
  
    [image: Forever His Desire]
  


  
    
      Forever His Desire

      
        A Seaside Desire Novel

      

    

    
      
        Valerie Lynne

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        The Seaside Desire World

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Forever His Desire

      Copyright © 2021 by Valerie Lynne. All rights reserved. 

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

      Editor: Erica Russikoff at Erica Edits

      Proofreader: Erica Russikoff at Erica Edits

      Cover Design: Vanilla Lily Designs

    

  


  
    
      “Goodbyes are only for those who love with their eyes. Because for those who love with heart and soul there is no such thing as separation.” ― Rumi

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Well, Blue Eyes, we really did it.” Andre exited the kitchen, a chilled bottle of champagne in one hand and two long-stemmed champagne flutes in the other as he strode into the unfurnished living room. “Can you believe we’re homeowners? It’s fucking crazy, right?”

      “Woo-hoo!” Jennifer tossed her head back and laughed. Seated cross-legged on an old, worn-out blanket, her smile broadened in spite of her already aching cheeks. “Crazy in love, honey. Now, pop that sucker open. Let’s celebrate.”

      Always a practical sort, her mega-hot fiancé shot her a devious grin. “Patience.” He bent down, lowering onto the floor to sit beside her. “My mother will be pissed if we’re drunk when she stops by to see the place.” He winked. “Besides, we have all night to celebrate. I look forward to getting drunk as I lick champagne from my future wife’s belly button.”

      A thrill shot through her as Andre secured the bottle between his thick muscular thighs and then freed the cork. Jennifer bit down on her lower lip, nearly salivating as the loud whoosh ricocheted off the bare walls. Eyes wide, she watched in anticipation as the liquid bubbled over onto his fingertips.

      Instinctively, Jennifer leaned over, purposely allowing him a glimpse of the swell of her breasts, and flicked her tongue out. She captured Andre’s finger between her lips and sucked greedily. The sweet, sticky residue tasted exquisite. “Tastes so good,” she practically purred as she bat her eyelashes. “I want more.”

      “You can have the whole damn bottle, so long as you continue to look at me like that. It’s sexy as hell.” Andre chuckled in the low, sensual tone that never failed to make Jennifer’s heart flutter, as he filled each flute. “You’re such a naughty girl.”

      “I know.” She shrugged. “That’s why you love me.” Jennifer nearly ripped the proffered drink from Andre’s hand before she thrust it into the air. “To unconditional love, mind-blowing sex, and the unknown adventure of homeownership. I wouldn’t want any of it without you, Andre Jenkins.”

      “Here. Here.” Andre raised his glass, clinking it against hers. “I do like the way you think, Jennifer Jordan. And to think this is only the beginning. Soon we’ll be an old married couple making babies.”

      A rush of eerie unease ebbed through Jennifer, bringing with it an unexpected slew of doubt. What if we aren’t ready? She snapped her eyes shut as if that would erase the thought. It was too late to second-guess. They’d signed the paperwork that afternoon. Lifting the flute to her mouth, Jennifer deeply inhaled the sweet aroma. Oh, yes. Yes, we are ready. I just needed this drink to remind me. Cold and delicate, the thin rim provided a welcome relief as she closed her lips around it. Not today, Satan, Jennifer thought and tipped the glass, eager for the alcohol to work its magic. I deserve this. I deserve to be happy—with him. The intoxicating sweet, fruity flavor felt like a warm blanket, each sip drowning the insecurities that plagued her.

      “Good, huh?” Andre said.

      “Fantastic.” Jennifer puckered her lips at him. “Know what is even better?”

      Warm brown eyes twinkled with mischief. “Kissing those sweet lips of yours.”

      Jennifer giggled. “How’d you know?” she teased, placing her glass onto the floor. Before she could scooch closer to him, he’d risen to his knees. Sliding a hand behind her back, Andre swiftly drew her into his arms.

      Jennifer snaked her arms over his shoulders, her breasts crushed to his chest as her palm cupped the base of his neck to guide him toward her mouth. “We really shouldn’t be doing this.” The slight protest was instantly abandoned as Jennifer urged Andre’s lips to part with her tongue.

      “I’m addicted to you,” Andre breathed against her mouth. “I can’t stop myself from touching you.” His fingers slipped beneath her sweater, stroking and caressing the small of her back.

