

She knew that, logically, but it had just been driven home with a hammer
that he was a man. Not just male, because obviously. But a man. The kind
of man she wrote about. It had changed her perspective for a moment. She
wasn’t sure she liked seeing him with new eyes. Juniper knew he was a
good man, but she didn’t have those feelings for him, and she didn’t want to
have them. Things were perfect as they were.

“Of course it was really good.” She lifted her chin. “I’m a professional.”

“Are you now?”

“We do not have time for that. We still have to find your suit, and if you
don’t take me to lunch soon, this is not going to end well.”

“Okay, I have one more option. I saved the best for last. I think this is the
one.”

“You should’ve tried that one first.”

“I still had to try this one.” He motioned to the suit he wore. “I’m going
to buy it. A man can never have too many suits.”

She nodded in agreement.



“Oh, and while you wait, there are cola gummies in your bag.” He
winked at her.

Juniper tore into the bag and stuffed a couple in her mouth while he went
back inside the dressing room to change.

Now that her stomach wasn’t trying to eat her from the inside out, she
felt much better.

When he came out again, she knew why he’d been saving it for last. It
was absolutely perfect. The material was obviously silk, but the color was
almost an iridescent ocean blue. The contrast against the warm color of his
skin and his jet-black hair was striking.

Her eyes were drawn to the jaw that she’d been asked to describe, down
to the way the suit jacket framed his shoulders. She tore her gaze away. She
needed to turn off romance-novel brain. Now was definitely not the time.

“Wow. Yes. That one. That one for every event you go to for the next five
years.”

“You think it’ll work for the masquerade?”

“Well, I suppose, if you decide to go as a hot lawyer?”

“I’m always a hot lawyer. I should probably shake it up.”

“But you’re definitely buying that one, right?”

“Obviously. With the purple pocket square?” He held it up.

“Obviously.”

“Good. Bow tie, I think.”

She nodded.

“Since we’re pretending to be a couple, I think your dress should match
my pocket square. We’ll be that couple. You know the one.” He smirked.
“Oh, on second thought, this fake fiancé thing is going to be fun.”

Juniper was absolutely convinced that hijinks were about to ensue.

But not before lunch. She refused to get into trouble on an empty
stomach.



Chapter 2

Tomas Rivera was supposed to be prepping for a meeting with a client, but
instead, he was looking at the picture of his best friend that sat on his desk.

Most people thought she was his wife or his girlfriend because of the
prominent placement of her picture. They always seemed strangely sad and
disappointed when he corrected them. He couldn’t figure out why, when his
clients were going through what was an oftentimes ugly divorce, they
wanted him to be married. It didn’t make any sense. Although, he supposed
misery loved company.

A cold flash of guilt washed down his spine.

If Juniper could hear his thoughts, she’d be exceptionally hurt and
disappointed.

Her smiling face looking at him on his desk reminded him to have hope.
To be kind. It reminded him that some kinds of love were real. Romantic
love was practically a fetish, and he hated how it was so idolized. If people
were more reasonable about their expectations and understood that what
people thought was all-consuming passionate love was simply a biological
imperative, a hormonal trick, everyone would be better off. But the love for
friends and family? Now, that was something he knew to be true. It had
been proven to him time and time again.

He knew Juniper would do anything for him.

And apparently, he’d do anything for her.

Even pretend to be engaged.

He picked up her picture and smoothed his thumb over the edge of her
likeness. Tomas supposed if he ever did actually get married, it would be
Juniper. He couldn’t imagine life without her, and it was always there at the
back of his mind. That someday, he would lose her. He wouldn’t be the
most important man in her life any longer.

She’d meet someone.

She’d fall hard.

And she wouldn’t be his Juniper any longer. Not like she was now.

He remembered when they first met. They’d been six. His mother had
brought him to the park to play in the sandbox. Only, there hadn’t been any



sand. Just mud. A girl with dark pigtails had plopped down in the mud next
to him, and they’d not been able to build anything so grand as a castle, so
they called their mud mess a fort and that moment had been the beginning.
They’d been inseparable.

Tomas clearly remembered the first time they’d made the promise to get
married at thirty-four if they didn’t marry anyone else.

The first time had been at his tenth birthday party. One of his cousins had
been teasing him because his best friend was a girl. Carlos said that Tomas
might as well marry her. Juniper had told him with all the conviction in her
little heart that she was going to marry Tomas. They’d do it when they were
thirty-four because that’s when she’d have all of her big teeth and a white
dress.

The second time had been when he was sixteen. She’d broken up with
her first serious boyfriend. She said she would never trust another boy with
her heart. Except for Tomas. He’d reminded her that her relationship was
doomed to fail anyway because she had to marry him when she had her
grown-up teeth and a white dress.

The third time had been a bit more complicated. He’d been twenty-six,
and it had been at Carlos’s wedding. They’d been doing shots and dancing
all night. The event had been full of good food, laughter, family . . . As the
evening had wound down, they were both drunk and lying in the grass by
the country club pool, holding hands and looking up at the spinning stars.

The stars had definitely been spinning.

Like a damn disco ball.

Carlos had yelled that Tomas should kiss her.

Tomas still remembered the hazy formation of what would’ve been the
worst decision of his life. He’d propped himself up on his elbow and looked
down at her, lying there in her breezy summer dress, hair spread in the
grass, her lips pink and inviting, and he’d thought, Yeah, I should.

He’d started to lean down toward her face.

She’d wrapped her arms around his shoulders and she’d said, “Look at
you, getting ideas just because I’ve got my big-girl teeth and white dress.
We’re not thirty-four yet.”

He’d realized then what a terrible mistake it would’ve been. Tomas
would’ve ruined the one thing, apart from his mother and her side of the
family, that was steady in his life.



So instead, he’d kissed her forehead, and tried not to notice how good it
felt to have her in his arms. Or the sultry look in her eyes. Or, Dios mio,
when her hand had come up to cup his cheek. It had taken him months to
stop thinking about that moment. How much his body wanted something
more, and how it had almost tricked his mind into believing in a mirage.

The memory of it had come slamming back into him in wave after wave
as she’d described him as if he’d been a character in one of her books.

He definitely had to push that to the far reaches of his mind.

He didn’t know what they’d thought was so magical or important about
thirty-four. He decided that maybe when they called this sham of an
engagement off, he could tell their respective families that they’d raised the
marriage age to eighty.

Romantic love never lasted. As evidenced by the fact that the marriage of
his cousin whose wedding had almost inspired the worst mistake of his life
had ended in divorce this last year.

He’d meant it when he said that he admired her for being able to look at
the world around her, see the way people treated each other, and still
believe. Still have hope.

His Juniper was magic that way.

A knock sounded on his door, interrupting his thoughts.

“Mr. Rivera? Your two o’clock is here,” his assistant, Jocelyn, said.

He scrubbed a hand over his face. He hadn’t reviewed the file. “Give me
five and then send them in, please.”

“Mr. Williams would like to see you in his office when you’re done.”

“So noted. Thank you,” he said.

“Coffee? Water? Tranquilizer?” she said in a faux-sweet voice.

“Oh, damn. It’s that guy, isn’t it? The one with the anxiety-induced
eczema and he wants to sue his wife for emotional damage.”

Jocelyn nodded. “She’s threatening a countersuit for destruction of
property. It’s in the file.”

“What?”

He flipped open the file and saw just exactly what the husband had
destroyed.

For the insane amount of money listed, he’d thought it had to be a car, a
closet full of designer bags, or maybe even a beach house.

No.



It was a one-of-a-kind, pure silver, hand-crafted dildo designed by a
famed New Zealand silversmith and jeweler. It had a name. It was called
simply Heaven.

Heaven had a list price of half a million dollars.

Half.

A.

Million.

Dollars.

When his wife had refused to have sex with him, he’d taken her prized
toy, a propane torch, and a YouTube video on how to smelt silver at home,
and he’d . ..

“Jesus actually wept,” Tomas muttered.

The Dildo Killer entered his office and sat down in the plush, overstuffed
chair in front of Tomas’s desk. Jocelyn brought them both glasses of water,
and he took a sip to steady himself.

“Mr. Squires,” he began.

“Jim, please.”

“Jim, would you like to tell me what happened since the last time I saw
you?”

“You don’t understand,” Jim said.

Tomas nodded slowly. “Yes, that’s why you’re going to explain it to me.”

“We talked about reconciling. It didn’t go well.”

Tomas waited for him to continue.

“We started fighting. I told her I still loved her; she said she still loved
me.”

“So what was the problem?”

“She said she didn’t want to have sex with me anymore. Rachel said
she’d spent so many nights in heaven by herself, that it wasn’t worth the
effort.”

Ouch. Not worth the effort?

“And you said?”

“If she wasn’t such a frigid bitch, it wouldn’t be an effort.” He sighed.
“Then she said if I knew how to use my tongue for something besides being
a whiny bitch, she wouldn’t be a frigid bitch.”

“So this caused you to destroy Heaven?”

“Don’t call it that.”



“I think a dildo with a price tag of half a million dollars might deserve to
be called by its name? No?”

“I was just so mad.” Jim shook his head and began scratching at a patch
on his arm. “That woman drives me crazy. Look at this!” He waved his arm
in front of Tomas’s face. “This is her fault.”

“Do you remember why you married your wife?”

“Of course I do.” Jim was quiet for a long moment. “She was my best
friend. We grew up together.”

Tomas couldn’t help but think of Juniper. They’d grown up together.
They were best friends. Tomas knew that he’d been right not to cross that
line, because this was the most likely destination.

Well, not destroying a half-a-million-dollar dildo, but a place where
everything was broken.

“And now you want to take her to court to get her to pay you because
you have a rash.”

