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        This epilogue was inspired by the lyrics ...

        —> How Long will I Love You by Ellie Goulding <—
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            –kate–

          

        

      

    

    
      I spot Beth climbing out of her car as I pull into our garage. Working with her on Toby and Cassia’s wedding has been fantastic. She did such a great job for us; it was a no-brainer to recommend her to my brother and about-to-be sister-in-law. Cassia and Beth have regularly crossed paths, as they’ve often worked at the same weddings, which meant Cassia was eager to work with Beth. She meets me at my door with a grin and an armful of fabric.

      “Hey, Beth. You’re here early.” I lean forward to give her a side hug.

      “Hi, Kate. I wanted to help Cassia’s grandma and Sally with the flowers so they have enough time to change before the ceremony. I also like to do a last-minute check to make sure everything’s in place, and ready to go. Plus, I needed to add this fabric to the dais.” She lifts the gorgeous lavender fabric.

      “This is gorgeous.” I rub the silky fabric between my fingers.

      “I know, right? Everything’s going to look beautiful.” Her smile widens. Beth gets such a kick out of making the weddings that she works on really special and she’s easy to work with. “Anyway, I’d better head around the back and crack the whip!” She chuckles.

      “The girls will be here soon, so I’d better get inside.”

      We part ways and I grab my bags and head inside to get ready for the girls. I’m thrilled Cassia and Toby took us up on our offer to host their special day. I’ve set us up in the rooms toward the front of the house so the girls can’t see the backyard until it’s time to walk toward their future. All of our gorgeous dresses are hanging, waiting to be worn, and I’ve set up extra chairs and mirrors for when the twins arrive to do our hair and makeup.

      “Honey, I’m home!” I call out as I step into the mudroom from the garage; grocery bags balanced precariously. Placing them on the kitchen counter, I dig out the small box I initially went out to buy and go in search of my husband. I can’t believe we’re at this point in our marriage. My stomach rolls with nerves, but I’m eager to do the test so we know if our suspicions are correct.

      We don’t have long before Cassia and her family arrive and Oliver will have to make himself scarce. Checking from room to room, I wonder if maybe my sexy husband is sitting outside with Margie. I probably should have checked the back deck first. They often sit out there sharing a cup of tea.

      Sure enough, the two of them are enjoying tea on the back deck, watching the backyard take shape for Toby and Cassia’s wedding in a few hours. I gasp as I take in the setting; it’s stunning. The finishing touches are being made and they look amazing. Cassia and Poppy are going to love it so much. I spot Beth down on our private dock, draping the gorgeous fabric over the dais with the help of one of the guys.

      Tucking the box into my back pocket, I step onto the back deck and make myself known to Oliver and Margie. My breath falters as Oliver’s eyes meet mine; he still has such a powerful effect on me. I don’t think I’ll ever get to the point where I don’t experience butterflies when I lay eyes on him. I lean down, cupping my husband’s bristly cheek to lay a kiss on his lips. “Hello, Husband,” I whisper as I smile against his lips.

      He cups the back of my head and deepens the kiss, swiping his tongue against mine in a tender caress. “Hello, Wife.” His brows scrunch down low, creating a crease between them. “How are you feeling? Did you get—”

      I cut him off with a swipe of my tongue across his bottom lip. I don’t want anyone to know what we suspect until we know for sure. I give him a simple nod, then turn toward Margie. “Hiya, Margie.” I tip my head toward the backyard. “Are you keeping everyone in line?”

      She chuckles. “Of course. I have my eye on a couple of hotties for Violet for when she arrives.”

      I giggle. “I have a feeling Violet already has her eye on a particular hottie.”

      Margie raises her eyebrows. “Do tell.”

      “I think you know who it is. They’ve been dancing around each other at family events for a little while now.”

      She nods. “Yes. I noticed that too.” Margie grins. “Let’s hope one of them gets the balls to make a move.”

      A laugh bursts out of me and Oliver huffs out a laugh too. “You two need to let them work it out.”

      Margie and I give each other a look and shrug our shoulders as if we’re both completely innocent and wouldn’t dream of interfering.

      “Anyway.” Margie stands slowly. “I need to say hi to Iris before my Uber arrives to take me to your parents’ house. I’ll see you two at the wedding.” She leans in, giving us a kiss and hug.

      “Let me know when the Uber arrives. I want to check the driver’s credentials before you climb into a car with a stranger,” Oliver tells her. He’s still annoyed that she refused to let him hire a driver for her. He fusses over Margie almost as much as he fusses over me. She’s the grandmother he never had, and he adores her. As she does him.

      She nods and waves over her shoulder as she steps from the back deck and makes her way down to Iris. I turn to Oliver and dig the box out of my back pocket. Holding it up in front of him, I give it a shake as I raise my brows. “Ready?”

      “Absolutely. Let’s go.” He stands, takes my hand, and leads me inside. “Are you feeling okay?”

      I glance up at his handsome face. He’s been worried about me over the last couple of weeks, fussing more than usual. I stop in place, drawing him to a halt. Cupping his cheek in my hand, I press up to place a delicate kiss against his lips. “I’m fine. It seems to only last for a couple of hours when I first wake up. I think I’m pretty lucky compared to some stories I’ve heard. But it might be nothing.” I shrug.

      He tugs my hand and leads us to our bathroom. “Let’s find out. We don’t have long before Cass and the girls will be here.” He grabs the box from me, opening it to read the instructions as he leans against the vanity. I take the opportunity to admire my handsome husband while he’s distracted. A couple of gray hairs have appeared at his temples, making him look even sexier. After he’s certain we know exactly what to do, he opens the package containing the slim white stick and hands it to me, then crosses his feet at his ankles and folds his arms across his chest. I’m momentarily distracted by his veiny forearms until he clears his throat. My eyes snap up to his, sea to forest; his are sparkling with humor, having caught me staring.

      Well, if he’s going to put them on display, I’ll look.

      He gestures toward the toilet with his head. “C’mon, Sunshine. I need to know.”

      “Okay, okay.” I manhandle him toward the door. “You can’t be in here when I pee.” I giggle.

      He grumbles and groans but steps out of the bathroom, then spins around, gripping my hips. His lips come crashing down onto mine and I wrap my arms around his neck, holding him to me. Our tongues dance and taste as Oliver pulls me impossibly closer to his body, one hand cupping the back of my head, his other holding me tight around my waist. His erection presses hard against my stomach between us and our heads tilt to allow our kiss to deepen.

      After a long moment, we slowly pull apart to catch our breath. Oliver’s eyes flick between mine. “As much as I hope this test is positive, I hope you know the result won’t affect how much I love you. How much I love our marriage just the way it is.”

      I nod and smile gently. “I know. We’re perfect as we are.” I glance down at my sort-of flat stomach, then back up at my husband. “But how amazing would it be if we were pregnant?”

      “It would be incredible. It would be beyond anything I could have ever imagined before I met you, Kate. I never thought I’d have this.” He waves his hand between the two of us. “Let alone adding a child into the mix.” He gifts me a boyish smile, then spins me around, smacking my ass. “Now get in there and pee.”

      I chuckle as I close the door and go about my business. Once I’ve washed my hands, I open the bathroom door to find Oliver pacing. His head snaps around at the sound of the door opening. “You’re done already?”

      “Yep.” He steps closer and I reach out to grab onto the loops of his shorts, dragging him forward. “Come on, we’ll watch it together.” My eyes skate between Oliver’s. “On three.” He nods and we both draw in a fortifying breath as we hold hands. “One. Two. Three.” Both of us drop our gaze to the white stick resting on the vanity. My lips tip at the edges, and my head snaps up to watch Oliver. His eyes meet mine and his entire face lights up with his smile.

      He drags me in tight, wrapping his arms around me like a vise. “Sunshine.” He whispers my nickname with a harsh breath as he nuzzles into the crook of my neck. I press up on my toes, spearing my fingers through his thick hair.

      “We did it!” I whisper against his roughened cheek.

      “We did it,” he confirms, his voice rough.

      He tightens his arms further, banding around my body, and buries his face deep into my neck, and I feel moisture coat my skin. I draw back to cup his cheeks, pulling his face to mine. My heart cracks at the sight that greets me. Tears fill my love’s eyes and track down his bristly cheeks. Using my thumbs, I wipe them away and then kiss each cheek tenderly, softly. “What’s wrong?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing. Everything’s perfect. I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me,” he whispers.

      I know exactly what came over him. Using my hold on his face, I pull him into me and kiss this soft-hearted man who missed out on so much as he was growing up. I kiss him with everything inside me because I want him to know how much I love him in this moment, in every single moment. With slow strokes, I taste his tongue and pour my heart and soul into this beautiful man who deserves everything.

      It’s painful to separate from Oliver’s lips, but I draw back slowly.

      He drops to his knees, his hands resting on my hips. Leaning forward, he presses his lips to my sort-of flat stomach, then leans his forehead against the softness there. To think I used to worry about what he’d think about my soft stomach.

      “I’ll never leave you or your mom and I’ll do my best every single day to be the daddy you deserve, I promise.” His voice is low and rough as he makes his promises to our baby. He peers up at me. “I promise, Kate. I won’t ever let you or our baby down.” His earnest expression is overflowing with sincerity.

      Cupping his cheeks, I ensure I have his eyes on me, and swallow down the emotions building inside. “I know. I have zero doubts, Oliver. I know you’ll be the best possible daddy to our baby because you’ve been the best possible husband to me.” I bend down and kiss him chastely.

      The doorbell rings, breaking our moment, and I urge Oliver to his feet. “That’ll be the girls. I wish we had more time to celebrate.”

      He draws me in close, sliding his fingers through the loose strands of my hair, his eyes scanning my features. “We’ll have our private celebration later.” He wriggles his eyebrows up and down and presses his hard dick against my stomach.