      Alive with need, Jennifer kissed him with unleashed abandon wanting nothing more than for him to fuck her right there on the living room floor. “I want you,” she breathed against his mouth.

      “I want you, too. Right here. Right now.”

      “We have to be fast,” Jennifer said, pawing at the edges of his T-shirt. “I’m already wet.”

      “Shit. You’re a fucking goddess.” Andre pulled away just long enough to strip the T-shirt from his body. “Lift your arms,” he instructed. Wordlessly, Jennifer stretched her arms above her head, allowing Andre to roughly tug the sweater off and then made short work of unclasping her bra. Carelessly, he threw it aside and demanded she lie back down.

      Jennifer arched her back, her breasts jutting heavenward as she lifted her butt slightly from the floor to allow Andre to tug her jeans off. Her breath uneven, she panted, longing for him to claim her as his fingers moved to unzip his jeans. Anxious for him to fill her, she splayed her legs wide, her heart racing as she waited for him to crawl between them.

      Andre distributed his weight onto each of his forearms, boxing her in between the two bulging biceps that flanked each side of her head, and lowered his mouth over her breasts. Soft as velvet, his lips skimmed over the tip of each of her puckered nipples, his hot breath tickling her. “God, I fucking love your tits.”

      Her pulse raced as his dark, lust-filled eyes bore down on her. “Show me how much,” she dared him, gasping as Andre’s teeth clamped over the tender flesh. Sharp pangs shot through her. “Holy fuck,” Jennifer cried out, getting off as pain mixed with pleasure. “Don’t stop,” she hissed as he slowed to leverage his weight onto one side.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He flashed a heart-stopping smile at her and cupped her breast, fondling and kneading it between his palm. With a guttural moan, his mouth lowered to resume its delightful torment, nibbling and suckling as if he were starved for her.

      Suddenly, a shrill buzz rang out.

      Andre jolted upright. “What the hell is that?’

      “The intercom,” Jennifer shrieked as she crawled out from beneath him. “Your mother! She’s already here!”
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      Quick!” Jennifer leapt from the floor. “She’s not supposed to be here for another hour.”

      “You know how my mother is, Jenn. She’s always early.” Andre grabbed his T-shirt. With long-legged strides, he walked to the intercom on the wall and pressed the button firmly down. “Mom?” he questioned, rolling the T-shirt down over his torso.

      “Of course, it’s me,” Gladys Jenkins huffed through the speaker. “Who did you think it would be? The Queen of England?”

      He rolled his eyes and answered dismissively, “No one.”

      “Well, that’s a fine way to speak about your mother,” Gladys scoffed. “Perhaps, if you feel like I’m no one, I should leave.”

      He released a long, drawn-out sigh. At the moment, he wanted nothing more than to have his cock deeply buried inside his woman. “I’m sorry. That didn’t come out right. It’s just that you’re early.” Andre peered over his shoulder, his brow crinkling as he watched Jennifer fumble with the clasp of her bra. “Give me a minute. I’ll be right down.”

      “Nonsense,” his mother said. “Just buzz me up.”

      Jennifer shook her head, mouthing the word no and darted around the living room. She threw her hands into the air, her eyes locking on a blue heap in the far corner of the room. “What the hell, Andre. Were you trying to make a fucking field goal?” she asked and then frantically dashed over to scoop her sweater up from the floor.

      “No,” Andre quickly answered, then huffed beneath his breath, “jeez. For once, it would be nice if one of you were capable of keeping your smart-ass remarks to yourself.”

      “What did you say?” Jennifer whipped around shooting daggers in his direction.

      Andre shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind.”

      Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.

      “Fucking hell,” Andre swore and once again, pressed the speaker button.

      “I’d like to see your new home sometime this year, Andre,” Gladys stated.

      “Coming, Mother. Right. Now. Hold on a minute.” He lifted his finger off the button, cutting off part of his mother’s sarcastic response. “I can’t hold her back much longer,” he said watching as Jennifer fell to her knees to whisk the blanket they’d been frolicking on moments before from the floor.

      “Go. Go.” Jennifer waved him off bounding toward the kitchen, her arms overflowing with an empty champagne bottle, two glass flutes, and a wadded-up blanket.
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        * * *

      

      Moments later, Andre stepped into the condo, a large casserole dish in one hand and Gladys Jenkins directly behind. Her arms open wide, Jennifer skipped toward her soon-to-be mother-in-law, capturing her in a huge bear hug. “Welcome to our new home.”