“She’s taking me to court for—”

“For destroying her property.” He decided then that Jim wasn’t simply
annoying, he was possibly dangerous. Tomas had handled many divorces
over the years, and destruction of property was often an indicator of
physical violence.

He did not want to represent him.

“I thought you were my lawyer. Did she get to you? Are you fucking
her?” Jim had puffed up, and he reminded Tomas of a blowfish.

Tomas stared at him until he deflated.

“I am your lawyer, and I’m trying to help you. You’re going to have to
take the loss on the dildo.” Those were not words he’d ever expected to
utter aloud, but here he was.

“My brother said I could say it was mine, and then I'll only have to pay
her for half of it.”

Tomas sighed. “Is that really where you want to go with this?”

“Maybe.”

At one time, the man in front of him had claimed to love the woman he
was now ready to fight to the death with over a dildo. She had claimed to
love him, too. They’d invested in the tradition, coming together with their
families, speaking their vows in front of all of their loved ones, and this was
what it had come to. Dildos, propane torches, threats, and lawsuits.



“Why don’t you think about what you want to do and give me a call in a
couple of days,” he suggested. In that time, he’d be working out a strategy
to drop the man.

“You think I should just pay it, don’t you?”

He leaned back in his chair. “I do. How would you feel if someone
treated your mother or your sister the way you’re treating Rachel?” Tomas
quickly realized the man in front of him would think they deserved it. So he
tried another tactic. “What if she treated you this way? What if she’d taken
a blowtorch to your Bentley?”

Jim’s mouth dangled open, but then he promptly shut it.

“Do you think she would do that?” He pulled up his phone and began
swiping and slapping at the screen. “I’ll kill her.”

“Phrasing, Jim.”

“You know what I mean. But do you think she would? Take a blowtorch
to my Bentley, I mean?”

“I don’t know your wife. You do. What would she do?”

His face went pale. “She’s very competitive.”

“If you only pay her for half the dildo, she should only be responsible for
half your car.” Tomas shrugged. “If you want to use the law to your
advantage, be aware that she can use any trick you do. How far down the
rabbit hole do you want to go?”

What he really wanted was to get the man out of his office. Jim started
scratching at his arm again, and flakes of his skin wafted from him to settle
on the brown arm of the chair.

“You’re supposed to be smarter than her lawyers. I heard you’re a shark.
That’s why I wanted you.”

Tomas didn’t want to be a shark. Not for other sharks, anyway. He
remembered how hard his mother worked when his dad abandoned them.
She worked two jobs, went to college full-time, and still managed to be a
warm, present, and attentive mother. All the while, his father had been jet-
setting across Europe with all the money he’d hidden in the Caymans
without a care in the world.

Tomas had become a divorce attorney to see that men and women
fulfilled the promises they made. He was a champion of the hard-luck cases
and he preferred to represent single parents whose spouse had tried to dick
them over.

Tomas didn’t want to be the one doing the dicking over.



“I don’t think you’re the right attorney for me.”

Relief washed over him. Tomas didn’t think so, either. “Fair enough.”

“What, you’re not going to fight to keep me as a client?” Jim seemed
incredulous.

“Our office took this case as a favor to your brother, but you’re not the
sort of client who is aligned with our philosophies. Best of luck,” Tomas
said, and went to the door to hold it open for him.

Now, he was going to have to tell his boss that he’d lost the client. That
he’d not bothered to refer him to someone else in their office.

Truth be told, he was prepared to deal with any fallout, but he didn’t
expect too much. Hernandez and Williams had a certain reputation.

“I’1l have your job for this,” Jim growled.

Tomas highly doubted that. He was going to be too busy fighting in court
over a dildo and a Bentley.

He comforted himself with the thought that if he did lose his job, it was
for the right reasons. After Jim was gone, he took a deep, cleansing breath
and squared his shoulders and walked toward Warren Williams’s office.

The door had been left open, and Warren was studying some files on his
desk, his brow furrowed.

“Come in, come in.” He motioned to the chair in front of his desk. “Tell
me how the meeting with Jim Squires went.”

“He fired us.”

Warren raised a brow. “Oh? Any particular reason why?”

“Mostly because I wanted him to.”

Warren’s face was unreadable. “You going to explain this?”

“He’s not someone who fits with our goals as a firm. He’s not who we
want to be associated with us in the community.” Tomas felt good about his
decision.

Warren still had no outward reaction. “His family could have cut a
sizable check for the med van.”

“We’ll find funding elsewhere.”

Warren’s face broke into a wide smile. “That is exactly the answer I was
hoping you’d give us.”

Tomas suddenly realized that this had all been some kind of test. Just like
when they’d hired him. “This was a test?” He shook his head.

“We’re doing very well, and we’re looking to support that expansion by
adding another partner,” Warren replied.



Tomas tamped down any excitement he felt because he knew this came
with a caveat. He knew what Warren wanted from him. He wanted to see
him moving toward a serious relationship. What their clients would call
“stability.” Which he found to be incredibly ironic.

While technically what the partners wanted from him wasn’t legal and
could possibly fall within the parameters of discrimination, it was
something that happened behind the scenes all the time.

“But,” Tomas prompted.

“But, John and I want to see you at least maintaining a relationship.”
Warren eyed him. “I’d like to introduce you to my niece.” He held up his
hand before Tomas could object. “She’s beautiful, but, of course, I'm
biased; she’s career-driven and talented. You have a lot of the same goals.
She’ll be at the fundraiser.”

Tomas was suddenly grateful for the grandmothers’ meddling. “I’'m
actually bringing a date.”

“Is it that gorgeous best friend of yours, Juniper?”

“It is.”

“Have you finally seen what all the rest of us know?” He smirked. “That
you two are absolutely perfect for each other?”

Tomas forced a laugh. “Yeah.”

“How did this happen? More important, when did this happen?” Warren
was obviously skeptical.

“Today, actually. I know that sounds like I’m just avoiding the issue, but I
swear, I’'m not. She was helping me pick out my suit for the fundraiser and .
..” And what? Her meddling grandmothers decided the two of them were
getting married and now they’re along for the ride? “And we got caught up
in a moment, and we’ve decided to just go with it.”

He wasn’t technically lying.

Technically.

Warren eyed him hard, as if trying to ferret out any holes in his story. Just
like a good lawyer would do. “So when is the first date?”

“Our first actual date will be the benefit.” Tomas figured that he might as
well reap the benefits from their little charade. “We’ve been friends for a
long time, though. Since we were kids. Best friends.”

He refused to think about Jim and what he’d said about he and Rachel
having been best friends, too. That would never happen to Tomas and



Juniper because they weren’t going to cross that line for a mirage of
Happily Ever After.

“We had a pact that if we were both single by our mid-thirties, we were
just going to do it and we are.”

“Wait, you’re engaged?”

“Stable enough for you?”

“I have to admit, this sounds a little too convenient, Tomas.” Warren
steepled his fingers.

“Believe me when I say that there is nothing at all convenient about this.
But I can’t imagine spending my life with anyone else.”

“That 1 believe. We’ll talk after you set a date for the wedding.”

Tomas realized then that there was zero way he’d convince Warren to
offer him the partnership before he was shackled tight. He was going to
have to give further thought to leaving the firm and going out on his own.
Tomas refused to be denied something he’d earned simply because he
didn’t want to get married. One thing had nothing to do with the other.

Except, he realized that he meant what he said. He couldn’t imagine
marrying anyone, but he didn’t want to spend any of the time he’d been
given with anyone but Juniper.

He took a deep breath. It would be so easy for this to get away from
them.

Her grandmothers imagined themselves to be champion meddlers, called
themselves everyone’s godmothers. They were incredibly good at
matchmaking, and getting people to do exactly what they wanted.

If he and Juniper weren’t careful, they’d end up trotting down that
primrose path to unholy matrimony thinking it was their own idea.

Then, he’d lose everything.



Chapter 3

It was no wonder that Juniper or Tomas hadn’t had a serious relationship

with anyone other than each other in the last several years.

Instead of going out to meet people, or being social, they spent the
weekend either at his apartment, her house, or together with their moms.
Last weekend, they’d taken their mothers to the pumpkin patch, even
though it was early in the season, and they’d loaded up on treats from the
farm store. From apples to cider to homemade jams and jellies to cheeses
made on the neighboring farm, and they’d spent the evening playing board
games.

It occurred to Juniper that she liked their routine. She wasn’t interested in
blind dates, or the club scene, or hitting the bar. She especially wasn’t
interested in any online dating. She’d rather gouge out her eyeballs with a
melon baller. Or snort a line of angry fire ants.

She’d tried online dating a few times, and it was the worst thing she
could imagine doing to herself. Every single man she’d met had been the
definition of awful.

Ninety percent of men she’d matched with thought that because she
wrote romance novels, she was immediately down to sext. Nothing had
been a bigger turnoff. She’d started telling them that writing was her job
and if they wanted her words, they could pay for them. Ten bucks a text.

Tomas reminded her that there were good men in the world. That
someday, she’d find someone who loved her like he did, and more.
Someone who cared about her mind, and her heart, as well as doing things
with her body. He couldn’t be the only good man, after all. Or could he?

She’d started to doubt she could have all three. She wondered if maybe
she just had to let Tomas take care of her heart and mind, and bus in an
escort for the rest. All in all, it didn’t seem like an awful prospect. Escorts
wouldn’t say anything to her they weren’t paid to say.

Unlike the one guy who had told her that if she didn’t like the way she
was treated, she should stop writing those books because real men weren’t
like that, and everything did, in fact, have to do with their penises.



She’d told him if he liked waving his around so much, he should eat a
whole bag of them, smashed, to bring out the best flavor. Then she’d
blocked him and deleted her profile.

