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        This story was inspired by the lyrics …

        In Repair by John Mayer
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        This book is dedicated to my husband.

        The man who has saved me from the darkness on more than one occasion.

      

        

      
        I love you more than you realize.
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        To the men and women who fight for our freedoms.

        Our world is a better place because you’re in it.

      

        

      
        Thank you for your sacrifice.
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        1 year later …

      

      

      The kitchen is empty, and when I check the living room, it’s empty too. Walking back through the kitchen, the vintage-style string lights on the back porch catch my eye. My lips tip up and I grab the baby monitor, then step outside. Shane’s lips slowly spread when his eyes land on me as he leans casually against the porch railing; his feet crossed at the ankles and his muscular arms crossed over her broad chest.

      Sigh.

      I don’t think I’ll ever tire of looking my fill of my husband. My heart flutters at the sight of him every single time. My husband. The love of my life. My everything.

      “Come here,” he murmurs; the deep rumble of his voice like an electric current straight to my clit. I take a few steps to reach him, placing the monitor on the table on my way. He grabs my hips, pulls me snugly against him, and kisses my temple. “Wyatt asleep?”

      “Mhm.” Tingles erupt down my spine at the gleam in his eye when he pulls away.

      He dips down and nuzzles my neck; his coarse five o’clock shadow sending tingles through my body. His lips press against the space below my ear, and I tip my head to the side to give him better access. He knows kissing me there is one of my weaknesses, but let’s be honest, his kisses are my weakness. Sighing as he licks my pulse point, I slide my fingers into his short hair and scratch my nails across his scalp. His groan rumbles through me, amping up my desire. “Mmm. You’re my favorite flavor.” He nips my throat, then kisses his way up to my lips. I breathe him in as his lips press against mine. We’ve kissed every single day for six hundred and sixty days, give or take, and every single time I want more.

      I open for him, and he slides his tongue along mine. My lungs deflate with a sigh because every single time we connect like this, the rest of the world falls away. It possibly stops spinning for all I know, because Shane’s kisses are so potent that I’m only cognizant of him … of us. Without stopping or even slowing our kiss, he dips down and scoops me into his arms, bridal style. I instinctively wrap my arms around his neck, holding tight. I’m jostled a little as he takes the steps down to the grass and the next thing I know, he’s laying me on a blanket and crawling over me beneath the full silvery moon.

      It’s been a challenge to find the time to connect since having Wyatt twelve weeks ago and getting the all-clear from the doctor six weeks ago. Newborn babies are demanding and I’ve been exhausted. I’d forgotten how little sleep you get in the first few months. The difference between this time and the last time I had a newborn is that Shane gets up to Wyatt as much as I do, so I’m not doing it alone. Shane is incredible with our son, just as I knew he would be despite his concerns.

      Widening my legs for him, he nestles between them and kisses his way down my neck, then up to my ear. Have I mentioned how much I love his neck kisses? Because I do. I’m a genuine fan of his mouth on my body and when he starts at my neck, I have no hope of holding onto my control. His hot breath skitters across my throat. “I’m gonna take my time and make love to you beneath the moonlight. Are you ready, Blue?” he whispers raggedly as he presses his hard length against my mound.

      “So ready!” I pant. I drag my bare feet up, placing them flat on the blanket, and use the leverage to push my hips into his. He grinds down again with a groan, his steel-hard length giving me exactly the friction I’m seeking. I rake my fingernails down his T-shirt-covered back, over his scars that I know like the back of my hand until I reach his firm ass and squeeze.

      He pulls back and grins at me. His smiles are common now. So much so that he has permanent creases at the corners of his eyes, which I think makes him even sexier than he was before, and believe me, he was sexy before. “Don’t rush me, Wife.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t dream of it, but I won’t complain if you started getting us both naked in the next thirty seconds or so.”

      His warm breath ghosts across my lips with his chuckle. “Oh, don’t worry. I plan to.” He reaches around and grasps my left hand, rubbing his thumb across my rings, then raises it above my head as his eyes stay locked on mine. “Keep it here, Blue. Or I stop.” Oh, I wouldn’t dream of moving it. I willingly shift my right arm so it mirrors the other one and cross them at my wrists. “Good girl.”

      I preen at his praise. Even though Shane allows me to touch him, now and then we like to revisit those times when he didn’t allow me to. We both decided it was a huge turn-on to have me somewhat restrained. As he straddles me, he glides his hands down each of my arms and traces the side of my breasts, following the action with his eyes, until he reaches the bottom of my top. Sliding the tips of his fingers beneath the soft fabric, he shuffles down slightly and kisses, sucks, and nips my skin as he slowly exposes each inch of my torso. It’s torture … of the very best kind. Arching my back, I press my body into him, silently begging for more. Finally, he pushes the fabric up and slips it from my body, tossing it to the side and exposing my forest green lacy bra.