      I chuckle. “Absolutely. I’ll hold you to that, Husband.” I press up to kiss him again because I won’t see him for a few hours and I need to get my fix. “Can we keep this to ourselves today? It’s Toby and Cassia’s special day and I don’t want to take anything away from them.”

      “Definitely. I’m not ready to share this news yet, anyway.” He kisses me again. “Thank you, Sunshine. Since you came into my life, you’ve given me so much more than I ever expected and made it markedly better. But this. This has taken it to a whole different level. Thank you for everything you’ve given to me. I love you.”

      The doorbell rings again as he lays another heated kiss on me. We reluctantly pull apart and walk hand in hand to greet the ladies.
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      Kate and Oliver open the door with a flourish wearing broad smiles. They are the epitome of a couple who are deeply in love and will stand the test of time.

      Kate squeals and opens her arms wide. “Oh my gawd, you’re almost my sister for real!” We step into each other, swaying side to side with excitement.

      I can’t believe that in a few short hours, I’ll be Mrs. Summer. It’s a title I’ll proudly wear because it means I wholly belong to Toby and he solely belongs to me. It means that Poppy and I have found our forever family with Toby and his family, who have welcomed us with open arms and hearts. They’ve even been learning some basic ASL to make it easier to communicate with Poppy.

      We’ve been incredibly fortunate.

      Kate and Oliver have gone over and above what I would have ever expected, kindly offering their home to us for our ceremony and reception. When Toby first asked me to marry him, I never once considered the logistics of marrying a rock star and trying to keep it somewhat private. The whole thing became so overwhelming. When Kate stepped in and offered their home for our wedding, it was an enormous relief.

      Kate releases me to quiet chuckles from her husband. He steps forward, wrapping his arms around me. “Hey, Cassia. Come inside.” He takes Daisy’s backpack from my shoulder and places it over his own. For a billionaire, he’s incredibly down to earth.

      “Thank you.”

      He wraps his arm around Kate, pulling her out of the doorway so Poppy and I can enter and Kate immediately engulfs my daughter in a hug as though she’s known her since she was a baby. It’s been a beautiful gift for Poppy to have her family extended with people who love and adore her as much as I do.

      “Thank you so much for hosting our wedding. You guys have been amazing.” The words don’t seem enough for everything they’ve done. The stress and anxiety they’ve removed from my shoulders.

      “We’re happy we could help,” Oliver says as he waves off my appreciation, as though their help means nothing.

      Mom breaches the porch steps carrying Daisy, closely followed by Vi and Jas. Kate and Oliver greet them all as if they’ve been family for years. Kate takes Daisy from Mom, chatting to her and fussing over her. Then they guide us through to a couple of rooms at the front of their gorgeous home. A television has been set up in a corner with miniature couches, a portable cot, and a table with crafts, I assume, to keep the girls entertained. They’ve thought of everything and my heart clenches with their thoughtfulness.

      “I thought these rooms would be great for us to use this morning and it will also keep the backyard a surprise for you.” Kate’s eyes are twinkling in delight. She’s genuinely thrilled to have us all here today.

      I take her hand in mine and squeeze it gently. “Thank you so much for everything.” I wave my hand toward the corner set up for the girls. “You’ve thought of everything.”

      “You’re most welcome. Shall we get started?” She claps her hands together, then guides the girls toward their entertainment for the time we’ll be getting ready, showing them all the different things they can do and play with.

      While we’re admiring our dresses and catching up, Oliver delivers our hair and makeup ladies along with a fruit platter and mimosas, as well as plain juice for us all to enjoy. When I first arrived, it sort of felt as though I was visiting Kate and Oliver, but seeing everything laid out and having the girls arrive, it feels real. The butterflies in my stomach take flight and my excitement for what’s about to happen grows. Oliver leaves Kate with a scorching kiss, announcing he’s heading out to Margie’s place to get ready with Toby and Shane.

      Toby. My soon-to-be husband is only a short distance away. I wonder if he’s feeling as nervous-excited as I am? When I decided to go to our reunion, never in my wildest dreams did I think it would lead to this.

      As I check on the daisy and jasmine sprigs for our hair, Violet steps in close and wraps her arm around me. I know she was dubious of Toby in the beginning, but he’s won her over, and even though she didn’t get her happily ever after with Allen, I know she’s happy for me.

      “I’m thrilled for you, Cass. Toby has been so good for you and Poppy. He’s an incredible man and I know, I just know that you guys were meant for each other and will have a long and happy life together.” She gives me a shaky smile.

      I swallow the lump in my throat and wipe away a stray tear from my cheek. Wrapping her tight to me, I whisper, “You know there’s someone for you and Jas?” I give her a meaningful look. “You just need to be brave.”

      She nods. “I know.”

      Poppy, Jasmine, and Daisy are all dressed in their wisteria-colored tutus and with our hair and makeup done, Mom, Vi, and Kate head off to dress, leaving me alone for a few moments to put on my lingerie. Violet and Kate are wearing different styles of dresses in grape. They’re all going to look so gorgeous together.

      Mom comes through from the other room wearing her charcoal-colored chiffon and lace tea-length dress. “Oh, Mom. You look stunning.”

      Her face lights up with a smile as she runs her hands down the lace sleeves and rouged bodice. “It’s a beautiful dress. Thank you for including me in all of this.” She waves her arm around the room. Her eyes are glassy and if I’m not careful, I’ll ruin my makeup and I definitely don’t want to do that.

      “As if I wouldn’t include you.” I wrap my arms carefully around her. “You’ve been my rock, my best friend, and my biggest cheerleader. I love you so much, Mom.”

      She waves her hand in front of her face. “Oh, stop it. You’re going to ruin my makeup.” She smiles shakily at me. “Shall we get you into that gorgeous dress of yours?”

      I nod. “Please.”

      Mom collects my dress from the hanger as I take off my robe. As she spins around, she gasps when her eyes land on me in my lingerie. “Oh my! Toby’s in for a treat tonight.” She chuckles as a blush stains her cheeks.

      I wiggle my hips with a shimmy and a giggle. “I’m pretty sure I’ll be the one in for the treats.” I wink at Mom.

      “TMI, Cassia.” She chuckles, walking toward me with my gown.

      I fell in love with this dress the minute I laid eyes on it. It looked so romantic on the mannequin, with the off-the-shoulder straps that sort of just sit on my upper arms. The floral lace work on the bodice and dripping down onto the dreamy skirt stole my breath.

      Mom helps me to step into the dress, then lifts it up my body, zipping it into place. I smooth down the fabric, adjusting the skirt, and Mom steps back to give me a clear view of myself in the full-length mirror.

      “Oh my gosh, it’s gorgeous!” Mom gasps as I take in my reflection. I feel beautiful. “You’re gorgeous!” she whispers before heading over to the dresser. Walking toward me, her eyes glisten with unshed tears. “I’m so happy for you, Cassia. Toby is a remarkable young man and I’m thankful for you and Poppy that he came into your lives.” She draws a small box from behind her back. “I don’t have anything that I can pass down to you from my wedding, because, well … that didn’t work out so well, but I thought we could start a new tradition.” Mom hands me the box and I open it carefully to find a pair of stunning drop earrings. “I saw these antique crystal and silver earrings and thought they’d be perfect for your something blue.”

      I glance up at Mom. “They’re exquisite. Thank you so much.” I lean in to hug her carefully, then step toward the mirror to attach them to my ears. The delicate blue crystals drop to a clear crystal with three smaller blue crystals around the top and bottom, then lead down to a teardrop-shaped blue crystal. I move my hair carefully aside to admire them. “What do you think?”

      “Beautiful, Cassia. Just beautiful.”

      Violet and Kate step into the room with Poppy, Jasmine, and Daisy, all dressed in their various shades of purple. “Oh my gosh, you girls look so gorgeous,” I gasp.

      Daisy runs forward, straight for me, with her arms outstretched. “Mommy!” I bend down and scoop her up in her gorgeous wisteria-colored tulle and lace tutu.

      Poppy joins us, signing, “You look like a princess, Mommy.”

      I sign back, one-handed. “Thank you, Baby Girl. You look like a beautiful princess yourself.”

      “I’m not a baby anymore!” she swiftly responds, frowning.

      “You’ll always be my baby girl.” I kiss her forehead and smooth away the frown lines.

      Violet and Kate come closer, Kate holding a gift. “Cassia, my brother’s gonna pass out when he lays eyes on you.” She chuckles, then hands me the small box. “Toby asked me to give this to you today while we were getting ready.”

      My heart grows inside my chest as I open the box; Violet and Kate watching closely. My lips tip up as I run my finger over the delicate piece of jewelry.

      The girls giggle. “As if the rings on your finger won’t tell people you’re married, he has to add this piece to the mix.” Violet chuckles.

      I lift the necklace that has the word ‘Mrs’ in platinum script joined between two delicate chains and hand it to my sister. “Would you mind putting it on for me?” After it’s in place, I move back to the mirror to study everything, from my earrings to my necklace, to the jasmine and daisy flowers in my hair, to my dress. “I’m ready. I’m so ready to become Mrs. Toby Summer.” I’m pretty sure my smile has overtaken my entire face.

      “Alright. Let’s get you to my brother.” Kate’s almost bouncing with glee.

      I scan the room. “Should we tidy up in here a little first?” It looks as though a tornado has come through the space.

      “Nope. Oliver has that sorted for us. Let’s go.”

      Beth meets us at the back of the house, ready to guide us through this last part and I get my first glimpse of our wedding all set up. It’s stunning. Better than I ever could have imagined.

      “Oh my gosh, you ladies all look stunning. The purple is beautiful.” She raises her eyebrows at us. “Are you ready to see your guys? They all look so …” She fans her face and we all giggle.

