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      Some characters in this story are Deaf or Hard of Hearing. They are depicted using American Sign Language (ASL). ASL is a common form of sign language used in the United States and many parts of Canada. It incorporates these five parameters: hand shape, palm orientation, location, movement, and facial expression/non-manual markers.

      It has its own grammatical rules and syntax. Therefore, some of the dialogue, shown within quotes, throughout this work is a translation of ASL to English for this novel. Please be aware that when it states someone is signing and speaking simultaneously, they are communicating through Simultaneous Communication (SimCom), which is different from ASL. This is a common form of communication between hearing individuals and those who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing.

      The use of capitalization for the terms Deaf and Hard of Hearing demonstrates that the person identifies as a member of the Deaf Community.

      I would like to take this opportunity to thank Kimberly and Fiona for their insights into the Deaf Community and their invaluable suggestions, which helped to make these characters as authentic as possible.
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      As I do the final soundcheck of the tour, I reflect on the last three weeks and how different this one’s been compared to previous tours. Having Cass and Poppy with me made the entire experience so much better—less lonely, more tolerable. I’ve never enjoyed touring. Being away from my family and home has always been difficult for me. However, sharing this tour with my two favorite girls has given me a new appreciation for the process. Some things I’ve taken for granted over the years, the girls have really enjoyed. We even managed to do some touristy-type things, which I don’t normally do. We’ve certainly kept Shane and his security detail on their toes with our regular outings.

      Poppy’s soaked up the attention she’s garnered along the way since our performance at Music for the Heart went viral all those months ago. As much as I tried to remove the video of our performance, it kept popping up. The two of us have a surprise planned for the audience tonight. Poppy and I have decided to finish the tour with our duet. It took a lot of persuasion on Poppy and Cass’s part to convince me it would be okay since the plan has always been to live-stream the tour’s final concert to millions of people.

      They say I worry too much. I say they don’t worry enough.

      Poppy stands next to the stool alongside mine. “Are you ready, Daddy?” She must have signed ‘daddy’ hundreds of times since the first time I proposed to her and her mom, but it still makes my heart swell. I’m pretty sure it’s always going to affect me deeply. The fact she’s chosen to have me as her daddy makes me unbelievably humble. She’s not officially my daughter yet, but it won’t be long now. As soon as the baby’s born and Cass is ready to walk down the aisle, Poppy will become mine, too. I can’t wait to have them both legally bonded to me.

      “Yeah, I’m ready.” I help her up onto her stool, then take my own, giving a signal to the sound and lighting technicians we’re ready to start.

      We run through our duet several times, and Poppy nails it every time. I’m the one that keeps messing up because I’m too busy watching my girl shine.

      “You need to stay focused, Daddy.” There goes my heart again. Her calling me that isn’t going to help my focus.

      “I’ll do my best. Maybe if you weren’t so amazing to watch, I’d have a better chance,” I sign back to her. She giggles, but the ever-professional performer she is gets us back on track for a final run-through, which we nail.

      Everything’s set for tonight. After a final chat with the guys, Poppy and I head home to Cass. We’ve got a few hours to kill before tonight, and I think Cass wants Poppy to rest this afternoon. Good luck—this kid’s wired!
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      Stepping onto the dark stage, the audience isn’t aware of my arrival. Each of my bandmates takes their place and slowly the lights begin to illuminate the stage as Chris starts to play a slow beat on the drums; he’s laying down a great groove. Whispers carry through the crowd as they notice we’re here. Gradually their whispers turn into screams and cheers, which rise to a deafening level. My heart pounds in an excited rhythm.

      There’s nothing that can compare to the rush I get every time I step onto the stage. Knowing every single person out there is here to see me. To listen to my songs. To enjoy my music. The shy boy who would sit in the farthest corner of the cafeteria in the hopes he would blend into the wall now performs at sold-out venues in front of thousands of people.

      I don’t waste time. Just as we rehearsed, the band and I move straight into the first song of the evening. It’s an older piece which is always a favorite. I like to warm up the crowd before dropping my new, less familiar songs. The lights overhead move over the audience and even though I can’t see them properly, I can feel their energy coming off of them in waves.

      Xanthe is off to the side, with a camera solely trained on her, which is projected on a forty-foot-high screen behind the band. She looks magnificent doing her thing for our audience. She really gets into the music, feeling it, expressing it from her very soul. Two large screens on either side of the stage show me and my bandmates alternating on each screen to keep it interesting. After three consecutive songs without a break, I take a moment to interact with the audience.

      “Thanks for having us tonight! It’s great to finish our tour on home ground.” The audience goes wild. The noise is deafening and my cheeks split into a wide grin. The family I’m building with Cass and Poppy will always come first, but this, I love this. The feeling of being valued for my art … or maybe not just for my art as underwear starts flying onto the stage.

      I take a peek at Cass, who’s sitting on a stool to the side of the stage, just out of view. She’s laughing it up. Probably remembering the story I told her about my nan. Lucky for me, she, Margie, and Gramma Iris are touring wine country, making a general nuisance of themselves in Napa Valley.

      We play another few songs, then I take a moment to introduce my touring band. These guys have been sensational to play with. I think it worked out well using them to record the album and then to tour with me over these past few weeks. We’re tight and get along great. I’ll chat with Peta about keeping them in mind for future contracts. As I introduce each member, the spotlight shines down, giving them center stage to do their thing for a couple of moments before I introduce the next member. It also gives me a few moments to catch my breath, wipe off some sweat, and grab a quick drink of room-temperature water.

      We roll into the next song and I’m flying high on the adrenaline of the crowd. My new songs are being received with vigor and I know I’ve got another successful album on my hands. It’s always nerve-racking the first few weeks after releasing recent work. Will my fans enjoy it? Will it attract new fans? Or will it be the album that kills my career?

      Whenever I get the chance, I search out Cass and Poppy to the side of the stage, giving them a smile or a wink. An acknowledgment that I’m happy they’re both here with me.

      We’re on the last song of the set. Of the night. Of this tour. It feels bittersweet for it to be over.

      Normally, when I take a new album on tour to celebrate its release, it lasts months, not weeks. The shorter timeframe with fewer stops has been extraordinarily successful for me personally and professionally. As the song ends, we all say goodnight. The crowd cheers so loud I can’t hear my own thoughts. I’m so pumped right now. The last three weeks have been some of the best of my life and it’s because I got to do what I love with the two girls I love the most.

      The lights go down and the roadies step on stage to remove everything except my guitar and two mics. They set up the two stools, center stage in the darkness. The crowd is chanting for more as Poppy and I carefully make our way toward the stools to take our positions, ready to perform the final number together.

      It’s quieter, more subdued. Nothing fancy, just a spotlight shining down on the two of us. Xanthe is still going to do her thing. One side screen is going to show the computer screen that Poppy and I use to learn new songs, while the other will show the two of us.

      Slowly the spotlight becomes brighter, showing the audience the two of us situated in the center of the stage. Both with our guitars, ready to perform the song from the album. My heart is in my throat as I look across at the little girl who stole my heart within the first five minutes of meeting her. It’s no wonder the rest of the world fell in love with her, too.

      We begin, G, C, G, C, progressing through the song. Signing at different intervals and singing at others. The performance is the same as the one we did for the Labor Day concert, just tighter, more refined. This may be the last song of the night, but this will not be the last time we perform together. We finish with a flourish to a standing ovation from the crowd—just as many people calling out Poppy’s name as they are mine. Her face lights up, her whole body vibrating with joy. I lift her, hugging her as we say our last goodbye of the evening.

      The lights go dark and I carefully carry Poppy to her mom. The three of us embracing on a high—adrenaline rushing through my system and probably Poppy’s, too. Peta and Shane give us our moment together, then guide us further backstage to meet Wendy. She was the generous, winning bid for backstage passes at The Parkerville Project fundraiser, which Oliver, Jase, and Kate put together to save the project from financial ruin.

      I’m looking forward to meeting her and being able to thank her in person for her support of such an important project.

      We arrive at the room. The guys are well and truly celebrating the end of the tour. I spared no expense for the after-party tonight. Celebrating with the band, crew, partners, and kids is a handful of people who have won various prizes, including backstage passes tonight. The vibe in the room is positively electric.

      Xanthe almost knocks me on my ass with an enormous hug before pulling back. “Tonight was awesome. The energy of the crowd was incredibly intense. I think I’m gonna be pumped for days,” she signs quickly.

      Peta steps over with a woman and a teenage girl in tow, interrupting Xanthe and me. “Toby, I would like you to meet Wendy and Tatum. Wendy, Tatum, this is Toby Summer.”

      Wendy doesn’t seem to know what to do with herself, while Tatum moves forward to engulf Poppy in a hug. “I can’t believe I get to meet you. I’m such a huge fan.” Her words come gushing out and Poppy looks to Cass for help. Cass signs on Tatum’s behalf. “I wanted to tell you I think you’re totally amazing, and I wish I could be your best friend.”

      Poppy smiles, signing while Cass speaks. “I’m always happy to make new friends.”

      Tatum must be at least fifteen, and the fact she’s fangirling over a seven-year-old is quite remarkable. I would have thought kids that age were too cool to show their feelings outwardly. However, I’m not sure if I should feel left out. After all, I’m supposed to be the star of the show. I leave the three girls to their conversation, reaching forward to shake Wendy’s hand. “Hello, Wendy. I’m so happy to meet you. I’ve been looking forward to personally thanking you for your generous bid.”