      “You’ve done well for yourselves,” his mother answered, an appreciative grin stretched across her face, as Jennifer led her into the spacious living room.

      Pride welled within Andre. His mother had always been his role model. The approval of her words made him feel as if all the sacrifices she’d made for him had been worth it.

      Single-handedly his mother had raised him along with his younger brother and sister after their father was shot and killed in the line of duty. The miniscule pension his father earned for the few years he’d served on the police force wasn’t nearly enough to raise three children. Gladys had been forced to work multiple part-time jobs just to put food on the table. But never once had Andre heard her complain. Just the same, he’d not been oblivious to the worry lines that etched her forehead as she’d sat at the kitchen table, her checkbook open as she punched numbers into the calculator, the pile of bills never seeming to come to an end. His mother may have thought he’d been unaware of those countless late nights where he’d seen the glow of her bedroom lamp shining from beneath the door, but he’d always been very much aware.

      It had been shortly before his twelfth birthday when his father died. Perhaps that was why he’d found himself instantly drawn to Jennifer. They were kindred spirits. Each of them had experienced tragedy at such a tender age. A trauma, such as the death of a parent, changes you. In Andre’s case, he stepped up, taking it upon himself to become the man of the house and to be Jennifer’s protector.

      When he’d heard that Stop and Shop was hiring part-time help, he’d applied directly after school the following day. Then hopped on the bus and immediately opened an account at the local credit union where he faithfully deposited half of each paycheck into his savings account and used the remainder to purchase special treats at the grocery store for his family. Of course, he’d always put a little aside to take Jennifer to a movie or for a bite to eat. Jennifer and his family’s welfare had always been and forever would remain his top priority. Unusually responsible for a teenager, instinctively, he’d always known that one day Jennifer Jordan would become his wife. Now, several years later, everything was falling into place. He was engaged to the love of his life and they’d just purchased their first home.

      “Believe me, we’re far from rich,” Andre called out from the kitchen, as he placed his mother’s famous chicken casserole onto the counter. “We just work really hard and save every possible penny that we can.”

      “I know, son. You both do. Now, it’s time for each of you to reap what you’ve sowed,” his mother answered.

      “It’s pretty awesome, isn’t it?” Jennifer gushed.

      As Andre walked back into the living room, his mother frowned. “Your fly’s open,” she informed him, pointing toward his crotch. Immediately, his hand flew to his zipper, jerking it up. “And your T-shirt is inside out,” she added, shaking her head.

      “Jenn, why didn’t you tell me? You let me hang around all day with my clothes inside out,” Andre said, hoping to derail any notions of what they’d actually been doing prior to his mother’s arrival. Instantly, Jennifer’s cheeks flamed, and Andre knew for certain there would be hell to pay later for that remark.

      Looking amused, his mother’s lips twitched, curling up slightly at the corners. “Your home is beautiful, Baby Girl. You’ve always been like a daughter to me. I couldn’t be any happier for or any prouder of either of you. Unless of course, you weren’t actually living in sin.”

      “Mom!” Andre chastised.

      “We’re getting married,” Jennifer blurted, waving her left hand in the air to show off the small diamond chip barely visible in the center of a plain gold band. “Andre asked me right before we arrived at the real estate office.”

      “Thank the good Lord!” Gladys clapped her hands. “How could you keep something like this from your mama, Andre?” She smirked and braced her palms against her son’s chest for support as she lifted onto her toes. Plump, full lips, much like his own, brushed against his cheek. Her warm breath tingled against his ear as she leaned closer to whisper, “I imagine this news is the reason you both look so flushed.”
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      The following evening, Andre removed the reheated chicken casserole from the oven and placed it onto the stovetop. “My mother called me at work this afternoon.”

      “Oh?” Jennifer said, rummaging through a huge brown box. “Ah-ha! I knew I’d packed the plates in the same box as the utensils.” She held up a plate wrapped up in newspaper, stepping over to the sink. “It will only take a minute to wash these. By then the casserole should have cooled down.”

      “This domestic side of you is a real turn-on.” Andre leaned down, brushing a kiss on her cheek and then picked up a towel. “We make an awesome team,” he said, drying one of the plates. Then turned the conversation back to the phone call. “Mother has decided to throw an engagement party for us.”