After that, there was that guy she’d dated who’d worked at the law firm
with Tomas. He’d be at the benefit. Jace hadn’t been a bad guy—it just
hadn’t ended well. She’d gotten food poisoning after sushi and . . . Her
stomach flipped at the memory, and Juniper paused to steady herself.

She wasn’t going to think about the Sushi Debacle. No one needed to
remember that. Especially not her.

Juniper needed her stomach in game-day shape because Tomas was
bringing his tamales.

Her excitement for these tamales never got old. She never turned them
down. There was never a week where she said, “Tamale Friday? I just
can’t.”

She always could.

Always.

There was nothing like them in the whole wide world. If she was honest,
just in the quiet of her own mind, she liked his better than Mama Estella’s.
Of course, she’d never so much as breathe a syllable of that out loud.

He’d even taught her how to make them herself, but there was something
more magical about them when he made them.

Her job was dessert. She’d made chocolate-dipped strawberries to
celebrate finishing her last book, so she’d made a double batch, and she had
a bottle of champagne she’d yet to crack. She’d set them out on the coffee
table. The only light was from small string lights that cast a soothing glow.

It occurred to her that if someone were to see this scene from the outside
that it might look like something it wasn’t. It had all the earmarks of
romance.

Maybe this had been her problem all along. Maybe neither of them could
find anyone because they had all the trappings of a relationship, except the
trap. Or, at least, she knew that’s what Tomas would say.

The trap, and the sex.

But that would be gross, right? RIGHT? He was Tomas. He wasn’t
actually a guy. He was just her best friend.

She allowed herself, for one single second, to remember what he’d
looked like in that suit when she’d permitted her brain to perceive him as
something more.



Instead of his jaw, his cheekbones, or his shoulders, or any of the things
she usually described about her heroes at first glance, she thought about his
hands. How strong they were. The things they’d done for her. The things
they could do for her. To her.

She didn’t describe the hero’s hands until the heroine did because that
meant things were about to get hot.

A strange arrow of lust shot through her, and she decided that no, this
was not a healthy train of thought.

Unbidden, she remembered that moment several years ago in the grass
under the stars at his cousin’s wedding, when she’d been so very sure
Tomas was going to kiss her.

And kiss her he had, but on her forehead.

She wondered what would’ve happened if he had really kissed her.
Juniper decided that their lives probably wouldn’t be much different. They
might’ve tried to have a relationship, but ultimately, because he didn’t
believe in marriage, they would’ve broken up.

Because Juniper knew what she wanted, and she refused to settle for
anything less than everything.

She didn’t care if her wedding was big or small, if it was simply reciting
vows in front of a justice of the peace on an average Wednesday morning.
But she knew she wanted to be married to the person she fell in love with.

So even if an attraction bloomed between them and it could take their
solid foundation of friendship, respect, and trust to the next level, he wasn’t
her person because he didn’t want the same things she did.

Juniper was in the business of love, and she knew that people were not
DIY projects. She knew she had to accept him completely as he was and not
expect or want him to change.

Logically, she knew this. Emotionally, she knew this.

But something was wrong with her, because now that she’d opened that
door, her body didn’t care about what the other parts of her had to say.

Images of that night, that memory, began to play themselves over and
over in her head. Except the memories had morphed into something else.
Into scenes of white-hot desire.

She smacked herself lightly, double-timing, to be sure she made solid
contact with each cheek.

“Get a grip, J.” She shook her head. “Lost your damn mind. What’s
wrong with you?” she whispered aloud to herself.



This was normal, she was sure. Her body had assumed that because she
wasn’t in contact with other men, that she must be stranded on a desert
island with Tomas, therefore, he was it. He was all that was left, and it was
time to propagate the species.

The second the thought had formed, she had two reactions.

One was to feel utterly guilty for dismissing one of the best men she
knew as a last resort.

The other was a quick reenactment in her head of what it would look like
to be stranded on a desert island with him. So, of course, she was
immediately thinking about how often they’d be naked.

Forced proximity was her favorite trope to write about.

Stranded in snowstorms, fighting for their lives against the powers of
hell, hiding from the bad guys, and, of course, there was always only one
bed. Or they were forced to travel on a single conveyance, where they had
to be pressed up against one another.

Juniper knew exactly what she needed to do.

She needed to start another book and pour absolutely all of this into the
characters and let it play out on the page. Maybe when she and Tomas were
eighty, rocking on the porch together and sipping iced tea, she’d tell him
about the strange twist her thoughts had taken one time.

For some reason, that made her eyes tear up.

She definitely did not have the time or the headspace to deconstruct that.

A knock sounded on the door, and for a moment, Juniper panicked. She
looked down at herself and realized she looked like she’d just crawled out
from under a rock.

It wasn’t as bad as Deadline Juniper. Deadline Juniper was a complete
trash muppet who didn’t brush her hair, sometimes forgot to brush her teeth,
and wore coffee-stained T-shirts and was the least sexy human being to ever
dredge herself up from a keyboard.

She was clean, her hair had been brushed and stuffed up into a loose bun,
and her toenails were even painted. Although, she wasn’t one of those cute
girls who could do the messy bun and looked relaxed chic. She looked like
she’d gotten a squirrel to pose on her head but it was about to run at any
moment.

But she supposed that was a talent.

Why the hell did she care what she looked like? This was Tomas. Just
Tomas.



He’d actually seen Deadline Juniper in the stinky flesh. He’d even
hugged her.

This was fine. She was fine.

Well, no, she wasn’t. She needed to fix her head or she was going to
make a huge mistake. Juniper wasn’t worried she’d ruin their friendship,
because nothing could do that. It was one of those things that would be
forever.

But it could be complicated for a while, and why would she ever set
herself up for failure and heartbreak? On purpose?

Juniper also knew that if she let herself put Tomas into that role, that no
one else would ever come close, and as much as she loved him, she had
other dreams for her life. Other experiences she wanted that he didn’t. She
realized that maybe she’d already done that. She hadn’t been dating or even
seriously thinking about dating in a long time. Her dreams weren’t going to
happen if she didn’t take steps to put them in motion.

Some stray maggot of a thought wiggled in the back of her brain, but she
didn’t want to think about it. She couldn’t. All she’d find there were
revelations she wasn’t ready to deal with.

“Juniper?” he called through the door. “My hands are full of tamales. You
gonna let me in?”

She realized she’d been standing there like an idiot. “Only because you
have tamales,” she said as she opened the door.

The smell of the tamales wafted up to greet her, and she peeked beneath
the foil. “Yes, precious. Come to Mama!”

He closed the door behind him with his foot and carried them into her
kitchen, where she’d laid out plates and forks.

“Are those chocolate-covered strawberries I see on the coffee table?”

“Yep. I made a double batch.”

“I’m going to need them. It’s been a hell of a week,” he said.

“What happened?”

Tomas plated the tamales. He gave Juniper three, but she motioned for
him to continue until he put a fourth one on her plate.

“Work stuff. I’ve got a tentative offer for partner,” he began.

He didn’t sound as happy about that as he should have. He’d been
gunning for partner for some time, and this should have been celebratory
news. Instead, Tomas wore a scowl, and his jaw ticked.

“What’s wrong? I thought this was what you wanted.”



“It comes with strings. Strings they know damn well I don’t want.”

“Not that stability crap again.” She rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, and I may have used our little ruse to get out of being set up with
Warren’s niece.” He sighed. “But he was on to us. He said we’ll talk once
you and I set a date.”

Juniper bit her lip. “Ugh.” Then she recalled the earlier track of her
thoughts. “Maybe you should meet his niece. Maybe she’s wonderful.
Maybe she’s your person.”

And maybe, if she saw Tomas dating someone, she’d stop stagnating and
try dating again, too.

He shot her a dirty look. “That’s the meanest thing you’ve ever said to
me.”

She laughed. “No, but seriously. Maybe she wants the things you want,
too. Maybe she doesn’t believe in the institution of marriage, either? Not
every woman wants to get married.”

“I’m sure she’s wonderful, but I already told him we were engaged.”

She narrowed her eyes. “After we break up, maybe you should let him
introduce you.”

“Trying to get out of our deal?” he teased.

Juniper put her hand on his arm. “Nabh. I just want you to be happy.”

“I am happy. Or I would be, if people would leave me alone.”

“It’s exhausting, isn’t it? Everyone, and I mean everyone, is on our cases
about when we’re going to stuff ourselves into their ideas of what happiness
looks like.”

He put his hands on the counter and turned to look at her. “That’s not
something I expected to hear from you.”

“Why not? Because I believe in Happily Ever After? It’s not HEA if it’s
on someone else’s terms. The whole point is to live your life, with your
person, the way that’s authentic to both of you. Other people’s expectations
don’t play into that.”

Tomas nodded slowly. “Okay, that’s something I can get on board with.
Why didn’t you say it that way years ago?”

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s almost like that element is in every single book I
write. But I mean, I can draw you a picture with the fat crayons.” She
shrugged.

He laughed but then paused to consider. “No, you’re right. Now that I
think about it.”



Juniper rolled her eyes and took her plate. “So what are we watching
tonight? It’s your turn to pick.”

“I was thinking a classic.”

“Oh no.”

“Oh yes.”

She knew what he’d chosen, and she wasn’t really complaining. She just
liked to tease him. Honestly, her favorite pastime was teasing him.

There are other ways to tease him, that stupid, new voice in the back of
her head told her.

Nope. She wasn’t going to think about that. It didn’t fit with what either
of them wanted in the long term.

Doesn't it? that annoying voice asked.

No, she answered herself. Then said aloud, “Fine. I guess we can watch
The Ice Pirates.”

“Ha ha! Yes! Space herpes for the win.”

She flopped on the couch with her tamales and tucked her feet under her.
“Oh! I forgot the glasses for the champagne.”

