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      I can’t believe I’m here. Here in this room, in this house, in this dress. It’s completely surreal and so far away from where my life was nine months ago. Oliver gave me exactly four weeks from the day he proposed to organize our wedding. He wanted me to be Mrs. Stone before we traveled overseas to work on the next Schools for Everyone project, which begins in ten days. We’ll be enjoying our honeymoon between now and then in charming Broome, Western Australia. Oliver wanted to show me the place where he got my pink diamond. I’m so freaking excited to have ten uninterrupted days and nights with him—as my husband, no less.

      Sleep was almost impossible to come by last night. Sleeping here, alone in our bed, in our home was … odd. Even though Mom and Emma were down the hall, it felt strange to be here without Oliver—I missed him. His presence, his touch, his smell, his warmth, his affection. We both felt it was important to follow the tradition of sleeping and keeping the bride and groom apart until the ceremony. Oliver opted to stay in the city with Jase in the penthouse while I remained in our home. I’ve decided, though, that I never want to be separated from him ever again in my life.

      We decided on a morning wedding, followed by lunch. Thank goodness, too, because I couldn’t have possibly waited all day to see my guy. Everything happened in a bit of a whirlwind this morning. Waking at five after such a restless sleep meant I wasn’t looking my best. Mom came to the rescue with cold cucumber slices for my eyes, which worked a treat, and a perfectly made coffee to wake me up. Mom, Margie, Nan, Emma, and I then enjoyed a breakfast of various fresh fruits, delicious yogurt, and muesli on the back deck, as several contractors arrived to add the finishing touches to our back garden, ready for our wedding. I didn’t want anything too heavy to eat because I knew I’d be nervous today. After that, it’s been a continuous stream of people in and out of my space. Mom directed me to the shower, where I scrubbed, shaved, and washed every single part of my body. The hairdresser and makeup artist arrived soon after seven to transform our hair and faces. They’re a twin-sister duo that made the whole experience loads of fun. We connected instantly with our shared twin status. After they finished, we all went our separate ways to dress; though Mom stayed to help me into my wedding dress before leaving, so she could get dressed quickly.

      Looking at myself in the full-length mirror, I turn this way and that to admire my simple, yet elegant, dress. I chose a dress similar in style to the one I wore to the gala. Oliver absolutely loved me in that dress, so I found the closest I could find for our wedding day. The shiny satin material hugs my torso with a draped bodice and a surplus off-the-shoulder portrait neckline, which makes my boobs look amazing. It has a light, floaty box-pleated full skirt, with a chapel-length train, and pockets—yay for me! At the back, the neckline forms a deep v-shape, meeting a line of tiny buttons that follow my spine down to my butt. I contacted Maria, the elderly lady from the artisan markets who was making intricate lace overlays for dresses the day we were there. I explained I had admired her work five months ago down at the pier. When I asked her if it was possible to make me a veil in the timeframe I had to work with, she insisted she could do it for me and deliver it to my door personally when she came up to the city to visit her grandchildren. She did spectacular work. The delicate nature of the lace complements the solid structure of the fabric of the dress perfectly. On my feet, I’m wearing the same red satin lace-up sandals I wore to the gala and I’ve got the sexiest set of red lingerie I could find hidden beneath the ivory fabric. Oliver knows I adore my red shoes and underwear; I think he’d be disappointed if I didn’t wear them in some misplaced attempt to follow expected protocols. I made sure to wear the jewelry Oliver gifted to me on Valentine’s Day and kept my makeup simple and fresh. Oliver’s one stipulation was to ensure he could still see the dusting of freckles across my nose, which I usually attempt to hide with makeup. I’m wearing my hair in a similar style to how it was when we first met.

      Emma walks in wearing her bridesmaid dress. I wanted her to have something she could wear anywhere. She chose a light blue strapless full-length tulle dress with an A-line skirt and sweetheart neckline. It has a long tulle ribbon that allows her to change up the design. For today, she has it coming up over one shoulder, between her breasts, and wrapping around her waist to define her sexy hourglass figure. Her dark hair is in a similar braid to mine and her makeup is light and fresh. She always looks pretty, but today, her level of pretty is on a whole other level. When she spots me across the room in front of the mirror, her smile grows. She’s genuinely happy for me, even though her marriage didn’t work out well.

      “Oh my gosh, Kate. You look … I can’t even think of a word to describe you.” She comes closer, circling me, studying every part of my dress. “You’re beyond breathtaking.” Her eyes are glassy, and I can feel my own emotions welling up inside. “Oliver’s going to swallow his tongue.”

      I let out a small chuckle because I was hoping that would be Oliver’s reaction when he sees me walking toward him down the makeshift aisle in our backyard.

      “Don’t you dare make me cry. I don’t want to mess up my makeup and be all red and blotchy.” We hug carefully, trying not to ruin our hair or makeup. “You look gorgeous, Emma. If only your sexy new neighbor could see you now.” We both laugh because her new neighbor only ever seems to catch her when she’s looking her worst.

      “I feel fabulous in this dress. It’s unbelievably comfortable and very flattering. Who knew a bridesmaid dress could be tasteful?” We giggle again, because we spent quite some time searching the internet for the perfect dress, and while Emma’s dress is classy, some were questionable.

      Mom steps back into the room after getting changed with Margie and Nan. They all freeze in place, eyes wide. Moving forward, they surround Emma and me, admiring our dresses, hair, and makeup.

      Nan is the first to speak, grasping my hand in a tight grip, “You look just beautiful, Katie-girl. Stunning. Your pop would have been proud of the woman you’ve become.” She hands me a dainty pale blue handkerchief. “Your pop gave this to me on our wedding day, sixty-five years ago. I want you to carry it with you today. Keep it close to your heart.” Her eyes are shiny, and I’m fighting to keep my eyes dry. My nan and pop had such a deep love and respect for one another. She was profoundly lost when he passed eight years ago.

      “Oh, Nan. Thank you ever so much. I’ll cherish having this piece of you and Pop with me today. I only hope my marriage lasts as long as yours and is full of as much love and respect as yours was.” I lean forward to embrace her in a tight hug; working hard to keep my emotions under control.

      As I pull away, Margie steps forward with a gift for me. A dainty lace horseshoe attached to a delicate ribbon, which I assume ties around my wrist. “My mother gave this to me on my wedding day. It was given to her by her mother on her wedding day. I don’t have a daughter of my own to pass this on to, so I would be honored if you were to wear this today, and eventually pass it to your daughter on her wedding day.” Oh my gosh! I’m gonna cry, there’s no doubt about it. I press forward, embracing my dearest friend.

      “Margie.” I breathe. “I would be honored to carry this tradition. Are you sure you want to pass it to me?” I feel her nodding against my shoulder. “Then I will cherish it with all my heart.” Squeezing her tight and my eyes tighter to combat the tears threatening to fall, I pull back. “Thank you.”

      Mom’s next, handing me a small pouch. My hands are shaking as I open it. Carefully dipping my fingers inside, I grasp the item and lift it out of the pouch. A delicate antique rose gold locket slides out—it’s stunning. I look up to Mom for guidance.

      “It opens. Take a look.”

      Using the edge of my nail, careful not to chip the pale pink polish, I open the locket. It has three parts, each holding a photograph. One of Nan and Pop, one of Mom and Dad, and one of Oliver and me from the day he proposed. The tears I’ve been fighting to contain fall over my bottom lashes, trailing down my cheeks.

      “Oh my. I didn’t mean to upset you. I wanted you to have a little of each of our happiest days with you today. I thought you could attach it to your bouquet.” She pulls me forward, embracing me tightly against her breasts. Carefully, stroking my hair, avoiding the Jasmine flowers threaded through my intricate braid.

      I pull back slightly, allowing me to see her face. “I’m not sad, just overwhelmed by all these extremely thoughtful gifts.” I kiss her cheek. “It’s perfect, Mom. I’m going to treasure it forever.”

      I gather all the ladies together in a group hug, showing them how grateful I am for their love and support on this special day. Having them all here, supporting me, and loving me has meant the world and made the day beyond wonderful. We separate and Mom works to attach the locket to my bouquet of Jasmine flowers. It was the one thing Oliver insisted on. He loves the scent of my jasmine body wash, shampoo, and conditioner. I ensured to have the jasmine scent everywhere possible because I wanted to make him happy.

      I step into the bathroom to make sure my makeup is still intact, freshening up my lipstick. I’m ready to get to my groom. Even though I saw Oliver yesterday, I’ve missed him.

      A knock sounds on the bedroom door, and Emma moves to open it to find my dad. That must mean it’s time. Hummingbirds are flapping around inside my tummy—a mixture of excitement, nervousness, and eagerness taking over. Dad looks around the room before his gaze settles on me, his only daughter. He told me how Oliver nervously asked permission for my hand in marriage before he proposed to me. It was endearing to hear how Oliver bumbled his way through the tradition the week before our engagement. Apparently, Dad told him it wasn’t his place to give permission, only I could give that. But he gave his blessing for a long and happy marriage—welcoming him to the family in a more formal sense. Oliver gave none of his nervousness away because I was blindsided at our housewarming party when he proposed in front of our family and friends. Dad steps through the room, kissing Emma, Mom, Nan, and Margie on the cheek before stopping in front of me. The look on his face is one of fatherly love and pride.