      “That’s cool.” Jennifer flashed a heart-stopping smile in his direction. “Maybe we can have it here. Show off all our new furniture.”

      This isn’t going to go over well.

      Slowly, Andre rubbed a circular pattern over the porcelain. “Yeah, that’s a great idea,” he hesitated, dreading telling Jennifer about the rest of the conversation.

      “I know, right?” Jennifer answered, turning off the faucet.

      “I just…well, I don’t think it’s exactly what Mother had in mind.” She’s going to hate this. Jennifer positively glowed, and she sounded so excited at the prospect of sharing their home with friends and family. He wished his mother hadn’t agreed to this.

      “Why not? We just bought our dream condo and furnished it with brand-spanking-new furniture. I mean, really Andre, we could do a commercial for Cardi’s furniture stores. Don’t you think it would be fun to have the party here? By the end of the week, I think everything will be in tip-top shape. It will be awesome to show off our new digs.”

      Andre chuckled. “Everyone will be jealous when they see what you’ve done with this place.” He cleared his throat. Just say it. Get it over with. “It’s just that my mother already accepted an offer from Rosalyn,” he said, doing his best to sound nonchalant.

      “Rosalyn?” Jennifer’s lips turned down into a pretty pout, her body visibly tensing. “What the fuck does she have to do with this?”

      He sighed, bracing himself for the upcoming battle. I knew she’d be pissed.

      “Seriously, Andre.” Jennifer placed her hands on her hips. “How the hell did Rosalyn Spears find out already? We just told your mother last night.”

      “Mother ran into Rosalyn at the grocery store. I assume that sometime during their conversation, she must have mentioned our engagement.”

      “So you’re telling me that out of the goodness of her heart, Rosalyn Spears decided to throw an engagement party for us?” Jennifer tossed her hands into the air. “The same woman who’s lusted after you for years.”

      “Jenn,” Andre said, his jaw tensing. “Let’s be reasonable about this.”

      “Bullshit,” she snapped. “You know that bitch hates me. The last thing she wants to do is throw a party for us.” Jennifer perched her hip against the counter. “I’m being reasonable. I’m also being realistic. I hardly think Rosalyn is happy to hear that you’re getting hitched. She’s up to something.” Jennifer started to pace. “I just know it.”

      “Look, I know that the two of you don’t like each other.”

      “Understatement of the year,” Jennifer snorted, interrupting him. “She’s got you completely snowed. How can you be blind to the fact that she’d do anything to sink her claws into you?”

      “Rosalyn doesn’t have me snowed. Honestly, Jenn. You think I don’t see her for who she really is?” Usually deep and controlled, Andre’s voice was filled with annoyance. “If you’d just let me finish speaking for once, instead of jumping to conclusions, then maybe you would realize that.”

      “Oh, give me a break!” Jennifer rolled her eyes. “If I had a dollar for all the times Rosalyn Spears has been the reason for an argument, I’d be rich. So don’t play the victim with me, Andre Jenkins.”

      “Knock it off, Jenn,” Andre warned, scraping a chair across the shiny linoleum floor.

      “For years I’ve put up with her crap, and I’ve listened as you made excuses for her, trying to convince me that I had nothing to worry about.”

      “You don’t!” Andre yelled, bringing his fist down onto the tabletop. “Why can’t you get it through your thick skull that I’m well aware of who Rosalyn Spears pretends to be and I’m not in the least bit attracted to her?”

      “Dammit, Andre.” Jennifer stamped her foot, her hands fisted at each of her sides. “It sucks to have to always be on guard. That some bitch and her group of wannabes are always trying to steal your man. Thank God I had Vicki and Nana to talk me down.” Jennifer lowered onto the chair across from him, folding her hands onto the tabletop. “Just when I thought we were finally free of her, she somehow managed to worm her way back into our lives.”

      I do know. But you should have trusted me more.

      “Rosalyn offered my mother one of the ballrooms at The Gilded Seashell Hotel at a minimal cost. Apparently, since she’s an employee of Newport Hotel and Resort Group, she not only gets a significant discount at any of their locations, but she has the ability to offer reduced rates during the off season. It—”

      “Well, isn’t that just ducky,” Jennifer answered sarcastically, once again, cutting off Andre mid-sentence.

      Jaw clenched, Andre stated, “My mother isn’t wealthy, Jenn. Rosalyn’s offer was too good to refuse.”