“Got it!”

He brought her a glass and opened the bottle. Then returned with his own
food. She poured for both of them. Tomas grabbed the remote and cued up
the digital copy of the movie in her dashboard. They watched it often
enough.

“You know,” she said as they settled in. “We’re going to have to decide
when to tell our mothers.”

“I can’t think about that right now.”

“We could tell them it’s a ruse to get the grandmothers to leave us alone.”

“We could, but you know they’d tattle on us,” Tomas said.

“You’re right. They’d redouble their efforts.”

They looked at each other, both wearing horrified expressions, and then
they laughed.

“Maybe we should just do it. Everyone would leave us alone, and I don’t
think much would change,” Tomas said.

Before she could think better of it, Juniper said, “We’d be married and
still not getting laid.”

He snorted. “That’s nothing new. A client I had this week, since his wife
refused to sleep with him, he took a blowtorch to her dildo.”

Juniper almost choked on her champagne. “Oh my God, what?”



“It gets better. This thing was half a million dollars.”

“I can’t even wrap my mind around that. Holy hell, no wonder you’re so
tense. He sounds awful.”

“He was. So I fired him.”

She put down her plate. “Of course you did. Come here. I’ll rub your
shoulders.”

“You just want me to fall asleep so you can turn off Ice Pirates.”

Juniper grinned. “Yes, you’ve figured out my evil plan, but you’ll let me
because I’ve got magic hands.”

He abandoned his plate and slid down onto the floor in front of her,
where she began working on the knots in his shoulders.

She’d been doing this forever, and she wasn’t going to turn off the movie.
Instead, she’d make this his downtime, his safe place, and be the support he
needed.

Of course, Juniper hadn’t taken her rogue thoughts into account. She
quickly realized the extreme error of her ways. She had her hands all over
him and her brain wasn’t playing nice.

She was suddenly intensely aware that he was seated between her thighs,
her knees touching his shoulders. Juniper was newly cognizant of how
much she liked touching him. Which was why, as soon as he was relaxed,
she had to stop.

“Now, I’m going to owe you two,” he murmured.

Oh no. No. No. She couldn’t have that. His hands on her like this? Not
until she’d exorcised this strange lust demon out of her body.

“You know I'll collect. Next book.”

“No, no. Fair is fair. I like to give what I get.”

I’ll just bet you do.

Juniper’s face heated. This was so stupid. Why wouldn’t her brain and
body cooperate?

“Don’t worry about it. You take good care of me when I need it. Tonight,
you need it.”

“I do, don’t I?” he agreed.

She continued to work her thumbs into the spot just at the edge of his
shoulder blades that tended to knot up. Juniper kneaded his shoulders and
back until she was able to lose herself in the rhythm and remembered that
he was simply Tomas. Her best friend.



Just as a key slipped into the lock and the front door opened, Tomas said,
“That’s so good.”

“Maybe we should come back later,” her mother said as she stepped
inside with Mama Estella.

“Mom! What are you doing?” she cried. “I gave you that key for
emergencies.”

“Sorry! We didn’t mean to interrupt,” her mom said.

“Yes, we did. How are you going to get engaged and not tell your
mamas? Why did we have to hear it from your grandmothers?” Mama
Estella demanded, hands on her hips.

Tomas got to his feet. “Mama, we hadn’t decided how we wanted to tell
you. We wanted to make it special.”

“And we asked the grandmothers to wait. That wasn’t for them to tell
you.” Juniper crossed her arms over her chest.

“Oh, don’t be mad, mija.” Estella held her arms open. “This is too
wonderful.”

Juniper found herself obeying and went to hug Mama Estella tight. Her
mom was hugging Tomas, and then hugging Mama Estella, so she and
Tomas hugged.

It was a veritable melee of hugs.

“We’re so happy for you two. This is what we’ve always wanted for both
of you,” her mom said. “Since that first time you played together at the
park.”

“That’s a little intense, Mom.”

“A mother just knows what she knows,” Estella defended.

“We brought you something.” Her mom nudged Estella.

“We did!” She pulled out a small box from her oversize bag.

“Mama!” Tomas said. “You can’t.”

“I can, and I will. You will.” Estella opened the box to reveal a ring with
a princess cut emerald on a silver band inlaid with green chalcedony.

It was unique, and beautiful, unlike any other ring she’d ever seen.

“This was my wedding ring. It’s been passed down through the women in
our family for generations. It’s said that it’s magic. When the right man puts
it on your finger, it will fit perfectly, signifying your heart’s perfect fit.” She
shrugged. “Eh, it sounds better in Spanish. Like most things.”

“I can’t accept that,” Juniper began.

“You can, and you will.” Estella took her hand and held it out to Tomas.



Tomas shrugged and slipped the ring on her finger. It did, in fact, fit
perfectly.

She rolled her eyes, sure the mamas had taken it to have it sized.

Estella beamed at her. “It never fit me when I was with Tomas’s father. I
should’ve known, but I didn’t believe in those sorts of things when I was
young.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“Tomas!” Mama Estella snapped.

“What now?”

“Kiss your bride.”

Juniper coughed and fanned her hand in front of her mouth. “We’re fine.
We just ate, actually. Bad breath. So bad.”

“Don’t ruin this for us, Juniper,” her mother said. “Your marriage will
endure bad breath. If that’s the biggest of your problems, you’ll have a
happy life. He just gave you a family heirloom. His mother welcomed you
into the family. This is how these things go. Now, kiss.”

She and Tomas locked gazes. He shrugged. She shrugged. But they both
stood there, not moving.

“It’s a wonder the two made it this far,” her mother said.

“Breeding show ponies,” Tomas muttered.

She found that this time she agreed with him. “Mom. We’re doing just
fine on our own. I promise. We don’t want to perform like trained
monkeys.”

Estella lifted her chin. “Kiss, and we’ll go away.”

Juniper needed this to be over.

She hoped against hope that when her lips touched his, she would
immediately be reminded that she didn’t think of Tomas that way. Kissing
him would be . . . not gross, but it wouldn’t light her on fire. Then, she
could forget all this nonsense.

So it was Juniper who closed the distance between them. Juniper who
wrapped her arms around him. Juniper who pulled him down and pressed
her mouth to his.

And it was Juniper who, in that moment, realized things had gone
horribly, terribly wrong.

His arms closed around her, pulling her tight against him, and his hand
tangled in her hair, as she melted into the haze of desire that had overtaken
her.



She was only vaguely aware that the mamas left without saying anything
else, except for the muffled giggles and mutterings about young love.

Juniper knew she should stop. She should break the kiss, but she didn’t
want to. It was the most decadent sensation to be wrapped in him like this,
to be the object of his desire.

He was the one who broke the kiss, but he didn’t pull away. Tomas
moved his lips to the arch of her neck and she pushed her hand through his
hair and held him close to his work.

His erection pressed against her belly, and lust stabbed through her hard
and fast. There was no denying it now, she wanted him.

Needed him.

And he wanted her.

“Oh God,” she murmured.

Her voice seemed to be a cold wash of reality over them both.

The things she’d fantasized about had no place in their world. They both
knew it.

He broke away from her, breathing heavily.

She wet her lips and realized she could still taste him, and wanted to
again. “Not a big deal, right? We’ll probably have to kiss again before this
sham relationship is over. We should get comfortable with it.”

“Comfortable with it,” he repeated in a dazed tone. “Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

But they both stood there, not moving, not speaking for a long time.

“I, um, I’m sorry,” he began.

“Don’t you dare apologize.”

“I shouldn’t have gotten so carried away, Juniper.”

“Oh, please. I’d be insulted if you hadn’t.”

He laughed, and that was when she knew this was going to be okay. “I
suppose I’d have been insulted, too. We’re both good at what we do. Of
course we got carried away. Makes total sense.”

“Totally,” she agreed. “At least we don’t have to figure out how to tell the
mamas. And it got them to leave. I’d say it was effective in all ways.”

He exhaled heavily and looked down at the floor. “I think I should go.”

“Okay, but I hope you don’t feel like you have to hide from me. When
we stop telling each other things is when it’s a problem.”

“I’'m not hiding from you. I promise. I think we both need to get our
heads right.”



That was for sure. “Fair enough.”

She couldn’t help but notice the ridge in his slacks was still very present.

And he noticed her noticing. “You see what I mean.”

She laughed, and hated that it sounded more like a giggle. She was not
flirt-giggling with Tomas. They were going to go straight back to normal
territory where things like this didn’t happen.

“I’m taking it as a win, personally. I look like I crawled out of a ditch,
have tamale breath, and you still got teak.” She squared her shoulders. “I
feel kind of powerful.”

“You should always feel that way.”

The way he was looking at her made her think he wanted to kiss her
again, and she wanted him to.

The moment between them hung gravid with possibility.

“We should probably talk this to death,” he said. “Analyze everything.
Talk about it until we never want to think about it again.”

He took a step closer to her.

“Uh-huh.”

“But my brain is not doing the thinking at the moment.”

“Me either.”

“Dios mio, that’s not helping.”

“We shouldn’t do this, right? Not even as friends who are going through
a dry spell.”

“Wait, you have friends like that? Why didn’t I know about this?”

She laughed. “It’s a thing that happened in college. Evan? We were . . .
friends.”

“Hated that guy. Now, I really hate him.”

They stared at each other for a long moment, once again in silence.

“We’re not making any progress. I assume that going back to finish the
movie isn’t an option. So we either need to decide to wreck each other all
night, or you need to leave.”

“You decide. I picked the movie,” he murmured.

“Not it. I kissed you first. Ball is back in your court.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets, and she knew his decision before he
spoke.

“Okay.” He nodded slowly. “I’'m sure it would be the best sex of our
lives, but I love you too much to risk all the ways we’d hurt each other on
the other side. We want different things.”



