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      “Fuck!” Goddamn Lego blocks will be the death of me. I swear I’d rather hit my thumb with a mallet repeatedly than step on fucking Lego blocks.

      “Mommy! Daddy said fuck.”

      I spin around. “Shit!” Traitor. Doesn’t he know us guys have to stick together? We’re outnumbered in this house, and I’m convinced the baby Molly’s carrying now will be yet another girl. You won’t hear me complaining, though. I love that we have mostly girls in the house, though I’m not sure I’ll feel that way when they’re older.

      “Mommy! Daddy said shit,” he calls out, dropping me in it yet again.

      I bend down so I can confront him man to man. “Nicholas. Shhhh.” I hold my finger in front of my lips.

      His eyes twinkle at me. He knows exactly what he’s doing. “But you’re not supposed to swear in front of us.” He shrugs.

      “I didn’t see you there so it doesn’t count.”

      My sexy wife steps into the living room with her delicate eyebrows raised as she shakes the swear jar. “Pay up.”

      I give my son the evil eye as I walk toward my heavily pregnant wife. “How are you feeling, Dimples?” I lean in to brush my lips against hers. Pulling back, I study her face, my eyes scanning her features. Her body sags slightly as she gifts me her dimples.

      “I’m fine. Stop worrying about me.”

      “I’ll never stop worrying about you. You and our kids. You’re all too precious to me so don’t ask me to stop.”

      Her eyes go soft and glassy, and I step in to cup her face in my hands. “Thank you, Max.” Her expression changes to one of mischief. “But don’t think you can distract me from collecting payment.” She shakes the damn jar again. “Pay up, husband of mine.”

      A bundle of black fur comes careening around the corner, then rushes up the couch, leaping across to the curtain, which she swiftly climbs until she reaches the rod. She sits, peering down at us, her body balancing with ease.

      “Come back, Licorice.” Aurora calls out as she runs into the room, stopping inside the doorway to scan for her poor cat. She glances between me and her mother, then settles her gaze on me as she places her hands on her hips. “Daddy. Have you been saying naughty words again?”

      I bend down to scoop her up. “Yes. I have. I’m sorry.”

      She holds my cheeks in her little hands. “That’s okay, say the naughty words, Daddy. I want to go to Disneyland,” my daughter says to me with a cheeky smile, showing off dimples to match her mother’s. While Nicholas is a mini-me, Aurora is the spitting image of her mother.

      And herein lies the problem. My kids love to catch me swearing because the swear jar is going to pay for our trip to Disneyland—Molly’s idea. Any tiny indiscretion, the kids are ready to pounce, even if I whisper the words under my breath. I dig into my pocket, pull out a handful of notes, and hold them up to show the room. “How about I just put all of this in now and I’ll be covered for the day?”

      All three of them shake their heads. “Uh, uh. That’s not how it works and you know it.” Nicholas folds his arms across his chest, using his thumbnail to scrape his bottom lip. Molly glances at me with tight lips, trying to hold back her smile at his action. “You can put all of that in now if you like. But then when you swear again, I’m gonna have to ask you to pay up again.”

      I stare at my six-year-old son. Where the fuck did he come from? He’s too damn smart for his own good. He’s a master negotiator and doesn’t miss a trick. Pride fills me with how clever he is for his age. I’m pretty certain I wasn’t that switched on when I was six. I peel off one note. “Okay. I’ll only put one note in this time.”

      “Make that two. You said fuck and shit,” Nicholas smugly reminds me.

      I point at him and turn to Molly. “Did you hear that? He swore! He should have to pay up, too.” I love messing around like this with my family. Molly shakes her head at us with a giggle.

      Luna toddles in, making grabby hands at Molly. My wife reaches down and picks her up, resting her on her hip. “I hungy, Mommy.” Luna is a mix of both of us. She has Molly’s gray eyes and dimples, but my dark hair.

      “Daddy, you’re silly,” Aurora says as she wriggles for me to let her down.

      “I know. But only for you guys,” I respond, mussing up her almost-white hair. “C’mon. I’ll make us lunch and Mommy can sit and rest for a little while.”

      Molly gives me a grateful smile as she drops to the couch. I push the ottoman closer and lift her feet, then give her a quick kiss and herd the kids into the kitchen.

      I clap my hands together. “Okay. Who wants what on their sandwich?” I already know what they’re going to choose. They generally choose the same thing each time I’m making lunch because they don’t trust me to make them anything else.

      “Peanut butter and jelly!” calls Nicholas.

      Luna raises her hands in the air, so I pick her up and place her in her high chair after blowing raspberries on her cheek, causing her to giggle and squirm. “Stop it, Daddy!” I strap her in, then press a kiss to the top of her hair, drawing in a deep breath of her baby smell.

      “What do you want, Luna?”

      “Jelly!” She shoots her little hands up in the air and kicks her feet.

      “How about you, Rory?” Aurora loves her nickname, especially since she’s more of a tomboy. She loves to help me when I do simple repairs on our cars.

      “Cheese and butter, please, Daddy.” So damn polite, this one. I lean across and kiss her temple.

      “Alright. Let’s go!” I wash my hands and then gather what I need.

      I make the sandwiches, cut up some fruit, and give each of the kids a glass of cold water. I make cheese, pickle, and turkey sandwiches for Molly and me, rinse some raspberries for her, and pour a couple of glasses of iced water. As I’m about to put Molly’s lunch on a tray for her, she waddles into the kitchen, holding her back. She gives me a tired smile. She’s not getting a lot of sleep at this point. With only three weeks until our fourth child is born, she’s struggling. I try to help her out as much as I can, but I can’t help with the growing of a baby.

      “Come and sit here, Dimples.” I pull out her usual chair and guide her across to it, pushing it in as she sits. Kissing the top of her head, I quickly grab her lunch and place it in front of her.

      “Thank you.” She tilts her head back with a smile and I can’t resist kissing my gorgeous wife. I swipe my tongue across her lips and she opens to welcome me. I slide my tongue inside to taste her. Her hand combs through my hair and a moan escapes. My dick instantly reacts, pressing against the zipper of my jeans. Molly’s been insatiable through this entire pregnancy. Lucky me!

      Little girl giggles break through the lust haze that I always fall into when I’m kissing, or anywhere near my wife. I give Molly a final chaste kiss and peer across at our daughters, who are giggling like crazy.

      “Why you always kiss Mommy?” Luna says as she scrunches up her tiny nose.

      “Because I love Mommy so much.” I wink at Molly, then grab my lunch and join my family at the dining setting Theo made and gifted to us when we moved into this house. The place I bought was way too small for our growing family, so we found a bigger place not that far from the old one.

      “Daddy, can I show you the new building I made?” Nicholas peers at me hopefully.

      I nod as I chew my sandwich. “Of course. Eat up and you can show me once we’ve cleaned up from lunch.”

      We all finish our lunch and I set up Molly on the back deck with her sketch pad. The girls play in their cubby house, lovingly made by their cousin, Lachlan, and Uncle Theo, while Nicholas shows me his latest construction.

      He points his little finger. “See that part there, Daddy?” I follow with my eyes and nod. “Watch this.” He winds something around the back of the building and a bridge drops down, exposing two large doors.

      My eyebrows shoot up to my hairline and I look at my son with admiration. “That’s really cool. How did you make that happen?”

      The smile that lights up his face is spectacular as he explains how he made the bridge. The way he creates stuff out of Lego blocks is so fucking clever. “You’re really smart. You know that, right?”

      “I want to build giant buildings when I grow up.” He stands up as tall as possible, reaching for the sky to demonstrate how tall his buildings will be. “Do you think I’ll be able to do that?” he asks with eyes full of dreams and a heart full of hope.

      “I don’t see why not.” I wave my hand toward his latest construction. “Look at what you can do and you’re only six. Imagine what you’ll be able to do when you’re a grownup. The sky’s the limit, Nick.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Absolutely. I can’t wait for you to walk your mom and me through a building you make.” I tug him in tight and hug him close, kissing the top of his head. I rest my cheek there for a moment, taking in his little boy smell.
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      “Okay, all the kids are in bed,” Max reports as he sits on the couch and places my feet on his lap. He takes one aching foot and methodically massages and rubs every single inch until my eyes roll to the back of my head.