      “Okay, Andre. Whatever.” Jennifer stood up from the table. “We’ll have the fucking party at The Gilded Seashell Hotel.” She jabbed her finger against the tabletop, its tip turning pink. “But just for the record, Rosalyn has managed to get the upper hand yet again.”

      “Listen, I’m not thrilled about it either. I couldn’t care less where our engagement party is held or if we even have one. Being with you is what I care about.” Andre cupped his chin, moving his fingers across the rough stubble of his goatee. “I agreed because of my mother. She’s super excited to think she’d been given the opportunity to throw a lavish engagement party for us. And honestly, I don’t want her to spend money she doesn’t have on a party we don’t need.”

      She met his gaze, narrowing her eyes on him as Andre glared in her direction. “Good. At least one of us will be happy.”

      “The food’s getting cold.” Andre stood up and moved toward the counter. “We should eat.”

      “You eat, Andre. I’ve lost my appetite,” Jennifer said as she spun around on her heel and stormed from the kitchen.
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      As usual, Jennifer had gotten up early the next morning, her mood especially fowl. After her argument with Andre, she’d barely spoken to him for the remainder of the evening. When she woke up this morning, he was still fast asleep which meant that now she’d have to wait until later that evening when he got home from the station to apologize. Fucking Rosalyn Spears. The bitch has won again.

      Jennifer stopped mid-spin, her rolling pin unmoving above the homemade dough that she’d become locally famous for using in her pies. She’d have to think about Rosalyn later. At the moment, she needed to find out what was happening outside. She peered over to the door of the shop where Victoria entered, high-pitched voices wafting through the open door. “What is all that noise, Vicki?”

      Victoria looked over to where Jennifer stood, placing her fingertip against the middle of her thick, tortoise-shell glasses to push them up from the tip of her nose. “There is a group of girls walking across the street. You know, the ones we see every morning. I’m sure it’s nothing. Girls are naturally loud. They’re probably just goofing off and gossiping about boys.”

      “There are three of them, right?” Jennifer’s fingers clenched around the handle of her rolling pin. “Did you see anyone else?”

      “Yes, there was a girl who I’d never seen before walking behind them.”

      The fine hairs rose on Jennifer’s forearms. “Is she about 15–16 years old? Long strawberry blonde hair, very tall, and wearing clothes that look like they’re two sizes too big for her?”

      “Yeah, that’s her.” She scrunched up her tiny nose. “Do you know her?”

      

      “Nobody likes you!” the leader of the group of mean girls spat as they closed in around her, creating a human chain that would be impossible for her to break through.

      “So?” Chin jutted out, Jennifer stood ridged among her harassers. “I don’t care because I hate all of you.”

      “Who do you think you are, you stupid nobody?” the most vocal fan of the fashion want-to-be in charge chimed in. “Everybody knows Rosalyn is the prettiest and smartest and the nicest girl in the entire school. That is why she is the homecoming queen.”

      

      “Jenn?” Victoria repeated the question. “Do you know her?”

      “In a sense,” Jennifer muttered beneath her breath. Her lips etched into a scowl, she stormed toward the large paned-glass windows located at the front of The Literary Ladies Book Nook and Café, which she co-owned with Victoria, and stared outside onto Thames Street. “Oh shit!” She dashed to the front door, throwing it open. “Hey, leave her alone!” Jennifer bellowed, stepping onto the sidewalk.

      “Jenn,” Vicki warned from behind her. “Don’t do anything stupid. They’re just kids.”

      “Don’t worry, Vicki. I know what I’m doing. I’d never do anything that could cause them physical harm. I’m simply going to lay down the law with this vicious pack of wolves. It’s time they met a little something called karma aka me!”

      “Seriously, Jenn. Whatever is going on, it’s none of your business.” Victoria tsked, alarm in her tone as she added, “You’re acting like a madwoman.”

      “Good,” Jennifer threw out over her shoulder and then hustled across the cobblestoned street. Dressed in a stained white apron, coated with large thick blobs of vibrant cherry, splotches of blueberry, and fainter streaks of pinkish-red strawberry, and holding a rolling pin in one hand, Jennifer had learned long ago to use whatever leverage she had—in this case her appearance—to her advantage. Let the vipers think I’m a lunatic.

      “What’s going on?” Jennifer asked, not really needing an answer as she was well aware. She stepped onto the sidewalk and eyeballed the trio of girls who circled around their prey like a pack of ferocious wolves.