      “I’m so ready! Thank you for everything you’ve done to make it look so incredible.”

      “You’re most welcome. It’s been my absolute pleasure.” She squeezes my hand and I draw in a deep breath, kiss my girls and wait for my turn to step out toward my happily ever after.
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      Shane, Oliver, and I are enjoying a quiet beer on Margie’s back deck, watching the final touches being made to the tables in the tent.

      “I would have thought I’d be more nervous at this point,” I muse out loud.

      Oliver swallows his beer. “I don’t know about you, but I felt a sense of peace wash over me right before I married Kate. Knowing that I was about to tie her to me forever.”

      I nod. “Makes sense. I’m feeling the same.”

      Shane says nothing, looking off into the distance, lost in his thoughts.

      “How were Cass and the girls this morning?” I ask my brother-in-law.

      “They were great. Very calm, lots of giggling and chatting when I delivered their snacks and kissed my wife goodbye.” He catches my gaze. “You have an exceptional woman in Cassia. You’re a very lucky man.”

      “You sure are. Cassia and Poppy have been great for you. And then Daisy.” A soft smile touches my long-time friend’s lips. “You guys make a great family. I’m wrapped for you, bro.”

      “Thanks, man. Believe me, I know how lucky I am.”

      “Cassia gave me something to give to you. She said you need to open it in private.” He climbs to his feet and heads inside, so I follow, leaving Oliver sitting on the back deck. I wonder if Kate’s given Cassia her gift from me yet?

      Shane hands me a long, slim box with a purple bow on top and then steps back outside to sit with Oliver. I carefully untie the ribbon and take the lid off the box. My eyes widen when they land on a white stick with two pink lines, sending my heart racing. Tucked beside it is a note. With shaky hands, I place the box down carefully and blow out a long breath. I run my hands through my messy hair, then reach for the folded sheet of paper.

      
        
        Surprise!

        I suspected yesterday, so I took the test. I’d been wondering what gift I could give you for our wedding and couldn’t think of a single thing.

        But I figured this would do nicely.

        I’m so grateful to be bringing another child into our family with you.

        Thank you for loving me,

        for loving all of us the way you do.

        Oh, and shhh!

        Let’s keep this to ourselves for now.

        All my love today and for all the days to come.

        Your soon-to-be Wife!

        xxx

      

      

      My smile must be a mile wide. Another baby! I must have done something amazing in a previous life to be this blessed. I tuck the box and note in a safe place in my overnight bag, school my emotions, and then step onto the back deck with an extra pep in my step.

      Could this day get any better? No. I don’t think it can.

      “Okay, guys. It’s time to suit up. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      We all head inside and dress, ready for the ceremony in our navy tuxes and black ties. Cass said the navy would complement the girls’ purple dresses, and I figured she knew best.

      “Knock, knock.” Mom’s voice comes through from the back deck.

      I step out from the bedroom where I’ve been getting ready and greet Mom and Dad. Mom’s wearing a charcoal-colored dress that looks gorgeous on her, while Dad’s wearing his usual wedding suit. The same one he pulls out whenever they have a wedding to attend. Even when he was the father of the bride, he wouldn’t let Oliver buy him a new suit. I still chuckle at the expression on Oliver’s face when Dad told him, ‘thanks, but no thanks, save your money, Son’. Luckily it’s a classic style, so it doesn’t look out of date.

      When Mom sees me, her eyes grow wide, and she covers her mouth with her hand. “Oh my, look at how handsome you are.” She steps in closer, pressing her palm to my bristly cheek, and I lean into it. “I’m so happy for you. Cassia’s such a wonderful woman … and well, you know how I feel about Poppy and Daisy.” She blows out a heavy breath, then smiles. “I’m so proud of the man you’ve grown to be.”

      I lean down and kiss her cheek. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Dad moves in, slaps me on the back, and pulls me into him for a tight hug. “I’m proud of you, Son. You’re creating a beautiful family and an exceptional life.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I only hope to be half as good a father as you’ve been to me and Kate.”

      We chat for a few moments and then they head down to the guest chairs, which face the dais on Oliver and Kate’s private dock, overlooking the river. It’s the perfect location to promise myself to my girls forever.
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        * * *

      

      Standing on the dock beneath the dais draped in purple fabric and a variety of flowers in various shades of purple, I wait. My eyes are locked on the lavender-lined pathway leading from the house to the dock. The first notes of Ellie Goulding’s How Long Will I Love You come over the speakers and the small number of guests in attendance quietens down.

      Xanthe has taken a position beside our celebrant, Mary, so she can sign for Poppy since Cass and I will be preoccupied with our vows. I tuck my fingers in the collar of my shirt and stretch it out as much as the tie will allow, hoping to cool down a little. It’s unseasonably hot today, which is making the suits highly uncomfortable. I huff out a breath because it was supposed to be a pleasant sixty-eight degrees today. As soon as the photos are done, this tie is gone. I glance across at Shane and Oliver, noticing perspiration at their temples, too. I’m glad I’m not the only one feeling the heat.

      Poppy and Jasmine are the first to step through the glass doors, holding hands with grins on their beautiful faces. As they reach the bottom of the deck, Kate steps through the door with Daisy in her arms, her eyes locked on Oliver. She looks beautiful and I want to check the expression on Oliver’s face, but I don’t want to miss Cassia coming through the door. From experience, I know his gaze will be heated. It’s probably best I don’t look; I don’t need to see the guy undressing my sister with his eyes for the millionth time. A shiver runs through my body at the thought.

      With only a few feet between us, Poppy runs the last few steps, throwing herself at my body, while Jas does the same to Shane. He catches her with ease, tossing her up in the air, then catching her and making her giggle.

      I hear him ask her, “Who’s this pretty girl?”

      “It’s me, Jasmine! You remember me.” I glance across quickly to spot her squeezing Shane’s smooth cheeks in her chubby little hands. He chuckles, then lands a kiss on her forehead. That man is so gone for Violet and Jasmine, but he doesn’t even realize it, or maybe he just doesn’t want to admit it.

      I place Poppy on her feet and sign as I speak to her, “You look beautiful, Pop.”

      Her smile is wide as her cheeks turn pink. “Thank you, Daddy. Wait until you see Mommy!”

      “I can’t wait,” I tell her as I sign.

      When Kate and Daisy reach halfway down the path, Violet steps out, wearing the same color dress as Kate but in a different style. Her eyes lock on her daughter in Shane’s arms and her lips tip up on one side. I roll my eyes. When are they going to stop dancing around each other?

      I snap my eyes back to the door just in time to see my future step through the opening; her hand locked in her mother’s. All the air gushes from my lungs and my mouth goes dry as my heart beats wildly. She looks so fucking beautiful. I don’t blink because I don’t want to miss a single second of Cass walking toward me.

      Without taking my eyes off Cass, I pick up Poppy and collect Daisy from Kate. I carry both of my girls toward their mother, meeting Cassia and Rose at the last row of the guest chairs.

      “Thank you, Rose,” I say, still keeping my eyes locked on Cassia, then kiss my mother-in-law’s cheek.

      She pats my cheek lovingly. “You’re most welcome, Son.” My heart swells and my eyes snap briefly to Rose at her words. “Thank you so much for being such a wonderful man for my girls.”

      “It’s absolutely my pleasure, Mom.” I lay a gentle kiss on her cheek and when I draw back, I notice her eyes are glassy. She gives Cass one last hug, then takes her seat in the front row to watch us exchange our vows under the gorgeous afternoon sky against a backdrop of purple silk.

      Daisy giggles and wriggles in my arms, kicking her little feet with excitement, so I tighten my hold and return my focus to Cassia. Leaning forward, I swipe her lips with mine and whisper, “You look so goddamn beautiful, Bun.”

      Her warm breath touches my lips as she presses forward to kiss me in return. I groan as she swipes her tongue across my bottom lip. “You look so hot, almost husband.”

      I smile against her lips, balancing our girls in each arm. “Thank you for my gift. You’ve given me the world, Cass. I hope you know that.” I pull back, my eyes dancing between hers, which are sparkling in the hot afternoon sun.

      She gifts me a gorgeous smile. “You’ve given me just as much.”

      “Are you ready to do this?”

      “Absolutely. I can’t wait another second.”

      As one unit, the four of us make our way toward the celebrant to bind ourselves together forever.
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            –cassia–

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe I’m about to become Mrs. Toby Summer!

      All those years ago in music class when he would blow me off, I never would have imagined I would be standing here next to the most handsome and kindest man on the planet, about to become his wife. It feels like a fairytale. I can’t believe this is my life.

      Toby places Poppy on her feet and hands Daisy to Mom, kisses both of our daughters, and returns his intense denim gaze to me.

      The celebrant smiles at us and clears her throat. “Cassia. Toby. Are you ready?”

      Without tearing our eyes away from each other, we both nod.

      Mary raises her voice to ensure our guests can hear her. “Welcome everyone. Today we are gathered to join Cassia and Toby in the union of marriage. Marriage is a union of the heart, the soul, the mind, and the body. It is not a union to be entered lightly. It’s a decision to choose that person every single day for the rest of your life, to put them first, above all others, even yourself. Cassia and Toby, as well as Poppy, are ready to make this deep commitment to each other today,” Xanthe signs as Mary speaks. “Today, Cassia and Toby are making a promise to support each other through difficult times as well as happy times. To support each other’s dreams and help each other through their failures.”

      Mary turns to me with a warm smile. “Cassia, would you like to share your promises with Toby?”

      I nod, smiling at my future, and suck in a deep breath, then blow it out. I hope I can get through my vows without breaking down. “Toby. You literally are the man of my dreams.” Everyone chuckles. “The first thing I want to say is that I’m incredibly grateful that you came back into my life and that you didn’t give up on me … on us.” I blow out a nervous breath. My heart feels like it’s going to beat right out of my chest. “You are everything I’ve ever dreamed of having for a partner. You are patient and kind, giving and loving, loyal and honest, generous and talented.” I drop my voice to a whisper for Toby’s ears only, “In more ways than one.” I finish with a wink, making him chuckle.