      Taking each of my hands in his, he leans forward, kissing my forehead. “Kate.” He whispers. “My beautiful daughter. You’re the most stunning bride the world has ever seen, behind your mother.” He winks at Mom and they share a special moment. “Today, I may be walking you toward your future, but always remember, your mother and I are always here for you. Through good times and bad, we’re in your corner and want you to succeed in life as well as in love.” Oh no. Here I go again. The tears I managed to control seep forward, threatening to spill over my lashes. I release his hands and surge forward to hug him. Holding him close, I whisper my thanks in his ear before stepping back to regain control of my emotions.

      He turns to the other women in the room. “You all look beautiful, ladies. But it’s time for Kate to take the last remaining steps toward her future.”

      They each come past and kiss my cheek, wishing me luck, before leaving the room. Emma will wait at the back door for us before making her way down to the limestone patio, where I’ll take Oliver as my husband. Dad squeezes my hand as we walk toward the back door. I hear the music change to an acoustic version of A Thousand Years by The Piano Guys and that’s our cue to begin walking. Emma steps out first, across the deck, and down the stairs to the pathway leading to the patio. Once she’s halfway along the path, Dad and I step out of the house onto the back deck. My heart’s beating a million miles a minute. This moment feels surreal as I take my last steps as a single woman.
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      The music disappears as Emma approaches the patio. I know that any moment now, I’m going to lay my eyes on my Sunshine. I hear Jase suck in a breath and look across to see what he sees. Kate and her dad are stepping onto the path which will finally lead her to me. From here, she looks as though she’s gliding toward me, an ethereal beauty, stealing all the breath from my lungs.

      As she moves closer, everything around me falls away.

      All I see is her.

      All I hear is my heart beating a million miles a minute for her—only her.

      All I feel is anticipation for the moment she reaches me.

      The smile that spreads across her face as she reaches the patio lights up my cold world in a way I never knew was possible. Breathing is almost impossible as her dad passes her delicate hand into mine with a nod of affirmation that I will always put Kate first.

      Kate steps up onto the low podium to stand in front of me. Her smile is contagious, and as I suck in a breath, my smile matches hers. One of joy and relief that we’re finally here, in this place—together. About to become husband and wife. I bend forward, gliding my lips gently across Kate’s, taking both her hands in mine.

      “Hey,” I whisper.

      “Hey,” she responds in like.

      The celebrant clears her throat to gain our attention. Without breaking eye contact with Kate, I nod for her to begin. She gains everybody’s attention and shares why we are gathered here today—as though it’s not obvious. She reminds us that the hands we are each holding will be the hands to hold us in our times of need and despair, times of utter joy and happiness. These hands will be the ones to work together to grow and care for our family. They are the hands of our best friend, our lover, our life partner. She shares that the hands we are each holding will touch us in comfort, passion, and tenderness.

      “I now invite Oliver to share his vows with Kate.” We each wrote our own vows. We felt it was important to make promises that were important to us, as individuals and as a couple.

      Clearing my throat and taking a breath, I begin. “Kate. When you came into my world, you brought the sunshine with you. I didn’t realize how gray and colorless my life was until I met you on that veranda, half a world away. After finding you a second time, I knew I couldn’t let you go. You made me work hard to be in your life, to prove that I meant what I said—that I was a man of my word. I promise you today, and all the days we’re together, that I will always be a man of my word. You can rely on me and my promises until I draw my final breath. I promise to be trustworthy, open, and honest. I promise to always put you and our family first. To show you every day in every way, how important you are to me—that you are my world. I promise to never take for granted the peace you give to me. I promise to always show you the respect you deserve, and appreciation for the person you are. To always be true to you and the family we create together, to support you, and encourage you; to lift you up when you’re down and be by your side when times get tough. I will forever cherish you—mind, body, and soul. I promise to laugh with you and have adventures with you. I promise to love you, your mind, your heart, your soul, your body—every moment of every day for as long as I draw breath. I promise you won’t be able to get rid of me, even if you want to.” I smirk at her. “I love you Kate, my Sunshine, my heart.” I step forward, pressing tender kisses to her forehead, the tip of her nose, and her lips.

      As I pull back, Kate’s plush bottom lip trembles as she blinks rapidly, attempting to keep her tears at bay.

      The celebrant breaks our moment. “Such meaningful promises, Oliver. Kate, would you like to share your vows with Oliver now?”

      Speaking without words, I check she’s able to say her vows. A gentle nod is the only confirmation I need, so I step back slightly to give her space. She takes a deep breath and begins.

      “Meeting you was the biggest surprise and my greatest fear. Your devotion to me challenged my self-belief, shattering my carefully constructed walls as you patiently worked to chip away at my defenses. You persisted, and now here we are. I feel blessed beyond belief to have you in my life, making promises to me for our forever. You have shown me time and again that you are a man of your word, a man of honor, a man I can trust. You are everything to me, Oliver. My best friend, the holder of my heart, the keeper of my soul, my partner in all things, my lover, my confidant. I cherish every moment we’ve shared and all the moments still to come. I promise to always put you and our family first, to share adventures with you, and to walk through this life by your side. I promise to be your biggest supporter, your loudest cheerleader through your successes, and your soft place to land when times are tough. I promise to honor you, believe in you, trust in you, have faith in you. I promise to lay with you every night—sharing my life, my dreams, my hopes, my heart, my soul, and my body with you. From this day forth, I promise, you won’t be able to get rid of me, even if you want to.” She finishes with a smile and I release a chuckle at her final vow. “I will love you forever, Oliver Stone.”

      Pressing up onto her toes, she kisses my forehead, the tip of my nose, and my lips. We stand, forehead to forehead, blue eyes to green for untold moments. This woman is my forever. It’s all I see when I look at her. We share a secret smile before the celebrant takes over again.

      “Those promises were very meaningful, Kate.” She looks out toward our family and friends. “I am duly authorized by law to solemnize marriages according to law.” She looks back at Kate and me. “Before you are joined in marriage in my presence and the presence of these witnesses, I am to remind you of the solemn and binding nature of the relationship into which you are now about to enter. Marriage, according to law, is the union of two people to the exclusion of all others, voluntarily entered into for life.” She looks at me. “Oliver. Do you agree to voluntarily become bound to Kate to the exclusion of all others, for as long as you both shall live?”

      “Yes, I do.” I have no doubts at all that I want to spend my remaining days on this earth with Kate.

      She smiles at me, then looks at Kate. “Kate. Do you agree to voluntarily become bound to Oliver to the exclusion of all others, for as long as you both shall live?”

      “Yes, I do.” Her voice is sure and strong. The look in her eyes tells me of her determination and conviction.

      “Kate and Oliver. Do you have rings you would like to exchange as a symbol of your never-ending love for each other?”

      Jase steps forward, digging into his pocket for the rings. Kate’s ring is rose gold, with pavé set colorless diamonds along one half of the band length, and a hand-engraved design on the other half. It looks like two bands placed together and it matches her engagement ring perfectly. My ring is platinum with a diagonal brushed rose gold rope inlay. As we place them on each other’s fingers, I feel light-headed, knowing Kate is finally mine, in every sense of the word. I grasp Kate’s hands in mine. Pulling her into my body, I press my mouth against hers in a kiss to seal our future. I had every intention of keeping the kiss suitable for public viewing, but just like every other time with Kate, I lose myself. Her hands wrap around my body, grasping onto my back, as though she never wants to let me go.

      “I pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride. Not that you needed permission from me or anyone else.” Everyone laughs while I continue to devour my wife.

      My wife.

      My fucking wife!

      I manage, barely, to pull myself away. Touching her forehead with mine, we share another smile before turning to our family and friends. Everyone cheers for us as I hold our hands above our heads in celebration of this moment. The beginning of our forever. We sign the necessary documentation before walking hand in hand toward our guests to receive their congratulations.
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      He’s my husband.

      My freaking husband!

      I can’t believe it. Inside, I’m squealing like a ten-year-old girl over her favorite boy band.

      As we step down from the low podium to receive congratulations from our guests, the music begins to play—Here Comes the Sun by the Beatles. Oliver wanted to choose the song and kept it a secret from me. A smile graces my face as soon as I hear his selection for me. He always says that I bring the sunshine with me, but he makes my world brighter by being in it.

      Our family and friends surround us with excessive amounts of love and joy. Hugs are given freely and smiles are wider than I’ve ever seen. Everyone is happy for us, happy to share this special day with us. I feel especially blessed at this moment.

      We spend time having photos with friends, family, and our bridal party before Oliver and I break off to have some intimate photos, just the two of us. We’re having a particularly special moment with Oliver pressing me up against the side of the boat shed when he lifts me, encouraging me to wrap my legs around his slim hips. I know these photos are going to be my favorite because they’re indicative of our sexy times. He’s looking into my soul, checking I’m okay, just as he always does when we’re in this position. Leaning closer, he takes my lips in a gentle kiss, making my heart rate pick up and my body heat with need.

