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      I pull into Amelia’s driveway ten minutes early, but I couldn’t bear to waste any more time at home when all I wanted to do was see her. I grab the cooler bag with the dessert items I offered to bring from the passenger seat, then climb out of my car.

      As I close my door, I get my first unobstructed look at Amelia’s home. It’s probably about the same size as mine, with a neat garden. I follow the stone walkway to the small front porch and a furry light orange head with amber eyes peeks between the curtains at the front window. That must be her cat, Butterscotch. I smile to myself because she looks pissed—exactly as Amelia described her.

      She follows my progress to the front door, and it’s almost like she’s judging me. Rapping on Amelia’s door, I keep my eyes locked on the cat in the front window. I tear my gaze away when I hear the locks disengage and my lips spread wide the instant my eyes land on the woman of my dreams. Without a word, I step through the doorway and wrap my free hand around Amelia’s waist, pulling her into me. Dropping my lips to hers, we both smile as our mouths connect. I kiss her for the first time since our kiss was cut short this morning when Kate caught us. I have a lot of catching up to do. It’s been too long and I’ve missed having my lips on hers.

      After spending the conference together and then staying holed up in our hotel room for the weekend, it’s been tough returning to reality and only seeing Amelia at work for short lengths of time. I’ve missed her. It’s almost frightening how quickly I became used to having her in my space twenty-four-seven. But I’m addicted to her. An addiction I never want to kick.

      I soak up her body pressed against mine and revel in the luxury of being able to touch her and kiss her like this. Something I never dreamed was a possibility. Tilting my head to the side, I deepen the kiss and stroke my tongue along hers. Her arms wrap around my shoulders and in her signature move, she scrapes her fingernails through my hair, which always feels amazing. Out of necessity for breath, I slow the kiss and finish with light, teasing pecks to her lips, then press my forehead to hers.

      “Hey,” I murmur with a genuine smile.

      “Hey.”

      “Meow.”

      We both look to find Butterscotch at our feet, her amber stare focused on me. “You were right. She looks pissed off.” I chuckle and crouch down to say hello. “Hey there, Butterscotch.”

      She climbs to her feet, turns around, and raises her fluffy tail, giving me a stellar view of her asshole, then glances up at her mom with a Who the hell is this? look.

      Amelia giggles. “Oh, Butterscotch.” She crouches down to scoop up the bundle of fur, twisting her body toward me so I can pat her cat, and I swear the cat narrows her eyes at me.

      I reach forward to stroke the fur along her nose, but she bats at my hand and I pull away sharply. “Okay, I get the hint. You don’t want to say hello.” Butterscotch leaps from Amelia’s arms and we both stand, watching her walk away.

      “I’m not sure what’s wrong with her. She’s usually friendly.” She waves her arm out in greeting. “Come in.”

      I close and lock the door behind me and follow Amelia through her classically styled home. All soft colors delivered in various textures making it warm and homely. I lose sight of her through a doorway and quicken my steps to follow. The room opens into a medium-sized kitchen and dining room that’s flooded with light through the bi-fold doors that lead out to a patio area overlooking the backyard.

      “You have a nice place,” I comment as I place the cooler bag on the light-colored stone counter.

      She smiles at me over her shoulder. “Thanks. I tried to make it as comfortable as possible since this is where I spend most of my time when I’m not at work.” She shrugs. “It’s my sanctuary.”

      I step up behind her, wrap my arms around her middle, and nuzzle her neck. She tilts her head to the side with a sigh and I kiss the exposed area. Butterscotch sits her ass on the timber floor in my line of sight and frowns at me. Frowns. I’m certain I’m not imagining it. With the cat staring at me with disdain, I pull away from Amelia and step back toward the counter to unload the items I brought with me. Satisfied I’m leaving her mom alone, Butterscotch saunters back out of the kitchen.

      “I brought chocolate brownies, vanilla ice cream, berries, and Hershey’s chocolate syrup for dessert.” I hold up the ice cream. “Mind if I put this in your freezer?”

      “That sounds delicious. Maybe we’ll skip dinner and go straight for dessert.” She waves her hand toward the freezer. “Of course.”

      I’ll happily go straight for dessert. It’s probably not the same dessert Amelia’s thinking about enjoying, although it definitely includes the Hershey’s chocolate sauce. “Do you need any help?” I need the distraction from my filthy thoughts.

      “Sure. Do you mind setting the table? I have everything ready on the counter.” She points to a stack of items and I get to work.

      When I get to the wine glasses, I hold them up. “Would you like a glass now?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great, thanks. It’s in the fridge.”

      I pour us a glass each and hand one to Amelia, holding my glass up in a toast. “To us and a long and happy life together filled with respect, friendship, love, good food, good times, and great sex.” I wink at the last two words and she responds with a raspy chuckle.