      I moan, “Your fingers feel like heaven.”

      He smirks. “I’ve heard that before.” Then he winks at me. God, I love him so much. He’s the best husband a girl could ever want, not to mention he’s the best daddy I could have ever asked for. His expression turns serious. “How are you feeling, Dimples? You’re looking sore and tired.”

      I sigh. “It’s to be expected at this point. I just want this little one to come out.” I rub my enormous belly. “It’s a struggle to sleep because I can’t get comfortable. And even though I’m exhausted, my mind won’t shut down.” With my toe, I nudge his rock-hard stomach. “I know something that could help me, though.” I give him a cheeky grin.

      He adjusts himself and raises his eyebrows. “Oh yeah. What might that be?”

      He already knows, but he wants to hear me say it. I drop my voice to almost a whisper, “I think you know.”

      “I think I need you to spell it out for me, Dimples.” He glides his hand up my leg beneath my dress, stopping barely an inch from my panties. He has to feel the heat and if he were to run his fingers over the panel covering my most private part, he would feel how soaked my panties are for him already. Just having his hands on me is enough to get me going. I’ve been particularly horny with this pregnancy. I mean, I’m always horny when my husband’s around and my sex drive always increases when I’m pregnant, but this time it’s been explosive.

      I awkwardly lean forward, running my nose up the side of his cheek, then whisper in his ear, “I need you to fuck me, husband of mine.” I pull back enough to see his face. He has one eyebrow raised and his eyes are instantly full of heat for me as he draws in a sharp breath. Wasting no time, he stands from the couch and then leans down to collect me. I giggle. “I can walk, you know. There’s no need for you to put your back out carrying a whale.” I wrap my arms around his neck.

      He stops in his tracks, glaring down at me. “Don’t you dare speak about my hot wife like that. She’s sexy as fuck and should never be compared to a whale.”

      I chuckle again, swinging my feet back and forth as he carries me through to our bedroom, his jaw tense. With gentle care, he places me on my feet, then undresses me, stitch by stitch, revealing every single inch of my body, including my extended belly.

      I should feel exposed.

      I should feel embarrassed by how big I look, but the heat in his gaze as he peruses my body from top to toe leaves no space for any of that. My thighs press together without instruction and judging by the tick in his jaw, he noticed.

      “Get up on the bed, on your hands and knees.”

      I scurry into position as fast as my heavy girth will allow. He helps me get into position; my knees precariously balanced close to the edge of the mattress. I have every faith in my husband that he’ll keep me safe and meet my needs at the same time.

      The sound of fabric dropping to the floor has me turning my head to watch my hot husband reveal his still-perfect abs at the age of forty-four. I sigh and clench my internal muscles around nothing at the sight of him. He has a few more gray hairs and tattoos now which are completely unrelated to cars. Beneath the tattoo over his heart, he has a list of important dates which include the date he found me sleeping behind his workshop, the day he proposed to me as well as the date we got married, and each of our children’s birthdays, all listed in chronological order. We have matching night sky prints for each date on display in the living room.

      My eyes drop lower as his heavy dick springs free from his jocks, bobbing against his abdomen and almost reaching his navel. It’s already glistening at the tip. I can always count on Max to be ready for me whenever I need.

      I glance up at his face, my eyes fixed on his heated gaze, which is locked on my exposed pussy. I catch movement out of my peripheral vision and drop my eyes back down to his cock, which he’s taken in hand. As he moves closer to me, he gives it a rough pull and I moan, my eyes dropping closed momentarily.

      He’s so damn hot.

      His long fingers swipe through my folds, and he drops his head back with a groan. He captures my gaze again and holds up his glistening fingers. “Look at how fucking wet you are for me.” He tucks the digits in his mouth and sucks on them like they’re the tastiest lollipop ever. “So fucking delicious.”

      He lunges. Yes, lunges at my pussy. His tongue strokes through my folds from bottom to top as his thumbs open me up to him. When he reaches the top, he nips the sensitive bud and finishes with a tight swirl of his tongue.

      I drop my head to the bed with a moan and push my hips back. I can’t see anything with my enormous belly hanging down. His breath heats my skin as he chuckles at my eagerness.

      “C’mon, Max. I need you.” I push my hips back again, hoping he’ll take the hint. “I’m not up for a long, drawn-out session. I just need you to fuck me hard so I can fall asleep.”

      Finally, he stops playing with me and notches the head of his cock at my entrance, dragging moisture from my pussy to my asshole and pressing his thumb past the ring of muscle as he pushes his cock in as far as he can go, his pelvis pressed tightly against my ass, his thighs touching mine at every available point. He drops down over me, nipping my shoulder as one hand lands near mine.

      “That feel okay, Dimples?” He skates soft kisses along my shoulder and up my neck until he reaches my ear. I tilt my head to the side to give him better access. His hot breath sends goosebumps across my skin. “Because it feels fucking sensational to me,” he whispers gruffly as he slides his thumb out slightly and pushes back in, causing me to moan.

      I push my hips back as much as he’ll allow, which isn’t all that much. “So good.” I turn my head to the side and Max knows exactly what I want after years of being together. He takes my mouth in a scorching kiss as he slides his thumb in and out of my back entrance, building the heat in my body. I whimper into the kiss, sloppily stroking his tongue with mine, finding it hard to concentrate with the pleasure he’s bestowing on my body. Pulling away, he pushes himself up and grips my hip tightly.

      “Now be a good girl and take my cock like you’re built to do.”

      He draws out slowly and then slams back into my body. My heavy boobs swing and I shunt up the bed, my breath expelling from my lungs with force. I swing my head to look over my shoulder and the sight that greets me steals my breath. His body’s drawn tight like a bow, his veins strained down his neck, his chest glistening with sweat as he drives into me repeatedly. My eyes roll into the back of my head as tingles race down my spine and I fear the orgasm that’s building like a freight train is going to split me in half.

      He groans, “Fuck! Your pussy’s strangling my dick.”

      I don’t even have time to prepare as a white light steals my vision and my body convulses, my toes curling so tight, a cramp explodes through my calf muscle and I cry out. Max stops his movements instantly and I snap my head around to him.

      “Don’t you dare stop,” I order through gritted teeth.

      Creases form between his brows and he looks between us as he slides out slowly and back in again. “You okay?”

      “Uh-huh.” I wiggle my ass back a little more.

      He pulls out and then smirks at me as he removes his thumb from my ass, squeezing both of my cheeks, then grasps hold of my hips. He grips hard and then slams into me. If I thought he was pounding into me before, it was nothing compared to what he’s doing to my body now.

      Sweat coats my skin as my heavy breasts sway with every stroke of his body into mine. I whimper and moan with each thrust as he builds me back up into a second orgasm. He spoils me every time we come together. I’ve come to expect a minimum of two orgasms, and he’s about to send me flying again. My panting breaths can’t pull enough oxygen into my lungs and I’m becoming light-headed. Tingles spread out from my middle, reaching to the tips of my fingers and toes as I prepare to go off for a second time.

      Max slams into me one last time as I fall apart. The only thing holding me up is his tight grip on my hips. He grunts out his release and his dick grows and pulses inside me, his cum filling me up. Somehow, his grip on me tightens as he presses firmly against my ass. My chest heaves as I work to catch my breath.

      “You’re squeezing my dick so damn good. I want to live inside your pussy.” I chuckle. Only Max could say something like that and make it sound so hot. “Stop laughing, Dimples. It pushes my dick out and I’m not ready to leave.”

      I glance over my shoulder. “I never want you to leave.”

      He leans over me, pressing his chest to my back, and I sigh. I love having his body pressed to mine. We always fit together perfectly. He kisses down my spine and lightly smacks my butt cheek.

      “I wish I never had to. But we need to get you cleaned up so you can get some sleep.” He carefully slides out of my body and then lifts me to carry me into the bathroom.

      Max carefully places me on my feet, keeping hold of me until he knows I’m steady, then takes my mouth in a scorching kiss that almost makes my knees buckle. When he pulls away, he winks at me and then leans into the shower.