      “I can’t wait to get you out of this spectacular dress, Wife.”

      Moaning, I nip his bottom lip. “I can’t wait to get you out of this tux, Husband.”

      He takes my mouth in a scorching kiss, forgetting the photographer until he clears his throat to gain our attention. Laughing, we separate and he carefully places my feet back on the ground.

      With the standard photos completed, we join our family and friends in the large, see-through tent which was erected in our garden yesterday. Hanging on thin strands of thread across the entrance to the tent are hundreds of origami hummingbirds in various shades of blue. I chose the hummingbird because Oliver’s shown great resilience throughout his life, and throughout our relationship, he’s become lighter, more joyful. I thought they were also appropriate because whenever I look at Oliver; I feel like I have a dozen hummingbirds taking flight in my tummy. Hanging from the rafters of the tent are dozens and dozens of glass jars of different sizes filled with baby’s breath flowers; for our everlasting love. Long strands of Jasmine flowers adorn each table, atop blue chiffon material running the full length and draping onto the floor at either end. The whole place looks stunning. As we were selecting the decor for our special day, I had no idea if everything would look okay together, let alone how stunning it all looks.

      Overlooking the river, we eat delicious food, drink scrumptious wine, dance, laugh, and devour our velvet chocolate wedding cake. Before I know it, it’s time to leave our guests to make our way to the hotel Oliver organized. We fly out for our honeymoon tomorrow evening. After our honeymoon, we’re flying directly to meet Bob and Ella.
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      The hotel is out of this world. Overlooking the ocean, rocky formations rise out of the shimmering waters of the Pacific Ocean. The warm breeze causes the sheer curtains to billow into the room. I have my husband at my back, holding me close. I press back into his body, luxuriating in the rasp of his stubble against my neck as he kisses his way down from my ear to my exposed shoulder.

      “As gorgeous as you look in this dress, I need you out of it. I need my skin to be pressed against yours.”

      Turning in his hold, I wrap my arms around his neck, playing with the hair at his nape. Pressing up onto my toes, I press gentle kisses to each corner of his lips, before sliding my tongue across the seam, encouraging him to open for me.

      He doesn’t hesitate.

      He never does.

      He welcomes me home every time, then promptly takes over, devouring me, stealing my thoughts and my breath. This kiss is everything—every word, every promise we made today, everything we’ve felt during our time together. It’s lush and breath-stealing. I never want it to end, but at the same time, I want a whole lot more than this kiss. Slipping my hands around to the front of his collar, I deftly undo his tie, throwing it over the back of the luxurious chair to our left. Next to go is his jacket as I slide my hands underneath the lapels, loving the way the diamonds in my new wedding ring catch the light streaming in through the billowing sheer curtains. I throw it over the tie and begin undoing his shirt buttons, but he reaches up to grip my wrists, stopping me. Looking up into his face, his lips form an affectionate smile.

      “My turn, Sunshine.”

      Kissing his way from below my ear, down along the crook of my neck, to my shoulder, he incites a moan of appreciation for the softness of his lips and the raspiness of his short beard. He slowly spins me around until he can reach the line of tiny buttons holding my dress to my body. Pressing gentle kisses to my exposed flesh, he patiently releases each button from its loop. My dress loosens and begins to slip down my body, exposing the red lingerie hidden beneath. I hear Oliver suck in a breath as his fingers falter for a moment.

      “I didn’t think I could get any harder, but seeing this red lace on your body, hidden by the purity of white satin … damn, Sunshine. You’re every wet dream come to life.”

      “Well, that makes us even then, because you’re my wet dream come to life. Your body is a work of art, your mind is wicked sharp, your soul is genuine and noble … but your heart. Your heart, Oliver, is kind, compassionate, steadfast, and true. I’m honestly grateful to have you in my life.”

      Looking over my shoulder, I seek out his lips to seal my words with a kiss. His tongue slides inside my mouth and my whole body sighs in welcome. I need him inside me now. I don’t think I can wait another moment to feel his body connected to mine in the most primal way.

      “Oliver, please.”

      “In good time, Wife. I’ve got you.”

      He continues undoing the final buttons, and for the first time since trying on this dress, I curse how many of the damn things there are. Finally, he releases the last button from its delicate loop and the bodice of my dress droops down, completely exposing my red bra. His warm hands slide around from the buttons to my bare midriff, up to cup my breasts encased in lace. Squeezing them together, he groans at the sight of them basically served up on a platter. I was hoping this would be his reaction. Releasing my breasts, his hands slide down, pushing my dress over my hips and allowing it to fall to the floor. I’m standing in a pool of white satin, wearing red lace, and my red satin sandals. He steps around, careful not to step on the white puddle until he’s in front of me. The carnal look on his face makes me wet and throb. The ache becomes unbearable. I need him to touch me.

      “I’m not sure what I ever did to deserve you, but I’m never letting you go.”

      He takes my hand so I can step out of the satin puddle. Leaning down, he collects the mass of smooth fabric, draping it carefully over the second chair by the window. Then he steps into my body, pressing his hard dick against my belly, taking my lips in a hard kiss, full of clashing teeth and dueling tongues. It’s easy to get lost in him. His hand cups the back of my head, directing my mouth exactly where he wants it. I manage to regain some of my faculties and begin to blindly undo the buttons of his shirt; my fingers brushing his firm abdominal muscles. I need to get it off him. I want my skin against his more than I want my next breath. Finally, he’s exposed to me and I press against him, soaking in his masculine warmth. My body warms at his bare touch. My nipples, hard as diamonds, try to burst through the flimsy fabric, keeping them contained.

      Oliver reluctantly pulls away from me to remove his cufflinks, my gift to him on our wedding day—square stainless steel, engraved with our first initials and today’s date. I asked Jase to give them to Oliver when they were getting ready this morning. As he carefully removes each one, he reverently rubs his thumb over the flat surface.

      Looking up at me, he smiles gently. “Thank you for my gift. It was unexpected. I love them.” He gently places them on the small table next to the chair before removing his shirt and carefully draping it over his jacket. Releasing his belt, he slowly removes his trousers, shoes, and red socks, revealing the red boxer briefs I bought him for Christmas. A giggle escapes me at the sight of ‘Property of Kate’ printed across his tight ass. As he turns toward me, my giggle freezes at the sight of the head of his dick poking out the top of his briefs.

      Oh my!

      Pressing my thighs together, I lick my lips. As my eyes slowly make their way up his torso to his face, the throbbing in my pussy grows more acute. I think I’ll come the second he touches me—I’m thoroughly turned on.

      His eyes are nearly black and his voice gravelly as he draws me forward. “Come here, Wife.”

      Pulling me tight against his body, his rock-hard dick pressing into my tummy, he takes my mouth in a deep kiss. Our tongues tangle and slide, while our hands roam across each other’s bodies. Deftly, he releases my bra, freeing my swollen breasts. We both groan at the sensation of my hard nipples pressing into him. The sensation making me even wetter. My hands roam down to his ass, pressing him tighter against me as I attempt to increase the friction against my clit. He’s remarkably switched on to my needs; he knows exactly what I’m trying to do as he positions his thigh between mine to help with my situation. The kiss is utterly decadent. I don’t want it to end, but I need more. Oliver grabs my butt and glides my pussy back and forth, increasing the friction and leading my body into an orgasm which takes the edge off my need but leaves me wanting more.

      So much more. I need my husband’s dick inside my body.

      Stepping forward, I guide Oliver’s back toward the floor-to-ceiling glass doors. I press him against the cool surface before sliding down, taking his underwear with me as I sink to my knees in front of him. As he steps out of the briefs, his dick bobs forth, almost striking my cheek. Taking him in hand, I lick from the base to the tip, eliciting a deep groan from him, turning me on even more.

      This man is incredibly sexy.

      This man is my husband.

      My Husband.

      Freaking heck!

      I want to drive him to the brink, then I want to climb him like a tree and impale myself on his length. Grasping the base of his dick in my hand, I take him in my mouth as far as I can without gagging. He grasps my hair and thrusts forward, hitting the back of my throat, stealing my breath.

      “Yeah, Sunshine, take my cock. Take it all the way.”

      I swallow hard, causing him to groan and thrust again. He’s trying to let me have control, but it’s not in his nature to relinquish it easily. His hands tugging my hair, guiding my mouth back and forward over his length, makes me feel positively powerful to know that I can cause him to come undone. Holding onto his hard thighs, feeling his muscles tense and contract with his thrusts into my mouth, adds a whole new level to the sensations he’s building within me. To an outsider, it may seem I’m at a disadvantage in this situation, but I get as much from doing this for Oliver as he does. It’s taking everything inside me to resist touching myself at this point. I want the build-up to be protracted so that when he slides inside me, the feeling is as powerful as it can possibly be. To distract myself, I slide one hand up his thigh to cup his balls. Massaging them gently, while my other hand grips his shaft and my mouth slides rhythmically up and down, I feel him coming close to breaking point. His moans and grunts have escalated, and I know he’s close.