      She taps her glass to mine. “To us.” With our eyes connected, we both take a sip of the cool, sweet wine and I can’t help myself. I lean forward and press my lips to hers, tasting the cool sweetness. Swiping my tongue across the plump pillows, I encourage her to open to me and steal inside to taste her properly. A soft moan escapes her throat and I bring my free hand to her nape and slide my fingers into the silky strands of her hair.

      There’s a thump against the side of my calf muscle. Ignoring it, I deepen our kiss, using my hold on her hair to tilt her mouth where I want it. Another thump, harder this time. I don’t care. All that matters is kissing my girl. I need her taste on my tongue. Her hand tangles in my hair and I receive another thump to the leg, harder again. I reluctantly rip my mouth away from Amelia’s, finding Butterscotch giving me the evil eye from her spot on the floor beside me.

      Call me crazy, but I’m not into exhibitionism, even with a cat as the witness. I take a step away from Amelia, and if she thinks it’s strange, she doesn’t comment. We both take another drink and she returns to stirring whatever she’s cooking on the stove. Butterscotch strolls out of the kitchen like her work is done and I shake my head. What is it with that cat?

      “Mmm, that smells delicious.”

      “Thanks. It’s creamy chicken Florentine. It’s easy to make and I can do it all in one dish in less than thirty minutes,” she boasts.

      I raise my eyebrows. “That sounds like my kind of cooking. You’ll have to give me the recipe.”

      “Sure.” She dishes up two plates and carries them to the table. I top up our wine glasses and join her, pulling out her chair for her to sit. I moan as I slide the food onto my tongue. “You like it?”

      I nod, chew, and swallow the food in my mouth. “I love it. Thanks for making dinner.”

      She smiles softly and looks down at her food. “You’re welcome. It’s nice to cook for someone other than myself.” She raises her glass and takes a drink. “Some nights I can’t be bothered, and settle for eating a bowl of cereal.”

      “Same. Cooking for one all the time pushes home a level of loneliness you can’t ignore.”

      Amelia nods in agreement and we both return to eating the delicious meal. It doesn’t take long to demolish every last morsel as we discuss some of our favorite dishes. We discover a lot of commonalities but we also find that I love spicy curries, whereas Amelia’s stomach can’t tolerate anything above mild heat.

      Pushing my chair back from the table, I collect our dishes and carry them to the sink to wash them. “You don’t have to do that,” Amelia protests.

      I spin around to face her. “Of course I do. You went to the trouble of preparing a delicious meal for us with no help from me. The least I can do is clean up.” She pushes away from the table to stand. I look at her pointedly. “You stay there and talk to me while I do this.” I grab the wine from the fridge and top up her glass again, kissing the tip of her nose when it’s full. “Let me do this, please.”

      Her eyes flick between mine, and she nods slightly. “Okay. I won’t argue.” I make my way back to the sink and start the hot water. “Besides, I have the best view in the house from here.” I look at her over my shoulder with a raised brow. She circles her finger in the air, in what I imagine is the area of my ass, and winks at me. I huff out a laugh and return my attention to the dishes in the sink, the cat nowhere to be seen.
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      Dishes done, we decide to watch one of my favorite movies while our dinner settles. We get comfortable on the couch, sitting as close as we can. As I press play on Instant Family, Van stretches his arm across the back of the couch, collecting a lock of my hair to play with.

      “This is a great movie,” he says. “Mark’s such a versatile actor. He’s great in comedies as well as more serious roles.” He looks down at me with a smirk. “But I’m guessing you like his movies for reasons other than his acting abilities.”

      Heat flushes up my neck to my face, but I decide to own my crush on the man. “Well … yeah.”—I widen my eyes and wave my hand toward the TV—“Look at him. He’s beautiful. But I do agree with you. He’s a talented actor on top of being pretty.”

      He chuckles and leans down to steal a kiss. I wrap my hand around his neck and hold him close. Every time we’ve kissed since he arrived, he’s pulled away from me and I need to kiss him properly.

      Thoroughly.

      Deeply.

      The kiss heats, and I’m ready to forget the movie and climb into his lap. He pulls away again, and I have to hold back my frustrated groan as I follow his stare. Butterscotch is perched on the back of the couch, so close to Van’s head that she may as well be sitting on him. I chuckle at his frown as he stares at my cat.

      “Butterscotch.” I rub the spot behind her ears that she loves and she tilts her head, pressing into my fingers as I admonish her. I flick my eyes up to Van. “Do you think she’s jealous and wants you to herself?”

      He studies her closely. “More like she’s trying her best to keep me away from you.”

      I chuckle and nuzzle Butterscotch. “My personal guard cat.”

      Van shakes his head. “More like a cock-blocker.”

      We both laugh at the absurdity of the idea. As if Butterscotch has any idea what she’s doing. I roll my eyes at myself. We snuggle into each other and continue to watch the movie, chuckling together at the funny parts. When the final credits roll, Van presses a kiss to my temple and climbs to his feet. “Time for dessert.”