      Before long, steam rises and he guides me inside, where he washes me with care and gentle attention. He fucks me with his fingers until I come again and then leads me out of the shower before I can drop to my knees to reciprocate.

      “C’mon, Dimples. Time for sleep. You’ve got a big day tomorrow, birthday girl.” As I snuggle down into my pillow, I have a smile on my face.

      Could my life be any more perfect?

      My husband’s arms wrap around me and he lays a soft kiss on my shoulder. “Night, Dimples.”

      “Mmm. Night, Max,” I whisper with a smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            –max–

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A long, low groan wakes me. I take a moment to get my bearings because it’s still dark. The groan happens again and I turn my head toward Molly’s side of the bed. Even before I lay my eyes on the empty pillow, I know she isn’t there. I climb out of bed and head toward our bathroom, where Molly’s bent over, her hands gripping the vanity as though her life depends on it. With my left hand stroking down the center of her spine, I lean down to kiss her shoulder.

      “The baby’s coming early,” she whispers in between sucking in much-needed air.

      “How long have you been like this?” I keep stroking her, massaging the dip in her lower back.

      “What time is it?”

      I step out of the bathroom quickly to grab my cell to check. Four fifteen. I place it on the vanity, so I can keep an eye on the time.

      I return my hand to my wife because I need to touch her. I always feel fucking useless when it comes to this part. “It’s quarter past four.”

      “About four and a half hours.”

      I see fucking red. “Why didn’t you fucking wake me up?”

      She waves off my question as her nose scrunches up and her back rolls with another wave. She pants through the contraction, taking in short sharp breaths like it’s her job. The concentration on her beautiful face takes my breath away. This woman works so hard for this family, for each baby. As soon as she finds out she’s pregnant, she only puts the best possible food into her body and makes sure she does everything that’s recommended. Every single day, her life revolves around me and the kids. Making our home as comfortable as possible and ensuring we all know that we are the most important people in her world. I’ve always admired her because she’s a beautiful soul, but my admiration for her as a mother is on a whole different level. Our kids are incredibly lucky to have her as their mom, and I’m the luckiest bastard that she agreed to be my wife.

      “I thought I had time, but these contractions are out of this world. This little one is in a hurry.”

      Fuck. Maybe I was too rough last night? Guilt moves through me, thick and fast. Our eyes meet in the mirror and she smirks at me.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Husband. It wasn’t your magic cock.”

      We both chuckle and hers turns into a grimace as she drops over again, her knuckles turning white. If I didn’t know the strength of the granite counter of the vanity, I’d worry she was going to break a piece off. “You want me to call Martin and Beth to come over, so I can take you to the hospital?”

      She lets out an almighty scream as she scrunches her body tight. Her panting resumes and I quickly press the number for Martin.

      No answer.

      I know he switches his phone to mute at night because often customers have no sense of time and he’s often had people call in the early hours of the morning to fix their hot water or some shit. He wouldn’t be expecting a call from us because this little tyke isn’t due for another three weeks. Each of our babies has come right on time. I press Beth’s number. It rings and rings, but still no answer.

      Fuck! My parents are on a flight home, so I can’t call them. I try calling Holly.

      After several rings, her groggy voice comes across the line. “Hello.”

      “Uh, hey, Holly. I’m sorry to call in the middle of the night, but would you be able to come to watch the kids? Molly’s gone int—”

      Molly wails again. The cry ripping from her body is exactly the same as when she’s pushing during the birth.

      Fuck!

      “I don’t think I have time to get to the hospital. The baby’s coming. I can feel the head. I know I’m not supposed to push, but I need to push!”

      I move down to take a look, and sure enough, I can see the top of the baby’s head.

      Fuck!

      “Shit. What should I do?”

      She can’t have the baby on the bathroom floor. I pick her up and carry her to our bed, placing her down carefully. I grab all the pillows and prop them behind her, then race into the bathroom and collect every towel I can find. Finally, I remember to wash my grease-stained hands, because I’m going to have to deliver this baby myself.

      Molly has tears running down her ruddy cheeks, her eyes scrunched tight as she grips her thighs, gritting her teeth through another damn contraction.

      “I’m here, Dimples. Hold on to me.”

      “Max. I can’t have our baby here,” she cries. “What if something goes wrong?” I pull her into me as best I can and try to soothe her. I’ve seen what they do and while I’m no expert, I have a rough idea of how to get her through this until help arrives. I remember I’d left Holly on the line and I need to call an ambulance.

      “It’ll be okay. I’ll call an ambulance. They’ll probably get here before the baby arrives. Everything will be okay. You’ll see.” I land a kiss on her dry lips. “I won’t let anything happen to either of you. I promise.”

      I rush into the bathroom and grab my phone. “Holly. You still there?”

      “Yeah. I’m on my way.” She sounds out of breath and wide awake now. She must have heard everything that was happening.

      “Thanks. Use your key to get in so I can stay with Molly.” I disconnect the call before she can respond and dial nine-one-one. After I tell them everything they need to know, I focus on my girl, keeping the operator on speaker. I take another peek between her legs and can see more of our baby’s head. This is happening faster than I expected.

      Molly lets out another wail and scrunches her body tight, bearing down. I count her through, just like the midwives have done in the past, and help her push through the contraction. When it subsides, I kiss my wife and step back into the bathroom to get a wet washcloth to wipe her face. “You’re doing great, Dimples.”

      Our bedroom door swings open to reveal a sleepy-eyed Nicholas rubbing his eyes. “What’s happening? Is Mommy hurt? I can hear her crying out.” His eyes land on his mother and widen. “Mommy?” A simple whispered word has Molly’s head snapping toward her son. “Are you okay?” Tears glisten in his eyes and they snap up to mine. “What’s wrong with Mommy?”

      “Everything’s okay, Nick. The baby’s decided it wants to come out now, so I’m just helping Mommy until the ambulance gets here.” His eyes drop back to Molly as she grunts, squeezing my hand tight. “Aunty Holly is on her way over to look after you and the girls. Okay?” Nick’s eyes snap back up to mine. He’s wide awake now.

      “Now? The baby’s coming now? Shit!”

      I don’t have time to chastise him for his language and I’m grateful Molly’s too busy to have noticed as she pushes through another contraction. She always lays the blame solely at my feet whenever Nick swears and rightly so. He certainly didn’t pick it up from her.

      I turn my attention back to Molly. “You’re doing fantastic, Molly. Such a good girl.” I gently glide my fingers through her sweaty hair, pushing it away from her face. Her gorgeous gray eyes flick up to mine and she gives me a tired smile. “Nicholas. Can you go check if your sisters are still sleeping, then go downstairs and turn on the porch light for Aunty Holly?”

      His expression changes from one of worry to very serious. “Okay, Daddy.” He nods, then takes off and I know I can trust him to do the things I’ve asked of him.

      Molly smiles up at me. “Thank you. I didn’t want him to see this.”

      I kiss the top of her head. “No problem. I didn’t want him to see you in pain, either.” Another contraction, another push, and more of our baby’s head is exposed. “I think I need to move down to the other end. The baby’s head is almost all the way out.” She whimpers but nods with frightened eyes. “It’s okay. The ambulance is on its way. They’ll get here in plenty of time.”

      Molly’s eyebrows scrunch down, her eyes close tightly, and she bears down through another contraction. I gently grasp the top of our baby’s head, supporting it as the entire head becomes exposed. I do as I’ve seen the doctors and midwives do before, checking there’s nothing in the baby’s mouth and making sure the umbilical cord isn’t wrapped around the neck. My heart’s beating a million miles a minute as I take in our baby’s scrunched-up face. “Oh, Mols. The baby’s beautiful. White hair, just like yours.”

      We work together, Molly pushing as I guide our baby out of the warm cocoon of its mother. I can’t believe I’m delivering our baby. With one final push, our baby is completely free and I carefully cradle it in my shaky hands as it lets out a loud cry. I take a shaky breath in relief that everything seems to be okay and place the baby on Molly’s chest. She instantly wraps her arms protectively around our new addition, kissing the top of its head. Her relief shows as her body relaxes and an exhausted smile settles on her lips. She glances up at me, gifting me her gorgeous dimples.