      Beneath the light of the full moon and the glow of the porch lights, his lips tip up and his eyes fight to meet mine. He traces his finger over the lace, cutting across my peaked nipple. “This is new.”

      “Surprise.”

      He skates his finger beneath the lace and drags it down, so the cup sits beneath my breast and pushes it high, exposing me to the night air. Goosebumps race across my skin, and when he repeats the action with my other boob, he dips down and nuzzles his face between them. The temptation to slide my fingers into his hair and keep him there is strong, but I resist. I don’t want him to stop. I’m no one’s fool.

      The rasp of his beard awakens every nerve and synapse, and I press my hips up as I moan at the sensations. He laps at my breast, moving between each one to tease me with his teeth and tongue. Finally, he releases the front clasp and gently squeezes the mounds together, pinching the sensitive nipples almost painfully. Thank goodness I’ve just fed Wyatt, or I’d be making a mess right now. Not that he minds. “Shane, stop playing with me,” I moan.

      “I don’t get to play as often as I’d like.” I can almost hear the pout in his voice and my lips tip up. Having our son has certainly put some restrictions on our private times. He’s not a great sleeper, waking throughout the night and leaving Shane and me exhausted. Most nights, we both drop into bed and fall asleep immediately, knowing one or both of us will be up again in a few hours. And while I worried about how Shane would feel about Wyatt needing so much attention, I needn’t have. Without me saying a word, he picked up on my concern and eased my fears with his love and attention. While I was caring for Wyatt, he cared for me and stepped up even more with Jas. And where he could help with our son, he did without a single complaint and without being asked. He saw what needed to be done and did it. Just like he always does.

      So damn sexy.

      He dips back down and continues where he left off, and I writhe on the blanket he laid out for us within the confines of the bougainvillea-covered gazebo. Shane ensures the vines never cover the open roof structure, for just this purpose. Since buying my childhood home from Mom, he’s made it his mission to have sex outdoors as regularly as we can, which suits me since being outside is my happy place. Add in hot sex with my hubby and I’m in heaven. Suddenly he stops and I drag my eyes open as I drop my head to look at him. It’s then I realize I have my hands in his hair. I snap my hands back to their position. “Shit! Sorry. Please don’t stop,” I beg.

      He shakes his head as he grins down at me. “Do I need to tie you up?” My core clenches at the thought of being tied up and he must read something in my face because his brows rise and a sinful smirk takes over his lips. He reaches across, grabs the top he discarded, and wraps it around my wrists. I know if I wanted to, I could escape the confines, but this is much more fun. “You look so damn fine trussed up for my use.” I feel fine, which is remarkable considering I’m still carrying excess baby weight. But the way Shane looks at me, the way he cherishes me, shows me he thinks I’m sexy without having to say the words. He’s fantastic for my self-confidence.

      I raise my head as much as I can to chase his lips. He doesn’t resist, moving down so our mouths meet. As he kisses me senseless, his hands travel down my body, easily ridding me of my shorts and panties. I can’t hold in the moans and sighs as his lips travel down my body, lavishing me with kisses and bites, paying special attention to my newly healed c-section scar. Wyatt’s birth didn’t quite go to plan when the obstetrician discovered my placenta breaking down and the umbilical cord wrapped around our son’s neck. It was that or lose him, and there was no way I was going to let anything happen to the little boy who’d already stolen my heart.

      I press up my hips, hoping to encourage my husband further south, but he’s working on his own timeframe. His hands trace their way down my sides, to the slight dip at my waist, and further down to my hips, which he squeezes. The need to guide his head where I want him is strong, but I resist because I think—hope—he’s about to give me a little of what I want. One of his hands slides beneath me and raises my hips as his mouth finally connects with my most private place. He nuzzles my clit, drawing in a deep breath, and I cry out his name like a prayer. Chuckling against my pussy, his warm breath coats my lips and I quiver in anticipation. The first swipe of his tongue through my wetness has us both moaning in pleasure, and I lose myself in the beauty of watching my husband’s head between my legs as he works me over. Using the hand holding my ass, he presses me up into his mouth and uses his other hand to tease my clit. He buries his tongue deep in my entrance and eats me like a starving man. The rumbles coming from his body and the sounds coming from me are obscene. “You’re so fucking wet for me.” He thrusts his fingers roughly, making a squelching sound. I used to be embarrassed at how wet he made me, but I soon got over it when I realized how much it turned him on.