      “None of your business,” the most brazen of the trio spoke up, her pink lip gloss slicked thickly over a smart-ass smirk.

      “Huh,” Jennifer uttered. “I think it is since you’re being disruptive on the very street my business is located.”

      “We’re sorry if we were too loud,” an obviously smarter girl responded with feigned remorse.

      A plump, dark-haired girl spoke next. Jennifer almost felt sorry for her, since nobody had taught her not to wear so much blush that she could be mistaken for a circus clown, but she didn’t enjoy the condescending tone of her apology. “We’re very sorry. We didn’t mean to bother you.”

      “Oh, I doubt you’d be stupid enough to bother me. After all, this is a small town. Most people know that my fiancé is a Newport police officer.” Jennifer lifted the rolling pin and pointed it directly at their prey. “But you did mean to bother her and as a result, you’ve bothered me. Perhaps, I should call Officer Jenkins now. See if he can assist in whatever is going on out here.”

      “No! It’s nothing really,” the girl said, her smirk quickly replaced with a look of sheer panic. The trio scooched together, abandoning their wide-eyed victim.

      “We aren’t bothering her, she is bothering us,” Slicked Lips spit out.

      Jennifer turned her attention from the mean girls, her heart squeezing as the subject of their taunts bent down, feverishly scooping up her belongings. Faded and thread bare at the knee, the blue jeans threatened to fall off the girl’s ramrod straight hips. A few pastries would certainly do you some good, Jennifer thought, resolving to pack up a box for this young girl to take home.

      “If I asked her”—Jennifer nodded to the girl—“will she agree?”

      “Uh…uh,” Slicked Lips muttered.

      “We have to go or we’ll be late for school,” Circus Girl said, motioning for them to leave.

      Jennifer narrowed her eyes, watching as the trio nearly ran down the sidewalk. Satisfied that they were no longer within earshot, she moved beside the girl, placed her rolling pin onto the cement and knelt down. “Here, let me help you.”

      “Thank you,” the girl sniffled.

      “No thanks needed. I know how it is to feel like an outsider. I moved here from Georgia when I was twelve. Mean girls love to see how far they can push the new girl. Especially if she’s pretty like you.”

      “You got bullied too?” Soft blue eyes peered up to hers, glistening with unshed tears, which did nothing to distract from their beauty. With porcelain skin, high cheekbones glowing with a peachy hue, and a sprinkle of freckles across her nose, she really was lovely. Once she grew into her lanky body, she’d be sure to be a stunner.

      Jennifer’s lips quivered ever so slightly before she willed herself to smile. “Yup. Sure did. But sometimes fairy tales come true. I’m living proof.”

      Puzzled, the girl’s brows furrowed.

      “I was rescued by Prince Charming, only his name is Andre.” Jennifer held up her left hand, proudly waggling a quarter cut single solitaire. We’re getting married soon and we just bought our first home. “By the way, I’m Jennifer. What’s your name?”

      “Katie O’Halloran,” the girl answered quietly. “And—” She hesitated slightly before informing Jennifer, “I’m seventeen.”

      “That’s a beautiful name for a beautiful girl. Welcome to Newport, Katie. For some reason, I think we’re going to be good friends.”
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        * * *

      

      “I always knew you had a heart, my friend. It was very nice of you to drive Katie to school,” Victoria stated, straightening a row of bookshelves as she walked toward the café.

      “It really wasn’t a big deal.” Jennifer shrugged, her eyebrow raising as Victoria leaned against the display case, bracing her elbows onto the countertop. “But if I find smudges on that glass after I just got done cleaning it, that is going to be a big deal.”

      “Oh, for the love of God,” Victoria muttered, moving to stand upright. “You do realize you run a café and that this is a display case containing pastries.” As if to make a point, she stabbed her fingertip over the glass. “People are going to stick their grubby fingers all over the top and the sides just like this.”

      “That is why I’m always prepared.” Jennifer picked up a nearby bottle of Windex. “People who come in here are overcome with excitement. Who wouldn’t be when they see all of these pastries?” She waved the bottle above the case before squirting a generous amount of the glass cleaner onto the countertop, cackling as Victoria jerked her hand away. “I bet you’d never guess that Katie’s last name is O’Halloran.”

      “Get out!” Victoria exclaimed. “She’s related to Liam and Shane?”