      “You did so good, Dimples. I’m so fucking proud of you.” I brush her sweaty hair away from her face and plant a kiss on her overheated skin. Moving the baby’s leg slightly to check the sex of our little bundle, my breath gushes out with a chuckle and my eyes move back to my wife. “We have another girl!” I lean down and press a kiss on both of my girls as Molly chuckles. I place one of the towels I collected earlier over our little girl to keep her warm as she squints her eyes up at Molly.

      “Poor Nicholas. Three sisters,” she says to our baby while still chuckling, so I don’t think she feels all that bad for him.

      Movement in the doorway catches my eye and I glance up to find Holly standing there, her hands held over her heart, a soft look in her eyes. “Congratulations,” she whispers, then thumbs over her shoulder. “The ambulance has just turned up.”

      I nod. “Thanks. Can you show them up?”

      “Sure.” She leaves us alone again and we glance at each other before focusing back on our brand-new daughter.

      “Celeste was in a bit of a hurry,” Molly whispers as she brushes her finger over the creases between our little girl’s eyebrows. We already had our names picked out, wanting to make sure we were prepared either way. We’ve always opted to leave finding out the sex of our babies until we deliver. The surprise is something we love.

      “She certainly was.” I kiss my wife. “Happy birthday, Molly.”

      She grins up at me. “This is the best birthday present I’ve ever received.” She chuckles.

      I can’t believe she can smile and laugh so easily after what her body’s just been through. She’s a fucking miracle.
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      The ambulance officers helped me deliver the placenta and made sure everything was fine with Celeste and me. They still offered to take me to the hospital for a more thorough check even though they said everything was perfect. Everything feels great, and we have an appointment with my obstetrician the day after tomorrow, so I’m happy to stay where I am for the time being.

      Max finally got in touch with Martin and asked him and Beth to stop by the furniture store to buy us a new mattress because ours is ruined. Now I’m cuddled up on our new bed with our four kids and my favorite man in the entire world. This has got to be what heaven feels like.

      “Mommy. When can I hold Celeste?” Aurora asks as she peers down at her new sister. She was most upset that she missed the event, but to say I was grateful the girls slept through the whole thing is a gross understatement. I’m still concerned about the long-term effects of Nicholas seeing me during labor; it had to have been traumatic for the poor boy. His little face was full of fear when he saw what was happening. I run my hand over his silky hair and he glances up at me with a small smile.

      My eyes glide to Aurora. “In a little while. Celeste just had a drink, so we need to let that settle in her tummy first. Alright?”

      She nods. “Okay.”

      We fall into a comfortable silence, all of our eyes glued to Celeste. I can faintly hear Holly, Martin, and Beth chatting downstairs. My eyes are feeling heavy and I can’t hold in the yawn that forces its way out. I’m completely wrung out and exhausted after only getting a couple of hours of sleep last night.

      “Okay, kids. Give Mommy and Celeste a kiss and cuddle, then you can go downstairs and play with Grandpa and Granny and Aunty Holly. Mommy needs to have a nap.” Max rounds up the kids, holding them up to me so I can kiss each one in turn.

      Luna’s grabby hands accidentally catch Celeste’s eye as she tries to hold her new sister’s face for a kiss. Celeste gives a little whimper, her hand swiping in the vicinity of her eyes but not quite making it.

      “I sorry, baby.” Luna’s little bottom lip trembles and her eyes rise to mine. “I didn’t mean to hurted the baby.”

      I give her a gentle smile. “I know, Luna. It’s alright. You just need to be careful. Okay?”

      “Otay, Mommy.”

      Max draws Luna back to his chest, kissing her temple. “Celeste’s okay, and I know it was an accident. Come on. Let’s go downstairs.”

      I give him a grateful smile as he herds the kids out of our bedroom and downstairs, Luna on his hip, Aurora holding his hand, and Nicholas following behind. Nicholas pauses at the doorway. “Are you gonna be okay, Mommy?”

      “I’m perfectly fine, Nick. I promise.” I smile at him to reassure him that I’m fine.

      He smiles in return, so much like his father, and follows his daddy and sisters downstairs. I know the kids will be in expert hands with Dad, Beth, and Holly, so I shimmy down further under the covers, ensuring Celeste is tucked safely by my side.

      I release a heavy sigh and lay on my side to watch her sleep. Her little lips twitch and her eyes move back and forth behind her closed lids. I wonder what little babies dream of?

      Max saunters back into our bedroom, quietly closing our door behind him, and climbs into bed on the other side of Celeste. He tucks his finger inside her hand and she tightens her hold around his digit. His finger looks so large, trapped in her tiny hand.

      “She’s beautiful, just like her mommy.” He leans forward, pressing a kiss to the top of her head, just as he’s done to me and the kids a thousand times before. It has no less effect on me today than it’s always had since the first time he kissed my forehead. He captures my gaze. “I love you, Dimples. I’m so fucking proud of you.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without you. Thank you for always being by my side.” I press forward, being careful not to squish Celeste, and press a grateful kiss to my husband’s lips.
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        Wondering about Emma’s story?

        Keep reading!
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        Wondering about Sarah’s story?

        Keep reading!
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        Wondering about Finn’s story?

        Keep reading!
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      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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            unexpected kisses

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            –sarah–

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      JUNE

      Melanie’s name lights up my screen with a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mel

      

      
        I’m waiting …

      

      

      

      

      

      Trust her to know my cycle. It only makes sense since we’ve known each other since kindergarten; we know most things about each other, and she knows how much I want this to work. The problem is that I’m not ready to tell anyone I failed again. Not even my best friend. After my second attempt to get pregnant, I’m still no closer to becoming a mom. The disappointment weighs heavily on my heart, and I’m terrified my dream may never become a reality. I blow out a heavy breath and pick up my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I got my period

      

      

      

      

      

      I drop my phone back to the cushion beside me and take a sip of my wine. I’d been staying clear of the sweet goodness, but I needed something to help me commiserate my failure. Staring off into space, the doorway to the second bedroom mocks me. I don’t know when it became essential to me that I needed to have a baby; I just know it’s all I can think about. I’ve always wanted to be a mom. As a kid, I would always play mommies and daddies with my dolls, and watching Em with her kids makes me realize I have this gaping hole inside of me. Sighing heavily, I blow out a long breath and sink into the plush cushion. My phone lights up again, and I read her messages without picking it up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mel

      

      
        I’m sorry. I know how much you want this

      

      

      

      

      

      My nose tingles and I swallow the lump in my throat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mel

      

      
        I’m taking you out dancing tomorrow night. No arguments

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t want to go out dancing. At thirty-four, I feel so old when we go to clubs. I grab my phone, ready to make up some excuse when it rings. I press the green button and hold it to my ear. “Mel—”

      “Don’t say it, Sare. No excuses. We’re going dancing. There’s a new club with an over-thirties crowd.” Her tone is no-nonsense.

      “I’m really not feeling it. I just want to wallow. Let me wallow. Just this once,” I whine like a child.

      She chuckles. “What sort of friend would I be if I let you wallow? Besides, you’ll be a mom before you know it, and then you won’t be able to go out and have fun with your bestie.”

      I know she won’t relent, so I may as well save myself a whole lot of arguing and simply agree. “Okay. But I don’t want to be out late. I have my shift at the hospital on Saturday morning.”

      “I know, I know. I have my shift too. I promise to get you home before you turn into a pauper!” My long-time friend giggles. “See you tomorrow night. Mwah!”

      I can’t help but chuckle too. She’s infectious. “Tomorrow night, Mels Bells.”

      We end the call, and I take a long sip of my wine. I guess I should have dinner and finish crocheting the beanies I need to take with me on Saturday since I won’t be able to finish them tomorrow night. Climbing to my feet, I head to my poky kitchen, pull out the container labeled Thursday, and pop it in the microwave. As I wait for the timer to go off, I check whether the cupcakes I baked as soon as I got home are cool enough to pack into Tupperware. They are, so I quickly transfer them, then top off my wineglass and grab a fork out of the drawer. With my butt leaning against the counter, I allow my gaze to wander around my small apartment. Even though the space is compact and it’s not in the swanky part of town, I feel accomplished that I saved up enough money to buy it. I’ve always been great at saving money and working toward a goal. Even when I was a kid, I would save my birthday and pocket money until I had enough to buy something special. Which reminds me, I need to start saving again for more treatments. Not getting pregnant is going to set my plan back, but what else can I do?