      I press my hips up with a long moan. The pressure building in my body is about to spill over in the most beautiful way. “Shane,” I mumble. “I’m so close.”

      “You don’t think I know that, Blue? You don’t think I know your body better than my own?” He lowers his mouth back to my clit and pulses his tongue against the throbbing bud.

      Electricity shoots from my fingers and toes, building in power and momentum the closer it gets to my core. Shane presses against my G-spot and sucks my clit hard and I can’t stop the orgasm that barrels through me or the shriek that escapes my lips. I press my legs tight around his head as I fly into the night sky, my muscles trembling with the intensity of my release. Once the tremors leave my body, my legs fall open, releasing my husband from his imprisonment. He kisses his way up my body and takes my mouth in an almost violent kiss as he presses the weight of his body down onto mine and grinds his hardness into the valley of my legs.

      I dig the heels of my feet into his tight ass, begging for more. One would think that after that mind-blowing orgasm, I’d be sated, but all it did was make me greedy for more. I drag my mouth from his, panting heavily. “I need you inside me … now,” I breathe against his Adam’s apple, then lick my way down his throat to the base where his pulse thrums with a fast beat. I suck on the point, eliciting a deep groan that vibrates through his body and mine.

      He pushes away and I watch as his big hands release the button and drag down the zipper of his shorts. The bulge barely being constrained by his boxer briefs comes into view and he shoves his shorts and briefs below his ass in one swift motion. His beautiful cock bounces free and I lick my lips. What I wouldn’t do to get my mouth on it. “Don’t look at me like that or you’ll make me embarrass myself,” he growls.

      My eyes snap up to his. “Impossible.”

      He drops back over me, balancing on one hand, his cock in the other. I widen my legs, inviting him in. With our eyes locked and breaths combining, he swipes the head through my wet folds. Anticipation builds, and I lift my ass as he teases me. Top to bottom and back again, teasing me and testing my patience. The man certainly knows how to work me up into a frenzy. Lust flows through my veins and desire fills the warm night air surrounding us, but he still takes his sweet time. For him, he loves to see me so desperate I’m at my breaking point and he knows exactly how to get me there.

      Finally, I feel the press of his thick cock at my entrance but try as I might to raise my hips again, I can’t with the way he’s gripping my hip. With our eyes locked tight, all the air has been sucked out of the atmosphere as he slowly pushes inside. With each withdrawal and push forward, he presses deeper until he can go no further. We both sigh and he dips his head to capture my lips, pressing delicately before swiping the swollen pillows with the tip of his tongue.

      Wrapping my legs around his trim hips, he moves, sliding out slowly, then pushing in hard. Thrust after thrust, he pounds into me with a force that’s sure to send me flying in no time. His tongue pushes into my mouth and we kiss like this will be the last time we’re like this. Sliding his hand beneath my ass, he tilts my hips and the change in angle is everything. His pelvis gives my clit the friction I need and his cock rubs against that amazing spot inside that only he has ever found.

      Sparks form around the edge of my vision and I tilt my head back as I savor the build-up in my body. Shane kisses down my throat and sucks at the point where my neck meets my shoulder. He clamps his teeth down and I fly once again. My body convulsing, tightening around his dick in waves as my legs shudder and my breaths stall in my lungs. I cry out his name as I squeeze my thighs to hold him tight to me.

      “You look so damn beautiful falling apart beneath the stars.”

      My heart expands and I escape the confines, trapping my hands to rake my short nails down his back, wishing he was naked and that I was leaving my mark on him. He doesn’t stop moving, he’s too far gone. His back tenses beneath my touch and he throws his head back with a long, sexy groan as he pushes in as deep as possible. His cock swells and his hot cum jets into me, sending small shockwaves through my core. Our lips find each other like they have no other choice than to be joined in this moment.

      “I love you,” I murmur against his lips, overwhelmed by our connection beneath the moonlight.

      He strokes his nose along mine. “I love you, too, Blue. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
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      I hear movement over the baby monitor and climb out of bed as carefully as I can, so I don’t wake Vi. I kept her up most of the night so she needs to catch up on some sleep. I pull on my shorts and tiptoe out of our bedroom, closing the door behind me silently. Stepping closer to Wyatt’s crib, I turn off the monitor and find him watching the baby woodland animals mobile above him until he catches sight of me. His eyes light up and his lips spread wide with a smile that makes my heart expand so big in my chest that I’m worried it’ll burst right out. This little boy is the very best of me and Vi. He, Jas, and Violet are everything good in my world.