      “You make me want to be the best person I can be so that I can be deserving of your support, love, and affection. I promise to always be my authentic self and to provide a safe space for you to be yours as well. Toby, I promise to support you every day in every endeavor as you grow and change in your career and as a person. I want you to know you can rely on me to be your rock when you feel overwhelmed by your career because I always want to be the person you turn to, just as you have become mine. I promise to stand beside you throughout our life together and beyond, in the good times and the bad, in sickness and in health.” I take a deep breath and squeeze his hands.

      “You have been an incredible father to Poppy and Daisy. You’ve been fantastic with Poppy from the beginning; even before I knew who you were, you gave her everything you had. You stepped up in ways that no man ever had before. Never in my wildest dreams would I think it possible to have such a great man for our daughters, but here you are, standing in front of me, giving us everything you have. In return, I promise to be the best mom I can be to our girls and the best possible wife to you. I promise to give everything I am to you, to give you every single fiber of my being; my heart, my soul, my mind, and my body. I promise to give you my friendship, honesty, faithfulness, and trust.” I smile at him.

      “Toby, I promise to give you everything you need until my last breath. I promise to share my hopes, my dreams, my successes, my failures, and my love with you. I love you, Toby, and I’m incredibly thankful I get to call you mine. It’s something I will never take for granted.” I lean forward and press my lips to his, because how can I not when his eyes are glassy and he’s wearing a shaky smile? “Thank you for loving me the way you do,” I whisper against his lips with a smile.

      He presses his forehead to mine as Mary says, “Such beautiful promises, Cassia. Toby. Would you like to share your promises with Cassia?”

      Toby glances at her and then returns his azure gaze to me. Without a single word spoken, I feel his love all the way to the center of my soul. This man has been nothing but transparent regarding his feelings for me and my daughter from day one. He’s never given me a reason to doubt him.

      “Cassia.” He pauses, drawing in a deep breath, his voice shaky. “You are my world. You are everything that makes sense to me. When I had the opportunity to make things right between us, I was bound and determined to make you mine once I realized our attraction was mutual. Sixteen-year-old me was, still is, in complete shock that you returned my feelings. And I could say that we wasted too many years, but if not for our years apart, we wouldn’t have Poppy and I’d never want to live in a world where she didn’t exist.”

      A heavy lump settles at the base of my throat and my eyes fill with tears, which spring forth without permission; overflowing and painting my cheeks. He raises his hands, wiping my tears tenderly with shaky thumbs. His love for Poppy is such a beautiful thing, and it’s something I’ll always cherish. I’m so thankful she has Toby in her life. I glance down at Poppy noticing she has tears streaming down her face, so we both bend down to pull her in close and wipe them away.

      Toby stands and clears his throat, giving us a small smile. “You and Poppy and now Daisy make me strive to be a better man in every way. A man you can rely on to stand beside you, support you, and encourage you. Cass, I never want to miss out on another moment of your life and so I’m promising you now that I will be with you until my final breath and bound to you beyond that … loving you, caring for you, giving you everything you need, everything you want.” He squeezes my hand and raises an eyebrow above his twinkling eyes, a cheeky half-smile touching his lips.

      “I promise to be the best possible husband, friend, lover, partner, and father I can to you and our girls. I promise to love you all every single moment of every single day with every single ounce of my being. I promise to be by your side through every joyous time, through the obstacles, through the rough times, and the good.” He draws in a deep breath.

      “I consider myself to be the luckiest man on Earth because I have your love and I won’t ever take that precious gift for granted, Cassia. Your love is worth more to me than anything my music career can ever give to me. Your love gives me riches beyond my wildest dreams and imagination. I promise you, Cassia, that I will always be faithful to you and only you, you have all of me from this day until my last.”

      I lean in and wrap my arms around his neck, pressing my lips to his. His words touch me down to my soul and fill up every part of my heart until it feels as though it’s going to burst. I know I’m not supposed to kiss him yet, but how can I resist?

      Mary clears her throat. “That was beautiful, Toby. Now, I believe you have some promises you’d like to make to Poppy.”

      I smile against his lips, then release him. He didn’t tell me he was going to do this, but I’m honestly not surprised. He wants to make sure that she knows how important she is to him—as if she could ever question his love for her.

      He drops to one knee. “Poppy,” he signs as he speaks. “I have to be the luckiest man on the planet to be able to call you my daughter. I promise to be the best daddy I can be. I want you to know that you can always come to me with your worries and fears, your joys and successes, no matter how grown up you are. I promise to love you and guide you as you grow into the beautiful and talented young woman I know you’re going to be. Today, I wanted to make it official in front of our families and friends.”

      Shane passes him something and Toby shows it to Poppy. Poppy’s eyes widen and her mouth drops open. She glances up at me and then back to the frame in Toby’s hands. She pushes into him, past the frame, and wraps her arms around him. He returns her hug, his free hand going to the fall of her hair to stroke it lovingly.

      He draws back and signs, “I love you, Poppy.”

      She drags her hand underneath her nose and wipes her eyes, then signs, “I love you so much, Daddy.”

      I take the frame from Toby, laying eyes on the adoption certificate he’s had specially framed. A lump forms in my throat and tears threaten to fall again, but I breathe through it. I refuse to cry for such an incredibly happy moment. Toby draws Poppy into him and stands with her in his arms.

      We exchange rings and promises of endless love with no judgment and no fear. A promise to spend our lives supporting and loving each other, united in our bond as a family. A promise to build an environment that’s not only physically safe but emotionally safe as well.

      “I’m pleased to announce you as husband and wife.”

      My smile is as wide as it can possibly be as Toby places Poppy gently on her feet and cups my face in his warm hands. His eyes are twin flames that are filled with promises for what’s to come as he touches his mouth to mine in a tender kiss. I press forward and swipe my tongue across his soft lips. He takes the hint, moving his hands to cup the back of my head and tilting it in a way that allows him to take my mouth in a searing kiss. I tangle my tongue with his, moaning into our kiss as we get lost in each other. Everyone and everything else falls away and my sole focus is on my now husband and where we’re fused. I press my body in tight against his, connecting us at every available point. I can’t believe I’m the lucky woman who gets to kiss him like this for the rest of my days.

      Cheers sound out, drawing me out of the moment and back into the real world. We gently pull away with difficulty, pressing our foreheads together with matching grins.

      “Are you ready to sign the formal papers?” Mary asks.

      Without separating, we both nod. Toby takes my hand and guides me to the table to the side of the dais, where we sign the documents that ensure we’re bound in the eyes of the law.
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      I have a daddy!

      He’s the best daddy ever!

      I have to be the luckiest girl ever to have a daddy as amazing as mine. And the best thing ever is that he chose to be my daddy. He wanted to be my daddy as much as I wanted him to be.

      I love him so much. And he loves me. Me!

      And he loves my mommy so much, too. He’s always kissing her and playing with her hair and making sure he looks after her. He makes her so happy and that makes me happy, too.

      From the first minute I met him, I liked him. A lot. I thought he was funny how he kept mixing up his words, but he’s much better with ASL now. He taught me how to play the guitar and I helped him improve his signing. He’s almost as good as me and Mommy.

      I’m so excited to be Poppy Summer! It’s the best name ever. Now my name is the same as Daisy’s, so we’re sisters in every single way. We all have the same name, like a real family.

      I’m so lucky.

      Today’s been the best day of my life second to having a little sister. That’s probably really my best day, but this one’s pretty great too, if not a little better. Oh, I don’t know. I can’t choose which day is the best—they’re both the best.

      Can I have two best days?

      Maybe I need to have three best days. Because the day Daddy came to Music for my Heart would have to be the best, right? That’s the day I met him. If I’d never met him, I wouldn’t have Daisy and he wouldn’t be my daddy right now.

      I feel like my heart’s going to explode right out of my chest with all the love I have for my family.

      My family.

      A real family like all my friends have.
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      Holding my wife, my wife, tight against me as we share our first dance, my heart expands with my love for her and my cock grows with lust. She’s fucking beautiful in the dress she’s wearing and I’m itching to get her out of it. Actually, I might fuck her with it on first, then peel it away from her magnificent body, inch by glorious inch.

      I press as close as possible and gently push her silky hair away from her ear, then whisper, “Thank you for becoming my wife today and for your incredible gift this morning. I’m going to be sure to show you my gratitude later.” I press my hips tighter against her so she can feel me through the fabric of her gown.

      Her eyes widen and her breath hitches as I swipe the edge of her earlobe with my teeth, careful to avoid her earrings, then land gentle kisses along her jawline until I reach her lips. Her tongue darts out and I capture it between my lips and slide my tongue into her mouth alongside hers. Red velvet cake is the dominant flavor but I can still taste my Bun. She sighs and her body melts against mine as it always does.

      We’re enjoying each other when the song changes to the next one, meaning our bridal party will join us on the dance floor. Oliver and Kate join us first and when I glance around the room, I can’t find Shane or Violet anywhere. Maybe something’s happened with Jas? My eyes make it back to Cass. Her eyebrows are furrowed; she must have noticed they’re missing too.

      “Where do you think Shane and Vi are? Do you think everything’s okay?” Cass asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Do you think something happened with Jas?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. She’s over there dancing with Chris.” She points over my shoulder toward my drummer.

      “I’m sure everything’s okay. They’re probably just caught up with something.” But this is unlike Shane. He always, always takes his duties extremely seriously. Sometimes I wish he’d loosen up a bit and have some fun. Blow off his responsibilities for a change.