      I follow him into the kitchen as he pulls the ice cream from the freezer. Grabbing two bowls and a couple of spoons, I sit on a stool at the counter and watch him work. With deft hands, he constructs our dessert in such a way that it looks like something I would order at a restaurant. He passes a bowl to me and I grab a spoon. “This looks very decadent. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I hope it tastes okay.”

      I dig my spoon into the dessert, ensuring I get a bit of everything, and slip it into my mouth. As the flavors touch my tongue, there’s no way to stop the moan that works its way up my throat. “Oh, God, this is perfect.”

      He smiles shyly, and that adorable blush I love touches his cheeks. “Thank you.”

      I point my spoon at the bowl and narrow my eyes. “There’s a secret ingredient in this brownie that I can’t place.” I scoop a portion of the brownie and taste it again. “You have to tell me what it is.”

      “If I share my secret, you won’t need me anymore.”

      I lean into him and kiss his jaw. “I’ll always need you.”

      He dips down, swipes his lips across mine, and whispers, “Good to know.”

      His warm breath coats my lips and I lick them. His pupils dilate and he plunges forward, kissing me with an intensity I’ve come to expect from him. Dessert is quickly forgotten as he presses into me, stroking his tongue along mine in vulgar strokes. My panties grow wet within seconds and I press my breasts against his hard chest. Heat consumes my body and then he’s gone and I’m falling forward as I lose my balance. He captures me and when I look up, Butterscotch is balancing on Van’s shoulders, her asshole almost touching his cheek. What the hell?

      As puzzled as I am by my beautiful cat’s strange behavior, I can’t hold back the laugh that bursts out of me at Van’s expression. Frustration rolls off of him in a wave. Butterscotch jumps down to the floor and disappears into the living room. With the moment broken once again, we return to eating our desserts.

      “Do you think you’d ever want kids?”

      Van’s question snaps through the room like a whip, catching me off-guard. I turn to him, scanning his features, paying extra attention to the earnestness in his beautiful blue eyes and the tension that’s building across his jaw and down to his shoulders.

      “I’m almost forty, Van.” I swallow, worried this will mean the end of our relationship. “I’m not sure it’s even a biological possibility.”

      “I’m not asking that. I’m asking if you’d ever want kids.”

      “Well, yeah. There was a time when I thought I’d have a couple of kids by now.” I shrug like it’s no big deal when it really is. I fear I’ve missed my chance. After all, a woman’s body has an expiration date for making babies. “But it wasn’t to be.”

      He drops his eyes back to his bowl and takes another scoop, chews, and swallows. I guess that’s the end of the conversation. “Would you want to try?”

      Hope blooms in my chest and radiates out through my body. “With you?”

      His posture stiffens and his eyes turn glacial. “Well, you won’t be fucking anyone else. So yeah, with me.”

      I press my lips between my teeth to cover the grin that’s fighting to break free. I nudge his arm with my shoulder. “I was messing with you, Van. I don’t plan on being with anyone else either, and if you’re asking me if I’d have a child with you, then the answer is yes. I’d love to try.”

      His grin is instant, and he immediately scoops me into his arms, then storms out of the kitchen like a desperate man. “Where’s your bedroom?”

      I point toward the door that separates the living area from the bedrooms. “Through there and to the left.”

      With long, determined strides, he heads toward my bedroom and kicks the door closed behind him. “I only need one pussy in my bed,” he grumbles, and I openly snicker at his grumpiness. He tosses me onto my bed unceremoniously, then reaches behind his neck to drag his sweater over his head. His hands drop to his buckle when he raises his chin. “Get naked.”

      I scurry into action because the sooner I get naked, the sooner I get what I want and that’s him on top of me, inside me, all over me. His scent surrounding me and his hands caressing me. His lips kissing me and his teeth biting me. The ache between my legs spreads to my lower belly. “Van,” I murmur as I trace my nipples with my fingers.

      He groans as he climbs over me, nestling his heavy cock at the apex of my thighs, and sliding it through my soaking pussy. “Are you on birth control?”

      “There was no need.”

      His eyes pierce mine as one side of his mouth tips up. “You okay if we skip the condoms? I’m clean. I can show you my results if you need.”

      I shake my head. “I trust you …”—I press my hips up—“and I’m keen to try if you are.” It’s all happening so quickly, but it feels incredibly right at the same time.

      He slams his mouth down onto mine with a feral growl as he swipes his fingers through my arousal. My heart rockets in my chest as his fingers tease my opening and I shift restlessly, seeking more friction, but he’s insistent on teasing me. “Don’t rush me,” he murmurs against my lips—his voice rough, his breaths ragged. He can pretend to be cool, calm, and collected, but he’s as worked up as I am. As he rubs his steely length against my thigh, his excitement is obvious.