      Reaching down, I scoop him up and he giggles as his little hands lift to my bristly cheeks. Using his grip, he pulls himself forward and aims for my nose, biting it with his gummy jaws. I huff out a chuckle and carry him to the changing table to freshen up his diaper. I wasn’t so great at this part in the early days. I was so scared I’d hurt him somehow, but Vi patiently worked with me, showing me the right techniques, and giving me the confidence I needed. Once he has a clean diaper, I leave off the rest of his clothes because it’s already warm and hold him against my bare chest. I check in on Jasmine to find her still sleeping; it is only five. Wandering downstairs, I grab a bottle out of the fridge and warm it, then take the bottle and Wyatt out to the back porch to enjoy the sunrise together.

      I lean back in the chair and lift my feet to the porch railing, crossing one ankle over the other as Wyatt eats his first breakfast. The birds chirp as oranges and pinks paint the sky. We’re going to need to find things to do inside today because it’ll be too hot to be outside. Peace washes over me and I’m filled with gratitude for another day, another sunrise. I shake my head slightly, remembering the days, weeks, and years that I refused to watch the sunrise. I lost so much time.

      I drop my eyes to my son and watch him as he drinks the last of his milk, thankful for how much my life has changed. Grateful to have Wyatt and the girls in my life. “You must have been hungry. Did you even taste it?”

      He grins around the teat and kicks his legs, his little fist gripped tight around the bottle. He pushes at the bottle once he’s finished and I take it from him to place on the table, then lift him to my shoulder and rub his back. I climb to my feet and climb down the stairs to the grass. Wyatt burps loudly, kicking his feet. “Woah, dude!” He chuckles and I join him, spinning him around so he’s facing forward as we inspect the vegetables. I pluck some tomatoes from the vine and pinch some parsley between my fingers to make omelets for breakfast, then we head inside.

      I pop Wyatt in his booster chair and clip his seatbelt into place, so he’s sitting in the middle of the large counter we had installed when we remodeled the kitchen. “Are you going to help Daddy make the breakfast?”

      He grins, showing me his gums as he kicks his feet. I hand him his favorite maraca rattles and he instantly sticks one in his mouth while he shakes the other. Guess who gave him the maracas. You’d be right if you said his Uncle Toby. “You can never start them down a path of music too young,” he’d said. I grin and shake my head at the memory. I’m not sure if it’s because Wyatt is the only boy in the family, but he certainly gets a lot of attention.

      Small feet sound across the wooden floor and I turn, finding Jas rubbing her eyes as she walks toward me and Wyatt. As soon as she’s within range, she climbs onto the step and kisses her brother good morning. “Good morning, Wyatt. I love you.” His eyes sparkle and he drops his rattle in favor of grasping Jas’s cheek to hold her to him. He opens his mouth wide and goes straight for her nose, just as he did with me. Jas chuckles, scrunching up her face but doesn’t stop him because she’s an awesome big sister. “You give the best kisses,” she says, chuckling.

      “Good morning, Angel. How’d you sleep?”

      She passes Wyatt his rattle and climbs down the step, then wraps her arms around my waist. I hoist her up so we’re chest to chest and kiss her forehead. “Okay. Wyatt woke me up, but I fell back to sleep quickly.”

      I nuzzle her cheek with my nose. “He’ll sleep through the night when he’s a bit older and you’ll get a proper sleep again.”

      “I don’t mind, Daddy.” Of course she doesn’t mind because she loves Wyatt with big emotions. Just the way she loved me big from the very beginning. She kisses my cheek. “What’s for breakfast? I’m hungry.”

      I place her back on her feet. “I thought we could have omelets this morning. I picked the tomatoes and parsley fresh this morning.”

      Her eyes widen. “Yum! Can I help?”

      “Of course. Go and tie your hair back and wash your hands.” She spins to leave. “Remember, to be quiet, we don’t want to wake Mommy,” I call after her.

      “Okay.” She disappears and I hear her race upstairs.

      I grab the eggs and cheese out of the fridge and the pan I’ll need. I collect a bowl and whisk, then set the kettle to boil, so it’s ready to steep Vi’s tea. Jas makes her way back into the kitchen and climbs onto the step at the counter next to me. Vi steps in behind her, looking stunning as usual, with a soft smile touching her lips. I still can’t believe she’s mine. She’s so fucking perfect and yet she accepts me, damaged parts and all.

      “How are my favorite people this morning?” She asks as she leans down to kiss the top of Jas’s head.

      “I’m good, Mommy. I’m helping Daddy make omelets for breakfast.”

      “Oh, yum. I love Daddy’s omelets.” She leans down to kiss Wyatt’s cheek, and he kicks his chubby legs in happiness at seeing his mom. I know how you feel, buddy. I’m always happy to see her, too. “Good morning, baby.” She nuzzles his neck, and he drops his rattle to grip her hair. She chuckles and works to peel the strands from his fingers.