      She blushes, waving off my thanks with a flick of her wrist. “I bought it for my foster daughter.” She gestures over her shoulder. “But I’m afraid since the fundraiser, her focus has moved from you to Poppy. She’s in awe of the young girl’s talent and tenacity. I must say, I’m in awe of the little girl, too. It’s not easy learning an instrument, let alone when you can’t hear that instrument in the usual way.” She looks across at Tatum and Poppy. “She’s quite an inspiring young lady. Such a positive role model for other young girls.”

      I nod in agreement. “She’s shown nothing but determination in her desire to succeed at playing guitar. She’s taught me a thing or two about tenacity.” I look at my daughter and my chest fills with pride. The girl steals everybody’s heart, and she doesn’t even have to try. God help us when she’s sixteen. I may have to look into putting her in a convent. “So Tatum’s your foster daughter. Did she spend time in The Parkerville Project program?”

      “Yeah. I met her through some volunteer work I do on occasion with the project. We hit it off, and I was in a position to take her in. I would like to adopt her one day, but her mom is still in and out of her life. Tatum’s still hopeful she’ll get her act together.” She shrugs carelessly, but the tightness across her eyes tells me she’s not so unaffected by the situation.

      I reach across to squeeze the top of her arm to offer a modicum of support. “It’s so easy to get attached. I fell in love with Poppy the minute I met her. There was no option for me.”

      Wendy nods slowly, a smile gracing her face. “She would be very easy to fall in love with.”

      “That she is.”
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      Laying on my side with a pillow under my enormous stomach, watching Toby sleep, I count my lucky stars I’m able to celebrate his twenty-eighth birthday with him. That I’m the first person to wish him a happy birthday. Well, if he ever wakes up, I will be.

      “You know it’s creepy to watch me sleep.” The rasp of his morning voice goes straight to my core and I press my thighs together. The sun’s just beginning to peek above the horizon, sending a slight glow across our bedroom, enough to make out the smirk forming on Toby’s lips. His hand snakes out, wrapping around my body as he shimmies closer until we’re touching everywhere we can when I’m the size of a whale. He kisses the tip of my nose before placing a tender kiss on my lips. “How’d you sleep, Bun?”

      I heave out a prolonged sigh. I don’t want to talk about my lack of sleep. It’s to be expected at this stage of the pregnancy. I move forward, placing kisses along his bristly jawline, whispering in between each one. “Happy birthday, Toby. I’m so thankful to be spending this day with you.” Our eyes lock as I scratch my fingernails through his beard as his smile broadens.

      “Waking up with you has got to be the best birthday present I’ve ever been given.” He angles forward, his hard dick pressing into my hard stomach. The baby pushes out against the intrusion, causing Toby’s eyes to widen comically. “Was that …”

      “Bub must have been feeling a bit squashed.” I giggle. He pulls away from me, gliding his hand over my stomach. I take his hand and guide it toward Bub’s foot just as it presses outward again. My stomach looks as though it’s been invaded by an alien with the protrusion near my belly button.

      Toby scoots down the bed, kissing my expanded stomach before saying good morning to our baby. He’s going to be such a great daddy. He sings to the baby every night as he lovingly rubs cocoa butter on my belly, which often leads to other things. I was worried that once my stomach expanded, he wouldn’t find me attractive anymore. I couldn’t have been more wrong. He loved my body before pregnancy, but he’s insatiable for it now. He’s mesmerized by the way it’s changed and how my body’s nurturing and growing our child.

      His hand lazily glides up over the bump and grips my swollen breast, plucking my sensitive nipple until it’s peaked to his liking. His soft lips kiss their way down to the bottom of my baby bump. The feel of his bristles against my soft skin leaves goosebumps in his wake. He raises my leg, resting it over his shoulder, and I almost jump out of my skin as his tongue takes its first swipe of my swollen lips.

      Oh my God!

      “Ooooh.” My hips jerk forward without my permission as he licks and nibbles at my pussy lips. This man knows what he’s doing and I love being on the receiving end of whatever he gives me.

      “Mmmmm. This is the best birthday gift ever!”

      I huff out a laugh, which swiftly turns into a long moan as he slowly inserts a finger into my channel. As he slides his finger in and out of my pussy, adding another, my walls flutter around his digits. It doesn’t take a lot to make me come in my current state. The pressure of the baby makes everything more intense. Finally, with his mouth sucking my clit and his fingers massaging my internal walls, I break apart with a cry on my lips. He keeps working me over until I come all the way back to earth, my body slick with perspiration. He kisses along the inside of my thighs before coming back up to me.

      Leaning his head forward, he brushes the hair away from my face and takes my mouth in a wicked kiss. Rubbing my hand up and down his arm, his muscles twitch and move as he kisses me, massaging my tongue with his, feeding me my own taste.

      “I love watching you fall apart. Knowing I’m the man who gives you bliss makes me feel like the king of the world.”

      Running my hands up his arm, across his shoulder, and into his silky hair, I lock eyes with the man I love beyond measure.

      “You make me feel like a queen every single day, so it’s only fitting you should feel like a king.” I push him onto his back and awkwardly maneuver myself so my mouth is level with his hard dick. I planned to wake him up with my mouth on his dick, but he woke and beat me to it. Wrapping my hand firmly around the base, I swirl my tongue around the tip, tasting his pre-cum.

      “Mmmmhm. I love having your mouth on me. This is certainly the best birthday I’ve ever had, and the sun hasn’t even risen completely.” His hand slides into my hair as he strokes it away from my face. Looking up the length of his trim body, his eyes are locked on me, watching everything I’m doing to him with an intensity I’ve grown used to seeing on him during our private moments.

      His eyes are so full of lust; I can barely see any of the blue I love so much. I spend long moments loving on his dick as he massages the back of my head, running his hands through my hair like its precious silk. “Since it’s my birthday, I wanna finish inside you. Climb on, Gorgeous.”

      I reluctantly release his shaft with a pop and a final lick to crawl up over the top of him. I try to look sexy, but I doubt I pull it off at this stage with my engorged boobs and huge belly. I do my best, though, and if the look on his face is any sign, he still likes what he sees.

      “You are so fucking sexy, Cass. The way your body has grown and changed to care for our baby.”

      His words quiet the voice inside me that questions my appeal as a woman. His hands grip my hips as I straddle him. Holding his shaft upright, I slide the tip through my folds before placing the head at my opening. Toby thrusts his hips upward, sliding his cock inside as far as it can possibly go, and a long sigh escapes me.

      “I love being connected to you in this way,” I whisper with a breathy moan, as he glides out before thrusting his hips back up again.

      His fingers dig into my hips and I know I’ll have his finger marks bruised on my skin. I smile at the thought. His marks on me make me feel cherished and adored, sexy even. Leaning forward, I rest my hands on his pecs as he continues to thrust in and out of my body.

      He takes my hands, locking our fingers together. “Let’s turn you around, Gorgeous.”

      Nodding my assent, I lift my hips, allowing him to slide out. Toby helps me twist around and guides his dick back inside. Sitting up behind me, he wraps his hands across my breasts and stomach, running kisses along my shoulder up to my neck. I tilt my head to the side, giving him better access.

      Sweat coats our bodies as we continue to build to our mutual release. We’ve had a lot of practice getting to the point where we can sync our releases. His fingers tweak each nipple in turn as his other hand slides down my body, locating my clit. His talented fingers play, press, and strum the sensitive bundle, pushing me ever closer to the explosion my body’s seeking. I ride his dick, sliding up and down his shaft, my movements becoming irregular the closer I get to my climax.

      “You’re nearly there, Gorgeous. Give it to me.”

      One final pinch to my breast and clit sends me falling over the edge on a long, low moan that comes up from my gut. He presses up, freezing in place, his moan vibrating through my body as his release coats my internal walls. My muscles squeeze him tight, trapping him inside.

      “Happy birthday, Toby,” I sigh with a final shudder.

      “Thanks, Bun.” He returns between kisses along my shoulder.

      We sit in silence, his arms wrapped around me, my arms covering his. These quiet moments after the rush are some of the best. Soaking each other in. The sun has risen higher in the time we’ve spent loving each other and Poppy will be awake soon; wanting to wish her favorite guy a happy birthday. Gingerly, we separate, and I immediately feel bereft at the loss.
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      Stepping out of the shower, I hear the telltale sound of little girl giggles coming from our bedroom. I quickly dry off to stand in the doorway, watching their interaction. They have such a strong bond. The way he dotes on her, supports and encourages her, fills my heart to overflowing. I can’t believe I almost missed out on this because I thought it would be safer for Poppy to keep Toby out of our lives. My stomach twists and turns at the thought of Poppy missing out on Toby’s love—of me missing out on Toby’s love.

      Bub kicks, breaking me out of my contemplation. Quickly dressing, I step out into the bedroom to find it empty. They must have gone downstairs for breakfast.

      Stepping downstairs, I find them in the kitchen. Once again, Toby’s spoiling my birthday plan. I wanted to make him pancakes for breakfast because they’re his favorite. But he’s already in the early stages of making French toast for the three of us with a side of maple bacon. Yum.

      Stepping up behind Toby, I brush my hand down his back to gain his attention. The play of his muscles beneath his shirt as he turns to greet me sends shivers down my spine.

      “I was going to make you pancakes for your birthday breakfast.” I know my tone sounds like I’m pouting and I am a little. He spoils us so much, I wanted to do this for him.

      Poppy notices me and moves in to wrap her hands around my waist in greeting—well, she tries to; they don’t quite fit these days. Running my hand down her silky hair, I bend forward to kiss the top of her head.

      “Did you sing happy birthday to Daddy?” I sign to my beautiful girl.