      “Van,” I plead, reaching down to wrap my hand around his thick length. Maybe if I tease him a little, we can move this along.

      His groan rumbles up from his chest, vibrating against me as I squeeze his cock and drag my hand up the length, then swipe my thumb across the tip, capturing his essence. He thrusts his hips into my hand and I match him by pressing my hips up. Kissing his way down to my jaw and along the column of my throat, I toss my head back, waiting for his bite. He doesn’t disappoint as he shoves his fingers into me—hard. His thumb presses my clit and I cry out as tension builds through every muscle of my body. Urgency fills my being and my focus narrows to every sensation climbing through my limbs and heading toward my core. While his fingers work me over, Van drags his lips down to my breast, circling the hard nub with his tongue before biting the peak. My back flies off the bed and I shout as my release explodes through my body, the force centered at my core.

      My legs close of their own volition, trapping Van’s hand, and it’s then I remember I still have my hand wrapped around him, but I’ve forgotten to keep up with my tease. Our ragged breaths synchronize as he withdraws from my hand and lines himself up at my opening. He aligns our bodies, holding himself above me, and traces every line and curve on my face. “You’re so beautiful, Melia. It’s been a struggle to tear my eyes away from you since the moment you first walked into the staff room.”

      My eyes open in response to his confession, dumbfounded. “I had no idea.”

      He huffs a laugh. “Exactly the way I wanted it.” He snaps his hips forward, pushing inside my slick heat in one swift thrust. We both groan at the sensation of our perfect fit and he drops his lips to mine. “I felt out of my depth with you. Whenever you were around, I became this clumsy man who couldn’t string words together to create a sentence.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck, teasing the hair at his nape. “I thought you were adorably socially awkward.” I chuckle softly and rub my nose against his. “I thought you were incredibly handsome. I’d go out of my way to avoid you, so you wouldn’t know.”

      He drags his length out of my heat and pushes back in. The way he fills me is perfection. It’s like we were made for each other—body and soul. He fits me—not only my body—in so many ways that makes him perfect for me. Pressing his mouth to mine as he pumps in and out of me. We make love to each other in every way we can. Our bodies, our mouths, our breaths all joining. Our souls, our minds, and our hearts uniting in a bond that will be forever strong.

      Our bodies work together to bring each other to the very brink of pleasure. “I love you, Van,” I murmur against his lips. A long moan rumbles out of him as he pulses inside me, setting off my orgasm. We both fall apart, clinging to the other as we whisper words of affirmation against each other’s lips.
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      [fifteen months prior]

      “Fuck, this humidity might kill me! Explain to me why I couldn’t send a large donation again this quarter, rather than spend five days in this shitty hell hole?”

      The people here have been great and appreciative of our work, but I don’t like to be away from my business for this length of time. Plus, the humidity and bugs have been driving me to despair. I can barely see a smooth area of skin on my arms and legs from all the fucking bites.

      “I want you to be seen as a compassionate human being, as opposed to the dick people think you are! Plus, you had no choice but to come since I organized this little jaunt behind your back.” Jase claps me on the back, as he smiles and laughs.

      It’s true. Most people think I’m an asshole because I’m solely focused on making my company the best it can be. I don’t dedicate any effort to building relationships with people outside of my business—why bother with people? They hurt you and let you down. My business has never disappointed me, cheated on me, or broken my trust. It makes sense to invest all of my time there. I don’t care that people think I’m an asshole because of that. Being perceived as a dick helps keep people from trying to get close to me—that’s a win in my book. My singular focus has made me successful beyond my expectations and that’s why, at thirty-two, I could retire and play golf for the rest of my days.

      Fuck that, though.

      Besides the fact that I hate golf, I thrive on the excitement of closing multi-million dollar deals for my clients—it makes waking up in the morning worth my while.

      “C’mon Olly, you only have another twenty-four hours to play nice with others, then you can go back to living your lonely life far above the rest of us mere peasants. You can do it, man!”

      “My life isn’t lonely. I have plenty of willing women lining up to keep me company,” I scoff. “Can you say the same?”

      “Nope. Can’t say that I do.” He shakes his head in disappointment. “I spend my time with family and friends because I don’t want ‘plenty of women’; I want that one special lady.” He actually holds his hand over his heart and looks off into space when he says, ‘that one special lady.’ What a sap. He’s naïve if he believes in that happily ever after bullshit.

      “Ah yes, that elusive ‘special lady.’ Don’t go down that path man, you’ll only end up broken-hearted and destroyed.”

      Been there, done that. I thought I’d found that ‘special lady’—turned out she only wanted my money and the social status that came with dating me. When someone higher up the corporate ladder came along, she ditched me real quick. I won’t be making that fucking mistake ever again. The women I see agree to my terms, which satisfies my needs and keeps them at the distance all women should be kept. They know it’s only a physical arrangement most of the time. Occasionally, I’ll invite a woman to attend a business function with me, which also benefits her by increasing her public profile.