      My parents join us on the dance floor along with Poppy and Daisy. I can’t believe Daisy’s still going. She’ll be so tuckered out. I feel for Rose having to look after her when she’s overtired. She can get a little, make that a lot, grumpy.

      Without words, Cass and I separate to collect the girls from my parents, so we can have a family dance together. Here, right now, like this … my life is perfect; dancing with my girls, surrounded by family and friends who love us and want to share our joy. It can’t get any better than this.
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      Oh my goodness!

      Watching these young people find love takes me back to when I married my Thomas. We were instantly so in love. I hold my hand to my heart and gaze up at the night sky.

      It was a funny thing. The instant I laid eyes on him; I knew I would one day marry him. I told him as much the first time we spoke, but even I didn’t expect to fall so quickly or for our marriage to happen so fast or to last as long as it did. We were complete strangers, after all.

      As I walk toward the dock, a smile touches my lips as I remember the day as clearly as if it happened yesterday.

      
        
        It was such a hot day that I was enjoying an ice cream with my older sister at the local ice cream parlor when the most handsome man I’d ever laid eyes on strolled past the window. My heart leaped into my throat and I jumped up from my seat to race outside to catch him before he disappeared. I’d never seen him before and I was worried I’d miss my opportunity to speak with him. He was so handsome, clean-shaven, and wearing his Navy uniform—I’d never laid eyes on a man so beautiful before. My feet carried me to the doorway swiftly, my heart pounded like a drum. I thought I was going to faint right there and then; I was so light-headed.

        Hanging onto the doorframe, I used all of my bravado and called out to him. “Hey, handsome.”

        He spun around on his heel and tipped his head at me in a very gentlemanly way. “Well, hello there, beautiful lady.” Taking the few steps back toward the door, he stopped a couple of feet away from me; enough to keep a polite distance. He was such a gentleman and even more handsome up close. He had the lightest green-colored eyes I’d ever seen and his tanned skin was a stark contrast to the white starchy fabric he wore.

        I smiled at him, my biggest and brightest one. “I’m gonna marry you. What’s your name?”

        He chuckled, tucking his hands in his pockets. “Thomas. Ma’am. Thomas Watson.” He ducked his head, then raised his eyes to mine. “May I have the pleasure of knowing yours?”

        “Margaret. Margaret Anne Beaumont. Soon to be Margaret Anne Watson. But my friends call me Margie.” I took a step closer to him and his eyes followed my every move. “I think you should take me on a date.”

        He looked slightly startled at my statement, but then one side of his mouth tipped up. “Is that so?” I nodded, and he rubbed his strong-looking jaw, his green eyes sparkling in the afternoon sunlight, as his smile widened. “A date?”

        “Yes. I think it’s only proper to go on at least one date before you ask me to marry you. I’m quite the catch, you know.” I’m not sure where my bravado came from, but I felt it was working for me.

        He chuckled but asked me on a date. We exchanged details and made plans for him to pick me up the next evening. It was only proper that he should meet my parents since we were to be married so soon.

      

      

      I chuckle at the memory and my audacious behavior. We married one week to the day after that first meeting because he was due to ship out and we were only ever separated when he was deployed. Our love only grew stronger through letters during the time we were apart. I would cherish each one as it arrived, knowing that Thomas was still alive and well. We grew to know each other well through our letter writing, probably on a much deeper level than if we had dated and, perhaps, had a long engagement like most other couples did at the time.

      He was my soulmate and my best friend. I shared all of my secrets with him, as he did with me. And even when we discovered I couldn’t bear a child for him, he insisted on remaining married, saying that I was his one true love and that he could never abandon me. That my love for him was worth more than any child, and he refused to give it up.

      I blow out a long breath, a small smile touching my lips as my mind moves back to the present. He was such a good man—a man of solid character.

      It makes me so happy when these young people find their forever person just like I did. Their soulmate.

      It thrilled me when Kate met Oliver and they married. She deserved the very best man, and she certainly got that in spades with him. I had never seen another love like mine until Kate finally let Oliver love her. I press the palm of my hand over my heart as I remember their wedding day. So beautiful.

      And now Toby has his forever lady in Cassia and a ready-made family. The four of them looked so very happy after they said ‘I do’ in front of friends and family. Little Daisy proudly sat in her mommy’s arms, pulled tightly against Toby’s side, with his other arm holding Poppy proudly. They make a beautiful family.

      I’m so blessed the day Kate moved in next door and took me under her wing, introducing me to her family and including me as if I’d always belonged with them. I’ll be forever grateful for her kind and genuine spirit.

      I tilt my head back, peering up at the evening sky, searching for my special star. “Oh, Thomas. Did you see? Did you see the love that abounds in the Summer family? I’m one lucky old duck to be considered one of them. They are like the grandchildren we never got to have, my love.”

      I smile softly as a gentle breeze blows a few loose strands of hair across my face. I draw in a deep breath and head toward my beautiful home, allowing the young ones to enjoy the festivities without us oldies cramping their style.

      As I pass the boat shed, I hear a man’s low groan, followed by a woman’s voice. “Oh my God. Shaaaane!”

      My eyes widen, and I cover my mouth to suppress my giggle. Good for you, Shane. I quicken my pace and hurry inside. I don’t want them to catch me out here and think that I’ve been eavesdropping on their sexy times. Oh my. It sounded like he was certainly showing the lucky lady a good time.
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      Finally! Fucking finally!

      I have my wife, my wife, to myself.

      For one night only, but that’s neither here nor there. Tomorrow, we head off for our honeymoon with the girls to Disneyland. Yeah, that’s right. What a rock-star way to spend my honeymoon.

      And you know what? I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’m giddy to have this uninterrupted time with my girls. Shane will tag along, but that’s the norm for us.

      For now, I’m focusing on tonight and my wife. Just the two of us and a penthouse suite. Holding her hand in mine, our fingers locked together tight, we make our way to our suite. Cass complained we didn’t need anything so extravagant, but I wanted tonight to be memorable. She deserves the world and I want to be the one to give it to her. As we approach the door, I pull her to a stop and dig out the keycard from my pocket.

      “Wait here,” I tell her.

      She chuckles. “So bossy.”

      I wink at her. “You have no idea how bossy I’m gonna be tonight, Bun. I hope you’re ready.”

      Her gaze heats as her pupils dilate. “I’m so freaking ready. I’ve been ready from the second I laid eyes on you in that damn tux.” She runs her fingers down the satin lapel. I kiss her roughly, then pull away to open the door.

      Stepping inside, I check that everything I asked the concierge to do before our arrival has been done. The room looks amazing and I can’t wait for Cass to see it. The strawberries, chocolate, and wine are artfully displayed on the coffee table alongside an arrangement of pillar candles which are filling the room with a cinnamon scent to match my wife’s.

      Satisfied that everything’s ready, I step into the hall and scoop up my wife without warning. “Toby! What are you doing?” She chuckles, her eyes crinkling at the corners.

      “I’m carrying my wife across the threshold as a good husband should.” I smirk at her, giving her a wink. As we clear the doorway, Cass’s eyes leave mine and dance around the room. Her mouth drops open with a gasp and I turn slowly on the spot to make sure she can see everything. I wanted it to be perfect for her. What’s the point of having rock star status if I don’t use it occasionally?

      Her arms tighten around my neck, and she presses her lips to mine. “This is gorgeous. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Bun. I wanted tonight to be memorable for you.”

      She smiles at me, her eyes sparkling in the twinkling fairy lights. “It’s already memorable because I’m with you. I don’t need fancy, just you. In saying that, I love everything. The room looks so romantic.” She glides her nose down the side of mine, then licks across my lips. I open eagerly to take her tongue inside and we dance our familiar dance.

      I’ll never tire of having her lips pressed against mine, of tasting her tongue, of feeling her breaths against my cheek. She is forever seared into my very center. Pulling away slightly, our foreheads press together and I lose myself in Cass’s stormy gaze.

      “Today’s been incredible,” she whispers, her warm breath touching my lips.

      “It has. The best.” I slowly release Cass, ensuring she’s steady as her feet touch the carpeted floor covered in various shades of purple petals.

      She peels away from me, drifting around the room and grabbing a silver string dangling in front of her. “These balloons are beautiful. It’s like they’re from a fairytale.” I’m so glad she likes them. The see-through helium balloons look stunning with the fairy lights. She walks toward the four-poster bed, swathed in see-through lavender fabric and covered with yet more fairy lights. It’s subtle, with the perfect number of lights; exactly how I wanted it to look.

      “Come here, Wife.” I stand to my full height, parting my feet as I remove my jacket slowly. I lost the tie straight after the photos; it was too damn hot. Her eyes follow every move I make as she steps closer to me.

      “Say it again.”

      “Wife.”

      She sighs as she presses her body to mine and I drop my eyes to hers. “I love that label, Husband.”

      I grunt at her use of the word husband; my cock growing harder by the second. I drop my lips to hers and take her mouth with a hard thrust of my tongue. She meets my invasion with the same level of intensity.

      Sliding my hand under the fall of her silky hair, I grasp the strands at the base and tug her head back, allowing me to kiss and bite along her throat to her collarbone. I lightly wrap my other hand around the base of her throat, feeling her pulse throb beneath my grip. Searching her eyes, all I see is desire and trust. It’s fucking heady that she trusts me so much after what she’s been through. I press a little firmer and take her mouth again in a drugging kiss with clashing teeth and dueling tongues.

      Picking her up beneath her ass, she tightens her hold around my neck and I walk us across to the bar, sitting her on the counter without breaking our kiss.

      I lean back slightly, admiring the puffiness of her lips and the glazed look in her eyes. I did that to her. Me. No other man will ever touch her again. I’ll be the only one to ever see her like this until the end of our days. My cock throbs in my trousers at the thought.

      “Toby,” she whispers—a small desperate sound.