      She nods eagerly and as I look across to Toby, his eyes soft as he looks at Poppy, I know her birthday wishes mean the world to him.

      “Maybe next year you can make me pancakes for my birthday. You’re already working hard to make me the best gift ever, so go and sit down. I’ll bring over your tea.” He leans over Poppy to land a gentle kiss on my forehead. My insides melt into a puddle of goo at his thoughtful gesture. He’s been so caring and thoughtful throughout my pregnancy; waiting on me hand and foot.
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      “Tobes!” Kate cheers as she runs toward me. “Happy birthday!”

      I laugh at her excitement. “Happy birthday, Squirt!” I wrap my arms around her, lifting her off her feet, and spinning her around a time or two. As I place her back on her feet, she takes a swipe at me.

      “Stop calling me Squirt. I’m the big sister!” She’s always so affronted at my nickname for her, but I know she secretly loves it.

      Kate steps over to Cass. “Oh my gosh, you look so beautiful. You’re positively glowing.” She moves in for a hug and the smile that graces my future wife’s face is spectacular. She’s been feeling unattractive as her belly grows, which couldn’t be further from the truth. “How’s my niece?” She asks as she pulls away. She’s not asking about Poppy. No. Kate’s adamant that Cass and I are having a girl.

      “Hey, we might be having a boy. So, don’t be so sure of yourself.” I like to mess with the girls. They all think I want a boy to even up the stakes in our house. Secretly, I want another daughter to take care of. But in all honesty, I’ll be happy with whatever we have because it will be ours.

      Oliver slaps me on the back as the girls give me the evil eye. “I’d better wish you happy birthday before you’re drawn and quartered for that comment.”

      “Nah, they love me too much.” I blow the girls a kiss.

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t push my luck if I were you.” He laughs. The transformation from intensely serious to the guy who jokes around is impressive. Kate’s done wonders to lighten Oliver up, while he’s built up Kate’s confidence and self-belief. I wasn’t sure about the guy at first, but he’s proven to be loyal and genuine. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that he adores Kate beyond belief.

      We make our way inside. I’m beginning to think that maybe Cass and I need to sell my place to buy a place more like this. Something with a backyard for the kids to play in and space to grow.

      Mom and Dad are waiting in the kitchen; they wanted to wish Kate and me happy birthday before everyone else arrived. Kate and I pull Mom and Dad in for a special family hug. The four of us embracing tightly, rocking from side to side.

      “Happy birthday, my babies.” Mom whispers, squeezing us extra tight.

      “Moooooom!” Acting like a petulant teenager, Kate rolls her eyes. “We’re a bit too old to be called babies. Don’t you think?”

      “You’ll always be my babies. Even when you have babies of your own,” she responds with a grin. Did I tell you how excited she is to be a grandma?

      Dad laughs. “Happy birthday, you two. We love you both.”

      We sit around the table, Poppy on my lap. Mom and Dad give Kate and me our birthday gifts. I can’t imagine how difficult it is for them to think of things to give us at our age. We can pretty much buy whatever we need or want. When we were kids, birthday gifts always included new swimsuits, summer clothes, a new backpack for school, or new shoes. Unwrapping the gift, I note Kate’s is the same shape and size. Whatever we’ve got this year, it’s the same thing.

      Kate manages to get hers open first. It’s some type of book. I quicken my pace so we can discover the surprise at the same time. While Kate’s cover is red and mine is blue (cliché, I know); they are both photo memory books. We sit side-by-side, turning each page to find our life unfolding before our very eyes.

      They’ve gone to so much trouble to give us a highlight reel of our youth, to our teens, and even into our adulthood. Kate and I went from looking quite similar when we were small, gradually becoming more different throughout our childhood. Then, finally, developing and changing in our teens to look quite different. I don’t think people would realize we’re twins when they look at us now. Poppy’s getting a real kick out of seeing me as a baby, a child, and then a teenager.

      I hear Cassia suck in a sharp breath as Poppy studies one of my high school band photos. Turning to check she’s okay, Poppy jigs up and down on my lap, pointing to someone in the photo. Cass’s eyes are wide as she looks at the same photo and a smile slowly graces her lips. I turn back around to study the image. Cass and I are standing next to each other. I remember when this was taken. I was willing my dick to behave for the photos until I could escape. Her cinnamon scent invaded my senses, and I was trying really hard not to take a breath or to even look at her. Because of that, I missed noticing her looking at me. In the photo, her face is turned toward me as I look directly at the camera. The look on my face says I want to be anywhere but there, while Cass looks like she wants to lean over to kiss me.

      I can’t believe I missed all the signs back then. What an idiot!
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      I wake up in a sweat and the sheets around me feel drenched. I’m not sure what exactly woke me up, but I feel as though I’ve wet the bed in my sleep.

      Shit!

      I hope I haven’t wet the bed—that would be highly embarrassing and utterly un-sexy. I’ve been up so many times through the night to pee and my back’s killing me. Getting out of bed leaves me feeling short of breath and exhausted, but I manage—just. Toby stirs and I could kick myself for disturbing him, yet again.

      I brush my hand over the sheet, then smell it. It doesn’t smell like urine. It smells slightly sweet.

      Shit!

      That means my water’s broken! That’s probably what woke me up and why my back’s killing me. A tight wave rolls across my belly, and I reach forward to brace myself using the mattress. More fluid escapes—and there’s so much of it. I had forgotten about this from when I had Poppy. It’s not just one release of fluid; it keeps on coming.

      It’s not time.

      I still have another two weeks.

      Using my breathing exercises, I inhale and exhale to get through the pain. It’s not too bad at this point—comparable to my monthly cramps, but I know it’s going to build into agonizing waves that continually crash over me until the baby comes out.

      Oh, God! We’re going to get to meet our baby soon.

      Standing slowly, I steady myself to make my way into our bathroom. A warm shower is what I need. Then I’m going to have to wake Toby. I don’t want him to roll over onto soaking wet sheets. Maybe I should wake him now?

      Nah.

      I’ll let him get as much sleep as he can because it’ll be hard to come by for a while. He doesn’t know what he’s in for with a new baby in the house.

      Tears track down my face at the thought of Toby as the father of this baby. He treats Poppy as his own, but he didn’t get the pleasure of holding her as a newborn or watching her grow. There’s so much change in those first weeks, months, and years. He’s going to be so great. My heart feels as though it’s going to explode with the love I feel for him. I can’t wait to watch him holding our baby.

      My heart races as I think through everything that’s got to happen between now and then. The work my body has to do.

      Oh, God! I’m not ready.

      A sob escapes. I’m so grateful I’m in the shower, hopeful the sound of the water is disguising the noise. Looking down at the floor, I notice the pink stain to the water and a glob of mucus. There goes the plug. This is happening really fast.

      I’m unsure how long I’ve been bracing myself against the wall as the warm water runs over my back, but I sense a presence. I know, even before I turn around, that Toby’s up. He steps in behind me, sliding one arm around my stomach while the other rubs my back as he places a soft kiss between my shoulder blades.

      “Everything okay, Bun?” He kisses me again. “I noticed the sheets were cold and wet. Did you have an accident?”

      My body sags into his hold as he kisses along my shoulder. Another wave abruptly washes over my stomach, tightening the muscles like a band being drawn around my middle.

      “Woah, what was that?”

      I can’t answer as I try to breathe through the contraction. It takes all of my focus as my body tightens with the pain. Toby gently smoothes his hand down my back while still cradling my stomach, and my body relaxes as the contraction abates—for now.

      I work to catch my breath. “That … was a contraction. The mess in our bed is from my water’s breaking.” I turn in his arms. “I’m pretty sure our baby’s decided to come early.”

      His eyes widen comically, his mouth opening and closing. I don’t think he’s breathing.

      “Toby. Are you okay?” I grab his arms, squeezing them, trying to break him out of his frozen state.

      “Shit! Fuck! Okay.” He runs his hands through his messy bed hair. “We need to get to the hospital. Now!” He looks around and steps out of the shower, grabbing our towels. “Why didn’t you wake me up? We need to get moving.” He’s talking so fast as he hands me the towel while I’m still in the shower. The towel is soaked immediately.

      “Fuck! I should have turned off the water first. Hang on, have mine. I’ll get another one.” He hands the towel to me once again while the water’s still running, and I can’t help but laugh at him in his panicked state. He’s so adorable.

      I turn off the water and step out of the shower. “There’s no rush. I’ll be having these contractions for hours yet. We’ll need to time them, then make our way to the hospital as the time between each one gets shorter.”

      My breath is stolen as another tight wave strikes my midsection. Shit! That was close to the last one. Maybe Toby’s right. I double over, trying to catch my breath. Toby’s instantly there, holding onto me and counting me through my breathing. Once it passes, we share a look.

      He dries me quickly, then helps me back into our bedroom, positioning me on the edge of the bed where it’s still dry. Another contraction hits and I cry out. Toby drops to his knees in front of me. “What can I do?”

      I grasp onto his hand, gripping tight as the pain takes hold. They’re becoming intense very quickly. This is only the third … fourth contraction? I’m not sure, but it’s happening really fast. My heart speeds up as I panic I won’t get to the hospital in time and I’ll have our baby here in our bedroom. No nurses or doctors to help us if anything should go wrong. The panic washes over me, and I’m struggling to catch my breath. I raise my head to Toby and he reads the panic on my face.

      “It’s okay, Bun. We’ll get dressed and leave now.” Our roles have reversed. He’s instantly switched from the one panicking to the one who’s calm and in control.