      “Whatever, Olly. Not all women are heartless bitches.”

      Yeah, I’ve heard that before, too. This is a regular discussion for us. He’s still single and I’m still safe.
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      It’s finally time to shower and get some food after working another ten-hour day. The extreme heat and humidity is sucking the life right out of my body. Even though I honestly didn’t want to come here, I have a sense of satisfaction seeing our hard work coming to fruition. It feels fucking fantastic to know I helped build a school, with my bare hands, for this underprivileged community. That I’ve contributed to helping make a kid’s future better. With an education, who knows where life will take them? That’s a fucking unbelievable thought. I’ll never admit it to Jase, though. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of thinking he made the right call—it would go to his head.

      I know school saved my life. It was my one constant. The one thing I could focus on and pour my energy into. My singular focus on doing my best in school led to my eventual success and earned me the scholarship I desperately needed to get into college so I could follow my dream. Without school to focus my energy, I don’t know where I’d be today.

      According to Bob and Ella, the couple who birthed the idea of this project, a couple of volunteer teachers from the States will arrive tomorrow. Apparently, one of them has won a ton of awards in her field and will work with the local teachers to help them establish a suitable curriculum for elementary-aged students; while the second teacher will help establish the curriculum for the middle and senior students. Which is why we need to complete the building tomorrow. There isn’t much left to do. We should finish the construction by tomorrow afternoon, then we’ll head back to our real lives tomorrow night. It’s been fucking exhausting working on this project and keeping on top of everything back home. For now, I’ll enjoy a cold beer while I catch up on work emails. Then I need to get a decent night’s sleep, ready to start all over again at the ass crack of dawn tomorrow.
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      “Pass me those nails, man.”

      “How about a ‘please’? Pass me those nails, please?” Jase calls out over his shoulder with a smile on his face. I’m not sure how I’ve worked with him these past five years, since he’s such a sarcastic bastard. Luckily for him, he’s the best assistant I’ve ever had, and I don’t have to worry about offending him. He’s easy-going, efficient, organized, wicked smart, and manages to keep up with me, if not occasionally knowing what I need before I do. I’d never tell him that.

      “Pass the fucking nails! I’m nearly done with this window.”

      “Sure thing, boss. Here ya go. It would be nice if you said ‘please’ occasionally.”

      “Hey, less of the boss thing. You know I don’t want anyone else here knowing who I really am. It’s bad enough that Bob and Ella know. I only agreed to do this if we kept it on the down-low. Unlike you, I don’t care if everyone thinks I’m an asshole. The only thing that matters is taking people’s investments and making them a shit ton of money.”

      “I get where you’re coming from, even though I think you’re wrong. You pay me the big bucks to watch out for you. Remember?”

      Turning to take the nails from Jase, I spot a striking woman walking toward us with a duffle on wheels. She’s genuinely struggling with it on the uneven terrain and if I weren’t struck dumb, I’d offer to help. She’s wearing tiny denim shorts, showing off a stunning set of shapely legs that end in a pair of battered red Converse. Raising my eyes to skim the rest of her exquisite body, I see she’s wearing a tank, which shows the ideal amount of cleavage.

      Woah! If I can see the tops of those sensational tits, that means every other asshole can, too.

      I scan the area, noticing she’s garnered quite a bit of attention, which I’m not happy about, from the other men working on site. Her fiery red hair, tied in some sort of intricate braid, has fallen over her shoulder. I don’t think I’ve ever seen hair that color before; it’s like the sunset at the end of a scorching hot day. Even though she’s finding it tough to maneuver her duffle, she has the biggest smile and her big blue eyes are sparkling like some kind of fairytale princess.

      She’s like sunshine streaming through gloomy gray clouds.

      No wonder every guy in a five-mile radius is checking her out. She’s the quintessential girl next door, except she’s stunning.

      “Put your tongue back in your mouth, boss! You’re making a scene.” Jase points out with a laugh.

      Shit, I didn’t realize I’d been staring at the woman. “Fuck off.”

      Jase moves toward her, helping with her duffle and situating it on the veranda.

      She stops right in front of us as I’m glaring at Jase and gives us an award-winning smile. “Hey there! I’m pretty sure I’m in the right place. I’m supposed to meet Bob and Ella at one, but I think I’m a bit early. Are they around?” She looks around expectantly as if they’re going to walk out of the building at any second. “Oh sorry, I’m excited and forgot my manners. My name’s Kate.”

      She’s obviously nervous because all of that comes out in a rush. Her nose, dotted with freckles, scrunches up as she thrusts out her delicate hand for me to shake, but Jase steps in before me, greeting her with a friendly smile—asshole. I scowl at him, but he ignores me, moving into her space.