Juniper couldn’t help but think this felt like a breakup, even though it was
nothing of the sort. Thankfully, that voice in the back of her head had
decided to hold her tongue.

“You’re right. So we don’t have to talk this to death. We can try to forget
it. I don’t want to lose the physical intimacy we already have. I love that
you hug me, that you kiss my forehead. That I can lean my head on your
shoulder when I want to feel safe.”

“I don’t want to lose that, either, but I also don’t want to feel guilty if I'm
holding you and it feels too good. If I don’t tell you, I feel like I’m lying to
you.”

“So we just need to try to navigate these waters as best we can and
communicate.”

“Like we’ve always done,” he replied.

“So we’re decided.”

“You’re not getting out of watching the rest of Ice Pirates next week.
We’re definitely decided on that.”

“Yeah, that’s really why we can’t date, you know. You’d think it gave
you special Ice Pirates privileges, and we can’t have that.”

He flashed her a grin, and a wink, and he was out the door.

Without his shoes.

And without hugging her.

She supposed this was the best outcome she could’ve hoped for. Juniper
looked down at the beautiful ring on her finger and tried to pull it off, but it
wasn’t budging.

“Oh, not you, too.”

It didn’t mean anything at all that the ring wouldn’t come off. It didn’t
mean that Tomas was her heart’s perfect match.

It didn’t mean that at all.



Chapter 4

T'wo weeks later, and the ring still wouldn’t come off.

It wasn’t too tight, or uncomfortable, but the darn thing wouldn’t budge.

They hadn’t had their weekly movie night—Tomas said because his
caseload was too heavy. And while that had happened before, she couldn’t
help but wonder if it was because of what had happened between them after
she’d kissed him.

He was still just as talkative on text as he always was, so she was trying
to take him at his word and not overanalyze every single thing.

And otherwise, it seemed as if things had gotten back to mostly normal.

Except this ring.

Every time she looked at it she felt guilty for lying, and guilty because
there was some part of her that wished it wasn’t a lie.

She’d tried everything she could think of to get the ring to come off.
She’d tried only drinking water for a whole day.

She’d tried oil.

She’d tried cold water.

She’d tried ice.

She’d tried soap and water.

Nothing was working.

She decided to try Gramma Jonquil. Petty and Bon-Bon would both ask
her why she wanted it to come off, but Jonquil was much more practical.

She dialed the number.

Jonquil answered after a few moments. “Juniper! I hope you’re not
calling to cancel? Betina will be so disappointed.”

“Nothing of the sort, Gram. I have a problem I’'m hoping you can help
me with.”

“Oh, let me get the girls.”

“No, no. Just you.”

She heard the sound of rustling fabric in the background and then dead
silence. “Did someone do something to you? I’ll roast them to a sizzling
crisp the same as Petunia would!”



Juniper smiled. “No, it’s not that serious. You’re the practical one. So I
thought you’d understand why I need help.”

“Do go on, dearie.”

“It’s just . . . so, Tomas gave me his mother’s wedding ring. Now it won’t
come off.”

“Ah, I see. Pets and Bon-Bon would ask you why you’d want to take it
off and would be absolutely zero help.”

“Basically.”

“I assume you’ve tried all the basics? Soapy water, cooking spray,
coconut oil, ice . ..”

“No luck.”

“Is there anything . . . I don’t know . . . special about the ring?”

“Just that it’s been in his mother’s family for generations. I’'m afraid I’'m
going to have to have it cut off.”

“It’s not that serious, child. I’'m sure of it.” Jonquil rustled around again
before continuing. “Are there any legends around the ring? Good luck?
Anything like that?”

“His mother said that it’s supposed to fit perfectly when the perfect man
puts it on your finger, or something.”

“Have you tried asking Tomas to take it off?”

She hadn’t, actually. “Why do you think that will help? It can’t actually
be magic.”

“Did Estella say it was magic? Specifically?”

“She did.”

“Hmm. Then I think it will definitely come off if Tomas helps. Try
petroleum jelly, too.”

For a moment, Juniper pictured herself walking into his office with a
container of petroleum jelly and just what that would look like. She snorted.

“Honey pie, it might be good to have him help because you’re nervous
and stressed out. Also, if the ring incurs some damage, Estella can’t blame
you. It will be her son’s fault.”

“You’re diabolical sometimes, Jonquil. I like how your mind works.”

“Well, you should. Because you get it from me.” Jonquil sounded very
proud of this.

“Thanks. I’ll see you next week. No, I won’t forget the books.”

“What else won’t you forget?”

“To drive safely. Love you.”



“Love you too. Give Tomas our love.”

After she ended the call with Jonquil, she texted Tomas.

I know you’re busy, but I neeeed you.

He replied instantly.

Come to the office. Bring coffee.

She smiled and grabbed her keys. Once she’d acquired a jar of Vaseline,
one big enough it had to be some kind of gag gift, she stopped and picked
up coffees and headed into the law offices across town.

No one stopped her as she headed through the door and straight to
Tomas’s office. She nodded at Jocelyn, who gave her a quick but harried
smile and went back to typing on her keyboard.

When Juniper got into his office, she closed the door behind her, set
down the paper bag, and pulled out the jar of Vaseline, setting it down on
his desk.

He stopped what he was doing and looked at her.

He looked to the Vaseline.

Then back at her.

Tomas arched a brow pointedly.

“Not like that, perv. I can’t get this ring off!” She shoved her hand toward
his face. “I’ve tried everything.”

“What makes you think I can help?”

“If we hurt the ring. I know your mother loves me, but she’d never
forgive me.”

“Correction. She’d forgive you, but she’d never forget. Or let anyone
forget. You're right.” He closed the file he’d been working on and came
around from behind the desk. He took her hand, and he tugged on the ring,
but nothing happened.

Tomas made a twisting motion to see if that would budge it, but nothing.

“Didn’t I just say I’d tried everything?”

“Didn’t you just say you thought I could help? I have to try.”

She sighed. “Thanks for not asking me why I’d want to take it off.”

“Well, since we’re here, why do you? You’re more likely to lose it if you
take it off.”

“I can’t type with it on.”

“That is definitely a problem. Shit.”

They both looked at the tub of Vaseline. He sighed and picked it up,
dipping his fingers into the jelly.



She wrinkled her nose. “Eww. God, eww.”

“You’re telling me. How much should I use?”

“I don’t know. You probably use it more than . . .” She trailed off and
cringed. “I don’t know.”

He snickered. “I mean, you’re right.”

“Oh God.”

He spread the dollop over her finger and the ring, working the ring back
and forth to try to get the Vaseline between the metal and her skin.

“That feels disgusting.”

“I agree,” he said. “Okay, you hold on to the desk, and I’'m going to pull.
Ready?”

She nodded.

He tugged and nothing happened. The ring was still firmly planted on her
finger.

“Again,” she said.

“If it hurts, tell me, and I’ll stop.”

He made a fist around her finger and pulled.

“Harder!” she ordered.

He tried again. “I’m pulling as hard as I can!”

“It’s not hard enough. Harder!” she demanded.

“This isn’t working. Let me get a towel.”

He came back from his personal washroom with a towel in one hand, and
he got another glob of Vaseline with his finger.

“I think it was too slick. I got it all on my hands.”

He slathered the jelly on her finger and twisted the ring round and round.
It was good and covered by the time he was done.

“Are we ready to try again?”

She grabbed hold of the desk with one hand and held the other with the
offending ring out to him. He used the towel to get traction and began to
pull.

“Twist and pull.”

Tomas did as she asked and twisted it back and forth as he pulled. It felt
as if they’d started to make some progress, and he pulled harder. He pulled
so hard, the towel slipped and he careened backward, where he fell into a
lamp that crashed to the floor.

“This, of course, means war,” he muttered.



Tomas righted himself and made for her, but she jerked her hand away.
“No, I want to keep my finger attached.”

“I’m going to get that off if it kills me.” He held out his hand. “Come
here.”

“No.”

“Woman.”

“Fine!” She knew she wasn’t getting it off by herself.

“We need more lubricant.” He put more petroleum jelly on her finger and
went back to twisting and turning the ring to get some motion. “Can you
feel it?”

She nodded excitedly.

“Okay, new plan. I pull, you pull. On three?”

She nodded.

“Three!”

They both pulled at the same time, but when the door opened, it startled
them both and sent Tomas once again careening backward, but the inertia
sent Juniper tumbling forward, too, and she landed precisely on top of him.

They both swore.

“Is everything okay in here?” Jocelyn bit her lip. “Sorry to interrupt, but
we have clients in the front. And they can hear you.”

It took Juniper a moment to process exactly what that meant, but she
realized what this must’ve sounded like to anyone who couldn’t see what
they were doing.

That feels disgusting.

If it hurts, tell me, and I’ll stop.

Harder!

I’m pulling as hard as I can!

It’s not hard enough. Harder!

Can you feel it?

Followed by the loud crashing sounds and . . . well, it was a recipe for . . .
for something. She was absolutely mortified.

Juniper held up her hand to show Jocelyn the ring. “I can’t get my ring
off. He was helping.”

“I see. I’ll let him finish helping. I’1l tell Mr. Williams.” She closed the
door behind her.

Juniper bit her lip. “Everyone thinks we were having sex. In your office.”

Tomas laughed. “Well, I mean?”



“I can’t leave. Not until everyone else is gone. I’'m going to hide in your
washroom until I can sneak out the back.” Then horror dawned on her. “I
can’t come to the fundraiser. I don’t know who was here and who wasn’t. 1
mean, Mr. Williams was obviously here. I won’t be able to look him in the
face.”

“I’ll tell him what was happening. Jocelyn came in, and we were both
fully clothed. It’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”

“And then, when we fell, she saw me hop on you like a jockey at the
Kentucky Derby.”

