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            About this Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Best friends.

      Too many years apart.

      Too much alcohol.

      One hot night that changes everything.

      

      Kaila and Jasper have been best friends since he had rescued her from a tree, but life and circumstance had meant that they’d spent the last five years apart.  Of course they’d kept in contact, but it wasn’t quite the same as seeing each other in person.  But now Jasper is coming home to take up a position at the local fire station and things between them are about to heat up.
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      Last Call takes place in a fictional town on the North Queensland Coast in Australia where the weather is tropical - read hot and steamy

      Australia happens to be in the Southern Hemisphere, and as such, the seasons may be different to what you’re used to.  Summer in Australia is at Christmas (December to February), the new school year begins in February and finishes in December and the final year of high school is Grade 12.  Tertiary education is usually University or TAFE (Technical And Further Education) or other vocational training.

      

      Boxing Day is celebrated on December 26th and started as the traditional day for servants and tradesmen to receive their ‘Christmas Box’ from their bosses or employers.  It is a Public (or Bank) Holiday and has become synonymous with big retail stores sales.

      

      Other fun facts about Australia:

      - We use the metric system for measurement (millimetres, centimetres, metres and kilometres)

      - We use Celsius for temperature (30℃ is equal to 86℉)

      - We use dollars and cents for currency

      - Yes, we have some of the most dangerous creatures on earth living in our country

      - No, we don’t have koalas, kangaroos and wombats as pets

      - We like our beer cold (and our wine too)

      

      What is a ute?  You may find the odd reference to a ‘ute’.  The word ‘ute’ is short for Utility Vehicle (Aussies shorten just about everything) and is similar to a pick-up truck - there is a two-passenger cab in front and a tray in back for hauling all sorts of things.

      

      This book contains Australian spelling and you may even stumble across a few colloquial slang words - a quick Google search should be able to provide a meaning if you’re unsure.

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to the real live Kaila who bugged me to write a book about her… but everything that happens in the book is fictional…I promise.
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      Kaila checked her makeup one last time in the rearview mirror.  Her hands shook as she wiped a smudge of mascara from underneath her lashes and she took a couple of deep breaths to calm herself.  She considered another coat of lip gloss, but with the way her hands trembled it was probably not a good idea.  She would more than likely make a mess of it.

      She opened the car door and climbed out of her Mini, closing it with a solid thunk.  It was an old, classic car, that her dad had reconditioned and she now used as a delivery van.  She loved it to bits despite its temperamental tendencies.  Temperamental tendencies that meant her last delivery had taken longer than she’d hoped and caused her to have drop by her parent’s place in order to change clothes.  Now she was late.

      She spied her destination across the road and took another deep breath.  There was no need to be nervous, not that she was admitting that she was nervous.  She turned to look at the store behind her - Bloom, her flower shop, and her apartment above it - with longing.  She’d really rather just go upstairs, change into something comfortable, and binge on Netflix.

      No.  That was a lie.  Kaila had been waiting for this moment for months.  Years, even.

      “There’s nothing to be nervous about,” she told herself as she smoothed her sweaty hands on her skinny jeans and rearranged her silky tank-top.

      Flicking her long, dark hair over her shoulders and taking yet another deep breath, she marched across the road with determination.  Brew lit up the night with its bright lights and pumping music.  It bulged at the seams with people hanging out in every available space - the front deck, the beer garden, and no doubt the inside was as full as the alfresco areas.

      Kaila waved to the people she knew as she climbed the stairs to the deck and fought through the crush to the front doors.  Brew was a popular pub during the week, but on Friday and Saturday nights it was insane.  Now she wished she had agreed to meet him somewhere else, somewhere less… intense.  When she’d spoken to him on the phone, ‘Friday night at Brew’ had popped out of her mouth without any rational thought and of course he had agreed.  Eli, the owner of Brew, was his best friend, well, best male friend anyway.  Why wouldn’t he agree to meet there?