      “I know, Bun.”

      I drop to my knees, pushing the layers of fabric making up her skirt out of my way. There seems to be a lot of fucking material here. After what seems like forever, I think I’ve reached the last layer when I discover yet another one.

      I grumble, “I just want to get to my wife’s pussy. Is that too much to ask?”

      Cass chuckles. “Trust me. I want you to get to my pussy, too. I’m so wet for you.” The last word turns to a groan as I run my knuckle along her slit, tracing over her delicate white lace panties, which are soaked through. Cass spreads her thighs further apart and moans. “Don’t take them off. I wanted to show you my lingerie,” she says, so I carefully tug the panel to the side, exposing her glistening pink flesh. I draw in a deep breath, taking her sexy scent into my lungs, then swipe my tongue from the base of her slit to her pretty clit. She pushes her pelvis into my face as she moans. “I love having your mouth on me.”

      “I would fucking live with my mouth on you if I could—you’re so damn decadent.” I remember the chocolate-coated strawberries on the table and step over to collect them. Cass’s lust-filled gaze follows my every move, a smile slowly spreading across her lips. Taking one out of the bowl, I show her, then dip down to swipe it through her wetness. Once I’m happy that it’s coated to my liking, I make a show of taking a bite of the sweet treat. “Mmmm. Fucking delicious.”

      Her lashes drop to her cheeks and she hums. “You’re such a tease, Toby Summer.”

      I wink at her, take another swipe and finish the strawberry. I think double-dipping is acceptable in this instance. “Just the way you love me.”

      She chuckles. “Exactly the way I love you.”

      I swipe another chocolate-coated strawberry through her lips and then offer it to her. She opens eagerly, biting into the sweetness. I finish the rest and dive in to get my fill, swiping my tongue through her folds and French kissing her like it’s the last time I’ll ever get to do this. I nibble on her clit, then use my tongue to make firm circles around the bundle as I push two fingers into her tight, wet hole. We both moan at the same time. Her hands slide into my hair, removing the elastic and grasping the strands. She pulls me in tight against her pussy and I smile against her soft flesh.

      As demanding as I can be in the bedroom, I just want to love on my wife the way she deserves to be loved. I nip her clit and press my fingers against the magic spot on her front wall and she detonates, coming apart beautifully beneath my touch with moans and sighs. Her thighs tighten around my head as I lap up all of her tangy juices.

      Her grip eventually releases from my hair as she comes down from her high and she lovingly massages my scalp with her fingertips. I press into her touch, enjoying her ministrations. Cass gives a great head massage … and yes, I mean my big head, though she gives fantastic head too.

      I’m a lucky bastard.

      I stand and smash my lips onto hers, stroking my tongue inside with the same desperation my cock feels to get inside her.

      I need her out of this dress. Holding her hips, I help her down from the counter and spin her around to search for the zipper. I blow out a harsh breath.

      “You look like a goddess in this dress, Bun. So fucking beautiful.” I can’t find the damn zipper. What is it with women’s clothes? “Now tell me how to get you out of this thing,” I snap, my patience wearing thin.

      She giggles. Like it’s the funniest thing ever that her husband can’t find the damn zipper. She raises her arm. “It’s here.” She points at the side seam. I can’t see a damn zipper, but then I look more closely and there’s a tiny white pull poking slightly out of the seam. Pulling it down, the fabric loosens and Cass drops her arms to her sides, allowing the dress to slide down her body and pool at her feet.

      Fuck me.

      My breath gushes out of me and I press the palm of my hand against my dick, pushing it down as it tries to poke above the top of my trousers.

      “Spectacular.” I stroll around my wife, careful not to step on the white fabric at her feet, my gaze taking in every single inch of my wife’s womanly dips and curves. She was conscious of the extra weight she gained with her pregnancy, but I fucking love her body. When I come back around to the front of her, I reach out my hand to help her step out of her dress, then bend down and collect it, draping it over the back of a nearby chair for now.

      Returning to my wife, her gaze drops to the front of my pants. “It seems you have a situation that needs to be dealt with, Husband.”

      I tilt my head down and one side of my mouth tips up. “It seems you’re correct, Wife. What are you going to do about it?”

      She steps forward and collects my hand, deftly removing the cufflink. She repeats the process for the other cuff, then places them carefully on the table. She returns to me with a sexy smirk and proceeds to unfasten each of the buttons on my shirt and slides the crisp fabric from my shoulders. She bends down to pick it up, giving me a stunning view of her tits encased in white lace. As she drapes it over the chair on top of her dress, I admire how her ass jiggles in her thong as she walks. She glances over her shoulder at me and gives me a wink with a side of smirk.

      I toe off my shoes and undo my belt, swiftly followed by the button and zipper on my trousers. I let them drop to the floor in record time and send my boxer briefs to join them. I tear off my socks, then collect a cushion from the couch and toss it to the floor at my feet. Standing to my full height, I beckon Cass to me with my finger. “Come here, Wife, and get down on your knees.”

      With eager steps, she moves forward and drops to her knees, her mouth level with my needy cock. Moisture coats the head, and she leans forward without hesitation, swirling her tongue around the tip as she keeps her eyes locked on mine. Her molten gaze heats my flesh as she works her magic on my dick. As her hand locks around my shaft, a shudder travels through my body and I tunnel my fingers through her silky hair, fighting my need to pump my hips.

      She pulls her mouth away from my needy cock, leaving me feeling cold. “Don’t hold back.” She implores me with her eyes and then swallows my dick deep.

      A long moan escapes my throat as I move my hips; I can’t hold back any longer and she wants this. She wants me to fuck her face and I always like to give my wife what she wants. Her hand comes up to massage my balls, one of her fingers massaging my taint, making me feel fucking fantastic. She sucks my shaft down her pretty little throat and swallows around it, and I brace my legs for my impending orgasm. “Such a good wife, taking me deep down that gorgeous throat of yours. Swallow.”

      She moans around my shaft as she takes me deeper. Her eyes water and saliva drips down her chin. Fucking beautiful.

      I tighten my grip on her hair and pump again as I tip her chin up slightly with my fingers. “Are you gonna swallow my cum?” She nods and increases the suction, her eyebrows furrowed in concentration. It’s sexy as fuck how seriously she takes giving head.

      Tingles race down my spine, and my balls draw up tight to my body. I throw my head back with a long groan as she draws all the cum from me. Swallowing around my cock as she takes it all like the fucking goddess she is. My legs shake and I focus on keeping myself upright as my climax draws to an end. I drop my eyes to my bun and give her a grateful smile. Her eyes go soft as she licks my dick clean.
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      I love that I have such a profound effect on my husband. Every single time we’re together, it’s explosive. He groans long and low as streams of his cum slide down my throat. I love taking him like this. He doesn’t let me do it very often because he’s always so focused on my enjoyment, my pleasure. What he doesn’t understand is that I get off on getting him off with my mouth. It’s so freaking hot that I can make him come undone so easily. This man, that so many women want, is mine. I’m the only woman who gets to put her mouth on him, and that’s a heady feeling.

      His hands grip me beneath my arms and he tugs me up to my feet, then slams his mouth onto mine. Another long moan escapes both of us as he tastes his orgasm on me and I taste mine on him. His hand slips around to my back and my bra loosens. He moves away slightly, allowing the lace to drop to the floor. His eyes heat further as they lock onto my nipples, which are peaked into hard points. His fingers trace around the areolae, causing my nipples to pucker further. His fingernails leave a white trail down my body as he glides his fingers toward my lace panties. Tucking his fingers in the elastic waistband, he slides them over my hips and down my legs until they drop to the floor. My breaths are coming faster and faster, the more turned on I get. He does this to me every time. Gripping me beneath my ass, he lifts me and I wrap my legs around his slim hips. As our teeth clash, he slides his dick into me and walks back to the counter, resting my ass on the edge of the cool surface.

      “I can’t believe you’re still hard,” I whisper against his lips.

      He pushes in deep, and I tighten my hold around his neck. “This is what you do to me, Cass. Every single time I’m in your presence, my dick turns to fucking granite.” He thrusts his hips, hitting me in all the best places. “I used to be embarrassed, but now …” He presses up into me again. “Now, I relish in it. I’m fucking ecstatic that I get hard when I’m with you and that you let me have you like this.” He thrusts his tongue into my mouth, matching the strokes of his cock.

      Our skin slips and slides as our bodies become damp from the exertion, the scent of sex strong in the air. Moans and sighs slip out unbidden as we climb together toward our release, consummating our vows and promises from today. Using Toby’s shoulders to brace, I match him thrust for thrust, taking his shaft into my body repeatedly. My nipples drag across the small amount of hair he has on his chest, adding to the sensations overwhelming my body. His dick pulses and I know he’s close.

      “Toby, please.” I really want us to explode together this time.

      In between panting breaths, Toby whispers gruffly, “I’ve got you.”

      He moves his hips, so his pubic bone catches my clit for a few strokes and I fall. My toes curl and my legs tighten their hold around his hips. I slam my mouth to Toby’s and push my tongue inside as I break apart spectacularly; him following close behind. The light around the edge of my vision dims as we moan through our mutual release, tingles dancing through my body.

      Toby grunts, “Fuck! I love it when you come on my cock. It feels so damn good.”

      He presses his lips to mine in a languid kiss, full of love and adoration. As our bodies shudder through the last of our orgasms, Toby’s grip tightens. He holds me as close as possible to him, my tender breasts squished between us.

      He draws back, his eyes dancing between mine and my mouth, then skating around my face. A slow smile spreads. “You look so fucking gorgeous with your lips swollen from my kisses, your cheeks flushed from your orgasm, and your eyes hazy with lust.”

      I slam my lips back to his and we lose ourselves in a kiss that comes from my soul, the very center of my being. Being with Toby is such a privilege, but he always makes me feel like he’s the privileged one.