He cackled again. “This is too funny. Come on. After you forget to be
embarrassed, you’re going to laugh.”

“Not today,” she said as she tried to scramble off him.

And tried to stay unaware of how good it felt to have climbed him like a
tree.

They’d decided they weren’t doing this.

Although, she’d have to say, it seemed like fate had other ideas. She had
a strange knowing in the pit of her stomach that told her no matter how hard
they fought it, they’d opened a Pandora’s box and they wouldn’t escape
unscathed.

“Maybe my boss will believe we’re engaged now.” He sat up. “I’m sorry,
but I don’t think that ring is coming off.”

“Me either. Your mom is going to kill me when I have to get it cut off.”

“Give it a few days, then we’ll see about freeing you from its evil
clutches, yeah? It might come off on its own. That is, unless it’s hurting
you.” He used the towel to wipe the mess from his hand.

“It’s not hurting me; it’s just distracting me. I don’t like wearing any
jewelry when I write. I get very aware of anything on my body that’s not
supposed to be there.”

He seemed to consider. “Anything?”

“Yeah.”

“So you write naked? This has me rethinking all these writing retreats
you go on.”

She snorted. “No. You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I do,” he conceded. “If it makes you feel any better, I think she
was planning on giving the ring to you, anyway.”

“Really?” Her heart did a strange little flip.



“You’ve always been a daughter to her the same way I’ve always been
your mother’s son.”

“Aren’t there laws against that?” she teased.

“Definitely,” he replied. “Hey, sorry I’ve been so busy. I really have been
just buried under this caseload.”

“No biggie.” She shrugged. “I seem to remember the last deadline I
screwed myself on, where all I did was type and cry for a week straight, I
ignored you pretty solidly.”

“Yeah, you did. You still demanded tamales, too. I had to bring them in
and put them in your kitchen. Silently,” he said in an accusatory tone. “And
then leave.”

“I know.” She grinned. “My readers are lucky I have you.” When he
didn’t respond, she added, “Fine. I’'m lucky I have you.”

“There we go. A little appreciation.” He squeezed her shoulder. “I meant
to ask if you’d gotten a dress?”

“We’d both be shit out of luck if I hadn’t since it’s tomorrow.”

“It’s tomorrow? What’s today?”

“Friday.”

“I thought it was still Wednesday,” he said in a panicked tone.

“It’s all fine. I got the dress. It looks amazing. I’ll meet you there at
seven; we’ll dazzle everyone and then go out for pizza.”

“You should definitely eat something before. Are you sure you don’t
want to eat pizza early?” he asked with a knowing expression on his face.

“I do, but if I get anything on that dress . . . I’ll eat light before I dress.
I’ll bring a change of clothes, and then we can go out?”

“Okay. What about the masquerade ball in Ever After? Do you have any
ideas about what we should dress as? Considering we leave Sunday.”

“Well, I wanted to talk to you about that, but you’ve been busy. I got your
costume for you.”

“This is punishment for Ice Pirates, isn’t it?”

She grinned. “Maybe. Could be. You’ll never actually know.”

“Out with it.”

“We’re going as the Phantom and Christine.”

“Why do I have to be ugly?”

Juniper snorted. “Oh, please. The Phantom is hot. Plus, you can wear the
suit from the benefit. I got the mask already. It’ll be a classic, but with your
own spin. Unless you want to wear your tux?”



“No, no. I think I like it.”

“Add it to your packing list, so you don’t forget.”

“Right.” He pulled out his phone and sent himself an email. “Thanks.”
After he was done, he said, “Since it seems I’'m not getting anything else
done today, you want to go eat?”

“I always want to go eat.”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Oh no. We’re not starting that. You issued the invitation. You pick.
Those are the rules.”

“Fine. Let’s go to that Greek place on Third. The one with the crispy
dolmas.”

“Yes! But I need to wash my hands.” They were still covered in Vaseline.

“There’s another towel by the sink,” he said as he went into the
washroom and turned on the water for her so she didn’t make a mess.

She cleaned up with the towel, washed her hands, and then used another
towel to dry them. Then she inspected the ring again.

“That thing is good and stuck, my friend.”

“At least it’s pretty.”

He grabbed his jacket. “And probably not cursed.”

“You’re not funny.”

“No, really. My abuela was all about cursed objects. The car broke
down? It was cursed. If I dropped my pencil, it was better to get another
one. Because that one was cursed. The ring didn’t fit my mother when my
dad asked her to marry him? The guy was cursed.” He laughed.

“Seriously?”

“Utterly. He drove her nuts. How have you not heard this story?”

“I don’t know, but I think I’m definitely missing out.”

“You are. She was one of my favorite people. I miss her all the time.”

“I seem to remember she loved cardinals, didn’t she?”

He nodded. “Yeah. She had cardinals all over her house. She said when
cardinals appear, angels are near.”

“That’s a lovely thought.” Juniper linked her arm through his. “I wonder
if she’d think I’m cursed.”

“Why would she think that?”

“All of my failed relationships have one thing in common. Me.”

“They were also all shitheads.”

“See? Cursed,” she said as he led her out through the front of the office.



She tried not to look at anyone on their way out the door, but an older
woman with white hair caught her eye and winked.

“Honey, from the sounds of it, if you’re cursed, we should all be so
lucky.”

Juniper learned it was not actually possible to die of embarrassment.
Unfortunately.



Chapter 5

Tomas didn’t want to admit that things had changed between him and
Juniper, but there was no denying it.

As he waited for her on the country club steps, he considered how things
had changed. Before, when he wouldn’t have thought twice about pulling
her close, or pushing that lock of hair behind her ear, Tomas found that he
restrained himself. He didn’t want to accidentally spark that memory of
what it felt like to kiss her.

The way she’d melted against him, but in a way that wasn’t surrender....

Too late.

What if they’d let their lust rule them?

Lust wasn’t the right word for what had sparked between them. It was too
common. Too simple. There was nothing common or simple about what he
felt for Juniper.

But this was something they just couldn’t have.

No, this was something he couldn’t have.

The consequences weren’t worth it. He knew Juniper too well to think
she’d ever be happy with what he could offer her romantically.

Of course, reason abandoned him when he saw her get out of the cab.

He saw her legs first.

It was like some glamour shot of old Hollywood, the shapely curves of
her legs sliding into view from the drape of lavender silk. Her ankles were
encircled by the glittery straps of modern-day “glass” slippers, with dagger-
sharp heels.

His first thought was to wonder what they’d look like propped up on his
shoulders.

Tomas tried to shove that imagery out of his head, and lucky or maybe
unlucky for him, the rest of her dress made it easy.

It was slit up the side, to show more of her gorgeous legs, but just when
he thought it would be safer to move his gaze up to her face, he got
sidetracked by the plunging neckline.

Finally, he tore his gaze away to meet her eyes, and that was the worst
thing he could’ve done.



Because this carnal fantasy come to life was still Juniper.

It might’ve been easier if there had been some kind of guile in her eyes,
some kind of tease, but she had the sweetest smile for him.

Her little awkward wave because she hated these things.

The box he held in his hand now seemed dumb. Inadequate. He’d gotten
her a small blue hydrangea corsage. What had he thought this was, the
prom?

He lurched forward to offer her his arm so she didn’t kill herself in those
shoes, but she was the one with all the grace.

“That for me?” She nodded with a wide smile toward the box in his hand.

He shrugged. “It’s not elegant enough for that dress.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” Juniper took the box from his hand. “It’s
beautiful. What do you mean it’s not elegant enough?” She held it back out
to him. “Help me put it in my hair.”

Tomas couldn’t speak. So he simply took the bloom, removed the ribbon
that would’ve been used to secure it around her wrist, and tucked it into the
softly curled waves of black hair.

Their eyes met and she smiled softly, and didn’t look away.

Tomas knew in that moment he was in deep, deep caca.

“Stop monopolizing your gorgeous fiancée, Tomas. Some of us are
waiting none too patiently to see that ring,” Helen Williams, Warren’s wife,
called from the entryway.

Juniper laughed and put her hand on the crook of his arm. Tomas took the
cue to lead them up the stairs and into the crowd of people.

Helen led them to the partners’ table in the grand ballroom and
immediately clasped Juniper’s hands.

“Your dress is glorious. Wherever did you find it?”

“Honestly?” Juniper smirked. “Thrift shopping.” She turned her ankle out
to show off her shoes. “These too.”

The hell she’d found that thrift shopping.

“I know you didn’t find this thrift shopping.” Helen held up the hand
with the ring and inspected it closely. “It’s so unique. Tell me. Did you
choose it together?”

“It’s a family heirloom.” Juniper’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial
whisper. “It’s supposed to be magic.”

“This is a story the rest of the ladies must hear. Come with me. I’'ll
introduce you.”



He watched as Juniper was led off to meet “the ladies.”

Tomas decided the dress was worse from the back. It was cut so low he
could see the dip of her waist.

He decided then they wouldn’t be able to dance.

There was nowhere safe to put his hands.

Maybe he needed an exorcism.

A hand on his shoulder caused him to turn. John Hernandez, the other
managing partner of the law firm, stood beside him.

“She’s meeting the wives, Tomas.”

He said this like he was narrating Pandora opening The Box. In any other
instance, Tomas would think John was being overdramatic, but that was
exactly what had happened. They’d opened a box that had been better left
closed.

“She’s met the wives before. It’s fine. She’s attended these events with
me.” He pretended like this wasn’t quickly getting away from them like a
turd rolling downbhill.

“She hasn’t met the wives like this.”

Tomas exhaled heavily. “T know.”

“Dani likes her a lot. She’d be disappointed if for some reason this didn’t
work out. And you know how much I hate to disappoint my wife.”