      I crack the eggs into the bowl and hand the whisk to Jas. She gets straight to work. Vi’s finally detangled from our son, which means I can have my turn. Wrapping my arm around her waist, I pull her into me and slide my hand into her hair to tug her head back so she has no choice but to look up at me. I nuzzle down into her neck, soaking in her natural scent, which is sexy as fuck. I place a kiss, then make my way up to her lips to kiss her properly. “Morning, Blue.”

      A soft smile tugs at her lips as she opens her eyes slowly, humor dancing in them. “Morning.” She presses up onto her toes and kisses me again. “Tell me how I can help.”

      I spin her around and smack her ass. “Sit there and be gorgeous.” I point to the stool on the opposite of the bench, then pour her tea and slide it across to her.

      Jas and I work together to dice the tomatoes and chop the parsley, then I start cooking while Jas sets the table. Vi moves Wyatt across to his highchair and I plate up our breakfast, pouring a glass of milk for Jas and juice for myself and Vi. Jas chats to Wyatt, telling him how great the omelet is and that he’ll be able to eat some soon.

      “Mommy, when can Wyatt eat food like us?”

      Vi swallows the food in her mouth. “In a few months, but it will take a little while before he can eat the same foods as us.”

      “Okay. I can’t wait to share my favorite foods with him.”

      Once we finish eating, I clear the table and Vi sends Jas upstairs to get dressed. “Hey, I was thinking it’s going to be hot today so maybe we could build a fort in front of the TV and watch some of Jas’s favorite movies, make some cookies and popcorn.”

      “Sounds like a great idea,” she responds as she unbuckles Wyatt. “I’m just going to put this little guy down for his nap, and I’ll come back and help.”

      “I’ve got this. I want you to relax today,” I say as I kiss her as she stops next to me.

      “Kiss for Daddy?” Vi asks Wyatt as she twists to bring him closer to me. I lean down and smooch my little man. “A quiet day at home sounds perfect. Thank you.”

      “Of course. I think we could all do with some downtime.”

      They head upstairs and I finish cleaning up, then put on a load of washing. I can’t believe how much mess a little person makes. We go through at least six changes of clothes in a day, sometimes less, but mostly more.
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      With the kids in their beds asleep and my wife cradled against my side, I take a measured breath and blow it out. Vi tips her head back, looking up at me with a crease between her brows. “You okay?”

      I look down at her, caught in her China blues, and glide my fingers through her silky hair. “I never thought I’d have this.” I swallow and draw more air into my lungs. “To think there was a point in my life that I wished it away hurts to think about.” She presses closer to me and tightens her grip across my torso as she presses a kiss to my pec. “I find it hard to reconcile past me with current me. It’s impossible to consider that I might not have been here and I would have missed out on so much.” I slip my fingers along her jaw and tilt her chin higher. Unshed tears fill her eyes as she studies me without words. She doesn’t need to say anything because I can read her every thought. I close the distance and press a light kiss to her lips. “You and the kids are my salvation, Blue.”

      Her lips tremble as she gives me a watery smile. “You were already defeating your demons when we met. We can’t take the credit for the work you’d already put into living again.”

      I rub my thumb along her warm, smooth skin. “Maybe. But life was a struggle and I wouldn’t say I was living. More like going through the motions. Toby helped when he gave me a purpose, but you and Jas …”—I swallow past the lump in my throat—“you and Jas are the real reason I began living again.”

      Vi pushes up, her lips almost touching mine. “God, Shane. You break my heart and put it back together. I hate everything you’ve been through. Nobody should have to suffer the way you have and you know how grateful I am that you made it through. You’re the best man for me and Jas and Wyatt. I love the family we’ve made together. I love you so much,” she whispers, her words heartwarming and healing in the best possible way. Her hot breath ghosts across my lips before she presses her mouth fully to mine. I tighten my hand in her hair and drag her on top of me.

      I pause our kiss and whisper, “I’m never letting you go, Vi. You have my heart, my soul, my hopes, my dreams … my future, and my love. Forever.”
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        Wondering about Toby’s story?

        Keep Reading!
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      [SENIOR YEAR]

      Sitting at the table in the far corner of the cafeteria, to avoid notice, I watch Cassia walk in with her group of friends. They’re all laughing and having a great time, something I generally find difficult to do in mixed company. I’m not sure why I’m the way I am. I generally only feel comfortable around my family and some close friends (which are limited). Music takes a lot of space in my head—I tend to get lost in there quite a bit—which doesn’t make for a good friend, in most people’s opinion.