      “Hey, nice to meet you, Kate,” he raises his chin, giving her a friendly smile. “Bob and Ella stepped away for a bit, but they’ll be back shortly. I’m Jase, and this is Oliver.”

      He’s so damn polite, making me appear more of an asshole because I haven’t said a word.

      “Hi, nice to meet you guys. How long have you been working on the construction? I’m excited to start and can’t wait to see what I’ll be working with. This is such an incredible opportunity.”

      She’s almost bouncing on her toes. Far too sweet for the likes of my cynical ass, but I’ll be damned if I can stop thinking about getting my hands and mouth on her sweet body.

      “Are you one of the teachers who’ll be working with the local staff to help them set up?” I finally ask as I step into her space, forcing Jase back a step.

      “I sure am! I’m a kindergarten teacher back home. I’m spending part of my summer break here to help Bob and Ella get the elementary part of the school established. It’s going to differ vastly from anything I’ve ever done before, but I love a challenge and you know, kids are kids, no matter where they live,” she says with a shrug.

      Yep, sweet as honey, this one. I wonder if she tastes as sweet?

      “How long have you guys been here?”

      “Jase and I have been here for five days. We’re on our way home late tonight. We need to return to the real world and our actual jobs.” But damn, I wish I were staying longer, so I could see this woman naked. To pull that long, fiery-colored braid of hers back, allowing me to lick up her slender neck, trail my hands along all that smooth ivory skin encasing those shapely legs which I could wrap around—

      “Oh yeah. What do you guys do for work? Are you in construction back home?”

      Her question jolts me from my thoughts of having her for a night and drags me back into the conversation.

      “I work for this—” Jase starts, pointing towards me.

      “Nope. We work in corporate investments.” I cut Jase off before he opens his big mouth and outs me as his boss. He looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind.

      He knew the deal.

      “Oh wow. I bet this was quite an experience for the two of you.”

      Her eyes keep wandering down my body. I took off my shirt because it’s fucking hot. I work hard for my body; I certainly don’t mind that she can’t keep her eyes to herself.

      Jase smirks at me. “Yeah, we’re used to suits and ties and temperature-controlled offices. It’s been a wake-up call. I’m going to appreciate the luxuries of using my own shower, sleeping in a comfortable bed, and not sweating bullets all day.” I hear ya, brother.

      He winks at Kate.

      Fucking winks!

      The bastard thinks he’s so fucking smooth with the ladies.

      She laughs.

      Fucking laughs at him, but she’s still looking at my chest.

      I run my hand down my body to adjust my shorts and sure enough, her eyes follow the path. I haven’t taken my eyes off her and when she finally looks up and notices I’ve caught her ogling me; she swallows hard and blushes.

      Now that’s what I’m talking about! That’s the reaction I want from her. To have a woman look at me like I’m a piece of meat as opposed to a walking credit card is something else. Most women know who I am, which means they only look at me for what I can give them, not for the man I am.

      It’s rather refreshing.
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      Oh my!

      How embarrassing. He caught me ogling his impressive body.

      Wait, is that an eight-pack? Is that even a thing? He’s beautifully defined; he even has that awesome V thing, pointing to the promised land that hot guys have. I thought only guys on the covers of my favorite reading material had that. Oh, and Chris Hemsworth. So hot! And that sexy trail of dark hair leading down into his shorts, like a trail of graham cracker crumbs, guiding me to a house of candy. My thoughts are rambling like crazy. He’s a lot to take in.

      I’ve been here five minutes and I’ve already embarrassed myself. Keep up the good work, Kate! But there’s something about him besides a hot body. He seems very intense, and he gives me the impression that he is laser-focused when he finds something or someone that he wants.

      When I was walking toward the building, I saw these two men working. It was like discovering my very own hot guy club as their muscles pulled and stretched as they hammered and lifted the timber. Both men have the same height and build; one with darker hair, one lighter. The one with lighter hair is, dare I say, almost pretty. But for some unknown reason, my eyes keep moving back to the dark-haired one called Oliver.

      A tall, slim, middle-aged man with weathered skin and a graying ponytail and a stout, but attractive blonde woman with an enormous smile approach from the side of the building, saving me from myself. I’m guessing they might be the people I need to check in with. I’ve been communicating with them via email for the past several months but have never met them in person. Bob and Ella founded the non-profit organization called Schools for Everyone after retiring from teaching. In the past eight years, they’ve helped two other communities like this one. They help to secure funding and volunteers to build schools in remote communities all over the world. They’ll stay with the project until it’s self-sufficient before moving on to their next one. I didn’t want to miss the opportunity to work with such an inspirational couple. Helping them work with this small island community in the middle of the Java Sea is a dream come true.