      “Baby sister.” Jennifer peered up from scrubbing the countertop and added, “Half-sister. Katie has a different mother.”

      “You’re right. I never would have guessed. She doesn’t look anything like either of them.” Victoria scratched her head. “She must take after her mother. I wonder why she’d move back to Newport now. It seems odd to relocate right after the school year started.”

      “Her mother died,” Jennifer deadpanned.

      “Oh, that’s awful.” Victoria clamped her hand over her mouth. “When my parents died in the car accident, it took me a long time to adjust to them being gone but I wasn’t even in school yet.”

      “Losing a parent at any age is just plain cruel and it changes you forever. I don’t want to make light of your situation, please know that.” Jennifer stopped scrubbing and returned the Windex and cloth beneath the counter.

      Victoria nodded. “I understand. She’s a teenager without her mother. Her body is changing. No doubt, her hormones are all over the place. It’s got to be scary without a female to go to for advice.”

      Jennifer folded her arms across her chest, moving to recline her back against the oversized refrigerator behind her. “We kind of bonded once I told her that my mother died of ovarian cancer.”

      Victoria’s eyes widened. “You told her? I can’t believe it. You never talk about your mom.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Jennifer sighed. “It felt like the right thing to do. Katie reminds me so much of myself. Everything you said is true. Luckily, your nana was there to see me through. I’m hoping that Katie believed me when I offered to help her if she reached out to me. I gave her my phone number and told her to text anytime.”

      “That’s awesome, Jenn. I’m sure your kindness helped her,” Victoria said.

      “Someone who is female has to rescue the poor girl. Liam O’Halloran has more testosterone than any man should be allowed to have. He’s a great guy and all, but damn! He’s like a walking porn star.” Jennifer released an unladylike snort.

      Victoria giggled, adding, “I don’t know Shane well, he graduated a few years ahead of us. But it doesn’t appear that he’s lacking in the testosterone department either. He’s hot!”

      “That he is. Almost as hot as my man.” Jennifer winked. “The thing is I had no idea when I broke up that bully fest earlier just how similar Katie and I are. I don’t want her to deal with the bullying that I did. With her brothers around, she needs a strong female presence in her life.”

      “Certainly sounds like it.” Victoria peered over her shoulder, taking a quick once-over at the rows of bookshelves. Apparently satisfied that no one needed assistance, she returned her focus back to Jennifer. “Is having met Katie why you’re so down today?” she asked.

      “Nope. But it sure didn’t help. I mean, it made me feel good to help her, it’s just that it brought back some bad memories.” Jennifer shook her head. “It’s just always the same old crap. Andre and I are officially engaged and it still won’t stop.”

      “What won’t stop?” Victoria moved to sit at one of the small round tables. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Rosalyn Spears happened,” Jennifer said, pulling out the chair beside her.

      “You can’t be serious!” Victoria tsked. “You’ve got to forget about her. She’s not a threat.”

      Jennifer’s voice rose. “Sure, I’ll just forget about the competition.”

      “Don’t get mad at me. You’re engaged to Andre. She’s just jealous,” Victoria said. “Believe me, she isn’t competition at all along with anyone else because Andre only loves you.”

      “Well, she must think she still has a shot with him because she is hosting our engagement party at The Gilded Seashell Hotel.”

      Victoria’s mouth dropped open. She cocked her head to one side as she processed what Jennifer had just said. “What?” An arsenal of questions rained down on Jennifer. “Why? How? What does she want to do that for?”

      “Well, wait until I tell you this,” Jennifer said and then recited the details of the evening before with Andre.
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      The four weeks leading up to the engagement party had been a whirlwind of activity. Somehow, Victoria had managed to convince Jennifer that it would be best to keep the peace with Andre by allowing his mother to throw the party at the extravagant hotel. As much as she hated giving in to the idea, Jennifer had reluctantly agreed to allow Rosalyn to organize the event for the sole purpose of Gladys’s happiness. The only saving grace being that Jennifer planned to retain complete control over the wedding.

      Big mistake!

      Jennifer had soon found out that what she’d hoped to be a simple, no-fuss Vegas wedding was quickly morphing out of control. Between Gladys and Victoria, you’d think that an elopement was a vile sin. The two of them nearly hit the roof when Jennifer kiddingly suggested that the union be facilitated by an Elvis impersonator. Although it would have made an awesome story to tell Andre’s and her future children, they’d decided to go with a traditional justice of the peace. With the plane ride being at least six hours, neither she nor Andre wanted to be trapped in a flying metal box listening to Victoria and Gladys nag about it.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Andre said.