      He uses my braid to pull my head away from his dick, which is glistening with my saliva. Looking up at his arresting face—he’s clearly holding on by a thread. I take the hint, standing up, I remove my panties and climb him like a tree. He turns, pressing my body to the glass as he impales me on his slick dick. Nuzzling into the side of my neck, he kisses from my shoulder up to my ear before drawing back to study my face. He must see what he needs because he begins to move. Slow, even glides in and out of my hot pussy.

      It feels decadent and oh-so-good.

      My body sighs in delight.

      I tighten my legs around his hips, locking my feet behind his ass, drawing us as close as possible. I’m totally at his mercy—relying on him to take me where I need to be. He’s never left me unsatisfied before, and I’m positive he won’t today. The best I can do is hold on for the ride.

      Our connection feels deeper somehow, dare I say, spiritual.
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      Coming home. That’s what this feels like for me. Having my cock deep inside, Kate, my wife.

      My Wife!

      Knowing she’s legally bound to me; that I have her forever gives me a sense of peace deeper than anything I’ve experienced with her thus far. Freedom I’ve not experienced before. A level of acceptance I’ve not felt since I was a young boy with an intact family. I feel like a pussy, but the strongest feeling I have is that of security. I’m finally secure knowing that she’s mine. My future, my family, my everything.

      My dream come true.

      I’m working hard to keep my control intact, but her pussy makes it fucking hard—pun intended. My steady rhythm is about to be shot to hell as her walls flutter around my cock. She’s close to her second orgasm of the afternoon, which will only be the beginning if I have my way. I don’t plan on leaving this room until we have to leave for our flight tomorrow. Every time I slide my cock in, I make sure to rub her clit, sending her skyward. Her pussy constricts around my shaft, strangling it in the best possible way. Maintaining my steady rhythm through her release is impossible, and I pick up speed and power. As she breaks, I breach her ass with one finger, prolonging her release and increasing the pressure around my cock. As she cries out, I groan. I’m determined to take her straight into another orgasm. I pick up the tempo again, thrusting my finger in her ass, and rubbing her clit on the upstroke. She shudders again and before her climax ends completely, her internal muscles begin rippling again, sending me into overload and I can’t hold on any longer. She bites me where my neck meets my shoulder, as my cum splashes her internal walls. Locking my knees to stop myself from collapsing, I press my cock in as deep as possible and ride out my orgasm. Moving my hips back and forth slowly, easing us both down from our mutual high, I struggle to take in a breath. My chest heaves and my vision becomes fuzzy around the edges. I take Kate’s mouth in a soft, gentle kiss. A kiss of appreciation for allowing me into her body, sharing herself with me in the most intimate of ways.

      Keeping my softening cock inside Kate’s pussy, I slowly move us away from the window to sit on the edge of the bed. Our kiss continues—our connection soul-deep. We both slowly pull away, eyes half-mast, a small smile growing across Kate’s lips.

      “That felt more profound. Do you think it’s because we’re married now?”

      “This whole day’s been profound, Kate. I’m not surprised by the intensity of what we just did.” I nuzzle her neck. “How about a bath?”

      “That sounds divine.”

      I wrap my arms around Kate’s body, encouraging her to wrap her legs around me, before rising to head into the bathroom to draw a bath in the large tub. When I made the booking for today, I requested all of Kate’s bathroom products be waiting for us. Sitting Kate on the marble vanity, I fill the tub, adding generous amounts of jasmine bubble bath. Once it’s full, I collect Kate from the vanity and step into the tub with her before sinking us both down into the warm, sudsy water. Positioning her back to my front, I glide my hands over her slick body, paying special attention to her firm breasts—I love her tits. As Kate leans back into my body, she releases a deep sigh.

      “Today’s been the absolute best.”

      “Yes, it has. You’re tied to me forever. No escape for you.” I kiss the side of her neck, which she tilts further, allowing me better access.

      “That goes both ways, Mister. You can’t get away from me either, you know.”

      “That suits me just fine. I don’t want to get away from you. Ever.” I kiss her neck again. “What was your favorite part?”

      “Am I allowed to include what we just did? Against the window, no less.” She giggles and the vibrations wake up my cock.

      “You can include anything you want, Sunshine.”

      “Saying our vows and affirming our promises to each other in front of our family and friends. Knowing we’re legally tied together was one highlight. Our first dance as husband and wife will be something I’ll always cherish. The way you held me close—cherishing me with your words.” She releases a deep sigh of pleasure. “The way we just made love for the first time as a married couple is definitely on my highlight reel. That was something else, Husband of mine.”

      My male pride is certainly feeling a boost. I nuzzle into her neck, drawing her body closer to mine.

      “How about you? What was your favorite part?”

      “That’s easy. Making you mine, both legally and physically. I love knowing that you’re mine in every sense of the word. Call me a Neanderthal, but I want to beat on my chest and tell the world that you belong to me. Today, placing that wedding band on your finger, tying you to me in the legal sense, feels like the equivalent of dragging you to my cave.”

      She giggles at my description. She thinks I’m messing around, but I’m deadly serious. I love having those rings on her finger, telling every other asshole around that she’s taken—that she belongs to me.

      She twists around until we’re front to front and slips onto my erection, distracting me from my thoughts. We take it slow this time. Gliding together, building up slowly to our release, lips locked, bodies as close as they can be. Linked. Intimately joined in the best possible way.

      We spend the rest of the afternoon, night, and the next morning locked together. Enjoying each other’s bodies, feeling immeasurable pleasure before checking out to catch our flight to Broome for our honeymoon. I want to show her where her pink diamond came from and the northern area of Western Australia looks like the perfect spot for our first vacation together. It’s also only a short flight away from where we’ll be working with Bob and Ella in ten days.
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        * * *

      

      We’ve flown to Vancouver, Brisbane, Perth, and finally, we’ve landed in Broome. I plied Kate with alcohol before each takeoff, so she didn’t stress out—it seems to have worked. We’re finally in paradise after twenty-four hours. It’s winter here, though you wouldn’t know it, with the temperature sitting at a warm eighty-six degrees. It’s early afternoon as we leave the airport and make our way to the hotel I have booked overlooking the Indian Ocean. We’re both travel-weary. After checking in, we follow our dedicated host to our villa. Despite her tiredness, Kate’s eyes are wide with wonder.

      “Wow, Oliver. This is magnificent. I didn’t know places like this existed.”

      Looking around at our villa, inspired by the Asian and Colonial cultures which settled this area hoping to make a fortune gathering pearls, I’m impressed by the attention to detail. I crack open the bottle of sparkling wine that’s been left on ice for us, pouring two glasses. Passing a glass to Kate, I kiss the tip of her nose, nudging her to look around with me.

      “It looked spectacular online, but it looks even better in real life.” I’m impressed. This is a tiny town, pretty much in the middle of nowhere; famous for its pearling history and exceptional beaches. To have a hotel of this caliber is unbelievable. We wander from room to room before stepping outside to check out our private courtyard, complete with a plunge pool and gazebo. We finish our drinks, placing the glasses on the outdoor table between two comfortable-looking loungers. I can’t wait to get Kate naked in that pool. She sees the intent written all over my face.

      “You have a one-track mind, Husband.” She laughs, playfully shaking her ass as she moves to step back inside.

      “With you as my wife, it’s impossible to think of anything else.” I catch up to her, banding my arms around her waist. Picking her up off her feet, I carry her inside and unceremoniously throw her onto the king-size bed. Her giggling stops as she studies my face—close enough that our breaths fan each other. Seriousness falls around us as she leans up, pressing a kiss to my lips. I push forward, my tongue licking the seam of her lips in invitation. She opens readily, taking me in, teasing my tongue with hers. Her head falls back onto the bed with a moan and I follow, using the hand at the back of her head to direct her mouth where I want it. We get lost in each other as is usual for us. Both of us enjoying the peaceful tranquility of the setting after spending hours upon hours sharing such confined spaces with others on several planes. I don’t know how I kept my hands off of her for such a long time.

      She pulls away. “I desperately need a shower. Let’s unpack and freshen up.”

      I roll off of her and stand, pulling her up with me. We quickly get ourselves situated and into the shower, where I proceed to defile her against the tiled wall, as I plan to do every day while we’re in paradise. We have a brief nap before our booked activity of a sunset camel ride along the pristine beach, right outside our hotel.
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      I can’t believe I’m on the back of a freaking camel, traipsing across the whitest sand I’ve ever seen, with the love of my life at my back and the sun sinking further into the horizon by the second. The sky’s painted in the most glorious shades of oranges and pinks. The scent of the sea and the warm ocean breeze on my face are pure magic.

      This is now my life.

      My life with Oliver, my Husband.

      He’s organized everything for this vacation of ours. All I need to do is enjoy the experiences with him by my side. This place is like something out of a postcard, the colors unlike anything I’ve seen before. The camels are calm and friendly, if not a little smelly, as they steadily stroll across the firm sand along the edge of the shore. It’s a little nerve-racking being up so high, but I’ve got Oliver at my back, making me feel safe.

      Oliver presses forward, kissing between my shoulder blades. “Is this okay? I wasn’t sure if you would balk at sitting atop a camel. But the photos of this excursion were unbelievable, and I wanted to share this experience with you.”