      Finally breaching the doors, the pure volume of sound crashed into her like a wave, nearly dragging her under.  Music blared and voices were raised to be heard above the din only increasing the melee.  Kaila should be used to it.  It wasn’t her first time inside the pub on a Friday night; in fact it had become a bit of a tradition to end the week at Brew with a couple of drinks and her best female friend, Layne.  It felt good to blow off steam and let her hair down.  After running her shop all week, she needed to remind herself that she was still young, if not as carefree as she would like.  Being an adult really bit the big one sometimes, not that she would give her shop up for anything.  It was both her biggest stress and her greatest love.

      Kaila came to a standstill as she heard, amazingly enough above the cacophony, his laugh.  It flowed over her like liquid gold and settled into all the small fissures and cracks that had begun to show in her armour.  She had missed the sound of it and until this moment she hadn’t realised just how much.  She smiled and the nerves melted away as she finally spied him, standing at the bar - one foot up on the footrest, one elbow propping him up, and a half empty schooner of beer in the other hand.

      Jasper.

      It had been two years, four months and twenty-one days since they had seen each other in the flesh.  They had texted and Skyped and called and Facebooked, but it was never quite the same as being in his physical orbit.  She took her time, ignoring the jostling bodies and yelled conversations happening around her, as she drank in the sight of him.  His face was split in a wide grin as he joked with Eli and a couple of their other friends who surrounded him at the bar.  He needed a haircut, the dark ends long enough to curl around his ears and over his collar.  He wore his scruffy whiskers well and she knew she was not the only female in the room checking him out.

      The prodigal son had come home a conquering hero.  The town had rolled out the red carpet for him, or would have if they had a red carpet.  In lieu of a ticker-tape parade, Jasper would probably be able to drink free for at least a week, although he seemed to be making a pretty big dent in his bar tab already if the sparkle in his eye was anything to go by.

      Eli swiped his empty glass away and replaced it with a fresh one, full to the brim with sparkling amber ale, the foamy head cascading over the side.  Jasper lifted the glass to his mouth and Kaila watched with fascination as his Adam’s apple bobbed as he drank deeply.  She shivered, her skin prickling as she took in the sight straight from a beer commercial, complete with hunky man surrounded with chesty, barely clad, bikini models.  She frowned at the women flocking around him like seagulls fighting over the last chip on the ground.  Something dark and uncomfortable clenched in her gut.

      “KAILA!”  The loud and familiar voice broke through the fugue and she barely kept herself upright as Layne tackled her from behind in an exuberant hug.

      At the sound of her name, Jasper turned and their eyes clashed.  Something heavy and tangible seemed to pass between them as they stared at one another.  Her gut clenched again, but for an entirely different reason this time.  The warmth flooding her nether regions was a completely inappropriate reaction to seeing the dark, whiskey coloured eyes of her best friend… not just best guy friend, but best friend full stop.  Did his eyes just darken as if he could read her very inappropriate thoughts from across the room?  And if so… what did that mean?

      Layne grabbed her hand and started to drag her through the crush towards the bar, breaking the impenetrable stare of Jasper and bringing her back to earth.  She was just happy to see him, that’s all.  He was her best friend and had been since the third grade when he had found her stuck in a tree, hiding from a barking dog.  He’d scared the dog away and then climbed the tree to help her down.  They’d been practically inseparable from that moment on until he had moved away to follow his dream.

      And now he was back. All six feet, six inches of muscled firefighter.  Tall, dark, and handsome was an apt, if clichéd, description that didn’t really do him justice.  He could definitely be Mr. October in the annual Firefighters’ Calendar, complete with gushing fire hose, turnout pants, and bare chest.  All for a good cause of course, not so that she could ogle her best friend.

      Shit.  Best friend.  He was her best friend and she really needed to get her head on straight before making a complete and utter fool of herself in front of him.

      The crowd parted and then there he was, mere feet from her.  He stood up straight and her eyes followed his up, up, up until she practically had a crick in her neck.  He grinned and then swooped in, winding his large arms around her waist and picking her up, crushing her against his chest as he swung her around.