      The microwave dings so I grab my chicken masala and head back to the couch. I smile to myself, grateful that I didn’t have to cook dinner tonight with the way I’m feeling. The hour of meal prep I do every Sunday morning saves me a heap of time and money because I’m not tempted to grab takeout when I’m tired or work late or just feel blah. A little planning goes a long way, and it helps me to keep on track with my financial goals, too.

      I had saved enough money for two rounds with the clinic in the hopes I would get pregnant, but no dice. Now I need to start all over again—another eight grand for two more attempts. If I don’t get pregnant by the end of those rounds, I’m not sure what my next step will be.
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        * * *

      

      My tan patent heels clack across the stone floor as I make my way toward the elevator that’ll take me up to the forty-fifth floor. I balance the two dozen cupcakes I baked last night as I walk toward Joe.

      “Morning, Sarah,” Joe calls across from his post near the elevator, ready to press the button for me.

      I smile at him. Every day, he’s here to greet me with his warm smile and a friendly hello. “Hi, Joe. How are things?”

      “Never better.” That’s always his answer as he presses the button to my floor on my behalf.

      I hold the container toward him and raise an eyebrow. “Would you like one before I take them upstairs?”

      “I’ll never say no to your baking.” He reaches across, lifts the lid, and makes his selection. “Mmm, smell that lemon.”

      “There’s a treat hidden inside.” I wink at him. The lemon curd filling is always a hit.

      “Nice. I’ll look forward to it when I take my morning break. Thank you. Mr. Wainwright hasn’t arrived yet.”

      That gives me pause. Eric is always in the office before me. Well, he used to always be in the office before me; now, not so much. “Thanks, Joe. Have a great day.”

      “You too,” he says as I step inside the elevator with a stone-tiled floor and stainless-steel walls, which match the lobby. I don’t have to share the space with anyone this early in the morning.

      The building is incredibly stylish and classy, and I love that I work in one of the most iconic buildings in the city, Stone Tower. It doesn’t hurt that, on occasion, I manage to lay eyes on the one and only owner of the building, Oliver Stone. That man is all sorts of hot! His wife is gorgeous too. I’ve met them both a couple of times over the years because Emma works with her and we crossed paths when Emma was in the hospital and again at her wedding. Even though I know Kate is really down to earth, I can’t believe the wife of a billionaire businessman still works in an elementary school. I shake my head.

      Using the polished stainless-steel walls as a mirror, I adjust the collar of the navy sleeveless dress I’m wearing today. Nobody would even guess the dress I’m wearing only cost thirty-nine ninety-five, including postage—such a steal. I love dressing up and finding outfits that accentuate my assets—which are on the curvier side—not that there’s anyone to impress in the office, but I like to look nice.

      The reception desk is empty when I step off the elevator, which is normal because Lucy doesn’t usually get here until she’s dropped her teenage kids off at school. I start her computer, then head toward my desk, located outside of Eric’s office. As I pass by the research and development cubicles, I raise the Tupperware container of cupcakes so the guys know to grab one each before they all disappear. Evan and Jordan always start early on Fridays so they can leave early and hit the bars. Eric’s always been generous with his staff, allowing us to start and finish whenever it suits us as long as we work our designated number of hours in the week. I was lucky to land this job over ten years ago.

      I tuck my purse in the cupboard behind my desk and turn on my computer. Glancing at Eric’s darkened office, I mentally run through his calendar, searching for an early appointment I’ve forgotten but come up blank. His behavior has been worrying and uncharacteristic as of late. He’s been stressed about his grandson, Adam, taking over his position within the company. Eric’s ready to retire, and it shows in the considerable decline of his enthusiasm over the last twelve months.

      Adam’s been reluctant, making Eric understandably upset. I consider the situation from Adam’s point of view as I turn on the lights and computer in Eric’s office. Glancing at the old black and white photograph of his daughter and her family he keeps on his desk, I study the little boy, Adam, closely. I guess it takes time to pack up your life and move across the country from New Jersey, but it’s been over eighteen months and the delay is impacting Eric’s health. Apparently, Adam moved there straight from college for a job and hasn’t been home since, but surely he knew he’d have to take over from his grandfather one day. I’m not even sure he’s capable of taking over such a large company; he’s never even set foot in this building. Would he even know how to run FutureTech?

      I drop the cupcakes off in the kitchen, turn on the coffee machine, then move through the rest of our floor, switching on the lights and printers. Once I’ve made myself a coffee, I pop my head in to say hello to Evan and Jordan. “Morning. Are you guys ready for your presentation with Eric this morning at ten?”

      “Morning, Sarah. Yeah, we’re ready, but where is he?” Jordan asks.

      “I don’t know. I’ll give him thirty minutes, then I’ll try calling him. Don’t forget to grab a cupcake. I made the lemon ones this week.”

      They both nod. “Thanks, Sarah. Your cupcakes make Fridays bearable.”

      “You’re welcome.” I head back to my desk. Taking my seat, I work through the emails in my inbox, forwarding them where needed, and double-checking Eric’s calendar for today. He leaves at lunchtime to play golf on Fridays; it’s something he’s always done. More often than not, by three p.m. on Friday afternoons, our office is almost completely empty. I love it because it affords me the quiet I need to prepare for the following work week.

      Eric wanders toward me, looking a million miles away. “Good morning, Mr. Wainwright.” I smile at him.

      He glances up as though he’s only now realized where he is. “Good morning, Sarah. Please cancel the presentation this morning. Move it to the first available time next week. I need to make an important call.”

      “Sure. Is everything okay?”

      He waves over his shoulder as he disappears through the door to his office. “Of course.”

      Puzzled at Eric’s uncharacteristic behavior, I check his calendar for next week and move the presentation, then head down the hallway to tell the guys. I’m sure they’ll be disappointed. They seemed excited about showing Eric the new chip they’ve been working on.

      I make Eric’s pot of tea, pop a cupcake on a plate, and head back to his office, catching him before he makes his call. “I’ve changed the presentation to your earliest available time next Tuesday. Here’s your tea, and I made lemon curd cupcakes this week.”

      His cloudy eyes meet mine, and he offers me a genuine smile. “What would I do without you, Sarah? Thank you.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’d get by, but I’m glad I can help.” I tip my lips up. “Do you need anything else?”

      “No, thank you. Please ensure I’m not disturbed.”

      “Of course.” I spin on my heel, closing Eric’s door behind me.
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      I end the call and lean back in my leather chair, beyond pleased with the outcome. After my disastrous phone call this morning, I needed this. Dylan already knows the outcome is positive from listening to my side of the conversation, but he sits opposite me with his eyebrows raised and an expectant look.

      “We got it!”

      He jumps out of his chair, pumping his fist in the air. “Fuck yeah!” He wraps his hand around my bicep, pulling me to my feet, and we embrace in celebration. “I knew we had it in the bag, but I don’t like to celebrate until the deal is sealed.”

      I chuckle at his enthusiasm. “This is an incredible opportunity for us. We’d better not fuck it up.”

      “We won’t. We’ve got this. Everything we’ve done up until now has led us to this point. We’re ready.” He’s always supremely confident in our abilities. I know he’s right, but I hope we haven’t taken on more than we can handle. It is only the two of us after all, and this is a big deal—it’s the biggest contract we’ve ever had. The company, booknow.com, is listed in the top twenty tech companies in the US. If we can impress them, who knows where it might lead?

      “Mr. Noble’s going to send over the final contract for our lawyer to look at, then we can sign on the dotted line. This is huge for us.” Excitement bubbles inside me. This is the break we’ve been working toward. Taking smaller jobs and edging our way closer to the bigger companies that will put us on the map has finally paid off. “He said he wants to keep the project between the three of us. He’s even using his personal lawyer, so no one in the company knows what’s going to happen. He doesn’t even want to know when we’re going to take the company down.”