      “Oh, Oliver. This is beyond amazing. I’ll remember this for the rest of my life. Thank you.” I reach behind my body for his hand, bringing it up to my mouth, and pressing my lips to the center of his palm. We enjoy the one-hour trek along the beach and back again before having photographs with our traveling companions and wandering back to our villa, where we’re greeted by our host and a scrumptious seafood meal.

      We fall into bed, exhausted from our travel and the time difference. After making slow, tender love, we curl our bodies around each other and fall into a restful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Today sees us wandering around the quirky township after a delectable breakfast of fresh tropical fruits delivered to our room. The red soil is a stark contrast to the pristine white sand and aquamarine waters of the beach we traversed last night. Holding hands, we partake in a tour that shares the long and colorful, sometimes deadly history of the area. Oliver insists on purchasing a set of delicate drop pearl earrings as a souvenir of our time here. He still doesn’t get that I don’t need all these gifts—I just need him. He’s always so surprised when I remind him of that.

      The combination of Asian and Indigenous cultures is something neither Oliver nor I have ever before experienced, making this an exceptional memory for our long life together.
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        * * *

      

      Each day we experience new and breathtaking sights. We’ve flown over the Bungle Bungles, an awe-inspiring geographical feature, the likes I’ve never seen. The red rocks, change color right before our eyes as the sun sets. We’ve seen humpback whales frolicking in the warm waters as they make their way south along the Western Australian coast. For such enormous creatures, they move through the water gracefully. Watching them made us both feel small and insignificant. The pure delight on Oliver’s face as he watched the enormous creatures is something I’ll remember forever. He’s like a little boy who’s been given free rein in a candy store. I couldn’t help but attack him with kisses.

      We’ve flown to and hiked through the Mitchell Falls, before riding in a helicopter to experience the waterfalls and gorges from above, giving a whole new perspective to the location. The whole time, Oliver ensures our bodies are in close physical contact. Either holding hands or touching in some capacity. Kissing, snuggling, and nuzzling constantly. It’s totally out of this world to be sharing these experiences with him. My heart’s full to bursting to have this man as my husband sharing this vacation with me.

      We kayak the pristine Indian Ocean waters, coming across a pod of friendly dolphins, catching the waves playfully alongside us. When we get back to our villa, Oliver tenderly massages the soreness from my arms and shoulders as a result of three hours of paddling. Then he massages other parts of my body, setting my body on fire until we both come and almost black out.
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        * * *

      

      On the final day here, we fly to Horizontal Falls, where we’ll cruise before swimming near their base. Oliver’s bought out the entire tour for the day, meaning we’re on our own with the tour crew. Oliver and I change into our swimwear so we can relax on the deck and enjoy the view of the cliffs and falls.

      “That bikini’s not going to work here.”

      I look down at my bikini in confusion. “What? Why not? It’s the only one I have with me.”

      “Because it’s too revealing, and the crew will see more of you than I’m prepared to share.”

      What the …?

      “Pardon? What do you mean ‘share’? It’s a bikini. It covers all the necessary bits, and it’s not even as revealing as some other bikinis I’ve seen. It’s not like anyone’s going to be touching me, or even looking at me. They know I’m with you.” I flash him my wedding and engagement rings in exasperation. “You’re being ridiculous!”

      “No, I’m not. They were already checking you out when you were fully dressed. They won’t be able to keep their eyes off of your sexy curves when they see you in those scraps of green material.”

      “I’m not sure what you expect me to do. This is the only bikini I have, and I’m not missing out on catching some sun.”

      He passes me my white beach coat cover-up that falls to my ankles, with lace around my waist and ties in the front. It’s pretty see-through. I’m not sure it’s going to hide anything, but I guess if it makes him feel more comfortable, then out of respect, I can do that for him. I put the garment on and turn around. “Is this better? Do you feel better now?”

      He nods slightly, even though his eyebrows are still drawn down low over his mossy eyes. “Thank you,” he whispers, kissing my forehead. Then he leads me up onto the deck.

      We get situated, and the view is magnificent, including the man laying on the deck chair next to mine. The crew meets our every need, barely allowing our glasses to empty or our ice to melt.
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        * * *

      

      On the eighth day of our honeymoon, we take the one-and-a-half-hour flight to a place called Kununurra. A strange-sounding name, for a place that looks as though it’s been forgotten by time. Home to the largest man-made lake in the southern hemisphere. The decommissioned mine near here is where Oliver sourced my pink heart-shaped diamond. He learned of it from Lena Rhinecourt, an investor he’s been working with.

      We travel by helicopter to The Homestead, which Oliver has booked out for our two-night stay. The view from the helicopter is breathtaking—the rugged, untouched earth is utterly mesmerizing. It feels completely decadent to have the entire homestead to ourselves. We’re greeted by a divine lunch that could be served in any Michelin-star restaurant overlooking the magnificent river. It’s like heaven in the middle of nowhere. After lunch, we wander hand in hand along the pathways through the bushland and finish the day in the enormous bathtub situated on the terrace overlooking the river with a glass of wine each.

      “What’s been your favorite part of our honeymoon?”

      I have to think for a few moments. There have been heaps of awesome sights and experiences. But I do have a favorite, which may surprise my husband. “Of all the interesting things we’ve seen and experienced, my most favorite part of our honeymoon is …” I poke his rock-hard abs with my toe. “Having you all to myself for such an extended time. Sharing all of this with you is more than I ever could have asked for.”

      His eyebrows rise in surprise as he grasps my foot and drags me across the bath before taking my mouth in a full-on assault. He manipulates my body easily, sliding smoothly inside my wet heat. It always feels out of this world when we’re connected like this. We’re eye to eye in this position, his breaths mixing with mine. “I love that out of everything we’ve done and seen, you still think I’m the best. I’ve got to be the luckiest man on the planet.” He kisses me again before beginning a steady glide in and out of my body. “My favorite experience is always being inside you. I love you, Kate.” He picks up speed and power, driving us both to the edge before tipping us over into oblivion. With the sun setting over the river, Oliver inside me, and new adventures ahead of us, I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.
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        * * *

      

      We spend the morning on a guided hike through gorges, making Oliver and I feel like the only people left on earth, and the afternoon enjoying thermal pools which feel awesome for our tired legs. It’s certainly been an energetic vacation. The amount of hiking, climbing, swimming, paddling, and sexing we’ve done has certainly burned the calories. I’m definitely not complaining, since I get to burn all those calories with my hunky husband.

      The last day of the honeymoon comes way too fast and I don’t want to leave our personal bubble to join the real world again. Once again flying by helicopter, we make our way to the newly decommissioned Argyle diamond mine. It was one of the largest mines for diamonds in the world and one of the very few which sourced rare pink diamonds—like the one in my engagement ring.

      The tour is very impressive and informative; and when the operator tells us that pink diamonds sell for one million dollars per carat, I nearly faint. I have to take slow, deliberate breaths to steady myself. He notices me looking down at my engagement ring and smiles.

      “Ah, I see you have one of our exquisite diamonds. Looks like one-and-a-half carats to me.” He nods toward Oliver. “You’ve got good taste, mate.”

      Oliver pulls me tight into his side. “I don’t think I have good taste. I think I have exquisite taste.” The operator catches Oliver’s meaning, nodding and laughing in acknowledgment. I feel like I should lock my engagement ring away for safekeeping. I had no idea it was worth that much money. I’m going to be scared to lose it now that I know it’s worth beyond the sentimental value that it holds for me. Oliver, as usual, picks up on my internal conflict.

      “Don’t even think about locking the ring away for safekeeping. The point of it is to show the world you’re mine. The price doesn’t factor into it.” He raises my left hand to his mouth, kissing my ring reverently before kissing my lips chastely.

      After the tour, we fly by helicopter back to Kununurra, to catch a flight to Darwin, and then onto our destination to meet Bob and Ella.
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      “Fuck, this humidity might just kill me!” We’ve been here forty-eight hours and I’m already suffering from the excessive humidity. I’ve got another fourteen days to deal with these energy-sapping conditions. It’s the wet monsoon season, meaning the morning air is heavy with moisture waiting to burst from the clouds. In the afternoon, when it finally rains, it’s a fucking relief, but we can’t work because of the torrential downpour.

      The work site is a muddy mess, making it difficult to traverse without slipping on your ass. Which has already happened to me. Kate thought it was fucking hilarious until she attempted to help me up and I pulled her down into the mud with me. She didn’t think it was so funny then. Ha!

      The only upside is watching the joy on my wife’s face as she works alongside me and the other volunteers to build this new school. She’s in her element; helping people.

      I love her.

      I never thought I’d find what we share. That I’d find the woman of my dreams; let alone marry her.

      Someone I can trust completely.

      Someone who loves me for the man I am.

      Someone who loves me down to my very soul.

      Even though we’re halfway around the world, when we’re together, I’m home.
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        Wondering about Toby’s story?