      She could feel the heat and strength and pure maleness of him through her clothes and she thanked her lucky stars that she was wearing a padded bra because those little floozies had perked up and were angling for attention.  She could feel her nips tighten in anticipation of some male attention and she mentally told them to stand down.   Not that they listened to her; in fact, they had woken up her other girly bits and they were all ganging up on her while doing a conga line through her nervous system.  Friend, she admonished them.  Jasper was a friend.  Traitors.

      Jasper finally set her down and took a step back, taking her hands and holding them out to the side so he could get a good look at her.  Her nipples continued to preen, begging for him to look at them. Instead, his eyes merely skated over her, as he took her in, not stopping to linger anywhere.  Was that disappointment she felt?  Surely not.

      “You are a sight for sore eyes, K,” he said before pulling her back into his body for a bear hug that had her gasping for breath as she tried valiantly not to rub up against him like a cat in heat.

      “Jasper,” she breathed, not yet able to form full sentences.

      “You’re crushing her,” Layne yelled, tugging on Jasper’s sleeve.

      He laughed and Kaila felt it rumble through his chest and into her body sending her nervous system and sex organs into overdrive.  Luckily he had hold of her, or she would have melted into a puddle on the floor at his feet.

      “Come here Layney,” Jasper said, pulling Layne into the hug as well.

      Sharing his overwhelming manliness with Layne was enough to get Kaila’s brain working once again.  She pulled out of the hug, needing a little bit of space to resurrect the now obliterated armour she used to cloaked herself.  If she spent any more time in his arms, she could not be responsible for her actions.  Ripping his shirt open and licking his chest was probably not appropriate behaviour for a best friend to indulge in, despite what her girly bits were telling her.

      She turned to Eli who was holding a glass out to her, a smug smile on his face.  She took the glass, ignoring the smile, and chugged it.  The icy coldness of the beer quenched the fire racing through her veins and gave her a little bit of clarity.

      Friends.  They were just friends.
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      Jasper swallowed the tightness in his throat as he watched Kaila slam back her drink.  Was she as nervous as he was about their reunion?  She certainly seemed to be and he kind of liked that.  She was always so self-assured and apart from the first time they met, she had never seemed to need him in her life.  He didn’t know why or how they had become friends… well, yeah actually, he did.  Kaila had decided that they would be best friends because he had rescued her that one time.  He had just gone along with it, and why shouldn’t he?  He liked her, liked the way she smelled, liked the way her shiny brown hair had swung around her face as she’d looked down at him from the limb of the tree.  He’d liked the feel of her small hand in his as he’d helped her climb down.

      She had always been the one bright spark in his sad little life.  His home hadn’t been a happy place, but Kaila had brought him into her world and her house had become his second home.  Her family had accepted him, her mother even going so far as to pack an extra lunch for Kaila to bring to school for him.  Nobody spoke about what was going on in his house, but they always made sure he knew that he was welcome in theirs, whenever he needed to escape.

      If it wasn’t for Kaila and the rest of the Johnsons, he didn’t think he would have made it through high school and it was her father who had inspired him to join the fire department.  It was also her father’s doing that he was back in his home town after five years of working in the mines.  He’d been part of the Mines Fire and Rescue department in outback Queensland, but it was time to come home and when the job had come up at Chief Johnson’s firehouse, he’d been the first to apply.

      Now she was within touching distance and he had to practically sit on his hands so as not to reach out and run his hands all over her.  The woman was his kryptonite, but he needed her in his life, even if it was only as a friend.  He’d rather that than not having her at all.

      She turned to him then and smiled.  A warmth slipped under his skin as he smiled back at her.  Talking to her via Skype and stalking her Facebook page for photos of her with her friends at the beach wasn’t nearly as satisfying as having the real thing in front of him.

      “I can’t believe you’re actually here,” she said, sitting down on the barstool next to his and swivelling toward him.  Her knees brushed his and he wanted nothing more than to pull her off her seat and into his lap, her
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