      Once the contraction passes, he checks it’s okay to step away from me. I nod sharply, closing my eyes to center myself. Toby helps me to dress, then dresses quickly as another wave hits me, almost taking my legs out from underneath my body as we make our way downstairs. I fear we’re not going to make it to the hospital at this rate.

      “Do you think I should call an ambulance? Or do you think it’ll be quicker if I drive us?”

      I don’t know at this point. It’s hard to think straight. It’s taking all my focus to get through the contractions and recover my breath in between.

      “Fuck. I’ll drive us. By the time we wait for the ambulance, we could be halfway there. You okay with that, Bun?”

      “Yeah. Let’s go.” I steady myself against the wall. “Promise me you’ll keep driving when I have another contraction. I don’t want to be stuck on the side of the road having this baby.” I implore him with my eyes.

      “I promise. Come on. I’ll call your mom on the way to let her know what’s happening. As much as I was missing Poppy, I’m glad she was sleeping at your mom’s tonight.”

      Toby helps me into his car and as he’s putting on the seatbelt, yet another contraction has me doubling over in pain, stealing my breath, and causing me to cry out.

      “Fuck! I feel so helpless. Tell me what I can do.”

      Once the pain passes, I sag against the seat. “Just get me to the hospital before this baby comes out.” I swivel my head toward him. “Please.”

      He kisses me briefly, then heads around to climb into the car. Within seconds, we’re pulling out of his underground garage, on our way to the hospital. I only hope we make it in time. I spend the ride focused solely on getting through each contraction, trying my best not to distract Toby from driving. I feel like the baby’s almost ready to slide right on out when I see the hospital’s lights through the windscreen. The relief that travels through my body is instant. I know I’m in the right place to have our baby now. I can relax and let it all happen.

      Toby parks haphazardly and yells something at me as he slams his door closed. I watch him take off at a sprint across the parking lot. I’m worried he’s forgotten all about me here in the passenger seat, so I take a calming breath and make my way out of the car. As I’m about to stand upright, another wave takes over, so I hold on to the door for dear life so I don’t collapse. The next thing I’m aware of is Toby helping me to sit in a chair. He crouches down in front of me.

      “Nearly there, Bun. Hold on.”

      I nod, even though I’m not sure I can hold on for another second. My hair’s sticking to my neck and face, annoying the shit out of me. Everything’s annoying the shit out of me. I don’t want anything touching me—anywhere.

      We make it inside and the bright lights hurt my eyes as another contraction takes hold, ripping a cry from my body.

      “Somebody help her. I think our baby’s almost here.”
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      The nurses are looking at me as if I’m fucking crazy. Maybe other men come running in here spouting off their baby’s almost here, but our baby is almost here. Cass’s contractions have been insane.

      I can’t believe what her body’s going through and it’s all my fault because I knocked her up. Not that I regret knocking her up, I’m just sorry she has to go through this. I feel fucking responsible for her current state.

      An older nurse wanders over with a practiced smile like we’ve got all fucking day to stand around and chat. Another cry rips from the woman I love beyond measure so I crouch down in front of her, holding both her hands in mine. She squeezes the life out of them and I fear she’s going to crush my bones. I should probably be worried she’s going to cause permanent damage, but if she needs to crush my bones, then so be it. It’s the least I can do for her.

      The nurse moves forward more quickly and I notice a couple of others come around the desk to check on Cass.

      “Let’s get her into a room to check everything out.”

      The older nurse takes the wheelchair, waiting patiently for me to move out of the way before pushing Cass forward and ducking into a room. The three nurses work quickly to situate Cass on a bed, allowing me to keep physical contact with her the entire time. One of the nurses wraps a band around my girl’s stomach before attaching it to a monitor. Instantly, I can see the baby’s heartbeat on the monitor as well as her contractions. She fiddles with some switches and the sound of our baby’s heartbeat fills the room. The rapid thumping and swishing sound fills my ears and my heart.

      The line showing her contractions rises quickly and Cass shoots forward, letting out the most incredible wail I think I’ve ever heard. The sweat coating her skin and the redness of her face have me worried that she’s going to overheat.

      “Can you do something for her? She looks like she’s overheating. You’ve gotta help—.”

      “Oh my. The baby’s crowning. It’s not going to be long now.” She looks up at me, excitement in her eyes. “Won’t be long until you meet your baby.” She taps Cass’s leg as she smiles at us. The nurses move into action as I hold Cass’s hand in mine.

      My whole focus moves to Cass. She needs my support and I’m going to give her everything I have. “Hear that, Bun. Not long now. You’re so strong and so brave.” I kiss her sweaty forehead. “I love you so much. Thank you for making me a daddy again.”

      Another contraction hits. Cass’s face screws up tightly, the pain evident in her features as her grip crushes the bones in my hand again. As it passes, I brush her damp hair away from her face, placing gentle kisses on her temple.

      “Did you call Mom?”

      I nod. “Yeah. The girls are on their way as we speak.”

      She nods, smiling at me, which quickly turns into another grimace.

      “Don’t push yet. Let’s get you down the bed a little and we’ll prop your feet up on these pads.” She taps the pads on the side of the bed. The nurses are so calm, the lights in the room are dimmer than I would have expected and in between the contractions, Cass is as calm as anything—I’m so proud of my girl.

      “Good morning, Cassia, Toby.” Dr. Hart calls out as he enters the room, donning rubber gloves. “I heard Bub has decided to make an appearance a little earlier than we anticipated. I just finished delivering another baby when I heard.”

      “Hi, Doctor.” I look up from my position. “Today’s the day.”

      “Seems that way. Let’s take a look.” He studies the monitors, feels around Cass’s stomach, and observes her opening. “Okay. Let’s start pushing. We want gentle pushes at this point, Cass. Okay?”

      “I feel like I’m gonna poop. I don’t wanna poop on the table,” Cass cries.

      “You feel like that because the baby’s engaged, ready to come out. It’s okay.”

      One nurse wraps her arm around Cass’s thigh, pulling it back and opening her wide. “C’mon, Daddy. Copy me with her other leg.”

      They count to ten, encouraging Cass to push. They repeat the process three times in succession, then allow her to rest. I’m in awe as I watch my girl work damn hard to deliver our baby into the world. The process is repeated over and over. Cass is looking tired as tears track down the side of her face, finding their way into her damp hair.

      She looks so fucking beautiful in this moment.

      One of the nurses gives Cass a towel and they pull on it like a tug o’ war to help her through the next round of pushing. I look down between Cass’s thighs to see our baby’s head slowly revealing itself. With each push and cry of pain, more and more of the head becomes exposed, showing strawberry-colored hair. It’s surreal to watch our baby coming out of my girl’s body. She’s the bravest person I know as she pushes, breathes, and pushes again.

      Cass flops back against the pillow, looking utterly exhausted. “I’m so proud of you, Bun. You’re doing so great.”

      “Okay, Mommy, the head is almost out. You ready to do three more gentle pushes?”

      She nods as tears gently track down the side of her face. Taking a deep breath, she prepares for her task like the warrior she is. The nurse counts again and we both hold Cass’s legs open for her, taking some of the strain. Cass cries out but pushes through like the queen she is.

      “The head’s out. Take a breather while I make sure Bub’s safe.”

      My head snaps toward Dr. Hart. “Why? What’s wrong?” My heart’s thumping as though it wants to escape my body. I can only imagine my Bun’s heart rate.

      “Nothing’s wrong, Dad. We like to check the cord isn’t wrapped around the baby’s neck before we do any more pushing at this stage. We also clear any mucous from your baby’s mouth to ensure their breathing isn’t compromised.”

      I relax a little at his explanation. Leaning forward, I kiss Cass’s forehead, whispering against her skin, “You’ve done such a great job, Bun. I’m so fucking proud of you.”

      “Okay, everything’s good down this end. You ready for the final stretch?”

      Cass looks into my eyes, stormy gray to blue, and nods with determination.

      We help her back into position, bracing her legs as she does the final work to deliver our baby into the world like the champ she is. I’m torn between watching Cass and watching our baby. A little scrunched-up face that’s all red from exertion is resting in the doctor’s hands and I’m in love.

      My breath catches in my throat as the shoulders are pushed out and the rest of the body glides out of my love. The doctor expertly catches our baby, as it lets out an almighty wail. I tear my eyes away from the miracle in front of me to check that Cass heard our baby’s first cry. Her trembling lips and glassy eyes tell me she did.

      I move up to kiss those tears away. “Don’t cry, Bun.”

      She clutches her hand to her chest.

      “I’m so happy, Toby.”

      I can’t resist, taking her lips in a kiss that’s full of admiration and gratitude. Women are definitely the stronger sex. If a man had to go through what my girl just did, our population would die out for sure.

      “Congratulations, Mom and Dad. You have a healthy little girl.” Another wail follows as they lay our little girl just below Cass’s breasts.

      She’s so small.

      It’s my job to keep her safe. To care for her. To show her she can do anything she sets her focus on. But above all, it’s my job to love her.

      Her little arms and legs flail about, her red face scrunched up tightly. She’s not a happy camper at all. The nurses wipe off the excess mucous from her little body as Cass and I grasp hands, surrounding our baby with our love.

      “Okay, let’s deliver the placenta now.” Our doctor tugs on the cord, pressing Cass’s abdomen as we focus on our little girl. I’m not sure how much time passes before he clamps the umbilical cord and passes me a strange-looking pair of scissors. “Here you go, Dad. Ready to cut the cord?”

      I nod, my hand shaking as I grip the scissors.