        Keep Reading!
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        Wondering about Emma’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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            –cassia–

          

        

      

    

    
      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
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            –emma–

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t really feel like working in the garden today, but I noticed the moving van pull up next door … and well, I’m a nosy parker. So here I am on the one day I could dress up and hang out at the mall uninterrupted, on my hands and knees, ass in the air, pulling weeds. When Nancy told me just over a month ago that she was selling, I didn’t think I’d be getting new neighbors so quickly. The house is beautiful and recently renovated, so I completely understand why it sold so fast. If I was in a better financial position, I would have bought it myself. It’s bigger than my place, which I think I’ll need as the boys get bigger. I haven’t laid eyes on the new owners yet because I’m doing my best not to be conspicuous, so I have my ass facing their house, which sort of inhibits my ability to spy.

      “Hello, lady.”

      Sheet!  I almost jump out of my skin. She certainly snuck up on me. Raising my head, I’m greeted by the most beautiful little girl I think I’ve ever seen. Stunning clear blue eyes the color of the sky, long honey-brown hair, which looks like it needs a good brush, a pouty mouth, and gorgeous olive skin.

      “Uh, hello.” I rest my ass on my feet, brushing my bangs out of my face. At a guess, she must be around four years old. I look around to see where her parents are. I would never let my boys speak to a stranger on their own. “Where’s your mommy and daddy?”

      “I dunno where my daddy is and my mommy’s gone to heaven.” Oh! My heart cracks for this little girl. She comes closer, squatting down to inspect the garden bed I’m working on. She points a chubby finger as she scrunches up her little button nose. “Is that a worm?”

      I tear my eyes away from her to check what she’s pointing at. “Uh, yeah. Looks like it. The soil must be pretty healthy for the worm to live here.”

      She giggles. “He’s vewy wiggly.”

      “Yeah, he’s pretty wriggly.” I look back next door to see if I can spot her dad, but there’s nobody in sight.

      “Have you got kids?”

      “Um, yeah, I do. Two boys.”

      “What’s their names?”

      “My oldest boy is Lachlan, and my youngest son is Austin. What’s your name?”

      “Kenny.” Such an unusual name for a little girl, but I think it suits her. “Where are they?” She looks around as if they’re playing close by and she’s missed them somehow.

      “Well, Kenny. They’re visiting their nana and poppa today.”

      “When will they be home?”

      “Not until tomorrow. They’re having a sleepover.”

      She huffs out a sigh. “I wanted to play wiv someone.”

      “Sorry. Maybe you could ask your daddy if you could come back tomorrow afternoon?”

      “I dunno where my daddy is. I’m wiv my uncle.”

      “Are you helping him move in?”

      “I’m not weally much help. He says I’m too little.” She drops down to sit on her bottom next to me. “Can I stay wiv you?”

      “Won’t your uncle be worried about where you are?”

      She rolls her sparkling eyes. “He’s busy in his workshop. He said I’m not allowed in there.”

      Well, I guess if he’s too busy to watch his niece, at least I’ll know she’s safe if I’m watching her. “Sure. You wanna help pull the weeds out?”

      “Okay.”

      I show her which plants are the weeds, then give her my small trowel so she can dig them out. I don’t have any gloves small enough to fit her, so her hands will get dirty. Better than playing on the street unsupervised, though. I’ll have to give her uncle a piece of my mind.

      She gets to work and, for a short while; she focuses fully on her task. The sheer concentration on her face is adorable.

      “What’s your name?”

      “My name’s Emma.”

      “I’m four years old.” She holds up five fingers and then uses her other hand to tuck her thumb down. “How old are you?”

      Uhm, I’m pretty sure my eyebrows just hit my hairline. I shouldn’t be surprised. Kids this age are inquisitive little characters.

      “I’m thirty-seven.” I cringe when I think about being closer to forty than thirty. The years are flying by and I feel as though I’m standing still with my life.

      “My uncle’s gonna be forty on Thursday.” She brushes the dirt off her hands, stands up, and places them on her hips. “He told me he’s not having a birthday this year.”

      If only we could do that and not age. I would certainly welcome the ability to skip out on birthdays. Kenny wanders around my garden, inspecting the various plants, holding her hands behind her back like an old man. She’s quite the character.

      “You’ve got some pwetty flowers. I like the purple ones best.”

      “Me too. I think purple flowers look lovely against the green leaves.”

      Kenny nods thoughtfully. “White flowers look nice, too.”

      “Yes, they do. What’s your favorite color flower?” If she can ask questions, I’ll ask a couple of my own.

      “Mommy liked pink flowers best. They was her favowite. Now they’re my favowite too.”

      There she goes, cracking my heart open again. I think it’s sweet that she’s taken on her mom’s favored color. I don’t have many pink flowers, maybe I’ll get some more. They’ll look nice with the purple and white flowers I already have.

      She comes back and flops down next to me; laying on her back, she spreads out her arms and legs on the grass. Looking and pointing up at the sky, she asks, “See that cloud up there?”

      Shielding my eyes, I look up to the sky. There’s a single fluffy white cloud. “Yeah.”

      “Mommy’s pwobably having a nap up there. She had a lot of naps before she went to heaven.” Her cute little cheeks raise with a half-smile and my heart splits right down the middle.

      I wonder how her mom died. Was it sudden? Or did she know she was going to be leaving her baby girl motherless? Boulders settle in my chest at the thought of something happening to me. My boys would be left with a father who’s disinterested in them at best and no mother to show them the love they need to grow and thrive. I know Mom, Dad, Max, and Sarah would look after them, but it’s not the same.

      She jumps up like a spring, brushing the loose grass from her shorts. “I better pull some more weeds out.”

      “I need to empty my bucket. You wanna help me?” I ask as I stand.

      “Okay.”

      Kenny takes one side of the bucket, while I carry the other, taking the bulk of the weight. We wander through my side gate and I take the opportunity to pop my head over the lower part of the fence to see if I can spot her uncle in his workshop, but I can’t see anything from this vantage. Arriving at the bin, I grab the bucket and tip the weeds into it.

      Heavy steps thunder on the other side of the fence. “Kennedy! Kennedy!” The deep, masculine voice is panicked. I look down at Kenny. I’m guessing her uncle’s finally noticed she’s missing and is now looking for her. She gives me a timid grin.

      “I think your uncle’s looking for you.”

      “Shhh. Let’s hide.” She holds her pointer finger up to her lips, which are tipped up, her eyes twinkling in mischief.

      Oh, I don’t think so. I don’t want to cause her uncle any more worry, though it would serve him right. She’s been with me for almost an hour. That’s a long time for a four-year-old to get into all sorts of trouble. Where did he think she was?

      “Kennedy Olivia Drivas!” Oh, he’s played the triple-name card. “You come here right this instant,” his thunderous tone echoes down the street.

      I step through the gate and spot him. His broad back is facing me as he paces toward the street, hands on narrow hips, looking for his wayward niece. From the back, he’s quite impressive.

      “Hi.” My voice cracks and my greeting doesn’t quite make it out. I clear my throat. “Uh, hi,” I say, louder and clearer this time.

      He turns around and the wave I was about to offer dies in its tracks. All the saliva in my mouth dries up as I lay eyes on a mighty fine specimen of a man. He runs his hand through dark hair and steps toward me. Kenny’s right behind me—hiding.

      “Have you seen a little girl?” He holds out his hand at about hip height. “About this tall. Blue eyes, long light-brown hair.” He wriggles his fingers down his body, showing the length of her hair, drawing my eyes to magnificent pecs.

      I seem to have lost my voice, so I step to the side, exposing my new little friend. Do you remember all those words I was going to have with my new neighbor about looking after his niece? Well, they’ve all disappeared into the ether. I’m having a hard time trying to even think at this point. Striking blue eyes, dark scruff, and thick hair adorn a chiseled face that could easily be on the cover of GQ magazine.

      His eyes wander downward, catching on to his niece. She’s half hiding behind my leg, her head tilted down as though she’s preparing to get into trouble. I’m not sure what their story is, but she seems a little scared of him.

      “Kennedy, I told you to stay in the house.” Ahhh, that name makes a little more sense. He steps forward, and she tucks herself further behind me, wrapping her arms around my thigh.

      “Kenny,” she whispers, poking her little head around my thigh.

      “What?” He pauses mid-step, eyebrows drawn low.

      “I told you, I wanna be called Kenny.”

      He looks up at me, raising his eyebrows, a ghost of a smile playing on his lips. “Sorry, I forgot.” Holding out his hand to his niece, he coaxes. “I’ll try to remember. Come on. It’s time to come home.”

      Home? So she must be staying with him. She didn’t mention an aunty. Is there a woman around to help him? Because he seems pretty clueless about caring for a young child. Her little arms tighten further around my thigh, and she’s really digging in. I try to step to the side, but she steps with me.

      Huffing out a sigh, my neighbor looks up at me and all I can offer is a shrug. Some words would be helpful right about now.

      “Come on. I need to get back to work.” He wriggles his fingers in her direction, his patience clearly wearing thin.

      What? “You’re not going to abandon her again, are you?”

      His gorgeous blue eyes, which match his niece’s, snap to mine. “No. She’ll be in the house and I’ll be in the workshop out back.” He points his thumb over his shoulder toward the back of his house.

      “You can’t leave a four-year-old to her own devices while you do whatever it is you’re doing out back,” I snap, waving my arm in the direction of the workshop.

      “Look, lady—”

      “Emma. My name’s Emma,” I snap.