      Dylan raises his eyebrows. “Makes sense to do a stealth attack.” I nod in agreement as he claps his hands together. “This calls for a celebration.”

      “Yep, it sure does. Let’s try out Club Rumors. It’s a new club for the over-thirties crowd.” I’m sick of the younger chicks. Most of them have nothing going on upstairs, relying solely on their looks. Dylan doesn’t mind the lack of conversation because he’s only looking to get laid, but I need more than a wet pussy.

      He screws up his nose. “We’re only thirty, man. I’m not sure I want to age up just yet.”

      I slap him on the back. “Haven’t you heard how horny women are in their thirties?”

      His eyes light up. “Oh yeah?” I knew that would pique his interest. “Okay. I’m down for that. Let’s grab dinner first.”

      “Sure. We’ll meet at Cristo’s at seven-thirty. I’ll book us a table.”

      “Cool. See you there.”

      The door closes behind him and I make a booking at our favorite Greek restaurant. As I end the call, my phone lights up with my sister’s name.

      “Unca AJ!” Colton, my three-year-old nephew, squeals down the line.

      “Colton, my man.” This isn’t the first time he’s picked up my sister’s phone and called me. “How are you doing, buddy?”

      “I good. I love you, Unca—” His words stop abruptly, and I’m guessing my sister’s discovered him using her phone again.

      “AJ? Is that you?”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, it’s me. I’m guessing you need to find a new hiding place for your phone?”

      “Yeah. How’d you guess?” Hayley laughs. “I’m running out of places. I had it on top of the damn fridge! He pulled a chair over to the counter, climbed up, and then used a wooden spoon to drag the damn phone within his reach,” she huffs out.

      My heart races. “Shit! Lucky he didn’t fall.”

      “I know. We can’t take our eyes off him for a second. Lisa’s not home from work yet, and I was in the bathroom.” She sounds frustrated, and I can imagine her running her fingers through her dark-brown curls. I hear her draw in a deep breath. “Anyway, I was going to call you. How did your call go? Did you get the contract?”

      “Yep!”

      “Woohoo!” she sings across the line. “I knew you would. I’m so damn proud of you and Dylan! You’ve done incredible to build your reputation as quickly as you have.”

      Her praise means the world to me since she and Lisa run their own successful business creating and designing educational games. Lisa’s an ex-teacher and Hayley is a game designer. That’s how they met. Lisa had an idea for an educational game to help teach kids grammar, so she contacted Hayley. They started working together on the project and one thing led to another and they’ve been together ever since. From that initial project, the two have created a whole slew of educational resources which are being used worldwide. What they’ve built over a short period is truly inspiring. It also allows them the flexibility to work from home or in the office, which means they can take turns being home with their son.

      I hear Colton squeal in the background. “Hey, I’ve gotta go. Lisa’s home. Congratulations again. We’ll have you over for dinner to celebrate.”

      “Sure. Bye, Sis.” The call disconnects and I check the clock on the wall. I have time for a quick workout before I need to get ready for dinner.
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      “ID please.” The woman at the door holds out her hand, a bored expression on her face.

      I dig into my pocket. “We’re over twenty-one.”

      She pops her bubblegum as her eyes scan us from head to toe. “I can see that. I need to check that you’re at least thirty.”

      Fuck! I didn’t think they’d be checking our ages. Dylan glances at me with a smirk. “Sure.” I hand over my driver’s license and so does Dylan. It was only two weeks ago that he turned thirty.

      With a level of boredom I haven’t seen since high school, the woman studies our licenses, then hands them back to us. “That’ll be twenty-five each.” I hand over my credit card and she scans it, then stamps our wrists. “Have a good night, boys.” She winks at us, then directs her attention to the next people in line.

      As soon as the doors open, a thumping bass beat hits me square in the chest. Oh yeah! I can’t stop my body from moving as we make our way through the crowded space to the bar. We can’t help but press up against women of all shapes and sizes who check us out in return as we pass by. I’m not being big-headed when I say that Dylan and I are good-looking guys. We generally don’t have trouble gaining the attention of the ladies, particularly Dylan with his naturally flirtatious personality. He’s the light to my darker features, with his blond hair, blue-eyed surfer look. He comes across as laid back, but he takes life seriously where it counts.

      Skating my eyes around the darkened space, lit by random purple strobe lights, I’m already mentally patting myself on the back for my decision to come here tonight. The place is filled wall to wall with women who ooze confidence that younger girls just don’t have. It would be great to finish the day by sharing a drink and interesting conversation with a beautiful woman. I mean, I wouldn’t say no to getting naked with said woman, but I don’t want to push my luck. My day’s already been successful beyond my imagination.

      Dylan leans in close to my ear. “You want a beer?”

      I glance up at the drink menu, spotting my favorite craft beer. “Sure. I’ll have a Crusoe.” He nods and moves closer to the bar, which is three people deep in places, to order our drinks so it’s going to take him a while. I tuck my hands into my pockets and step toward the dance floor to watch. It doesn’t take long before a particular woman catches my attention. She has a banging body, all curves, dips, and valleys—just the way I like my women. Her black lace dress hugs her body as she shakes her delectable ass to the music. She spins around, finally facing me, and the front is as spectacular as the back. Her smile is contagious as her blonde friend grinds her ass against hers. They’re too caught up having their own fun to be trying to impress anyone, and it’s sexy as fuck.

      Dylan steps beside me, handing me my beer. I take a drink and then tip my head toward the women. “They look like they’re having a good time.” He glances to where I’m pointing, then smiles at me with raised eyebrows. Where the brunette is everything I look for in a woman, her blonde friend is Dylan’s perfect woman come to life.

      “I think we’re in for a good night, my friend.” He taps his glass against my bottle and takes another drink.

      I smile at my long-time friend, then take a drink. Both of us turn toward the dance floor to watch the women enjoying themselves. As many times as I tear my eyes away from the stunning brunette to peer around the room, they instinctually find their way back to her.

      Six pillars topped with silver cages, rise out of the floor at random intervals around the room. Each has a woman inside wearing a barely there shimmering outfit. My eyes momentarily lock on the dancer closest to me as she moves her body to the music, but she can’t hold my attention for long as my eyes fight to find the sexy brunette again. I snap my head around to seek her out but she’s not where she was a moment earlier. Scanning the area, I come up empty. I shift my position to see if I can locate her, but she’s vanished into thin air. Fuck!

      Dylan leans into me. “Who are you looking for?”

      I point to the spot where my girl was. “The brunette who was dancing with the blonde.”

      He nods, then lifts his chin in the direction of the large, raised booths facing the dance floor along the side. “They went that way.”

      I relax and Dylan leads the way, making a path through the crowd as purple lights strobe across the room in time with the music. Someone pinches my ass as I follow behind. I turn to lay eyes on the offender to be greeted with a wink and a wide smile surrounded by bristles. I raise my eyebrows and tip my head, but keep moving forward. He was decent looking if I swung that way, but I don’t.

      I spot the women in a circular booth toward the back, the farthest from the speakers. How fortuitous … the other half of the booth is free. Walking directly toward them, I lean closer to the blonde, who’s sitting closest to the edge. “Mind if we take the other half of the booth?”

      Her eyes skate down my body and across to Dylan, then she returns her attention to me. “Be our guest.” She waves her hand out toward the empty side.

      “Thanks.” I slide into the other end of the booth first, then Dylan follows in behind me. His eyes catch on the blonde and stay there for a long moment. I try to catch the eye of the brunette, but it’s not happening; she’s too busy watching the action on the dance floor. I press my back against the cushioned chair and stretch my legs out, playing with the coaster on the table.

      “How are you feeling?” I look beside me, knowing full well the space is empty. The voice is as clear as if the woman it belongs to was sitting right beside me. I lift my gaze to the women at the other end of the booth.

      The brunette blows out a breath. “Disappointed, but I’ll survive.”

      The blonde rubs her friend’s arm, her face full of compassion. “Have you got enough money to do another round?”

      “Nope. I have to save again, which will put me behind schedule, but what else can I do? I want a baby.”