      “Hey, you must be Kate. I’m Bob and this is Ella. It’s lovely to meet you in person, finally.”

      He steps in for a hug, closely followed by Ella. Oh, I love that. I’m also a hugger. I hear a growl behind me and turn my head. Jase is smiling as he pats Oliver on the back in a reassuring manner. Oliver’s eyebrows slash low over his mesmerizing green eyes while his mouth forms a firm, straight line. He’s scowling at me as if I’ve broken his favorite toy.

      “I see you’ve already met Oliver and Jase.”

      “It’s great to meet you both and yes, we were just introducing ourselves. It looks like they’ve done remarkable work here,” I say as I gesture to the building behind us. “I’m a little early. I was too excited to go to the hotel first. I hope you don’t mind that I asked the driver to bring me straight here from the airport.”

      Ella smiles, taking hold of my hand. “Not at all. We’re grateful you could give up your valuable time to help us with this project. You sounded perfect in your application for this volunteer position. We feel incredibly fortunate to have you onboard.” A blush rises from my chest in response to her words. I hope I don’t disappoint them.

      “How about we show you around and then we’ll deliver you to the hotel to settle in? We can chat about the plan for the coming weeks over drinks,” Bob suggests as he picks up my duffle like it weighs nothing. Ugh, it felt like it weighed a ton to me.

      “That sounds great. I have a rough plan ready for you guys and the local teachers to look at. I can’t wait to get started.” Rubbing my hands together, I turn toward Jase and Oliver. “Bye, Jase. Bye, Oliver. Perhaps I’ll see you later?”

      Oliver observes me as though he’s studying an exhibit. “Doubtful. Once we’ve finished here, we’ll be heading out late tonight.”

      His stare and body language are freaking full-on. I’ve never experienced anything as intense before. I feel as though I’m about to combust from the potency alone and he hasn’t laid a single finger on me.

      “Ohh-kay then. I guess a big thank you is in order for all of your hard work.”

      Leaning in, I give Jase a hug goodbye. Oliver’s watching me like a hawk. Maybe Jase is his boyfriend, and he doesn’t like other people touching him? When I step across to hug Oliver, I’m unsure if it’s such a good idea, but I don’t want to appear rude. I don’t know what it is about him that says, ‘stay away from me’, but draws me to him in equal measure. As I wrap my arms around Oliver’s large body, there’s a shift, something I can’t explain. I realize my mistake instantly. His torso is naked, which means I’m touching his glorious, bronzed skin. He’s so hard and so … male and smells so good and so … male.

      Ugh, Kate. Get it together.

      He takes a few beats to reciprocate the hug, but when he does, his large hands engulf my back. He’s much bigger than I am, but I like it. I love feeling tiny and feminine in his embrace. His body relaxes slightly, and he sucks in a breath.

      Did he smell me?

      As I reluctantly step away, I’m a little dizzy, a little off-balance, and I take a second to get my bearings—wow, he certainly has a powerful effect on me.

      Luckily, he’s leaving today because I don’t need any distractions. It’s important to me to do the best job I can for Bob and Ella, as well as the teachers and children who need this school.
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        * * *

      

      I’m about to leave the hotel bar after my meeting with Bob and Ella when Oliver steps through the double doors. He looks as though he’s had a shower—something I desperately need. He’s looking around the bar as though he’s searching for someone. I scan the room. Maybe he’s looking for his friend, but I didn’t see him here unless he snuck in when I was in the ladies. His eyes eventually land on me and if I’m not mistaken, his posture relaxes somewhat, as if he’s found what he was looking for. He moves forward, making it into my space within five strides.

      “Kate.”

      “Oliver. I didn’t expect to see you here. I thought you were leaving.”

      “We are. Not until later. I thought I’d have a quiet drink before heading to the airport.”

      “Oh, that sounds like a great idea. I’m a nervous flyer, so a drink usually calms me down and stops me from stressing out as the plane takes off from solid ground. I would prefer to travel overseas without leaving the ground.” There I go again, rambling like a complete fool. When will I learn to temper what I say?

      He huffs out a laugh as he places his hands in the pockets of his shorts. Perhaps he doesn’t mind my rambling all that much.

      “That sounds like a fair approach. Would you like to join me for a drink?” He gestures toward the table I was about to leave.

      “Uh, oh.” Well, his invitation is unexpected. I figured he’d be having a drink with his friend. “Uhm. I can keep you company while you wait for Jase.”

      “I’m not waiting for Jase. I was hoping to catch you.”

      Huh! I’m not sure what to make of that. I guess it’s only one drink and he’ll be gone in a few hours. I’ll never have to see him again, which means he won’t become a distraction I don’t need.

      “Uh, sure. That sounds … nice?” My acceptance of his invitation isn’t convincing. He gestures for me to sit. His tanned forearms and the display of sexy veins draw my eyes as he leans on the back of the opposite chair.