      As usual, Cassia looks beautiful with her chestnut hair falling below her shoulders in soft waves. As she looks up, our eyes lock across the crowded room. Sounds cheesy, right? But it’s the norm for us. I’m connected to her on some fundamental level I don’t understand. I also find her incredibly hot. She just has to walk into the room and my dick misbehaves, embarrassing me to the point where I have to escape being in her presence as soon as possible. The way I always leave whenever she’s around, I’m sure she thinks I hate her.

      Cassia excuses herself from her friends, then walks toward me with a shy smile. Luckily, I’m sitting down, so she won’t see my hard-on. Stopping in front of me, she tucks her silky hair behind her ear. “Hey, Toby.”

      “Uh, hi, Cassia. How are things?” I manage to sound somewhat put together, which is a bonus.

      “Great. The girls and I were just talking about prom. You going?”

      I wouldn’t be caught dead going to prom. I don’t want to see her dancing with that douche she dates on and off, Jake Simmons. Kate’s going with Michael Fitzpatrick, who hangs out in the same group as Jake. I don’t think Michael and Jake are best buds, but they are friends. I told Kate that I think she’d be better off going to prom with her girlfriends than with Michael. He seems like a dick to me.

      “Nah, not my scene.” I look down at the table because I don’t want to see the pity in her graphite-colored eyes.

      “Oh, that’s disappointing. I was hoping we could share a dance.”

      My head snaps up to hers. “I thought you’d be going with Jake.”

      She shakes her head in the negative, swishing the long, silky waves around her shoulders. Her lips spread in a half-smile. “Nope. We broke up.” She rolls her eyes. “Again.”

      She doesn’t seem too upset about another break-up. I don’t know what that guy’s problem is. He’s constantly breaking up with her, then chases her down after realizing his mistake, begging for forgiveness. If she were my girl, I’d never let her go.

      Shane wanders toward us, coming in behind Cassia. He wiggles his eyebrows when he sees we’re talking. He knows I have a crush on her, so he likes to take every opportunity to tease me about it. “Hey, guys. What’s up?”

      Cassia turns toward Shane with a genuine smile, one that lights up her entire face. “Oh, hi, Shane. We were just talking about prom. Toby’s being a boohoo and not going. What about you? Are you going?” She looks hopeful.

      He tucks his hands in his pockets, looking between the two of us. “Maybe. Not sure yet.”

      “It should be a fun night. You two should definitely come.” She looks over her shoulder to acknowledge her friends, who are calling her back to their table. “Anyway, I need to go. See ya in last period, Toby.”

      “Yeah, see ya around.”

      I watch her long legs carry her away from us, wishing I wasn’t such a loser. Shane looks at me with raised eyebrows as he sits down. “You should definitely go to the prom. I hear Jake broke up with her again. This could be your chance, bro.”

      A large body moves in front of me. When I tilt my head up to see who’s blocking my stellar view, I find Jake.

      “Whatcha lookin’ at, Emo Boy?” His beefy arms are crossed over his bulky chest. Just because he’s the captain of our school football team, he thinks he rules the school. Actually, he does rule the school, and I hate him. I hate him because he has Cassia and doesn’t treat her with the respect she deserves.

      I don’t even bother making eye contact with the jerk. “Nothin’.”

      “Good, keep it that way, Emo Boy. She’s no one to you. Got it?” He snarls down his nose at me. Since I’m sitting while he’s standing, he’s pretty much towering over me like a giant brick wall.

      “No problem.” I’ll say anything to get the guy out of my face. He seems satisfied with my answer, raps his knuckles on the table, and walks away to join his so-called friends. I’m pretty sure half the guys he hangs out with are only friends with him, because it’s safer for them. If you’re not his friend, it leaves you open to being bullied by him.

      “You should tell him to fuck off,” Shane suggests, knowing I’ll do nothing of the sort. “So, are you gonna go to prom?”

      I doodle in my notebook that I always carry with me. “Nah. They’ll probably get back together by then. It’s not worth the hassle.”
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        * * *

      

      The last period is music appreciation, my favorite class. Music centers me, quiets all the noise in my head, and allows me to be who I really am. My teacher, Mr. Hastings, pretty much lets me do my own thing, guiding me when I need it and leaving me alone when I don’t. I also like the class because Cassia Phillips is in it—the only class we share. She is in no way musically inclined, only taking the class because her mom wanted her to take it. She wants her to be ‘well rounded’. She plays the flute, which causes all sorts of issues with my dick, as she purses her pouty lips to blow across the embouchure hole. She struggles to maintain the appropriate pressure, causing a lot of frustration on her part, while all I can think about is kissing her soft lips.