      A baby. I’m certain my eyebrows are touching my hairline and my eyes are as wide as saucers.

      “I know.” The blonde sighs. “Why don’t you try picking up a hot guy and taking him home? There are plenty here to choose from,” she suggests. “And it would be cheaper than going through the clinic.”

      “You know I can’t do that, Mel.”

      “Why not? He would never have to know.”

      “Uhhh, because it’s unethical. Plus, there’s that little tidbit about my personality that you’re forgetting.”

      The blonde pauses for a moment; her eyebrows scrunch down, then her eyes widen and her lips spread. “Oh, right. I forgot. You know, you can have sex for fun without being involved?” She nudges her shoulder playfully into her friend’s.

      “I know you can do that, but I’ve tried it. I wish I could do what you do, but I’m not built that way.”

      Thank fuck for that. The relief filling my body is swift, knowing she’s not the type of woman who hooks up for the hell of it. I’m being completely unfair because God knows when I was in college, I hooked up with my fair share of women only for sex.

      “I know you’re not, Sare. So how long will it take you to save?”

      “Another twelve months if I’m careful. This will have to be my last night out for a while.”

      Shit, she must really want a baby.

      “Doesn’t the clinic offer a payment plan or something?”

      The brunette huffs out a breath. “I wish. Waiting another twelve months puts me on the cusp of needing to change to IVF, which is even more expensive.”

      “I wish I could help you.” She rubs her hand along her friend’s back in comfort. “How about I get us another drink?”

      The brunette, Sare, maybe short for Sarah, smiles and nods at her friend. The blonde stands and heads to the bar, leaving Sare on her own. I glance down at my bottle, noticing it’s empty.

      “I’m gonna get us some refills. Be back in a minute,” Dylan says and I nod, digging into my pocket for my card, but he waves me off.

      I glance at the brunette and decide this is my moment to chat with her, so I close the four-foot distance between us.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Do you want more of Sarah and AJ’s story?

        You’ll find it here:
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        https://books2read.com/dsj-unexpectedkisses
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      Harry’s House of Crêpes and Croissants has been open for one month today—yay! Go me!

      My parents didn’t believe I could follow my dream of opening a café, let alone keep one open.

      What would they know, anyway?

      They were barely around when I was growing up—too busy traveling with Dad’s job to raise me—leaving Grand-Mère to do it. She always knew me best and passed on her love of French baking, which she learned from her mother back in France when she was a girl. She also dreamed of opening a café, which inspired me. She taught me everything I know, so I’m bound and determined to prove them wrong and make Grand-Mère proud.

      Just thinking about showing them what I’m capable of lights a fire inside me as I make the short bicycle ride from my apartment to my favorite place to be as the barest sliver of orange fights to take over the midnight sky. Besides, I have to make this work because I’ve used my entire inheritance from Grand-Mère as well as all of my savings to do it. I glance upward and whisper, “Love you, Grand-Mère Mae.”

      I pedal into the lot behind my café and lock my bike to the fence. Ugh! A sour stench infiltrates my nose before I even see the state of the area outside the back door to my brand-new café.

      Almost every freaking day, this is what greets me. What’s worse is, before I realized what it was, I stepped in the disgusting mess. At least I haven’t done that for a few weeks now. But I’m tired of starting my day like this. It’s ruining my dream. In all of my imaginings, I never imagined having to step over vomit to enter my building daily. Not only that, but the trash, which is left strewn halfway down the sidewalk and behind my café because of late-night drunken antics, is shameful. And let’s not forget to mention the smell of urine along the side of my building and at the front door. All of these misfortunes are directly caused by that damn pub next door. With a huff, I toss the evil eye over my shoulder at the building—like the building itself is to blame for what’s happening—glaring at the painted sign that says, Brady’s Pub. It’s like the owner doesn’t give a shit about any other businesses around them.

      I’ve had enough. I’m going to give the owner a piece of my mind. Every time I’ve gone over there to have a civil conversation with the owner, he’s not available or hasn’t yet arrived for work. I guess he starts late because the bar is open late, whereas I need to be here early to prep for the day. Our schedules couldn’t be more opposite, but I’ve decided to send him an email with photographic evidence of his patrons’ misdeeds. I have his email address sitting on my phone, ready to go, and I’ve had plenty of time to draft what I’m going to say in my head.

      Using my phone, I snap a quick photo of today’s mess to add to my evidence folder. The pictures should get the message across loud and clear. He won’t be able to dispute it.

      I unlock the door, careful to step over the foul mess using the light on my phone. Once I’m inside, I flick the switch for the kitchen light, which also illuminates a small area of the back stoop, grab the kitty litter—an added expense I never thought I’d have—and sprinkle a generous amount over the vomit, gagging while I work. People are gross. I leave the litter to do its job, spend half an hour collecting trash—all the while cursing under my breath as I stomp my way around the area out the back—wash my hands thoroughly, turn on the ovens, then grab everything I need to start today’s prep.

      I flick my eyes up to the clock. Damn it, I’m running late now. I’m going to need to catch up on lost time somehow. Perhaps I should start coming in earlier to account for the time I need to clean up—ugh.

      “Not again.” Quentin’s gruff voice breaks the silence as he steps inside.

      “Yep. Again. It’s pretty bad today. I’m guessing it’s worse because of the holiday yesterday. And you should have seen all the trash. I haven’t been out front yet, but I’m sure it’s just as bad.”

      “Something needs to be done. It’s fucking unsanitary.”

      “I know. I plan to write an email today and attach the photos I’ve taken. I’ve had enough.”

      Quentin grunts, then grabs the broom, sweeping the mess at the back door and disposing of it for me. Then he grabs the disinfectant and scrubs it clean. Such an angel.

      “You know what today is?” Quentin studies me closely, then shakes his head. “It’s our one-month anniversary. We’ve been open for one entire month!” I sing.

      His lips twitch as he rolls his eyes at me. He thinks he has everyone fooled with his grumpy demeanor, but I know the real person beneath the gruff exterior. He’s a soft teddy bear at heart, which comes out in the delicate croissants he makes. The guy has muscles and is covered in tattoos, but you should see him lovingly folding and rolling the delicious, buttery pastries he makes. His creations are to die for—literally.

      I remember when I first interviewed him for the position. I was skeptical until he pulled out a box with a variety of croissants he’d prepared for the interview. The buttery texture and crisp, flaky pastry sold me, and I offered him the position on the spot. Another wonderful thing about Quentin is that he comes with Judy, his sweet wife. They were a godsend throughout the renovations, happily volunteering to help with painting and decorating in their free time. I lucked out with them.

      I get to work measuring and mixing the batter I’ll need to make crêpes throughout the day. I ensure all of my sweet and savory toppings are prepared and transfer the ingredients to the refrigerator out front for easy access.

      Judy breezes in from the kitchen, her blonde ponytail bouncing behind her. “Morning!”

      “Oh my gosh, is it that time already?”

      She chuckles. “Yep. I’ll get the tables set up outside.” The click of the front door lock sounds as I head back through to the kitchen. Quentin’s busy decorating the almond croissants with almond flakes, so I pull out the fillings for our plain croissants, ready to make a handful of each type for our display cabinet out front.

      “Cheese and crackers. Have you seen the mess out front?” Judy huffs as she makes her way toward the supply cupboard.

      “Nope. Too busy, but if it’s anything like it was out back this morning, it’ll be pretty bad.”

      “It’s probably the worst I’ve seen since we opened.”

      “I’m emailing the owner this afternoon since I’m never able to catch him.”

      “Good.” Judy stomps her way back through the front of the shop to clean up our outdoor area. We set up a few tables and chairs out front so customers can enjoy their treats beneath the cute white and yellow striped awnings I had installed as part of the renovations, but we have to bring them inside when we close. We learned our lesson the hard way. We made the mistake of leaving them outside on the first day we opened and we found them strewn all over the street the next morning.

      A couple of our regular customers breeze in through the door as soon as I flip the open sign. Yep, we already have regular customers. Pinch me now!