      “Okay, Emma. Thanks for finding her, but she’ll be fine. She can unpack her stuff while I try to get her bed sorted.”

      A four-year-old unpacking her ‘stuff’. That’s freaking laughable. “You can’t expect a four-year-old to unpack their ‘stuff’, while you’re not there to supervise. How much experience have you had with children?” I huff out, incredulous.

      He raises his arm to scrub his fingers through his short bristles and my eyes are drawn—without permission, I might add—to the masculine bulge of his muscles. He looks at his watch. “Uh, about six and a half hours. Give or take.”

      What the hell? I’m pretty sure my chin’s hit my paved driveway. I look down at Kenny. She said her mom’s in heaven; surely it didn’t just happen. He must read the confusion on my face because I’m terrible at hiding my reactions. Unfortunately for me, everything I think or feel is displayed clearly on my face for all the world to see.

      “Today’s the first time we’ve spent any time together since … her uh, her … mother, my sister, passed. Before that, I saw …” He tilts his head down toward his niece. “Kenny.” He raises his eyebrows in a manner that says, ‘see, I remembered’. “When she was born.”

      I don’t understand how that can be. Max and Sarah see my boys regularly. They want to be part of their lives growing up and the boys’ lives are richer for it. Their relationship with my boys is an extension of our relationship as siblings. It’s not my business, though. I don’t even know this guy’s name and it’s incredibly rude to ask him all sorts of personal and invasive questions, even if I want to.

      I place my hand on Kenny’s back in reassurance. “She can hang out here while you get organized. I don’t mind. She was helping me pull out the weeds before.” I look down at Kenny. “She was doing a great job.” I smile at her.

      “Look. Thanks for the offer, but she needs to take some responsibility for her own things.” He steps forward and attempts to pry her hands away from my thigh. His large hand is incredibly close to my lady parts as he peels her fingers away one by one. I suck in a breath at the tingles his touch elicits. “Come on, Kenny. Say bye to Emma. Let’s go.”

      “I wanna stay wiv Emma. She’s nice.” She drops her bottom lip in a pout, as her eyebrows scrunch down over her eyes in defiance.

      My neighbor pulls back as though he’s been burned. “I’m nice.”

      “You’re gwumpy and you won’t play wiv me.” I can’t hold back my smile but manage to stifle my giggle at her statement.

      He scratches his fingers through his beard again. “Because I have a sh— a lot to do. I don’t have time to play with you,” he huffs out.

      “You know, Kenny. If you help your uncle …” I look up at him, hinting that he hasn’t told me his name yet, but he’s too caught up with his own agenda to notice my clue. “You’ll get the work done quicker, and then he might have some time to play with you. There’s a great park at the end of the street.” I point in the direction of the park. I hope he takes the hint I’m putting down for him.

      “I don’t wanna unpack a million things. I wanna play.” She stomps her little foot, dropping her bottom lip in a full-on pout. Anyone with a heart wouldn’t be able to resist that little face. I’m certain he’s going to cave, but he surprises me.

      “You know that cookie dough ice cream I got just for you?”

      “Yeah.” A broad smile spreads quickly. She looks up at me. “It’s Mommy’s favowite flavor.”

      I swallow down the lump in my throat. “My boys love cookie dough ice cream, too.”

      “Yeah, well, if you don’t come home, I’m gonna eat all of it. By myself.” He finishes his statement with a lick of his lips, a shrug to his shoulders, and crosses his arms over his broad chest.

      Mmhm. Those forearms are something else. I shake my head, drawing myself out of my drool-fest, and frown at him. He really has no idea.

      “You wouldn’t do that,” Kenny retorts.

      “Try me.” He’s smug in his confidence that this approach is going to work.

      Her little hands peel away from my thigh and she takes a step away. Looking up at me, she says, “See ya, Emma.”

      Color me surprised. His technique actually worked. She takes his hand and they walk together back to the house next door. She turns back to look at me over her shoulder, offering a wave; he doesn’t give me a second glance. I feel her departure acutely and give her a small wave in return. I can’t help but worry about the gorgeous little girl and her handsome uncle. My need to stop him and check that he’s going to be able to manage is strong, but I tamp it down. I’m going to have to keep busy for the rest of today and tonight to stop myself from constantly wanting to check in on them.
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      I’m gonna have to grow eyes in the back of my head with this kid. I remember Mom used to say she had eyes in the back of her head and I’m already beginning to see why she needed them. Kennedy, Kenny, needs constant supervision. I can see why Dad couldn’t care for her anymore with the amount of time he needs for the restaurant. When we lost my sister eight months ago to the same disease which took Mom, I wasn’t sure how Dad would cope until I could move back to take over her guardianship at my sister’s request. I realize now that taking care of Kenny would have kept him so busy, he wouldn’t have had time to think. For such a tiny little thing, she certainly takes up a lot of mental space. Space I’m not used to being filled.

      I’m ashamed to admit that Kenny and I don’t even know each other. I’m a stranger to her and now, suddenly, I’m her primary caregiver. I know I was grumpy with her, but I’m not used to having to temper myself. I’m used to a life of solitude. Doing what I want, when I want, without interruption. I’ve never had anything to do with kids and the thought of raising this little girl, of being solely responsible for her, is fucking overwhelming.

      I should have taken my sexy neighbor up on her offer to leave Kenny with her, so I could get shit done around here. Her condescending tone and look of disapproval were enough to have me on the defensive and determined to get my niece to come with me. It almost felt like a competition to get her to choose me rather than stay with the stunner next door.

      What a knockout!

      Those killer curves.

      Her eyes; I couldn’t quite tell if they were brown or green, but they were full of fire and incredibly beautiful.

      The way Kenny clung onto her thick thigh—which I would love to have wrapped around my head—was enough to make me want to escape her presence before I did or said something to embarrass myself. I shake away the lustful thoughts which are completely inappropriate in the company of my four-year-old niece.

      Kenny tugs on my shorts. “Uncle Theo, I’m hungwy.”

      I check the time. Shit! I’ve forgotten to feed the kid. I don’t necessarily eat at the standard times, only when I’m hungry, but I guess little kids need food more often. Considering we ate breakfast at six this morning and it’s now after one, she’s been very forgiving.

      “Sure, Kid. Let’s get some lunch.” We head into the kitchen and I unpack the bags of food we picked up on the way over from Dad’s place. We only have basic supplies at this point. “What do you want on your sandwich? I have peanut butter, jelly, cheese, or turkey. I could do grilled cheese. You like grilled cheese?”

      “Can I haf peanut butter and jelly, please?”

      “Sure thing.” She sits up at the counter, watching me make her sandwich. I slather jelly on one slice of bread and peanut butter on the other slice, then slap them together, chuck it on a plate, and slide it across to her.

      Her little nose scrunches up. “You s’posed to cut it.” She slides the plate back to me.

      “Sorry. How do you want it cut?” I pick up the knife, ready to do her bidding.

      “In four sqwares.” She holds up five fingers and then uses her other hand to hold down her thumb. She’s a cute kid and I think she’s reasonably smart for her age, but I’m not sure since I haven’t had much to do with kids before today. She tilts her head to the side, waiting for me to cut her sandwich and I’m lost in her expression; her mannerisms are so much like my sister’s. A pang hits my chest and the regret of not being here for my sister throughout her battle strikes me hard.

      It was too difficult for me to come home. I couldn’t expose myself to my father’s disappointment in me again, and I didn’t want to relive the disease that stole our mother away from us when we were kids.

      I cut the sandwich as requested and slide it across the counter. I make a sandwich for myself and fill two large glasses with milk. Maybe I should give her some fruit as well? Kids need to eat a lot of fruit, don’t they? I’m pretty sure that’d be the right thing to do. I slice an apple and put it in a bowl next to her.

      As I sit down to eat, Kenny looks at her glass. “Mommy and Pappoús don’t let me dwink fwom a glass.”

      Damn it! I’ve done the wrong thing again. “I don’t have plastic cups. Can you be a big girl and be careful?”

      She nods, a frown wrinkling her forehead. “I can do that.”

      “Use two hands, okay?”

      “Okay.” Carefully, she slides her plate to the side and then uses two hands to slide her milk closer. She raises up, but can’t quite reach the top of the glass to take a drink. Maybe I should have put it in a smaller glass.

      “Hang on, I’ll get you a smaller glass.” I tip some of the contents into a small scotch tumbler I have and hand it back.

      We get through the remainder of lunch relatively smoothly and all I can think about is that I’ll have to do this all over again for dinner. What in the hell do I feed a four-year-old?

      “Come on. Let’s get your bedroom set up.”

      “But you said my bed is bwoken.” Her bottom lip wobbles. “Where I gonna sleep?”

      “I fixed it. That’s why I was in the workshop. I had to unpack my tools so I could put it back together.” I stack our dishes in the sink for later, then help Kenny down from the stool.

      She takes off for her bedroom, which is quite stark at the moment. I might need to think about painting it. “What’s your favorite color?”

      “Mommy’s favowite color is pink. That’s my favowite color now.”