      “Just between the two clamps.” He points to the area I need to focus on.

      I nod again, my voice escaping me. Placing the scissors in between the two clamps, I squeeze the handles. It’s hard. I’m not sure what I expected, but it feels like I’m cutting through a cable.

      “This isn’t gonna hurt our baby or Cass, is it?”

      “Not at all. I promise.” He gives me an encouraging smile, nodding toward the scissors in my hand.

      I squeeze hard and finally separate our baby girl from her mother. The nurses move our girl up higher onto Cass’s chest, covering her with a blanket, which seems to calm her somewhat.

      “You should talk to your little girl. It will help to soothe her in this strange new world.”

      I think we’re both in such awe of our little girl that we lost our words for a moment.

      A little girl.

      We have another beautiful, perfect little girl.

      We whisper to our baby, snuggling her close.

      She blinks open her little eyes and we fall.

      Hopelessly.

      Endlessly.

      In love with our baby.

      “Do you have a name for your baby?”

      We look at each other, a knowing grin broadening our lips. “Yeah, but we’ll wait until her big sister’s here before we share it.”

      “Fair enough. We’ll just get everyone cleaned up.” The nurses are moving around efficiently doing whatever needs to be done. “You two have some quiet time with your new addition. Then, whenever you’re ready, you can tell your family to come back.”

      I look at the doctor in awe at what he’s done today. “Thank you, Dr. Hart.”

      “My pleasure. Enjoy your little bundle. I’ll see you in a few hours to check on you.” He leaves us with the nurses and I offer them my gratitude for helping to deliver our beautiful girl into the world.

      One nurse remains as we enjoy quiet moments with our baby. She’s smacking her lips together and Cass lets out a small laugh. “I think she might be hungry.”

      As naturally as anything, Cass directs our baby’s tiny mouth toward her breast. She latches on and begins sucking as though her life depends on it. With one hand stroking Cass’s hair and my other stroking our baby’s hair, I feel more love than I ever thought possible.

      “I’m gonna go get Poppy. She should be here to meet her sister.”

      Without taking her eyes off of our girl, she nods to me. Reluctantly I leave my girls, but our family doesn’t feel complete without Poppy and I don’t want her to miss out.

      Stepping into the waiting room, I find both of our families waiting on news. They spot me and stand quickly. My smile must be ridiculous at this point. I’m floating on air as I speak and sign for our families. “We had a little girl.”

      Poppy jumps up and down in happiness while quiet cheers fill the space as everyone moves forward to engulf me in congratulations.

      “I’ve just come to get Poppy. Do you mind if we have a little while with the four of us, then I’ll come and get you guys?”

      “Of course. Go. Enjoy your new baby.” Mom squeezes me extra tight.

      “Won’t be too long.”

      I grasp Poppy’s hand as we walk down the hallway toward the other half of our family. Pride and pure joy make my steps light. As we breach the doorway, Poppy releases my hand and runs toward her mom and baby sister. She reaches forward, ever so gently to touch the baby’s foot.

      “What’s her name?”

      Cass nods to me to sign. I wait until Poppy’s looking at me. “Her name’s Daisy.”

      Poppy’s eyes light up. “That’s the name I picked.”

      Cass and I nod. “It was the best name.”

      I lift her onto the bed so that Cass can hug both of our girls. I scoot in, wrapping my arms around my three girls, thinking to myself how lucky I am.

      Now my family feels complete.

      I lean down, kissing the top of Poppy’s head, followed by a kiss to Daisy’s head, and finally, I kiss Cass’s temple.

      “Thank you,” I whisper against her skin. “Thank you for giving me a family to love.”
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        Wondering about Kate’s story?

        Keep reading!
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        Wondering about Shane’s story?

        Keep reading!
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      [fifteen months prior]

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

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

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

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

      Fuck that, though.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Yeah, I’ve heard that before, too. This is a regular discussion for us. He’s still single and I’m still safe.
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        * * *

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She’s like sunshine streaming through gloomy gray clouds.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “How long have you guys been here?”

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

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

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

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

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

      He knew the deal.

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

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

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

      He winks at Kate.

      Fucking winks!

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

      She laughs.

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

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

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

      It’s rather refreshing.
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            –kate–

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh my!

      How embarrassing. He caught me ogling his impressive body.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Ugh, Kate. Get it together.

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

      Did he smell me?

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

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

      

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

      “Kate.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “No problem. Good luck with the setup.”

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

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

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

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

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

        You’ll find it here:
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        https://books2read.com/dsj-lovingsummer
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            –shane–

          

        

      

    

    
      I laughed today. It wasn’t forced, and it wasn’t for show to make my friends and family feel better. It burst from deep within and across my lips unbidden.

      It was genuine and felt … completely foreign.

      And I immediately drowned in guilt so deep I thought I’d stop breathing.
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      With the warm sun at my back, I take the two steps up to the brown-painted double doors of the tan brick building. This place—or rather some of the people inside—has saved my life on more than one occasion, and now that I’m somewhat back on my feet, I like to visit regularly so I can give back where I can. The nondescript exterior of the building gives nothing away as to what’s inside, but every single person who enters knows how important this place is and is grateful for its very existence.

      A simple brass sign to the left of the large doors is engraved with two words: The Bunker.

      The name is more than fitting. Just as a bunker is a safe place during turmoil, so is this place. However, the turmoil that leads men and women to these doors isn’t from outside forces but from within. Battles that were once fought on a bloody battleground have now taken up residence in the minds and souls of the survivors, and it’s not so easy to leave it all behind. What happened to each of us, and the experiences we were subjected to, have left us fundamentally changed. Scarred in ways we don’t know how to assimilate, how to accept, or how to move forward from. But through it all, we know we can come here at any time of the day or night and find someone to talk with, or if we don’t feel like talking, we can sit or spend time here knowing we’re not alone.

      As I breach the doorway, a sense of calm washes over me and my façade falls away. I don’t have to pretend that everything’s great here. I don’t have to pretend that my skin doesn’t feel too tight when I’m walking down the street, and I don’t need to fake smiles to make the people around me think that I’m not fundamentally different from how I was before.

      Before everything turned to shit.

      To be fair, I think I’ve turned a corner. Life doesn’t always feel so damn heavy, and it doesn’t feel like a mammoth task to climb out of bed each day. I’m beginning to see color again, and some days I feel like maybe I can fit back in with society. Some days.

      “Sutton,” Nix calls as I step into the large café area immediately to the right when I enter. While everyone here has experienced some horrific shit, he’s the only man here who knows exactly what I’ve been through because he was there the afternoon everything fell apart and my life changed forever. He’s my former Sergeant and has been integral in my progress. I’ll always be grateful for his support and compassion.

      I weave around several tables in the open space to reach him. When I do, I place the box of spray paint on the table and hold out my hand so I can pull him into my body and slap him on the back. “Steele. Good to see you.”

      “You too. It’s been a while.” Our schedules haven’t lined up for quite some time; he’s been busy with his security business, and I’ve been busy working for my long-time friend and now famous musician, Toby Summer. He gestures toward the chair opposite. “Join me?”

      “Sure, I’ll grab a coffee.” I place my order at the counter and take my coffee back to Nix’s table, then take a seat moving the box of paint to the floor. “How’s business?”

      “Busy.” He fidgets with his spoon. “I’ll need to bring on one or two more guys.”

      “That’s great. I’m happy for you.” I take a sip of the steamy goodness in my cup. “You deserve all the success, man.” He’s worked damn hard to get his business off the ground. Sometimes I wonder where he finds the time with a family at home.

      “Thanks.” He smirks. “How are things with the rock star?” He wanted me to work for him, but I couldn’t refuse my childhood best friend when he asked me to be his bodyguard after a mentally unstable woman inserted herself into his life.

      I huff out a laugh. “Living the high life. He’s doing a Labor Day concert tonight with a seven-year-old who conned him into giving her guitar lessons.”

      Nix’s eyes widen. “How the fuck did that happen?” He takes a sip of his coffee.

      I shake my head as I snicker. “I have no clue, but she’s a sweet kid and working with her has been great for him.” I spin my spoon between my fingers. “He met her when he volunteered at Music for my Heart, the music and dance school for deaf and hard of hearing kids.” He nods. Most people around here know of the new center run by the husband and wife team, Louis and Xanthe. “She’s profoundly deaf but determined to learn how to play the guitar. He’s been impressed by her commitment and dedication.” If I’m honest, getting to know her has been pretty great for me, too. Poppy has a way about her that draws you into her orbit, and it’s an awesome place to be. “The concert will be something to see.”

      “Sounds like it’ll be a great night.” He shifts in his seat and takes another sip of his coffee.

      I nod. I’m surprised I’m actually looking forward to it. “Do you know if the bikes are ready for delivery?”

      “No idea. I haven’t been here long myself.” He glances away, then returns his focus to me. “Have you seen Hope and Evan lately?”

      My chest tightens at the mention of their names, and I have to consciously take a breath. I nod slowly. “Yeah. I see them regularly. I’ve been helping to coach Evan’s soccer team every second week when their regular coach can’t make it, and I do what I can to help Hope when she needs something done around the house.” My stomach clenches when I think about everything they’ve lost. The moments they’ll never have with Wyatt, our army buddy.

      He studies my face closely. “I’d be happy to help, too.”

      I shrug. “I know. But you have your own family and a business to look after. I don’t have anyone.” I swallow the lump that always forms in my throat at the reminder.