      “What would you like to drink?” My eyes snap back up to his. Damn. He caught me staring again.

      I would normally stick to soda because I have an early morning tomorrow, but I think I’ll need something stronger while I’m with Oliver. “Uh, a sweet white wine would be great. Thanks.” I grab my purse to give him some money, but he waves it away, then heads to the bar. He returns with a glass of wine for me and a beer for himself.

      We each take a drink, and the cool liquid soothes my nerves and my dry throat. He takes the opportunity to observe me, making me self-conscious of my messy braid, bare face, and travel-creased clothes. After twenty-four hours of travel, I went straight from the airport to meet Bob and Ella. Plus, I’ve been sitting here for the last three hours, so I’m certain I don’t look or smell very fresh.

      “What made you volunteer to travel halfway around the world to help Bob and Ella build this school?”

      I guess we’re going to skip the usual small talk about the weather. “I’m a teacher back home. My greatest joy comes from helping people, kids in particular. When I saw this opportunity advertised in an education newsletter, I knew I had to apply. Working to build a school from the ground up was a challenge I couldn’t pass up. I knew I had to get involved. There was no other option for me.” I take another large gulp of wine to shut myself up. “How about you? What made you volunteer?”

      He shakes his head. “Not what, but who. Jase signed us onto the project without telling me. He arrived at my place last week, packed my bag, and drove me to the airport—explaining the plan on the way. I was pissed at him at first.” He runs his hands through his thick hair. “I don’t like taking time away from my work, let alone a full week. It took me a few days to calm down enough to realize this is a worthwhile project.” He takes a sip of beer and I watch his Adam’s apple move up and down. “I’m glad he did it now. It’s been genuinely satisfying to watch the structure grow from a pile of materials into useable buildings.” He huffs out a laugh. “Don’t tell him I said that, though. It’ll go to his head.” I laugh with him.

      “Wow. How did he manage to get you off work for a week without you knowing?”

      “I don’t actually know. Sometimes I think that man can work miracles.” He seems to have a great deal of respect for Jase.

      We chat for over an hour and another round of drinks. The day of travel has finally caught up with me and I can’t hold in the yawn that’s been trying to escape for the last twenty minutes.

      “You must be tired. I’ll walk you up to your room. You need to rest and I need to pack, ready for my flight.”

      “Thanks. It was nice to chat with you.”

      “It’s been my pleasure.” He pulls out my chair, guiding me from the bar with his hand resting on the small of my back. The heat and electricity from his barely there contact are completely new to me.

      Stopping at my door, I lean forward to hug Oliver in thanks. He’s quicker to reciprocate this time. It seems as if he squeezes me a little tighter and holds on a little longer, and I definitely hear him take a deep breath close to my hair. Stepping back from his large body, I put some much-needed space between us.

      “Thanks again, Oliver. And thanks for everything you and Jase did for the school.” I tuck my hands in my back pockets, searching for the key to my room. His eyes have dropped to my boobs. Ugh! “Have a safe trip home.”

      “No problem. Good luck with the setup.”

      “Thanks.” I turn to unlock my door, and as I step inside, Oliver stops me with his hand on my forearm. My skin practically sizzles where his calloused hand touches me.

      “Be careful, Kate. Make sure you always keep your door locked. Okay? A striking woman like yourself needs to be careful.” The furrow in his brow tells me he’s deadly serious about my safety.

      “Uh, sure. Thanks again. Bye.” Did he just call me striking? That’s laughable, especially how I look at the moment.

      “Bye.” I watch him turn away, tucking his hands in his shorts as he walks down the passage toward the other end of the hotel.

      Well, that was crazy!
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        Do you want more of Kate and Oliver’s story?

        You’ll find it here:
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        https://books2read.com/dsj-lovingsummer
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        I put together a small Pinterest board for Donovan and Amelia’s story. If you’re interested, you can check it out here:
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        https://tinyurl.com/lovingwinter-pinterest
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        Loving Summer | Kate Summer & Oliver Stone
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        Debra has a list of her books available on her website.
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        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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      Thank you so much for reading Donovan and Amelia’s story. This story came about when I was invited to participate in a Valentine’s Day anthology that had a word limit of 10K words for each contribution. Now, I went a little over but I think it was worth it. I usually write much longer stories, so the low word count limit was a little daunting. However, I found this short, cheeky fast-burn fun to write. When I thought about what to do with it once the anthology finished, I decided it would make a great appreciation gift for people who took the risk and signed up for my newsletter. So I hope you enjoyed it!

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

      To my beta reader, Rachel :) You give up so much of your time and energy to support me and I’ll never be able to express how much I appreciate you.

      To you, the reader. Thank you for taking a chance on me; for reading this short story. I truly do appreciate your time. If you’ve enjoyed reading about Donovan and Amelia, I’d love to hear from you.
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      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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