“We all do,” Tomas agreed.

He needed a stronger drink than the flutes of champagne that were being
passed around the room to deal with this.

“I’m happy to hear that. I’'m sure Warren has told you that we’ll discuss
everything after you and Juniper set a date.”

Tomas didn’t like being pressured or maneuvered, even when it was well-
meaning. “It may be some time before we have that talk. Even though our
engagement was spur-of-the-moment, we’re taking our time and doing
things our own way.”

“Of course,” John replied. “Wouldn’t have it any other way, my friend.”

But wouldn’t he? He and Warren both had made getting married a caveat
to making partner. That wasn’t exactly letting him do things his own way.

He didn’t know how to extract them both from this situation unscathed.
Tomas was beginning to think that might be an impossible task.

When the orchestra began to play, John straightened his jacket. “That’s
my cue. Dani loves to waltz. I suggest you find Juniper before someone else
sweeps her out onto the dance floor.”



Only there was no chance of that.

The wives had seen to it.

They were a wave propelling her forward toward him, and no one dared
stand in the way.

She wore a soft smile that seemed to be just for him, her cheeks flushed
as she held out her hand.

Helen said something, possibly to the effect that they’d returned her safe
and sound. He didn’t really hear her.

He was filled with everything Juniper. Nothing else could penetrate his
senses.

When he took her hand, she glided into his arms and they floated onto the
dance floor. The hydrangea bloom in her hair smelled light and sweet, and
the scent wrapped around them like a cloud.

The world came crashing in around him when his hand came to rest on
the bare skin of her lower back. Suddenly, everything was too hot. Too
much.

It was like he’d been flying and dropped out of the sky to land face-first
on cement.

But they were still moving together, still somehow floating. It was an
incongruity.

“How were the wives?” he said, needing to break the spell that had been
cast over them.

“They were wonderful. Apparently, I’'m going to be chairing a literacy
initiative several of the patrons here have wanted to sponsor.”

“Stuffing you into that premade wife box already, huh?”

“Actually, I'm excited about it. It’s something that matters to me, and I
can effect real change in the community.” She leaned her head on his
shoulder. “I hope the door is still open after we break up.”

Right, he reminded himself. This wasn’t real.

Only the way she felt in his arms definitely seemed real enough.

“You smell good,” she murmured against his ear. “New cologne?”

“No. I was distracted when I left the house. This is just me.”

She laughed. “Well, I like just you better.”

“Oh? Are we going to get another romance-novel description?”

“If you like.”

No, he already knew what dangers lay down this path. But his mouth
refused to obey him. A lawyer’s best weapon was his tongue, and his had



turned on him.

“Do I smell like pine, an alpaca saddle, and alpha male?” He squinted.
“What does beta male smell like?”

“Are you making fun of me?” she asked softly.

They joked about this all the time. He’d always thought it was good-
natured. He loved her books. He loved how she wrote them. He loved why
she wrote them. He didn’t realize it might be a spot of contention for her.

“No, of course not.”

“It kind of sounded like it. I know we tease each other about certain
things. Sometimes I tell mean lawyer jokes and you tease me about purple
prose but . ..”

Tomas couldn’t bear the thought of hurting her. He hadn’t wanted to
admit how much he liked the way she saw him and what he really wanted
was to hear more of it. His pride wasn’t worth her distress.

“I didn’t mean it that way. I’'m sorry. Bridge too far, so noted.” He pulled
her a little closer so he could whisper in her ear. “I just wanted to hear it
again.”

“Hear what?”

“How you see me when you look at me through your writer’s lens.”

“If you just want your ego stroked, you know all you have to do is ask.”

He wasn’t going to let that thought evolve to its final form. Instead, he
said, “I’m asking.”

“Okay.” She leaned her head on his shoulder again, but this time, her lips
were almost touching his throat.

Strange waves of both familiarity and longing washed over him.

This thing that burned between them wasn’t something that was going
away any time soon. In fact, he had a feeling that no matter how hard they
fought this, eventually all roads led to surrender.

“It’s not pine, it’s sandalwood. The vanilla sandalwood soap you bought
when we went to Brazil for Carnival after you graduated law school. You
smell like . . . yes, that scent that’s not dirty alpaca and sweat but
indescribable and masculine.” She paused.

“And what else? Midnight picnics and desire?” he ventured to tease.

“Midnight picnics smell like old fried chicken. If you smelled like that, I
wouldn’t be dancing with you.”

“I like midnight picnics and fried chicken.”



Her laughter was light and musical. “So that’s the problem. That’s why
you’re no good at relationships with women besides me.”

“Obviously, I’'m not good at relationshipping with you, either. I just
insulted your life’s work. And you took it in stride. So I must step in it
fairly often.” He said this with no rancor.

“Whatever.” She snorted indelicately. “You apologized. You meant it.
What am [ supposed to do, stay mad?” Juniper pulled back to look up at
him. “Oh, I’ve missed a very fine opportunity here.”

“To extort me for more tamales?”

“Exactly.”

Things had started to slowly slide back into comfortable territory. This
was normal. This was his Juniper, not some fantasy goddess wrapped in
lavender silk.

“Don’t look now, but I think Jace is coming over.”

“Not Food-Poisoning-Sushi Jace?” Jace was a new lawyer not too far out
of law school that Juniper had had one absolutely awful date with after she
met him at one of the office parties.

“Is there any other?”

“I didn’t think so, but I don’t know your life,” he teased.

“If he asks to cut in, say no.”

He stilled, his feet no longer moving. A grim kind of calm washed over
him, replacing all the good things he’d been feeling. “Juniper, has he done
something that your no wouldn’t be enough?”

Tomas looked into her eyes, searching for the answer to his question, and
mentally started planning all the ways he’d ruin the man. Financially.
Professionally. Mentally. Physically.

“He just won’t take the hint. I don’t want to make things awkward for
you at work.”

“He’ll take the hint,” Tomas promised.

“Because we’re engaged?”

“Because we’re going to have a discussion about consent. You shouldn’t
have to be with another man for him to take the no.”

“See? That’s why there’s a little bit of you in every hero I write.”

He was stunned yet again. “What, really?”

“You’re the only constant good man in my life. Of course you’re in my
books. I can’t believe you haven’t recognized bits of yourself.”



“Does this mean I get to wear one of those shirts that reads I Inspired
Your Book Boyfriend?”

“Totally. In fact, it’s what you’re getting for your birthday.”

“Who knew I was missing out on all of these perks?”

“Really, what better endorsement is there?” She grinned up at him.

A voice interrupted them. “May I cut in? I’d like to give the bride my
congratulations.”

He looked over to see Jace, the subject of their earlier conversation.
Tomas wasn’t going to cause a scene unless he had to, and he didn’t even
want to pretend to be a jealous partner. The idea just rubbed him the wrong
way. Perhaps because he’d seen what jealousy could do to men and women,
and it was always ugly.

“This isn’t a good time, my friend. My bride is telling me about her new
book idea and I can’t get enough.”

“That’s sweet,” Jace said. “I can see that you’re a good match. It was
what I suspected all along.”

Juniper bristled, but Tomas looked down at her adoringly. “Sometimes it
happens that way. It’s right in front of your face, and you don’t even know
it.”

They began moving again, dancing, their bodies swaying together in their
own special rhythm. It didn’t matter that Jace was there trying to cut in. It
didn’t matter that the music had ended and the other couples had begun
leaving the dance floor.

Nothing mattered until Helen’s voice came from the stage, amplified by
the microphone. “Our own Juniper and Tomas, practicing for their first
dance as husband and wife.”

He watched as awareness dawned on Juniper, and she blushed and waved
to the other guests, who all clapped as he led her toward the exit.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Helen said as Warren joined her onstage and put
his arm around her. “A firm of divorce attorneys and we still believe in
love. All of us. Which is why we’re here tonight. Love. Love of our fellow
man. Our fundraising efforts have resulted in . . .”

He already knew what she was going to say. How much money they’d
made. What they were going to do with the funds. Instead, he was still
focused on Juniper.

“Did I tell you how amazing you look?”



“You should tell me again. It’s my turn. You should tell me I smell good,
too. I mean, it’s the least you can do,” she teased.

“No, no. I’m not the one who is gifted with those descriptions.”

“Oh yes. Am I as beautiful as a filed motion?”

He cackled as he hooked his palm on her elbow and led her toward the
door. “Stop. That’s ridiculous.”

“Hey, where are we going? Don’t tell me we’re sneaking away early.
They’ll notice we’re missing.”

“Yes, they will. And we can get away with it because we’re newly
engaged.” He waggled his eyebrows in a suggestive motion.

She sighed. “Well, it can’t be any worse than when we tried to get my
ring off.”

“Don’t tell me you’re not ready for pizza.” In reality, he just needed to
get her into some jeans and a frumpy sweatshirt. Her writing uniform.

“I’m always ready for pizza. And to take off these awful shoes. They’re
so uncomfortable.”

“Wait, where are your pizza clothes?”

“Crap! I knew there was a reason I was supposed to drive instead of
cabbing it, but I was looking forward to the good champagne.”

“I guess no pizza for you.”

“Don’t play with me, Tomas. You know the lengths I’ll go to for pizza.”

“You’re willing to risk the dress?”

“Of course. I can get another. Plus, I’m about to get hangry.”

“I bet you forgot to nibble on something before you left the house, too.”
He gave the valet his ticket and waited for him to retrieve the car.

She sighed happily. “You know me so well.”

“Gio’s it is.”

“Wait, weren’t we going to get Greek?”

“We always say we’re going to get Greek, and then we get pizza.”

The car pulled up, and he accepted the key from the valet, tipped him,
and waited for him to open the door for Juniper before he got in the car.