      Turning to lighter topics, we catch up while we drink our coffee, then make our way out to the workshop. When we walk inside, one of the guys is busy working on a bike. I unlock the caged shelving and add my paint to the rest of the cans. I always bring a few cans with me to bolster the collection of paint for the bikes we restore for underprivileged kids.

      “Hey, Michaels,” I call.

      He tips his chin toward me and Nix. “Hey.”

      “How are things?” Nix asks.

      Robert stops attaching the pedal of the bike he’s working on. “Not bad. We’re running a little behind schedule with the bikes for the Mission Community Center.” He tips his chin toward a couple of tubs of parts that look as though they’ve already been painted.

      I was worried that would be the case. “I have a couple of spare hours today. Tell me what needs to be done.” I rub my hands together, ready to get them dirty.

      Robert points back to the tubs behind him. “Those bikes are ready to be reassembled.”

      Nodding, I step closer to the tubs. “No problem. Steele, you wanna get started on that one, and I’ll do this one.”

      We get to work assembling the bikes while we listen to classic rock, and before I know it, the two bikes are completed and added to the collection. Looking at our handiwork, I take note of the range of colors, sizes, and styles of bikes that families no longer wanted or needed. Each one has been rescued from the landfill and lovingly restored to its former glory—ready for a new owner who wouldn’t normally have the opportunity to own a bike. These bikes may make a child happy or they may provide transportation for someone to get to and from work. We don’t discriminate against whom we gift these restored bikes. If they need a bike, they get one. It’s as simple as that.

      “Thanks, guys. Akerman will load them onto the trailer when he gets here, and we’ll take them to the community center tomorrow.”

      “No problem.” We shake hands and say our goodbyes.

      I walk out of the building with a pep in my step. I always leave here feeling better than I did when I entered. It’s amazing how a couple of hours of doing manual work that will help someone else can clear the mind and cleanse the soul.
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      Toby and Poppy walk off stage together with matching grins, and I can tell from here that my best friend is floating among the clouds. I’ve watched him play in packed stadiums to tens of thousands of fans, and not once have I seen him so at peace and full of pride. Toby’s parents, his twin sister Kate and her husband, Oliver, step out of the auditorium and walk toward us. Hugs are given freely to Toby and Poppy as their excitement bubbles over.

      I do my best to stay on the periphery to watch over everyone, but Toby’s mom wraps her arms around me and pulls me in tight. When she steps back, she cups my cheek and her eyes soften, making the muscle in my chest miss a beat. She always makes it a point to check in with me, especially since I came home. “How are you?”

      “I’m good, Mrs. S.” It’s my standard response.

      Creases form between her brows while her blue eyes, exactly like her son’s, scan my face. I work to keep my features relaxed and neutral—I don’t want to worry her. She doesn’t need to know I’m on high alert and my adrenaline’s swirling through my system like a tornado as more and more people crowd into the foyer. I’m itching to step back from the family so I can keep my view clear and observe from the sidelines. Toby would say that I can relax at an event like this but I can never be too careful with my best friend and his family’s safety. Time away taught me to expect the unexpected. Eventually, she must see what she needs to see and nods as she releases me from her motherly hold.

      Toby’s parents have always welcomed me into their home and family as if I were one of their kids. I remember being astounded by their openness toward me—particularly Mr. Summer, because from the time my father returned from service, he was never what I would call a loving father. Their warmth and love were always given freely even though I wasn’t theirs. The lines often became blurred for me, and there were times when I considered them parents; more so than my own. Their love for me has always been unconditional, which was something I didn’t have at home—well, not from my father anyway. It was such a foreign concept for me, but the more time I spent with the Summer family, the more accustomed I grew to the way their family worked. I would find any excuse to spend time at their home to escape mine because I felt more comfortable with them. They accepted me. It was as simple and as complicated as that.

      Poppy takes off across the foyer, and I snap my head around to keep her in my sight. It’s easy enough to do when you’re a full head taller than the majority of people in the room. That little girl has stolen my best friend’s heart, and as a result of how important she is to him, I’ve now included her under my protection. I watch her fling herself at a woman, and confusion swamps me for a moment until my mind catches up to what I’m seeing. Cassia, my best friend’s high school crush, stands with Poppy in her arms, her face full of happiness and pride.

      Shit!

      I quickly turn toward Toby and check if he’s seeing what I’m seeing. His face says it all. And while I may be able to protect him from a physical threat, I can’t protect his heart from shattering further with this discovery. I can’t believe after the time they spent together recently, that she would keep such a huge secret from him. I watch my long-time friend gather his composure and make his way toward Poppy and her family. He won’t outwardly show any emotion other than that of a professional musician even though I know him well enough to recognize the tightness around his jaw and eyes. The bunching of his shoulders and the rigid way he’s holding his body is a dead giveaway. He’s livid and I don’t blame him. I would be too.

      Poppy’s grandmother, Rose, who we met recently at one of Poppy’s lessons, rushes in first, hugging Toby and thanking him. Then she turns and introduces her family to us. My eyes stray to the gorgeous woman who’s standing slightly behind Cassia and Rose. She has a toddler in her arms, who can only be hers because I know the rest of the people here, and she scans us with a level of distrust I haven’t seen in a long while. Her smile seems forced, but she’s putting on a good show for her family. Interesting.

      “This is my older daughter, Violet, and her daughter, Jasmine.” I reach forward to shake her hand, and I shit you not, as soon as my palm makes contact with hers, tingles erupt. I dart my eyes from her hand to her face to see if she felt anything out of the ordinary and catch her clear cerulean eyes widening slightly as her brows dip a little lower. She obviously felt something, too.

      I swallow quickly and lift my chin as I extricate my hand from hers, immediately missing her warmth. “Hi, Violet. Hi, Jasmine. I’m Shane.”

      Wearing a shy smile, Jasmine burrows her face into the crook of her mother’s neck while I do my best to be polite and not let my gaze linger on Violet’s tanned complexion, but I’m knocked a little off-kilter by her stunning blue eyes. Her daughter has almost the same coloring as her, and I bet they turn heads wherever they go. Toby told me Cassia had an older sister, but I hadn’t given it much thought until now. I look around their group to see if she has a husband or boyfriend, but it seems they are on their own tonight. Maybe he’s working, or something.

      She tilts her head back to maintain eye contact. “Hey, Shane.” She turns her attention toward her daughter and adjusts her position on her hip. “Jasmine, say hello to Shane.” Her voice is like warm honey, smooth and sweet.

      Jasmine turns her head slightly, staying burrowed in her mom’s neck, and her smile widens slightly. “Hewwo, Sane.”

      My heart skips a beat at her tiny voice, and the tension I always hold across my shoulders eases slightly. I step a little closer and smile at the tiny angel, stretching muscles I rarely use. “Did you enjoy the concert?”

      She pulls further away from her mom, her confidence growing, and nods. Her smile grows and her eyes twinkle. “I sore did. Poppy was ’mazing.”

      I chuckle mildly, glancing at her mom, trying my best not to make my perusal obvious. “She sure was. She’s been practicing really hard.”

      We’re interrupted when Cassia announces it’s time to go home. Poppy’s not having it though. She’s begging her mom for something. I guess I’d better start paying attention and learning more ASL because I have a feeling we’re going to be spending more time with Poppy outside of her guitar lessons, and I want to know what’s being said. I watch Poppy put her signature move on Toby, and I know we’ll be heading out with Poppy and her mom before he nods his head.

      Violet chuckles quietly beside me. “Poppy’s so good at getting exactly what she wants.”

      I turn my head and drop my eyes to Violet’s face, doing my best to avoid looking at her sensational cleavage. “She certainly is. I’ve never seen anyone as skilled as her.”

      Violet nods, her eyes twinkling in the overhead lights. “I know right? I should get her to teach me her ways.” She readjusts Jasmine, and I want to take the child from her and ease her burden—I don’t know why, because I sense she doesn’t need help but for some reason, I want to help her. “I guess we’ll see you at Brain Freeze.”

      “I guess so.” I despise impromptu outings.

      The tension that had released from my shoulders moments ago is back, and I blow out a long, frustrated breath. I can’t perform the proper surveillance to ensure Toby’s safety but it’s not like I get to decide these things. We’re going to the most popular ice cream shop in the city. It’ll probably be mayhem. And if it’s not, it will be as soon as word spreads that Toby Summer is in the house.

      We all head out of the foyer and to our cars. Toby climbs in my SUV, drops his head back on the passenger seat, and blows out a long breath as I study him carefully.

      “Well, that was fucking awkward.” I rub my hand over my short hair. “Did you know Cass was Poppy’s mom?” Of course he didn’t know. How would he have known such a thing? We’ve never seen Cassia with Poppy, and I know she never spoke of her daughter—keeping her a secret.

      Without lifting his head from the headrest, he turns toward me. “Nope.”

      Laughter bursts out of me. Something that’s been happening occasionally since that first time. Each time it happens, the guilt becomes marginally less—marginally. I’m fairly certain it won’t ever completely disappear. “Only you, man. This shit could only happen to you. What are the fucking chances that the only time you decide to teach a kid you don’t even know from a bar of soap how to play the guitar, she’s the daughter of your high school crush?”

      He doesn’t answer me. What can he say?

      As his silence fills the cab of my vehicle, I pull myself together, start the engine, and drive us to Brain Freeze to meet everyone for ice cream. “You realize I haven’t had a chance to vet this place or book it out so you’re not bothered by fans?” I don’t even know the fucking layout properly. I haven’t studied the entry and exit points or what’s close by.

      “Yeah, I know. Sometimes it’s good to be spontaneous. We’ll manage.” Being spontaneous sucks when your job is to plan things down to the tiniest detail.