      “Morning, Carol. Morning, Wayne.” I smile as I welcome them, then return to the counter, ready to make their usual coffee order. They’re so sweet. They’ve been married for fifty-four years, and they still hold hands. They’ve been stopping by every morning since we first opened, so they get their coffee on the house now.

      “Morning, Harry. We missed you yesterday. To celebrate having you back, today’s the perfect day to enjoy one of your delicious breakfast croissants.” Wayne smiles.

      I chuckle. They always have a new excuse for enjoying something or other. “It sure is. Take a seat and I’ll get started. Carol, same for you?”

      “Yes, dear. That’d be lovely. Did you enjoy your day off?”

      “I did. Thank you. Caught up with some things that I’d been neglecting at home.” The café has been taking up all of my time, which was evident by the state of my apartment.

      I grab two breakfast croissants and place them in the oven, then set about making their coffee. More people step inside, and I get caught up in the busyness of chatting with my customers and filling orders. Throughout the day, the three of us work together seamlessly, and before I know it, Judy’s flipping the open sign to closed and we all take a collective breath.

      “Holy almond croissant. Today was crazy busy,” Judy says as she leans against the front door, her wide brown eyes glittering in the afternoon sunlight while she fixes her ponytail.

      I nod, my smile wide and my feet and back aching. “Yep, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. We sold every single croissant, and I could barely keep up with the crêpe orders.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            –finn–
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      I flop into my chair in my quiet office after midnight. It’s been a day. One would think after the celebrations yesterday, today would have been quieter because people were nursing hangovers. Nope. Today was one of the busiest Tuesdays we’ve had in months.

      This is the first chance I’ve had to check emails, and it’s the last thing I feel like doing, but I need to keep on top of them or they get out of hand. I open my laptop and check the app.

      Fifty-two!

      Maybe I should hire someone to do this shit. Max has certainly been happier since he found himself an office manager. To be fair, that relationship turned into more than just a boss/employee situation. I smile, remembering the first time we all met Molly. The guys and I placed bets on whether or not they would hook up. Max has no idea we were betting on his love life, but it was fun just the same.

      I make a start, working through solicitation emails, invoices, and responses from suppliers until I come across one with a subject line that catches my eye:

      
        
        You need to take a good long look at yourself!

      

      

      I glance down at myself and shrug, then read on.

      
        
        From: Harry Dubois <harry@harryshouse.com>

        To: Mr. Brady <manager@bradyspub.com>

      

      

      Hmm, it came through late this afternoon. Harry’s House. I scan my brain, trying to work out why that name is familiar. That’s right. It’s the new place next door.

      
        
        Dear Mr. Brady,

        I’m the new owner of the building next door, Harry’s House of Crêpes and Croissants. On several occasions, I have stopped by to speak with you regarding issues that originate from your pub, only to find you unavailable or not on the premises. I am very busy and don’t have time to keep chasing after you, hence this email.

      

      

      Jesus, Harry sounds like he needs to get laid.

      
        
        I would like to bring some urgent matters that require immediate action to your attention. Since opening my café one month ago, and even before that during renovations, my employees and I have had to deal with the aftereffects of your drunken and disorderly patrons running rampant down our street.

        Almost every day, I arrive at work before dawn to be greeted with the sour stench of vomit and a vile mess on my back stoop.

      

      

      Oh shit! That’s disgusting. I retch at the thought of vomit. I’m a sympathetic vomiter, always have been, and it’s not like I can completely avoid it here, but I do my best.

      
        
        I’ve had to purchase kitty litter, industrial gloves, and additional cleaning supplies to deal with the mess. However, that is not the only mess we have to deal with. The stench of urine is another issue we must address daily. Your patrons seem to think it’s acceptable to urinate at the front and back entrances of my shop and along the side wall which is facing the alleyway we share between our premises. As you can imagine, during our current summer, the smell is highly offensive, and the urine is unsanitary.

      

      

      Well, shit.

      
        
        Finally, each morning we must spend time we simply can’t afford collecting trash left behind by your loitering patrons. Empty cigarette packets and beer bottles, used condoms, as well as napkins and cardboard coasters with your pub’s name emblazoned across them—just to name a few items we regularly find surrounding our business.

        By my calculations, I have spent $237.90 so far out of my budget cleaning the mess left behind by your patrons. Not to mention the numerous hours my staff and I have devoted to the cleanup, which should be spent preparing for our day.

      

      

      Does he expect me to pay for the cleanup? There’s no proof my patrons made the mess, and what the hell does he expect me to do about it, anyway?

      
        
        Please see the attached photographic evidence.

      

      

      I click on the images and scroll through a dozen photographs of vomit, trash, and what I’m assuming are urine stains on the stoop and along a wall, but really could be anything and not necessarily caused by patrons from my pub. I come to the last photograph, which clearly shows a pile of napkins and coasters. Well, shit. They’re definitely from my pub. I click back to the message and continue reading.

      
        
        I kindly ask that you take appropriate measures to monitor your patrons after they leave your establishment to ensure they do not linger in the area and cause such disruption to the surrounding businesses. If the issue does not improve, I’ll be forced to take things further and contact our local council member.

      

      

      What the hell does he expect me to do?

      “Knock, knock.” Callahan’s voice breaks the silence in my office. He steps inside and places a glass of whiskey on my desk. “A nightcap.” He takes the seat opposite my desk and studies me. “What’s up?”

      “We’ve pissed off the new neighbors.” I tilt my head toward the new café next door and spin my laptop around so my night bar manager—and long-time friend—can read the email for himself.

      He’s quiet as he reads, and I take a sip of whiskey, enjoying the burn as I swallow. “Shit. He sounds like he’s got a stick up his ass. What the hell are we supposed to do about our patrons once they leave here?”

      “My thoughts exactly. Though, to be fair, they shouldn’t be leaving here with bottles. I’m not exactly sure how that’s happening, but it’s easy enough to stop. I’ll send a message to our team about ensuring patrons don’t leave with bottles. The rest isn’t our problem, and we can’t be expected to do anything about it.”

      He nods and sits back in his chair, resting his ankle on his opposite knee. “Matthew stopped by again today. I sent him home with enough ingredients to make tacos for his family.”

      “Thanks. I meant to have it ready for him, but got caught up filling in downstairs and lost track of time.” I rub my chin, not sure how to broach an issue that’s been bothering me.

      Callahan lifts his chin. “What’s up?”

      Sitting forward in my chair, I lean my elbows on my desk. “Have you noticed anything strange about the stock?”

      His brows furrow, and he takes a moment to think. “We seem to be going through more of the top-shelf stuff over the past couple of weeks.”

      I nod. “Exactly. But I haven’t seen an increase in the reconciliation reports.”

      “Shit.” He sits straighter. “Do you think someone’s stealing product?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m thinking.”

      “I’ll take a closer look at the books and inventory. Then I’ll check the system for any reporting issues.”

      “Thanks. Keep it between us for now. I don’t want to alert anyone that we’re aware of what’s going on until I know for sure.”

      “No problem.”

      We spend the next thirty minutes shooting the shit over whiskey. He leaves and I focus back on the email. I hit reply, then type.

      
        
        Not my problem.
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        Do you want more of Finn and Harriet’s story?

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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            pinterest

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I put together a Pinterest board for Max and Molly’s story. If you’re interested, you can check it out here:
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        https://tinyurl.com/moonlitkisses-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/
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      This wasn’t the story I was supposed to write. Shane’s story was supposed to be next, but after discovering a hidden truth about my paternity, I wasn’t in the right mindset for his story. Last August, I learned the man I grew up believing to be my biological father, is, in fact, not my biological father at all. It turns out I’ve never met my biological father and I’ll probably never know who he is. As you can imagine, my mind was muddled, so I decided to write Max’s story, thinking it would be a little lighter than what I anticipate Shane’s story to be. Perhaps this is why I wanted Molly to meet her father.

      As always, 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, Kelly, Rita, and Wendy thank you for your invaluable feedback. Kelly and Rita, your regular comments as I was writing often had me in stitches! Thanks for helping me to keep going.

      To my online support network, you were there for me on the days when I doubted myself. Ladies, you know who you are.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            about the author

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

      The rest, as they say, is history!
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