“You know what I want? Gyro pizza,” she said.

“That’s awful.”

“Isn’t it, though? With a tall, frosty glass of beer.”

He drove the short distance to Gio’s and tried not to notice how much
this felt like a date. Tomas wondered if it would feel the same if she wasn’t
wearing that dress. He tried to put it out of his mind.



It was warm for October, they’d had what felt like a second summer, so
the al fresco tables on the side patio of the restaurant were still open.
Heating towers were scattered strategically around the tables just in case of
a cold snap, and with one look at the twinkling white lights that hung
overhead, Tomas knew Juniper would choose to sit there. It was too
picturesque not to.

It wasn’t long before they were eating, laughing, and talking just like any
other night.

When she shivered, he took off his jacket and draped it over her
shoulders. He was sure she was going to dump marinara all over it, but
Tomas found he didn’t actually care.

“Hey, look, all my food made it to my mouth. Tonight must be magic,”
she said.

“It’s the jacket. It’s magic.”

“Oh! Speaking of magic, we should probably get home. Lots to do to get
ready for the drive. Have you acquired appropriate snackage?”

“No. Have you?”

“No.” She laughed.

“I better take you home then.”

He paid the bill, and the short drive back to her place was uneventful.
He’d half expected to see both of their mothers waiting for them,
demanding to know how it went and if they’d set a date yet. He was
relieved to see the hall was blissfully empty.

When they got to her unit, she put her key in the door but then turned
around to face him. “I had a really good time with you tonight.” Then she
laughed. “I can still feel my freshman English teacher swatting my knuckles
for using ‘really.”” She bit her lip. “But it was. A really good time, I mean.”

“We always have a really good time together. Even when I have to bribe
you to come to work parties.” He noticed the bloom in her hair had wilted,
and he reached up to pluck it from the soft waves. “Looks like the night is
over for her, too.”

Juniper inhaled deeply, and he realized she was smelling her own hair. It
made him smile.

“She made my hair smell so good.”

“I’m glad you liked her.”

“I liked a lot of things about tonight,” she said, with an undertone in her
voice he’d never heard before.



Then, Juniper looked up at him and closed her fingers around the stem of
the wilted flower along with his. Everything about her had gone soft, almost
out of focus. This was not a side of Juniper he’d seen before.

It was even more intoxicating.

“Do you want to come in?”

It wasn’t a question she’d ever asked him before. She didn’t have to. It
was understood. Only, this was different. This wasn’t “Come in, and let’s
hang out.” This was a woman inviting a man into her home.

Into her bed.

Earlier in the evening, it had occurred to him eventually they were going
to surrender to this thing, but he knew it couldn’t be tonight.

But instead of telling her that, he said, “I’ve got an early morning. I have
to clear some things off my desk before we go.”

He’d broken the cardinal rule they’d set for themselves. To always
communicate about what they were feeling, no matter how uncomfortable.

“Good night, then. Thanks for the pizza.”

While she was all smiles, she didn’t hug him like she usually did, and he
knew it was for the best.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He was already out to his car by the time he realized she was still
wearing his jacket. Tomas couldn’t risk going back for it. There was so
much more at stake for them now than a simple suit jacket.



Chapter 6

She woke up on her couch wrapped in Tomas’s jacket.

It still smelled of him.

Juniper curled tighter into the material. When she’d been telling him
what he smelled like, she’d forgotten to tell him maybe the most important
ingredient in the particular blend of scents that was uniquely him.

He smelled like home.

Or maybe it was best she’d kept that to herself?

What had she been thinking last night when she’d invited him in like
that? She hadn’t meant it to sound like the blatant invitation it was, but she
hadn’t wanted the night to end. It felt like a date, and if it had been anyone
but Tomas, the date would’ve ended between her sheets.

Of course, if it had been anyone but Tomas, it wouldn’t have been as
much fun and she wouldn’t have considered inviting him in.

Maybe this trip to Ever After wasn’t such a good idea.

Maybe she should just go by herself and face the grandmothers. Put her
foot down with the lovely old dears and tell them the truth. It would be a
good way to get her head right. She knew these growing feelings for Tomas
were just going to end in disappointment and heartbreak.

She couldn’t and wouldn’t try to change him.

But she couldn’t settle for less than everything, either.

It was time for her to face the fact that maybe these feelings for Tomas
weren’t new. She’d been putting off acknowledging them because she
didn’t want to deal with them. Or the distance she’d have to put between
herself and Tomas to make things right again. Denial was so much easier.

Her phone buzzed.

She’d bet dollars to doughnuts that it was one of the godmothers telling
her she’d best be on the road soon. It was like they knew exactly what she
was thinking.

Juniper picked up the phone and peeked at her notifications.

G’ma Petty: Let us know when you’re on the road.

G’ma Bon-Bon: Don't forget to bring that handsome man.

G’ma Jonquil: Bring Gummy Colas



Mama E: Are you on the road yet?

Mom: So what happened last night? How was the benefit?

She smiled and started to put down her phone when it buzzed again.

Bestie: Are they texting you already?

Bestie: Should I get cola and worms, or just cola?

She texted Tomas back first. Breakfast enchiladas? She smiled, knowing
damn well she wasn’t getting breakfast enchiladas. No? Fine. Cola and
worms.

Bestie: Break fast . . . No.

Please? I’ll be your best friend.

Bestie: You’re lucky I know you. Made them last night.

Bestie: But they’ll be more like late-lunch enchiladas. I’ve got a ton of
paperwork.

She always asked for them on road trips but never actually expected to
get them. She needed to do something nice for him.

You’re actually the best. Can I help?

Bestie: Nah. I just have to get it done.

Want me to pack for you?

Bestie: Did it last night. I’'m ready to go. Although, I need to get this suit
dry-cleaned after we get there. Can you find a place?

On it!

Bestie: See you soon. Oh, and will you text my mother?

Yes. Done!

She replied to each of them in turn, promising she wouldn’t forget the
man, the gummies, and she’d be on the road in the afternoon. She also
asked Bon-Bon about dry cleaning. Her dress would need cleaning, too,
especially since she’d slept in it.

Juniper wrapped the jacket more tightly around her, unwilling to give it
up.

“You’re ridiculous. You’re going to be in a car with him for hours, and
you can smell him all you want. Maybe more than you want.” She exhaled
heavily, but her body made no move to obey her.

Juniper knew exactly what her problem was. She wanted to talk this out,
but none of her outlets were available to her.

She definitely couldn’t ask Mama Estella. She couldn’t ask her own
mother. She couldn’t ask her godmothers. She’d lied to them all.



Juniper cringed. She wasn’t a liar. But they’d pushed her into it. She
cringed again. Juniper wasn’t the kind of person to deflect responsibility for
her own actions, either.

Maybe she needed to just come clean about everything to everyone?
Including Tomas. They’d agreed that things had started to change, and if
they needed to, they could talk about what they were feeling openly and
honestly.

That was the mature, responsible response, and it was what needed to
happen to keep their relationship strong and healthy.

Juniper knew that.

But she didn’t think she was ready to face being mature and responsible
just yet. Juniper could tell the godmothers and their mothers that they’d lied
to give themselves a reprieve from their matchmaking tyranny, and she
could face the repercussions of that. Not that she wouldn’t feel badly when
the godmothers and mamas were disappointed and hurt, although, she really
should have thought that part through before she let the situation get away
from her.

No, the thing she wasn’t ready to process was that somewhere after that
soul-shattering kiss, she’d realized that there was part of her that believed
their childhood pact that they would be together. She’d unwittingly kept it
in the back of her mind and why no man was ever good enough.

He wasn’t her best friend. He wasn’t Tomas.

When she was younger, when she’d wish upon a star to find someone to
love, she always wished for someone like Tomas, but with sex.

Well, her wish had come true. She had Tomas. The chemistry between
them had exploded like rocket fuel on launch day, and it still wasn’t the
kind of love she wanted.

Maybe she didn’t really know what romantic love was. Had she idealized
it so much through her writing, her dreaming, that she’d created a fantasy
ideal that no man could ever live up to? Not even Tomas?

She laughed aloud.

Hell no, she hadn’t.

Juniper shook herself out of her doubts and reminded herself who the hell
she was. She was Juniper Blossom, Purveyor of True LoveTM and Queen of
Happily Ever Afters.

The grandmothers would be more upset with her that she’d doubted
herself than about her lie.



Oh, how she missed them. It had been too long since she’d seen them.
She wanted ice cream sodas for breakfast, pumpkin everything now that it
was fall. There would be pumpkin coffee and tea, pumpkin cream cake,
pumpkin bread, pumpkin pie, and pumpkin cookies. There’d be hot apple
cider at night by a fire and Bluebonnet would fuss in the kitchen while
Jonquil knitted, and Petty would have her nose in some kind of a book.

A tiny sliver of guilt stabbed her like a splinter. They just wanted her to
be happy.

At least they weren’t bothering her for great-grandbabies, although she
supposed that would be next.

Yet, the idea wasn’t awful. She could imagine bringing them to Ever
After to see their three great-grandmothers and being able to pass on the
incredible childhood experience she’d had. The place and her grandmothers
embodied a kind of a childhood wonder and innocence. Of course, nostalgia
could do that. But there was something special about Ever After.

One of the things her friends learned and were constantly talking about
was never being able to really go home after flying the nest.

That even though they could physically be there, it was never the same.

Juniper couldn’t say she understood what they were talking about. The
grandmothers were the same as when she was a child. She was able to feel
the same safety, the same sense of well-being she’d always had there.
Maybe it was because the grandmothers never seemed to age. Or because
the animals were so friendly and so used to people. Maybe it was also
because the people there were so kind to every resident, including the
animals.

Ever After had a strange weather pattern, too. 