      We all arrive within moments of each other, moving into the shop together. The girls lead the way, with me, Toby, and Oliver following close behind. I survey the area outside of the shop, noting the alleyway to the right and the number of cars parked down the street. With only one door into the building and a wall of glass windows, I should be able to keep an eye on Toby easily enough. When we enter the premises, I take note of the booths along the walls and the tables positioned neatly throughout the space. The jukebox in the corner and the long counter displaying ice cream. There’s one door through to what I assume is the kitchen and probably an office and another door with a sign for the bathrooms. I open the door and check to find two doors leading through to male and female facilities. There are nine people in the building as far as I can see, two serving and seven customers prior to our entry. I think we’ll be okay.
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      My eyes keep straying to the giant of a man with dark hair and even darker eyes. As many times as I drag my gaze away from him, I find myself sneaking glances. I’m not sure if I’m being as covert as I hope, but I can’t stop watching him. He moves with a gracefulness that doesn’t match his size while his eyes constantly dart around the shop, and I’m genuinely surprised he hasn’t cracked a tooth with the way he’s clenching his jaw. I’m certain I’m not crazy, but I felt something ignite inside me when we touched in the foyer; it was weird and unexpected. I can’t stop thinking about how small my hand felt in his and how safe and protected I felt just being close to him. He has this presence about him that screams, you’re safe with me.

      “Mommy, taste my ice cweam.” Jasmine raises her ice cream to me, so I bend down and dart my tongue out for a lick.

      “Mmm. Your ice cream is delicious.”

      Cassia steps toward me, holding two ice creams. “Here ya go. Cookie dough for you.”

      I take it from her. “Thanks. I could have bought ours.”

      Cass swipes her tongue up the side of her icy treat. “I didn’t pay for it.” She chuckles. “You missed Toby and Oliver arguing over who was going to pay.” She widens her eyes at me with a grin.

      My mouth drops open, and I shoot my gaze across the shop to Toby and Oliver, who still look to be arguing. Being a billionaire, Oliver Stone could afford to buy the actual shop. To be fair, Toby probably could too. “I’m sorry I missed it. I always seem to miss out on the good stuff. Who won?”

      Her lips widen further. “Toby.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows up and down. “Maybe you should go lick your ice cream in front of him and show him your skills.”

      Her face drops. “I don’t think he’ll ever speak to me again after the way I’ve treated him and the secret I kept.”

      “You didn’t know he was Poppy’s guitar teacher. I mean, what were the chances?”

      “I know, right?” Cass blows out a breath. “Vi. If I’d known how accepting he would be of Poppy, I would have never shut him out. I’m devastated that I’ve hurt him the way I have.”

      I move closer and wrap my free arm around my sister. “So you apologize. Explain your reasons to him.” I glance across at Toby. His face looks like thunder for some reason. “I’m sure he’ll understand. He seems like a decent guy, and you already know he thinks the world of Poppy.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Shane move closer to Toby and look at something on Toby’s phone. His face turns hard, and the tic in his jaw seems to take on a life of its own. Toby walks over to us and gently touches Cass’s elbow. “Can I talk to you quickly about something that’s just come up?” he asks as he keeps his voice low.

      Cass glances around, trying to make sense of Toby wanting to talk to her. I’m not surprised since she thought he’d never want to speak with her again. She pauses her gaze on me for a moment, and I try to convey that Toby’s wanting to speak with her is a good sign. I think she picks up on my silent message and moves away from everyone so they can talk. Fingers crossed he’s the upstanding guy he seems to be. Though, I wouldn’t be surprised if it isn’t a front. Some guys seem to be pretty good at faking it until they suck you in. I shake my head, trying to dispel the negative thoughts. Not every man is like Allen or our dad or Cass’s ex and Poppy’s father, Jake, for that matter.

      Allen. Just thinking his name sends disappointment sliding through my veins like tar and sours my mood.

      Shane moves closer to the booth where Poppy and Jasmine are enjoying their ice creams as they both lick up the side of their cones to collect the melted sweetness. Luckily I brought my wipes; the girls are going to need them. I check that Poppy and Jasmine are okay and step closer to Shane, trying not to notice how good he smells or how his heat seems to radiate from him and wrap around me. I tilt my head back to make eye contact with him. “Is everything okay? Toby seems pissed about something.”

      He huffs out a breath, rubs his hand over his short hair, then glances over his shoulder at the girls. His features soften, and he turns his attention back to me. “Someone posted a video and photos of Poppy and Toby’s performance on social media,” he says softly, and my mouth drops open. “They specifically named Poppy, and Toby’s worried about unsavory people having the information.”

      “That was quick.”

      He nods. “People don’t waste time spreading the word about Toby, and when it hits social media it quickly grows out of control.” That tic in his jaw is back.

      I place my hand on his arm in reassurance, feeling the same tingles as before and trying to ignore how right his muscles feel beneath my touch. “Poppy will love the attention. Don’t stress.”

      He snaps his attention back to me. “You don’t get it. Poppy is a really cute kid. Some psycho could come after her. She could be at risk now, and so could your daughter by association. They’re both such beautiful girls,” he murmurs the last part. “Toby never wanted any publicity surrounding the concert because he wanted to protect Poppy. You have no idea the sick stuff people can do.”

      My heart goes all gooey inside. His concern for the girls’ safety hits me right in the muscle behind my ribs. “Sorry. I didn’t realize. Thank you for being concerned about the girls but I’m sure it’ll all blow over quickly. It’s not like Poppy will be spending much more time with Toby now the concert’s over.” Will she? I don’t know if the lessons have an expiration date.

      He glances at Toby and Cass, and I follow his gaze. Cass and Toby are wrapped in each other’s embrace. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Shane smirks at me.

      His entire face changes with a simple tilt of his lips and my heart speeds up. The tingling I felt at a simple touch spreads through my body and makes a direct hit at my core.

      For fuck’s sake, Violet. Don’t even think about it.

      After the day I’ve had, my core shouldn’t be tingling and my heart shouldn’t be racing for anyone with a dick. They’re all assholes. Allen being the biggest one of them all, closely followed by Jake and my father.

      Just thinking about how all of my things were dumped on the guest bed so his whore could hang her clothes in my closet and store her crap in my drawers has anger filling my body from the tips of my toes to the ends of my hair. My heart pounds harder, sending blood rushing through my veins as I think back to this morning.

      
        
        I rap my knuckles against the door. I need to be sure he’s not here. He promised he wouldn’t be home so I could stop by to collect my and Jasmine’s things.

        I blow out a long breath, relieved there’s no answer. Today’s the first day I’ve felt strong enough to come here, and I don’t want to face him. As angry as I am, beneath all of that, I’m hurt beyond repair. I trusted him to keep my heart safe—I mean I trusted him enough to have a child with him, and he treats us like this. I still can’t believe he kicked us out. He fucking kicked us out of our own home. I shake my head, still in disbelief.

        What an asshole!

        I slide my key into the lock and open the door slowly, listening for any noises. Nothing. The tension I was holding in my shoulders evaporates, and I quickly pick up the boxes I brought and close the door behind me. Making my way through what was once my home, I feel eerily detached from the mess that greets me. Our home never looked like this when I was here because I would always clean up after him. I had pride in our home, unlike my husband. Ex-husband. Is he my ex yet? Or does he only become my ex once we’re divorced? I guess we’re no longer together, so that would make him my ex—right?

        I spin on my heel and turn my back on the mess. I just want to get clothes for me and Jas as well as her favorite toys and books. The rest can wait. I head straight to Jas’s room. Everything is exactly as we left it, so I pull open her drawers and grab as many of her things as I can. As I fill each box with clothes, toys, and books, I carry them out to the car. Looking around her room, I’m satisfied I have enough of her things to get her through until we settle everything officially. It’s mostly excess toys that she doesn’t play with anymore that I’ve left behind. With a sigh, I close her bedroom door and make my way to my bedroom. Well, I guess it isn’t mine anymore.

        I fill my lungs with a deep breath and open the door. The first thing that hits me is the scent of perfume. Perfume that isn’t mine. What the hell? I step fully inside and take a moment to look around. I notice a lacy bra that isn’t mine hanging out of one of the drawers, and as I scan the room, other unfamiliar items grab my attention. I guess his whore’s been spending time here now that we’re not together.

        I move woodenly toward the drawer to investigate further, disgusted at the fact that she’s put her bra in my drawer alongside my underwear. I’m going to have to wash everything. My stomach rolls uncomfortably at the thought of her stuff touching mine. With two fingers, I pull her bra out of the drawer and toss it onto the messy bed, then open my drawer fully, ready to scoop up my bras and panties. My eyes widen in disbelief as I take in a drawer full of underwear that’s not mine. I quickly close it and open the next drawer to find the same. Repeating the process, I find all of my drawers filled with some other woman’s clothes.

        I feel violated.

        She would have gone through my drawers and touched all of my things. Or maybe Allen did it. I don’t know which is worse. I quickly walk over to my closet, and when I open it, I’m confronted with the same thing. All of my things are missing, replaced with another woman’s stuff. My hands shake as I take in the jeans and sweaters. Skirts and boots. Feminine dresses and blouses.

        Maybe he lost interest in me because I wasn’t feminine enough on top of giving most of my focus to our daughter. Not that it matters now. He’s made it clear that I’m no longer what he wants. After everything I put up with. Disgust consumes me over staying for as long as I did. God, I was a fool. But I thought I was doing the right thing for Jas.