      After what must be long minutes, we come up for air, smiling against each other’s lips, our foreheads pressed together. “I love you … so much, Toby.”

      His eyes lose their playfulness and become serious. “You’re my world, Bun. I love you more than anything.” He presses his lips to mine and carries me toward the bathroom.

      Once there, he painfully disengages from me and sits me on the vanity in the decadent space. The cold marble, shocking against my heated backside. His cum slides out of me, coating my thighs and he uses his finger to scoop it up, lifting it to my mouth. My tongue darts out to clean him off as our eyes remain locked together. He groans as my tongue laps at our combined juices. “You’re so fucking sexy.” His lids are heavy with lust.

      Moving in, he kisses me. Hard. And with a fierceness I’ve grown to expect from him. He pulls back swiftly and I glance down his body. He’s already hard again. This incredible man amazes me. “I can’t believe you’re hard again.”

      He chuckles. His warm breath tickles the side of my face. “I plan to be hard all night long, Bun.” One side of his mouth kicks up. “Tonight will be one to remember.” He winks and pushes away to run us a bath, leaving me with goosebumps covering my flesh.

      The bath is enormous and could conceivably fit six people in it, but it should fill quickly with the additional faucets. He pours something into the water that smells incredible as steam fills the space. Even though today was unseasonably hot, the air-conditioned room allows us the luxury of enjoying a warm bath together.

      Once the bath is filled to his liking, he collects me and steps into the warm water. The water stings my pussy slightly as we submerge; Toby settles his back against the side and nestles me between his legs, his engorged cock pressed into my backside. I sigh as I relax against him, tilting my head back to rest against his shoulder. As much as I love our girls, it’s quiet moments like these that I cherish because they are so rare for us.

      “That was a big sigh. Are you alright?” my husband whispers against my shoulder, before landing a soft kiss.

      Turning my head slightly, so I can see Toby, I whisper, “I’m more than alright. I was sighing because I love these quiet moments with you.” He tightens his hold beneath my breasts and smiles against my mouth.

      “Me too,” he whispers against my lips.

      “I wanted to thank you for today and all of this tonight. It’s been incredible. More than I could have ever dreamed.”

      He gives me a soft smile. “You’re most welcome, Bun. You deserve the world and I’m honored I’m the one who gets to give it to you.”

      “I love you so much, Toby.” My emotions feel so big right now. Too big to contain. I’m worried I’m going to cry.

      He guides my mouth back to his and whispers gruffly, “I love you, Bun. So much it hurts sometimes.”
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      My wife looks fucking spectacular in a deep purple dress that shows off her sensational tits. I only had eyes for her as she walked down the aisle bordered with lavender toward me on our dock. I’m sure the other women looked lovely, but Kate eclipses everyone for me. And today she’s literally glowing. Whether it’s because of the news we learned this morning, or just because she’s incredibly happy for her brother and new sister-in-law, doesn’t matter. She’s always the most beautiful woman in the room, in my eyes.

      As Toby, Cassia, and Poppy shared their vows, my mind wandered back to over two years ago, when Kate and I made our promises under a canopy of jasmine. Since that day, my love for Kate has only grown stronger. She’s my world and my one true purpose.

      Hosting the wedding as well as being in the bridal party meant we’ve barely had a moment together since the girls turned up this morning. Finally, the bride and groom left the party and the last guests are making their way to their vehicles. I’ve been feeling impatient to get my wife alone all day and I know I was a little short with the last guests as they left the tent. The company who set up the event will come back tomorrow to dismantle everything and return our backyard to normal.

      Now to find my wife.

      I tuck my hands in my trouser pockets and make my way toward the house. Wandering up the path, I notice all the lights are off in Margie’s house. Not a surprise, since she left the party almost two hours ago. Making some excuse about letting the young people have some fun without the oldies watching over them. Ha! I’m pretty sure she could teach the younger people a thing or two.

      Stepping in through the back door, I stop and listen. Silence greets me. Thank God. I’m all peopled out for today. I just want to have my wife to myself without interruption. Locking the doors, I make my way through our home, glancing around at what we’ve built together. This is going to be a great place to raise our kids. A solid home with two loving and present parents, as well as a stable and involved extended family. Things I didn’t have. I press the palm of my hand against my chest to hold back the ache the memories bring to the surface.

      Turning out the lights as I go, I make my way through to our bedroom, where I suspect—hope—my wife is ready and waiting for me. Stopping on the threshold of our bedroom, I draw in a sharp breath at the sight that greets me. Kate is peering out of the glass bifold doors which open onto the back deck and give a spectacular view across to the city. With only the nightstand lights on in our bedroom, the lights reflected across the river make the scene otherworldly.

      I pause, drinking in her fiery hair, laced with daisies and jasmine, and her gorgeous body draped in deep purple. She had to forgo her red shoes for the event, instead wearing nude-colored sandals. She must sense my presence because she turns on the spot with a stunning smile.

      She stands in place, her hands held behind her back, pushing her breasts forward. My eyes drop without thought to take in the plump globes, which have only grown larger since Kate started showing the signs we now know are a result of pregnancy hormones.

      My gorgeous wife is carrying our baby.

      My pants become tight as my cock grows and throbs, trying to make its way toward heaven.

      “I see you’re standing in our favorite spot.” We’ve had sex many times against the glass doors that lead out to the deck, and I can tell we’ll be putting them to good use again tonight. She likes that particular spot because there’s a privacy screen that limits the view inside from outside. My girl is not an exhibitionist and I don’t like to share.

      She glances back at the glass as I take long strides to reach the woman who wholly and solely holds my heart in her hands. She chuckles. “I guess I am.” She raises a delicate eyebrow and tilts her head back as I come to a stop in front of her. Her jasmine scent tickles my nose. The only time today that I could be close to her was during the photos and when we were dancing. The rest of the time, we were too busy making sure Toby and Cassia’s wedding went smoothly.

      I raise my hand and take a lock of her silky hair between my fingers. “I hope we have a daughter with flaming red hair, just like her mother’s.” I raise my eyes to Kate’s, finding a soft expression on her face. Her hand comes up to run through my hair, which now has a couple of grays at the temples, and I press into her touch.

      “Well, I’m hoping we have a little boy who has green eyes and thick, dark hair, just like his daddy.” She tugs the strands gently, her lips tipping up on one side.

      I nuzzle down into the crook of her neck, rubbing the bristles of my cheek against her sensitive flesh, then nip the tendon there. I glide my nose up the column of her neck until I reach her ear, and then whisper. “Maybe we’ll have one of each.”

      She draws back sharply, her eyes wide. “As much as I love being a twin, I’m not sure I could handle being the mother of twins. Toby and I used to get up to so much mischief together.” She chuckles. “Our poor mom.”

      I scan her face, noticing most of the cobalt color that I love so much is almost gone, and brush a lock of soft hair behind her ear. “You’d be great. You’ll already know all the tricks.” I raise my brows at her, then dip down to her neck, laying a trail of soft kisses down to her collarbone. She tilts her head to the side with a sigh, giving me more room.

      Gliding my palms down from her shoulders, along her smooth skin, I take each of her hands in mine and lift them above her head, pressing them against the cool of the glass behind her; she knows to hold them in place. Lightly trailing my fingers down her arms, I follow with my lips, pressing kisses softly against her beaded flesh.

      “Oliver.” It’s barely a whisper. One word on a soft breath, but it vibrates through my body, straight to my eager cock. Raising my eyes, I connect with Kate’s gaze, full of lust to match mine.

      I swipe my lips across Kate’s, then draw the bottom pillow into my mouth. I suck on it, then slide my tongue inside her mouth, tasting the red velvet wedding cake we had for dessert. Kate lets out a soft moan, and I match it with a groan. Cupping her face in my hands, I tilt her head to my liking and deepen the kiss, swiping her tongue with mine.

      I take my time savoring my wife.

      She returns my kiss, swiping her tongue against mine eagerly, and I moan. I kiss her with my entire being, showing her how much I love her. The gratitude I feel for her. Pulling back slightly, I kiss my way down her throat to the tops of those gorgeous globes I’ve been admiring from afar all fucking day; trailing butterfly kisses across the flushed flesh, her heavy breaths making them rise and fall; the soft fabric preventing further exploration.

      My desperation to have her naked is unbearable. “I need you out of this dress, Sunshine.”

      “Yes, please,” she whispers as she drops her head back against the glass.

      Skating my hands down the sides, I locate the zipper and drag it down, loosening the fabric and exposing the top of Kate’s red lingerie. A smile touches my lips. “I’m glad you didn’t have to forego all of your favorite things today.”

      Her head drops forward, her eyes land on me, her lips tipped up. “I couldn’t give up everything. I love my brother and Cassia, but I had to hold on to something.”

      I press forward, kissing her lips as I skim the top of the lace with my fingernail. Dragging her away from the glass slightly, the fabric releases and slips down her stunning curves to pool in a violet puddle around her feet. I take a step back to admire my wife’s luscious body. All pale flesh, with the beautiful pink flush I love so much rising from her tits. With heavy-lidded eyes, she appraises me; her gaze pausing on my heavy cock. She licks her lips and then slowly lifts her eyes to mine.

      “You have too many clothes on, as usual.” She steps forward, out of the violet pool, leaving her wrapped in red lace, just the way I like her. She reaches for my tie, loosening it with practiced fingers, and I smirk at my wife, appreciating how much her confidence has grown over the years. Clenching my jaw, I keep still to allow her to remove my tie, jacket, cufflinks, and shirt. In between each article, she lays sweet kisses along my jaw until she reaches my ear. “You always look so freaking sexy in a suit.” Her smooth fingers glide over my shoulders as she shucks the fabric, letting it fall to the hardwood floor. Her hands drop to my belt, but I grasp them in mine.