      I huff out a sigh. I know pink was Anna’s favorite color. Ever since she was little, everything had to be pink. She even dyed her hair pink occasionally. Scrubbing my fingers through my short beard, I look at my niece. “I know your mommy’s favorite color was pink. But what’s your favorite color?” I point at her to make my point.

      “It used to be bwue, but now it’s pink.” She finishes with a wide smile.

      I file away the information. “Okay. Let’s get you set up.”

      I realize it’s important for Kennedy … damn it … Kenny, to feel settled, so we spend the afternoon unpacking some of her things. I’m astounded at how much crap a four-year-old needs—we’re not going to get through all of it this afternoon. I’ve only unpacked a few basics in the kitchen. I haven’t even started on the rest of the house. I guess I’ll be sleeping on my mattress on the floor tonight.

      “Emma mentioned a park down the end of the street. You wanna go check it out with me for a little while before we start thinking about dinner?”

      “Oh yeah!” She jumps up and down, her smile taking up all of her face. “I get my shoes.”

      I leave her to get ready as I get my shoes, phone, and keys before meeting my niece at the front door.

      “You ready?”

      “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      As we step onto the front porch, I automatically look across to next door to check if Emma’s still working in her garden. I can’t see her, and I’m … disappointed. I shake the wayward thoughts from my head. I can’t be attracted to my neighbor, no matter how sexy she is—I doubt her husband would appreciate me drooling all over his gorgeous wife.

      Kenny tears me from my thoughts as she slips her tiny hand into mine—my heart skips, then catches. She’s so small, and she’s trusting me, a stranger, to keep her safe. I look up to the sky, sending my thoughts up to my sister—I hope I don’t let you down (again), Sis. Kennedy skips along beside me, swinging my arm back and forth as we make our way to the park. A large black dog that looks like a small horse frightens the hell out of Kenny as it jumps up, resting its paws on top of the front fence to bark at us. The deep tone of it vibrates right through my chest, as Kenny climbs up my body like a tree.

      Wrapping my arms around her, I try my best to settle her. “It’s okay. It’s only a dog. He won’t hurt you if you stay back out of his way.”

      I carry her the rest of the way to the park, her little heart beating rapidly against my chest, her head tucked into the crook of my neck. I find a bench in the middle of the playground and sit my ass down with Kenny in my lap. “You gonna go play?”

      She pulls her head away from me, looking around the entire space before deciding it’s safe enough to leave my lap. Running over to the playground, which seems a little small to me, she climbs up the ladder to the slide. Once I’m happy she’s entertained, I pull out my phone to check my emails. I packed up my carpentry business to move back home, and it means I have to start from scratch in terms of clientele. Some of my happy clients from back east gave me glowing recommendations to family and friends over here, so I’m hoping those will lead to something to get me started. I generally rely on word of mouth from happy clients.

      “Uncle Theo, push me, push me.”

      “In a minute. I need to check some things.” I open my emails. I have a couple sitting in my inbox. Before I can open them, Kenny huffs out a heavy sigh as she sits on the bench next to me. “Why aren’t you playing?”

      “Got nobody to play wiv.” She brushes her messy hair out of her face, then crosses her arms as she swings her legs back and forth. “It’s no fun wivout fwiends.”

      Rolling my eyes, I reluctantly put my phone away. “Come on, I’ll play with you. Where do you want to play?”

      She jumps off the bench. “Yay! Swings first.”

      She sprints forward, and I follow behind. It doesn’t take me long to catch up to her with my long strides. Helping her up onto the seat, I begin to push. She squeals and giggles as she moves through the air, swinging her little legs back and forth. My smile grows as I witness her happiness for such a simple thing.

      I’m not sure how much Dad told her about our new living arrangement. I don’t know if she understands that she’s going to be living with me from now on. Dad’ll still take her now and then, but I’m her legal guardian.

      It’s what Anna wanted.

      I don’t know why. She knew I’d never had anything to do with kids. I have no fucking clue what to do, but I’m getting the feeling that no matter what, Kenny must come first. I can’t leave her to her own devices for very long. When I noticed she wasn’t where I told her to stay earlier today, I almost had a heart attack.

      We play at the park on the swings, slides, and climbing frames for almost an hour before heading home when Kenny’s stomach grumbles. Now I have to think about what to make for dinner. I have some tinned soup—that’ll have to do. I only picked up the basics to get us through today. I figured we can go shopping tomorrow after we work out what we’re going to eat for the week.

      As we step onto the front porch, I catch my neighbor out of the corner of my eye. She’s carrying a casserole dish and is headed our way. I open the front door to let Kenny inside to wash up while I see what Emma wants.

      “Uh hi …” She steps onto the first step, looking up at me, and I realize I didn’t introduce myself earlier.

      “Theo. Sorry, I should have introduced myself.” I reach my hand forward to shake hers before realizing her hands are full, so I drop it back down by my side.

      “Oh, that’s okay. Nice to meet you, Theo.” She raises the casserole like an offering. “I, uh, made my macaroni cheese for you guys, as a welcome to the neighborhood dinner.”

      I swallow my surprise at her kind gesture. I would never have expected her to welcome us in such a way after she basically chewed me out earlier today. I lean forward to lift the corner of the foil so I can see what’s inside. The aroma hits me first, and it smells so damn good.

      I catch Emma’s eye. I think they might be a mossy green color, but I still can’t be sure. “Smells delicious. Thank you. I was trying to figure out what to make for dinner. So I really appreciate it.” If I plan it properly, this could possibly do us two meals.

      “You’re welcome.” I move to take the casserole from her, but she pulls it closer to her body. “The dish is still hot. I’ll carry it inside for you so you don’t burn your hands.”

      “Sure, thanks.” I open the screen door and stand to the side so she can enter. Her shoulder brushes against my chest with the lightest of touches, sending sparks through my body. “Excuse the mess. I still have a lot of work to do.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I remember when the boys and I moved in next door. It took me months to get sorted. Between work and looking after the boys, it didn’t leave a lot of time to unpack. I got there eventually.”

      I notice she didn’t say ‘husband’. Wonder if she’s single? Not that I should care. She easily steps around the mess and heads straight to the kitchen; I guess she’s familiar with the layout of this house. My eyes have a mind of their own, following the movement of her ass as she walks. What I wouldn’t give to bite those luscious globes.

      Damn it, there I go again.

      By the time I shake myself out of my not-so-neighborly thoughts and catch up with her, she’s placed the casserole on top of the stove and has started washing our dishes from lunch. Really? She’s like a tornado at the rate she got to work.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” I snap at her. As if she hasn’t done enough by making our dinner, now she’s also washing our lunch dishes.

      She jumps at the harsh tone of my voice. “No need to be rude. I was only trying to help. I know what it’s like to be in your position.”

      Placing my hands on my hips, I’m ready to go toe to toe with this woman. “And what position is that?” I snark.

      “Moving into a new home. Having children that rely on you to do everything. Nobody around to help you out.” She answers flippantly as she waves her soapy hands around the space, flinging bubbles all over the counters. “I remember Nancy coming over our first night with a casserole for me and my boys. I was so grateful that her thoughtfulness meant I had one less thing to worry about. I decided to pay it forward.” She turns back to the sink and continues cleaning up our mess, mumbling something I can’t make out under her breath.

      Kenny comes running in. “Hello, Emma. You wanna see my new woom?”

      “Hey, Kenny. Absolutely. Let me finish these dishes and you can show me everything.”

      “You don’t need to finish the dishes. I’m more than capable of looking after us.” I don’t like feeling as though she thinks I’m incapable. I may not know what I’m doing with a kid, but I’m sure I can work it out. How hard can it be?

      “It’s okay. I’m almost done.” She looks at me over her shoulder, giving me a timid smile. I can’t believe she’s still smiling at me when I’ve snarled at her since I walked into the kitchen. “There. All done. You can dry them and put them wherever they go.”

      “Yay!” Kenny rushes forward, taking Emma’s hand to lead the woman to her bedroom.

      I’m left standing in the kitchen—among boxes that need to be unpacked, dishes that need to be dried and put away, and dinner on the cooktop—wondering what the hell just happened.
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        Do you want more of Emma and Theo’s story?

        You’ll find it here:
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        https://books2read.com/dsj-stolenkisses
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      I went crazy putting together a Pinterest board for Kate and Oliver’s story. If you’re interested, you can check it out here:
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        https://tinyurl.com/lovingsummer-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

          

        

      

    

    
      A book doesn’t just happen. It’s been hours upon hours spent typing one word after another, creating a sentence, building a paragraph, molding a chapter, and eventually, weaving an entire story.

      Thank you for taking a chance on me; for reading my book. I truly do appreciate your time. If you’ve enjoyed reading about Kate and Oliver, I’d love to hear from you.

      I would like to thank Mr. St James and our two sons for their support and patience with me when dinner was late, or I didn’t listen as attentively as I should have, or I didn’t want to leave my cave because I was working on this baby.

      To my beta readers, thank you for your invaluable feedback. To my online support network, you were there for me on the days when I doubted myself. Ladies, you know who you are.

      To me. I’m proud of me. Proud of this achievement. I honestly never thought I would get to this point. It still feels surreal and it’s a feeling I’ll treasure for the rest of my days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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