        I spin around, scanning the room, looking for my things. It’s like I never lived here, and honestly, in this moment, I wish I never had. I step out of the bedroom on shaky legs and make my way down the hallway to check the cupboard there. My things aren’t there. He’d better not have given my stuff away. I’ll fucking kill him. Anger fills every cell in my body, and I tear through my home like my hair’s on fire; opening and closing doors until I stop dead in my tracks at what greets me when I open the door to the guest bedroom.

        A gasp escapes and I cover my mouth. I don’t know if it’s because of the emotional build-up I’ve been feeling about coming here today but tears immediately burst free along with a violent sob. There, on the bed, all of my clothes lay discarded. Just like my marriage. Just like me. I’m unsure if I’m sad or angry; both emotions seem to be warring with each other for dominance.

        How dare he treat me like I never existed. Like I wasn’t once the most important person in his life. And the way he’s dismissed Jasmine. His daughter. His fucking daughter. That thought takes my fury to a whole new level.

        I guess anger wins out.

      

      

      A warm hand on my lower back breaks me from the memory and a shiver makes its way up my spine.  It’s only then I realize how stiffly I’m holding myself. “Are you okay?” Shane’s warm breath feathers across the side of my face in a gentle caress, sending my senses into overdrive.

      I glance up at him. His dark brows are slashed low over his eyes and his features are full of concern. Concern that’s directed at me. It’s been a long time since I’ve had anyone of the opposite sex show concern for me. I draw in a long breath and try to clear my thoughts. “I’m not okay but I will be. One day,” I add and force a smile. “Thanks for checking in.”

      “You’re welcome.” He tips his head in acknowledgment and then steps away. The space beside me feels cold and empty the instant he moves, leaving me feeling vulnerable and exposed. I sigh. Stop it, Violet.

      He and Toby fall into a deep discussion, and Cass gains everyone’s attention. “As wonderful as this evening has been, it’s time we get this superstar-in-the-making home to bed.”

      I chuckle and turn to look at the little superstar whose mouth and chin are covered with sticky ice cream. I’m so freaking proud of her. I love how she goes after what she wants, and I pray she never loses that. I hope life doesn’t steal her wishes and dreams. That her sparkle never diminishes. Jasmine watches her cousin with adoration, and I couldn’t want for a better role model for my daughter.
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        * * *

      

      We all pile into Cass’s car, Mom taking her turn in the back seat with the girls. I twist my body so I’m facing my sister and drop my voice to keep our conversation between us. “Soooo … don’t think I didn’t notice.”

      Cass glances at me and then quickly returns her attention to the road. “Notice what?”

      “Don’t play innocent, Cass. I saw you hugging Toby. Not bad considering you didn’t think he’d ever speak to you again.”

      She exhales a long breath and her shoulders slump. “He’s worried that some weirdo is going to come for Poppy after videos and photos of them performing together ended up online.”

      I nod. “Yeah, Shane said something similar. Surely it can’t be that bad.” I feel like they’re overreacting a little.

      “That’s what I said, but Toby was adamant that something bad may happen to Poppy so he’s going to have Shane watch over her.”

      I snap my head back around to my sister. “What? You don’t think that’s overkill?”

      She huffs. “Of course I do but he was … determined.” She glances at me. “He really cares for her, Vi. He doesn’t want anything to happen to her.” Her tone softens, and the shame in her voice is noticeable.

      My heart goes all squishy for the second time tonight. Poppy deserves to have someone who really cares for her outside of our girl squad, and so does Cassia. I reach over and squeeze Cass’s arm. “Of course he does. Everyone falls in love with Poppy. You realize this means you’ll probably see more of Toby.”

      She lifts and drops one shoulder. “Maybe. Or, he could avoid me. He won’t be the one watching over Poppy, so I doubt I’ll see him.”

      “You could go over and talk to him. Sort things out.”

      “Yeah, maybe. I’ll definitely apologize, but as for anything more … I don’t like my chances.” She glances at me. “Don’t think I didn’t notice you talking to Shane.” She winks as she deftly changes the subject.

      Shit. I knew I should have kept my distance. My sister knows me too well. I shrug as nonchalantly as I can. “He’s easy on the eyes, and it looks like we may get to see him more often.” I wiggle my eyebrows. “We deserve some eye candy on the regular. Don’t you think?”

      Cass chuckles. “We sure do.”

      When we arrive home, I gently unbuckle Jas from her car seat and lift her into my arms, careful not to wake her. I glance up at the house as I quietly close the car door. I can’t believe I’m a twenty-nine-year-old woman with a three-year-old daughter, and I’m living at home with my mom, sister, and niece.

      I exhale a long breath filled with defeat.

      I never thought my life would turn out like this. It should never have turned out like this. When I met Allen, I knew he was a player and didn’t want anything to do with him. I kept blowing him off, but he persisted and was determined to prove to me that he’d changed his ways and had become a one-woman man. Boy, he fooled me. Never again will I fall for some man’s smooth charms. I’ve learned my lesson.

      I climb the stairs and lay Jasmine on her bed, remove her shoes, and head into the bathroom for a washcloth to wipe away the stickiness of the ice cream. She’s going to have to miss out on brushing her teeth tonight because I refuse to wake her and then spend the next two hours trying to get her back to sleep. As I wipe her chubby cheeks and her sticky fingers, warmth and gratitude that she’s mine fill all the empty spaces inside of me. Allen may be an asshole of epic proportions but he gave me the best gift of my life. Equal parts of guilt and happiness war with each other that he doesn’t want to be involved in her life, and I won’t have to share her with him, and that she’s going to grow up without a father figure just like I did. I carefully slide a pull-up on since she didn’t go to the bathroom before she fell asleep, and then I change her into her pajamas. I run my finger gently along her soft cheek and kiss her forehead, then step out into the hallway to find Mom standing outside her door waiting for me.

      “She’s out like a light,” I whisper.

      Mom smiles softly. “Such a cherub.” She glances at the door and then hooks her arm through mine. “Come and have a cup of chamomile tea with me.”

      We head downstairs and into the kitchen together where Mom already has the kettle boiling and two cups on the counter. “Isn’t Cass having tea?”

      Mom shakes her head. “No. She wanted some time to snuggle with Poppy.” I grin because that’s probably what I’ll do when I finish tea with Mom. I love snuggling with my girl. Her first three years have gone by so fast, and I fear the time for snuggles will come to an end before I’m ready. She pours the hot water into the cups and carries them to the dining table. “I wanted to check on you. I know today had to be difficult.”

      I study the woodgrain pattern of the table and think back to earlier. I felt like I’d been sucker punched in the gut while simultaneously having the rug pulled from beneath my feet. “I don’t understand how I was so blindsided. I knew he’d been cheating, but I guess I hadn’t expected him to move her into our home.” I trace my finger over the rim of my cup. “How did I not expect that?” I whisper, my throat clogged with pain and betrayal. “Why did I stay with him for so long and overlook his cheating?” Where the hell was my self-respect? I’m so disappointed in myself. I didn’t stand up for myself or my daughter. How did I let him treat me as less than for as long as I did?

      Mom reaches over and gently lays her hand over mine. “Because you always like to think the best of people, Violet.”

      “I wish I didn’t. Then I wouldn’t have been so surprised … and hurt.”

      Mom’s gaze softens and she smiles sadly. “But then you wouldn’t be you.” She squeezes my hand. “And I wouldn’t want you to change because you’re perfect exactly as you are.”

      My bottom lip quivers and the backs of my eyes sting. “Maybe I shouldn’t have focused so much of my attention on Jas. He felt neglected and looked elsewhere for the attention I wasn’t giving him. And judging by the clothes in the closet, he wanted someone more feminine.”

      Mom tsks. “I know that’s what he said to you, honey, but that’s simply an excuse coming from an immature man who wasn’t getting his way.” I open my mouth to interrupt but Mom holds up her hand, shaking her head. “I don’t want to hear it, Violet. A mother’s focus needs to be on her baby, and the husband’s focus should be on caring for his family and supporting his wife. There’s no excuse. And as for being feminine, you needn’t worry about that. You’re plenty feminine, Vi. Don’t let that thought fester in your head.”

      My argument dies, and my shoulders drop from around my ears. I know she’s right. I know there’s no excuse but I still wonder.
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        Do you want more of Shane and Violet’s story?

        You’ll find it here:
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      I put together a Pinterest board for Toby and Cassia’s story. If you’re interested, you can check it out here:
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        You can stalk me pretty much everywhere!

        https://debrastjamesbooks.com/connect/

      

      

      
        
        How about joining my Facebook group?

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/DebsBibliomaniacs
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      Join Debra’s newsletter to receive important updates before anyone else. Newsletters will be sent twice per month unless something really exciting is happening.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read my second novel. I hope you’ve enjoyed spending time with Toby, Cassia, and Poppy on their journey to happily ever after. Writing a book is a funny thing, it’s as much a journey for the author as it is for the reader and I’ve loved every minute of writing this story.

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

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

      I would also like to thank my beta readers, Stacy, Wendy, and Kelly (who stepped in at short notice). Your feedback and support meant the world to me. The fact that you were prepared to give up your valuable time to help me polish my story helped me immensely.
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      Debra St James is an author of spicy, slow-burn contemporary romance that features cinnamon roll heroes who listen to their women’s hearts and their words. She takes her time to weave a detailed tapestry of genuine characters, real-life struggles, love, and romance to create engaging stories that will have you so immersed in the story that you’ll never want to leave. Her stories are always guaranteed to take you on an emotional journey that ultimately ends with a HEA!

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

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

      The rest, as they say, is history!
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