      “My turn.” If she gets her hands on my cock, I’ll climb inside her and I need to taste her first. I’ve had all day to think about what I want to do to her tonight. She was telling me about a scene in one of her books and I thought we could try it out. Pressing against her body, I band my arm tight around her waist and plant my lips on hers. I knew she would be addictive from very early on and I wasn’t wrong. I can’t get enough of kissing Kate as I slide my tongue along her soft lips. She opens with a sigh, allowing my tongue to slide inside. I press my hard cock against my wife’s soft stomach and her hand comes up to wrap around my neck, holding me close as she meets my kiss.

      Without pausing our kiss, I step her back, pressing her against our floor-to-ceiling windows and she gasps as her heated flesh meets the cool glass. I smile against her lips. She’s so goddamn sexy.

      I tenderly kiss along her jawline to her ear and whisper, “I hope you’re ready, Wife.”

      She nods. She’s always ready for me. I have to be the luckiest man alive. I kiss down her neck, trailing down to her strapless bra. Licking across the top of the fabric, I swiftly undo the clasp at the back and watch as the lace falls away, revealing my wife’s luscious tits. I groan at the sight, and my dick throbs in anticipation. My tongue slips out, ready for a taste.

      Licking, nipping, and sucking the nipple until it’s peaked to my liking; my fingers mimic the action with the other globe, then I swap over, paying it equal attention. Kate’s fingers glide into my hair, pulling on the thick strands, and a moan vibrates through her body. “Oliver,” she whispers on a breath, her breasts quivering with every intake of air.

      Kate’s entire body quivers, her breaths coming fast and shallow. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s about to come. Drawing the nipple deep into my mouth with a hard suck, Kate moans, her body shuddering. Fuck! She just came and I haven’t even touched her pussy yet. I gently pull away and raise my eyes to Kate’s. Hers are opened wide with surprise.

      “Did you just come?” I smirk at her.

      “I think … I think I did.” She chuckles.

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

      I move lower, kissing down her body, paying special attention to her mid-section on my way to heaven. Dropping to my knees, I smile as I reach her red lace panties. The ones with the ties on the side, making my life so much easier. “I fucking love these panties.” I swipe my nose up along her lace-covered slit as I release the ties, allowing them to reveal her perfect pussy. Her scent swamps my senses, turning me on even more. “You smell heavenly, Sunshine.”

      She moans as I take my first swipe, tasting her essence. My girl’s already so wet and ready for me—I guess that’s what an orgasm straight up does for her. I gaze up her body and she drops her head down to watch me, the blue of her eyes almost completely gone. “Oliver, take off your pants. I want to see how hard your cock is for me while you’re making me feel so good.”

      I quickly stand, removing my shoes, socks, and pants. My unrestricted cock almost reaches my navel; thick, hard, and ready. Moisture coats the head. I give it a hard tug and squeeze as Kate’s eyes follow the action closely. She licks her lips and I know that she’s completely unaware that she’s doing it. I’m so ready to be inside my wife, but I want to give her a special treat first.

      Dropping back down, I position Kate’s legs over my shoulders. “Hold on,” I tell her. She places her hands gently on my head. “Tighter. You need to hold on tighter.” Gripping her thighs, I begin to stand and her fingers grasp onto me tightly as she huffs out a chuckle.

      She huffs out a chuckle. “What are you doing?” Her grip tightens further and I relish the pain as I climb to my feet.

      “We’re testing if that scene you were telling me about actually works.” I wink up at her, then cup her gorgeous ass in my hands, lifting her to my mouth and dive in; swiping my tongue through her lips, I taste Kate’s very essence as she moans loudly. I love how she’s become freer during sex over the years. Pressing her back against the glass, her thighs squeeze tightly around my ears as she pushes up, ensuring I have uninhibited access to her.

      “Oh my God, Oliver. That feels amazing … but I’m too heavy for this. Put me down before you hurt yourself.”

      I nip her clit with my teeth, then pull away to look up at Kate. “You’re not too heavy. I won’t have you speaking about yourself like that. I’ve told you before. You’re goddamn perfect in every single way.”

      Her posture softens and she gives me a small smile. “Okay,” she whispers, nudging her pussy forward to connect with my lips.

      “Good.” I dive back in, soaking up Kate’s moans and breathy sighs as I take her to completion with my tongue and fingers; her pussy fluttering around my fingers as the muscles in her thighs tighten around my head. Losing all sense of time, I groan against her opening as her essence drips down my fingers and her clit pulses against my tongue.

      “Ooooh, Oliver … I … I’m …”

      My cock throbs, tapping against my abdomen as Kate comes undone against my mouth, her juices coating my face in spectacular fashion. I slow my fingers and gentle my tongue as she comes down from her high, her head dropping forward to smile at me, her eyes unfocused. She looks fucking beautiful—her body flushed pink, coated in a sheen of perspiration from her orgasm.

      “That was amazing, Husband.” She cups my face with her hands, tilting my head back further, our eyes locking. “Thank you for making one of my fantasies come to life.”

      “My pleasure, Sunshine. I’ll happily bring them all to life.” Stepping back carefully from the window, I lift her body from my shoulders and slowly slide her down my chest until the head of my cock is positioned at her opening. She moves forward, taking my lips in a scorching kiss, moaning into my mouth as I press inside her welcoming heat.

      “Fuck! You always feel so damn good around my cock,” I groan against her puffy lips. I pause once I’m balls deep and scan Kate’s features, making sure she’s okay.

      One side of her lips tilts up as she sifts her fingers through my hair and I press my head into her touch. “I love how you always check on me.”

      “Always.” I run my nose up the side of hers and then nip her earlobe before moving back to her mouth. Swiping my tongue inside, our teeth clash as we get caught up in our kiss and I begin to move. Slow, steady strokes designed to hit my girl in all the right places.

      With our lips parted, and Kate’s warm breaths exchanging with mine, we work in tandem to build a cadence that will take us higher. Our hearts beat furiously in our chests, mine full of love for this woman who accepts me inside her body and is constantly giving me the most precious gift of her love. I take it slow because I want this to last as long as possible. “I love you, Kate,” I mumble against her lips.

      Her eyes open wide and lock on mine. “Oh, Oliver. I love you so much. Sometimes I worry that my heart’s going to burst with how full it feels.”

      Her words send tingles racing down my spine and my balls drawing up to my body, ready to release. I groan and slide my hand between our bodies, my fingers connecting with Kate’s slick clit. Rubbing firm circles and deepening my thrusts, Kate’s walls tighten, gripping my shaft like a vise. Her arms tighten around my neck while her legs tighten around my waist and she breaks apart beautifully in my embrace.

      I lock my mouth to hers, swiping my tongue inside as my orgasm hits me like a freight train. My legs shake, so I lock my knees in place as ribbons of cum explode from my cock, pulsing from my body into hers. We both moan at the exquisite sensation, our kiss messy and full of lust. Our breaths are hot and heavy, our skin slick with sweat; the heady scent of sex thick in the air.

      Kate drops her forehead to mine and I grasp a handful of her silky hair to hold her to me. Placing gentle kisses on the tip of her nose and each eyelid, I show her how much I appreciate and value her without words. Without opening her eyes, Kate smiles at me with a sigh, and it’s like the sun beaming through gloomy gray clouds.

      “I can’t wait to watch you grow round with our baby.”

      “I’ll probably end up the size of an elephant,” she whispers.

      I tighten my arm around her waist and use my hold on her hair to pull her head back. I need to know that she’ll hear my words. “Listen carefully, Sunshine.” She nods, and my eyes drop to watch her throat move with her swallow, reminding me how fantastic it feels when she does that around my cock. “I don’t care how round you get. You’re growing our child. You’ll get as big as you need to get, and you’ll still be the sexiest woman in the world to me.” Her eyes grow soft. “I don’t want to hear one negative word about your body come out of that delectable mouth of yours. Do you understand me, Sunshine?”

      “Oliver,” she whispers.

      “Kate.”

      “How did I get so lucky?”

      “I’m the lucky one here, Kate. Every single minute of every single day. Thank you for everything you give to me.”

      She presses her lips to mine, whispering, “Thank you. You are everything to me, Husband.”
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        Wondering about Emma’s story?

        Keep Reading!
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        Wondering about Shane’s story?

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

      “Hello, lady.”

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

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

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

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

      She giggles. “He’s vewy wiggly.”

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

      “Have you got kids?”

      “Um, yeah, I do. Two boys.”

      “What’s their names?”

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

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

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

      “When will they be home?”

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

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

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

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

      “Are you helping him move in?”

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

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

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

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

      “Okay.”

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

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

      “What’s your name?”

      “My name’s Emma.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Okay.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Look, lady—”

      “Emma. My name’s Emma,” I snap.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      What a knockout!

      Those killer curves.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Use two hands, okay?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You ready?”

      “Yeah. Let’s go.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Uncle Theo, push me, push me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      It’s what Anna wanted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Damn it, there I go again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I’m left standing in the kitchen—among boxes that need to be unpacked, dishes that need to be dried and put away, and dinner on the cooktop—wondering what the hell just happened.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Do you want more of Emma and Theo’s story?

        You’ll find it here:
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        books2read.com/dsj-stolenkisses
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            everlasting love
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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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            –shane–

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            –violet–

          

        

      

    

    
      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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        https://tinyurl.com/thesummertwins-pinterest

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            debra’s books

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Loving Summer | Kate Summer & Oliver Stone

        Second Chance Summer | Toby Summer & Cassia Phillips

        The Summer Twins | Complete Series

      

      

      
        
        Kisses

        Stolen Kisses | Emma Miller & Theo Drivas
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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 first two novels. I hope you’ve enjoyed spending time with the Summer Family as the twins each found their 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 these stories.

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