      Since I’m not a chatty person, everyone pretty much leaves me alone, but Cassia always sits next to me during our music history session. “Hey again.” She smiles at me, making my insides flip upside down.

      Struggling to make eye contact with her, I flick my eyes over her shoulder. “Yeah, hey.” I sound like a douche. I get so damn nervous when she’s around. For once, I wish I could be the cool kid.

      “You ready to learn all about Dylan’s crash and burn when he decided to use an electric guitar instead of his trusty acoustic at the Newport Folk Festival in 1965?”

      I’m impressed she’s interested in Dylan. He’s definitely one of my idols, and I aspire to be as famous as he is one day. I raise my eyes to hers. She’s fidgeting … biting her lip … looking unsure. Raising an eyebrow, I nod slightly as one side of my mouth lifts to give her the approval I think she’s looking for. She stops fidgeting, then smiles back. “It should be an interesting discussion.”

      “Yeah, it’ll be interesting to find out what everyone’s views are. I, for one, think Dylan’s music was great, whether he played acoustic or electric guitar. It was all about the lyrics, the storytelling.” I think it’s the most number of words I’ve said to her, ever. The surprised expression on her face supports this idea.

      Mr. Hastings walks in, interrupting our bonding moment over Dylan.
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      I’m certain Toby hates me. Today was the most he’s ever said to me, and it was only because we were talking about something close to his heart. Maybe that’s the key? He usually only says a few words to me, because I approach him to strike up a conversation. Otherwise, he would never speak to me. I love hearing the timbre of his voice when he talks—and when he sings, oh my gosh, so good—so I purposely go out of my way to chat with him. My friends always tease me because they know I have a huge crush on him. He makes my heart beat faster and my belly flip. Watching him work his guitar, I imagine the way his hands would feel on my body. Today, when he looked at me with his denim-colored eyes, I’m sure the breath in my lungs seized.

      Perhaps if I stopped going back to Jake, I’d have a chance with Toby. Probably not—he always seems to be in a hurry to get away from me, and I’m not sure why. I’ve repeatedly gone back over the years in my memory, trying to pinpoint if I ever did anything to him to make him dislike me, but I can’t think of anything. Two thick arms wrap around my torso from behind, scaring the crap outta me. Glancing over my shoulder, I put a face to the arms. Ugh, Jake. “Let me go, asshole.”

      “Now, that’s no way to talk to your boyfriend.” He squeezes me tighter with one arm, while the other comes up to grab my boob, hard. “Ouch. Let me go.”

      “I’m never lettin’ you go, Sia.” Stupid idiot. This is what happens. He breaks up with me and then he acts like nothing happened.

      “You already did remember?” Wriggling free, I turn to face him. “You broke up with me because I didn’t want to have sex with you on Friday night. Or did you forget?” He had a game on Saturday, so I’m sure he hooked up with someone else. Jake can’t go without sex for more than two days at a time. He figures that if he breaks up with me before he hooks up with someone else, it doesn’t count as cheating.

      “Awww, you’re upset. I didn’t mean it. You know I never mean it.” He pulls me into his huge body, snuggling down into my neck the way I love. He may be an idiot, but he can be so sweet to me. I like having a boyfriend; it makes me feel special and important to someone outside of my family. He pulls back, taking my school bag to carry, then grasps my hand to lead me out to his car. Throwing my bag on the back seat, he pins me against the side of his car, kissing me with apology and sweetness. Pulling back, he looks into my eyes. “I’m sorry, Babe. I was stupid. Please forgive me.”

      As I’m about to forgive him, again, Toby passes by with Shane and Kate. Toby looks my way and our eyes connect on a deeper level, as they always seem to. I’m sure I’m the only one who feels it, though, because he never seems affected. He doesn’t stop, just keeps on walking, shaking his head … in disappointment, maybe? I’m pretty sure him being disappointed that I’m with Jake is wishful thinking on my part. Then he turns away down the sidewalk, exiting the school grounds without giving me another look. Looking back at Jake, I see the sincerity in his eyes, and I know he’ll spend the rest of this week making it up to me.

      I put on my sternest voice. “I forgive you. But this is the last time, Jake. I mean it.”

      He moves forward again, taking my mouth in a hard kiss filled with relief. He doesn’t mean what he says and does half the time. He doesn’t think things through and he can be a spoiled brat when he doesn’t get his way. Friday night was like witnessing a toddler tantrum. He wasn’t getting his way, so he wanted to hurt me by breaking up with me. I’m certain he’s learned his lesson this time.
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        Do you want more of Toby and Cassia’s story?