      Jennifer lolled her head to the side, her stomach flip-flopping. “You sure do clean up well, Andre Jenkins.”

      Andre chuckled. “Why thank you, Jennifer Jordan. I have to look good. I’ve got a hot fiancée to impress.”

      Jennifer smiled in self-satisfaction and quickly turned her attention back out the window, searching for Victoria’s car as they passed the row of parallel-parked cars directly across the street from the hotel on Bellevue Avenue. “I don’t see it.”

      “What?” Andre questioned as they pulled onto the circular driveway at the hotel’s entrance.

      “Vicki’s car. She promised she’d be here early,” Jennifer stated as the truck rolled to a stop in front of the entrance. Immediately, a valet approached the driver’s side. She watched as Andre handed over his keys and waited for him to open her car door. She’d better be inside already.

      “No worries. You know she’ll be here,” Andre said, swinging her door open. “Anyway, what difference does it make?” A gush of cool air blew over her as Andre reached for her hand, entwining his beefy fingers with hers. “You’re with me and you know, I’ll always be right by your side.”

      Rosalyn Spears. I can’t enjoy my own engagement party because of her.

      Pulse racing, Jennifer sucked in a deep breath. Each step more weighted than the last as they neared the entrance. “It’s a girl thing,” she answered dismissively. Vicki’s not blind to Rosalyn’s schemes like you. “We went shopping separately. I don’t know if I’ve picked the right dress.”

      “Blue Eyes, you could make a burlap sack look sexy.”

      Jennifer tsked. Although secretly her heart leapt at the compliment. For the life of her, she’d never understood why Andre found her so desirable. Short and curvy, her soft squishiness was in sharp contrast to his hard-muscular frame. Although she could never be considered fat, Jennifer was far from skinny. After all the time he spent in the gym, it would be easy to understand if Andre found himself attracted to a woman with a beach body. However, he always complimented her. His attention was always on her and he didn’t seem to mind at all that she had a slight swell to her belly.

      “I like you in pink,” he surprised her by saying. “I wish it was my lips instead of that dress covering your skin.”

      Heat scorched through her as they stepped through the entrance. Andre nodded to the doorman, thanking him as she looked in awe at the lush hotel’s lobby. Known for its opulence, the historic hotel didn’t disappoint. Everywhere Jennifer looked was covered in rich velvet, satin, silk, and ornate tapestries. Andre was right. There was no way his mother could have ever afforded to do this for us without Rosalyn’s help.

      “I see her.” Andre waved his free hand in acknowledgement to his mother, then guided Jennifer across the oriental carpeting. “Hey, Mom,” he said once they reached the other woman.

      Gladys smiled warmly, looking quite regal among the Chippendale and Queen Anne style furnishings. Her green suit jacket was embellished with rhinestones around the collar and the matching A-line skirt had been hemmed to stop right above her knees. Short and plump, Gladys Jenkins welded an exceptional skill with needle and thread. Her greatest talent was purchasing pre-owned clothing off a consignment store’s rack and recreating it into an expensive-looking frock. Jennifer knew this firsthand as Gladys had been imperative in helping her with her prom dress and soon her wedding dress, too.

      Gladys reached out, sweeping Jennifer to her buxom breasts. Her chubby arms squeezed her soon-to-be daughter-in-law tight as she whispered knowingly, “It’s overwhelming, isn’t it?”

      How does she do it? Jennifer thought, taking a deep breath. Somehow, Andre’s mother had a knack for saying just what she needed to hear. “Try to enjoy yourself, Baby Girl. This is your night to shine.”

      “What are the two of you whispering about?” Andre asked.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Gladys released Jennifer from her embrace. “It’s a secret between your future wife and myself.”

      “Great. We’re not even officially married and you’re already ganging up on me.” Andre chuckled, his shoulders lifting up and down with ease. “Two against one isn’t fair. I see Vicki. Maybe she’ll take my side,” he joked, motioning for Victoria to join them.

      “Hello, ladies and gent,” Victoria said, smiling brightly as she approached them. She’d slicked her long, curly blonde hair into a French twist. Dressed conservatively in an off-the-shoulder black velvet, knee-length gown, Victoria
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