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CHAPTER 1

I smiled as I pulled up to my house and saw the three cars parked in the driveway and on the curb. The shiny, black Nissan was familiar because I’d bought it for my daughter, Claire. I didn’t recognize the other two, but Claire had texted me at work to let me know that Lainey and Avery, two of her best friends, would be camping out at our place for a few days. They’d all graduated from the University of Texas in the spring, and while her friends had already been back for a couple of months, Claire had stayed in Austin because she’d wanted to hold onto her job at the vet clinic as long as possible.

But now there was only one more month left until the fall session started at Texas A&M, so on Monday morning she’d be driving to College Station to look for an apartment. She’d already been accepted into the veterinarian program there and had a new job lined up in a lab. As soon as she signed a lease, my daughter would be moving out of my house for good. At least while she’d been at UT all of her things had still been here, and she’d come home for regular visits. This time she was moving out for real. From now on it would just be me, alone in this house I’d had built for her mother.

For now, though, it felt like old times again, when the weekends had been full of laughter and music and youthful exuberance. Since we had a pool and several spare bedrooms, sleepovers had largely been held at our house. I’d never minded that. It made Claire happy, and her friends were all good girls that I’d gotten to know well over the years.

I found the three of them on the living room couch watching TV, and I couldn’t help smiling at the familiar sight. Claire sat sandwiched between her two friends as though they were afraid she might disappear if they didn’t hold on tightly. They’d all grown up so much in the last four years, beautiful young women now rather than the still-awkward teenagers they’d been when they left. Lainey’s beanpole figure had filled out, her chestnut curls tumbling down the front of her t-shirt over breasts she would have killed for in high school. Her long legs were curled under her, left bare by a pair of running shorts. Avery leaned against Claire’s shoulder, petite and slender, with her straight, golden hair tucked behind one ear. All three perked up when I came through the front door.

“Hey, Dad!”

“Hi, Mr. Connor!” Avery said.

Lainey’s big, green eyes landed on mine. “How was work?”

“Work,” I replied with a smile. “It’s good to see all of you. Been having fun?”

“Avery just got here,” Claire said. “She had to work late to cover for someone else.”

“Elena’s not here?”

I’d expected my daughter’s roommate and very best friend to be the first one here. She’d stayed in Austin with my daughter after graduation to help cover the bills on their apartment so Claire wouldn’t have to move out early.

My daughter frowned. “Her parents are still giving her crap because she didn’t come back home right after graduation. And Skylar’s working graveyards at the hospital, so she probably won’t show up until Friday.”

Claire and the other four girls had all been friends since middle school or even earlier. Before they graduated from high school, they’d decided to all go to college together so they could hold onto their friendship a few more years. It had been hard for some of them, but they’d managed it and still seemed as close as ever.

I nodded. “Lainey, Avery. Just in case Claire didn’t make it clear, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

“Thanks, Mr. Connor.” Avery said shyly, dipping her soft, brown eyes.

Lainey’s grin turned wicked. “Oh, goodie! I’ll have my stuff moved in tomorrow.”

When I laughed, Claire shot me a pointed look. “I don’t think she’s kidding.”

“I’m really not,” the brunette assured me.

I grinned back at her. “Why not? I could use the company with Claire moving out for good.”

She cocked her head, green eyes glittering with amusement. “Could you, now?” she asked in a low, sultry voice.

“Oh, please don’t make it weird,” my daughter pleaded.

“Hey, if you three want to order pizza, my account at Paolo’s is still the same.”

Avery bounced up on the couch, her pixie face alight. “Oh, yay!”

“Order whatever you want,” I told them. “Just leave me some.”

“We will,” my daughter promised.

“Maybe,” Lainey added under her breath.

I went to my bedroom to change into a comfortable t-shirt and pair of shorts. When I came out, I heard the girls splashing and laughing outside in the pool. It really was nice having them back. Pity it was only for a week, but after spending so much time alone in the house I’d take whatever I could get.

I padded into my office and poked through some spreadsheets, but my heart really wasn’t in it. Fuck it. With a sigh, I pulled up Starfield instead. Working hours were over. Time to lose myself in some good, old escapism.