        You’ll find it here:
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        https://books2read.com/dsj-2ndchancesummer

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PINTEREST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I put together a Pinterest board for Shane and Violet’s story. If you’re interested, you can check it out here:
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        https://tinyurl.com/everlastinglove-pinterest
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        The Summer Twins

        Loving Summer | Kate Summer & Oliver Stone

        Second Chance Summer | Toby Summer & Cassia Phillips

        The Summer Twins | Complete Series

      

      

      
        
        Kisses

        Stolen Kisses | Emma Miller & Theo Drivas

        Moonlit Kisses | Max Stanfield & Molly Lewis

        Unexpected Kisses | Sarah Stanfield & AJ

        Kisses | Complete Series

      

        

      
        Monday Knights | novellas

        Enemy Kisses | Finn Brady & Harriet Dubois

      

        

      
        Everlasting

        Everlasting Love | Shane Sutton & Violet Jamison

      

      

      
        
        Debra has a list of her books available on her website.

        You can find them here:
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        https://debrastjamesbooks.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONNECT WITH DEBRA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        stalk me

      

      

      
        
        You can stalk me pretty much everywhere!

        https://debrastjamesbooks.com/connect/

      

      

      
        
        How about joining my Facebook group?

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/DebsBibliomaniacs

      

      

      
        
        newsletter

      

      

      Join Debra’s newsletter to receive important updates before anyone else. Newsletters will be sent twice per month unless something really exciting is happening.
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        https://debrastjamesbooks.com/newsletter/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading Shane and Violet’s story. I know it’s been a long time coming for my dedicated readers and I’d like to thank you for your patience. This was a tough story to write as I battled imposter syndrome. Several readers had asked for Shane’s story and I was crippled with fear that I wouldn’t meet reader expectations. You see … he was only ever meant to be a side character. I only hope I did him justice.

      I struggled with long COVID after catching it at RARE Melbourne at the end of April. It was tough to get my brain on board with producing sentences to write a story. I was so relieved when I finally came out the other side and could function like I should.

      As I was closing in on completing my first draft of Everlasting Love, my sister was diagnosed with Stage IV Melanoma. I put everything on hold to support her through her treatments. She had such a positive attitude toward everything even though her diagnosis was dire. Her motto was: “One Step at a Time”. I was devastated when I lost her one month to the day after her diagnosis. My world is forever changed without her and this book will always hold a special place in my heart.

      As always, I would like to thank Mr. St James and our two sons for their support and patience with me. My writing takes a lot of my time away from my family and their understanding and support is always appreciated.

      Rachel. My gorgeous alpha reader. What can I say … you are one patient lady as I wrote, rewrote, and tossed out chapters because I just couldn’t get them to work. Without you, I really don’t think this book would have seen the light of day this year or the next. I wanted to give up so many times but you kept nudging me forward. I owe you a world of gratitude. Thank YOU.

      To my beta readers, Rachel and Kelly :) Thank you so much for your candid and thoughtful feedback while you read Everlasting Love. You ladies provided me with plenty of laughs as well as points to consider.

      I also need to thank Otsana for suggesting the perfect name for Violet’s friend. Quinn was the perfect name for a female reptile rescue warrior! Especially when I think about what’s in store for her.

      Thank you to Matthew and Norma for your expertise and advice regarding Shane’s military background. I appreciate your feedback which helped to make his character as authentic as possible.

      Finally, thank you to Dr. Rory for your expertise regarding a suitable spinal injury and treatment for Shane as a result of the IED explosion. And, no, you can’t read my book … ;) I won’t be able to look you in the eye if you do, lol.

      To my online support network, you were there for me on the days when I doubted myself. Ladies, you are so very important to me. I’m grateful we connected and I can call you my friends.

      To you, the reader. Thank you for taking a chance on me; for reading my book. I truly do appreciate your time. If you’ve enjoyed reading about Shane, Violet, and Jasmine, I’d love to hear from you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Debra St James is an author of spicy, slow-burn contemporary romance that features cinnamon roll heroes who listen to their women’s hearts and their words. She takes her time to weave a detailed tapestry of genuine characters, real-life struggles, love, and romance to create engaging stories that will have you so immersed in the story that you’ll never want to leave. Her stories are always guaranteed to take you on an emotional journey that ultimately ends with a HEA!

      Debra loves to read romance. Her family often finds her with her nose stuck in her iPad, swooning over her latest book boyfriend. She writes part-time from her Perth home, which she shares with Mr St James and their two sons, whose antics often make her roll her eyes and laugh in equal measure.

      Writing a novel had never been on her radar. One morning, she was enjoying a coffee by the river and a story sprouted, seemingly from nowhere. At 51, she pulled up the Pages app on her phone and began to type, giving life to her debut, Loving Summer.

      The rest, as they say, is history!
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