A soft knock on the door frame dragged my attention from the monitor. Lainey stood in the doorway wearing a burgundy bikini, her long, russet curls clipped back so they tumbled down her back. My heart squeezed a little seeing how absolutely beautiful she’d grown up to be.

“You really don’t mind us staying until Claire leaves next Monday?” she asked hesitantly. “That’s almost a whole week. We’d understand if that’s too much.”

“It’s perfectly fine,” I assured her. “I want you all to have as much time together as you can before she leaves. Between vet school and her new job, none of us are going to be seeing much of her for a while. So, make yourselves at home. You and Avery know where everything is. Nothing has changed since you left.”

Her face took on an oddly wistful expression. “That’s too bad.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.” She gave a sharp shake of her head. “Claire put in the pizza order. Would you mind getting it from the delivery guy if we’re still in the pool?”

“No problem.”

She gave me a bright smile. “Thanks! It’s so good to be back.”

“I’m really glad you’re here, and I can’t wait for Elena and Skylar to show up. It’ll be just like summers during high school. The whole gang back together.”

She smiled back. “Only with a lot less crappy boy band music, and now we don’t have to sneak in the booze.”

“Lainey!”

Her green eyes went wide in feigned innocence. “Hey, that was all Skyler. I certainly never did anything like that!”

“Oh, no,” I agreed solemnly. “Of course not.”

With a final wave, she walked away. I shook my head in bemusement. It felt like only yesterday that they’d been having pool parties and sleepovers here, and now they were all grown up. Over the last four years I’d only seen them a couple of times, never all together and not enough for the changes in them to really stick with me, so in my mind they’d stubbornly remained the younger girls I remembered. It felt as though I’d jumped forward in time to where the setting was familiar, but everyone was older. And now we were having the final sleepover. After this Claire would be gone for several more years and then probably move away afterwards for work, while her four friends would be building their own new lives with their careers and probably having children of their own. It was the end of an era, for them and for me.

I was jolted out of my reverie before it could get too maudlin by the doorbell. The pizza delivery guy grinned hugely at the size of the tip I handed him—we were going to be ordering a lot of pizzas over the next few days—and then I carried the stack of boxes into the kitchen. All three girls were in the pool when I poked my head through the back door.

“Pizza’s here,” I called out.

“Whoo-hoo!” Avery screeched. “I haven’t had real pizza since I’ve been back.”

I laughed as she practically levitated out of the pool, snatched up her towel, and darted past me into the kitchen. Claire and Lainey emerged more sedately and giggled as they followed their friend inside.

“Some things never change,” my daughter said.

“She’s always been able to eat her own weight in pizza,” Lainey agreed.

I had a feeling that had more to do with her never getting enough to eat at home than simply loving pizza. Avery’s mom was an alcoholic who was more interested in keeping the bar stocked than the refrigerator. Claire and I had regularly taken the poor girl out to eat after school events to make sure she didn’t go hungry, and she’d spent practically every weekend at our house while they were in high school.

Claire shook her head when she caught sight of her friend. “Two fisting it, huh?”

When I glanced over, the petite blonde had a slice of pizza in one hand and a breadstick in the other. She let out a sensual moan as she took a big bite of the pizza. “I can’t help it. It’s just sooooo good.”

“Come on,” Lainey urged Claire, “before she eats it all.”

She and my daughter loaded paper plates with pizza, breadsticks, and hot wings before taking stools on either side of their friend. I grabbed a couple of slices myself then turned towards my office.

“You’re not eating with us?” Lainey asked, clearly disappointed.

“You don’t really need a chaperon anymore,” I pointed out.

Her lips twisted into a pout. “You don’t know that. Maybe I grew up into a bad girl and need firm, adult supervision.”

Avery snickered as she sucked hot sauce off her fingers. “Yeah, so bad the dorm kept begging you to come back as an RA for two years after you moved out.”

“Come on, Dad. Eat with us. I know these two missed you as much as I did.”

“Fine,” I said, settling onto a stool across from them. “When does school start, Lainey?”

“Two more weeks.”

“Kindergarten, right?”

“Yep,” she replied with a smile. “I wanted to teach the little bitty ones.”

Avery snorted. “I still can’t believe you want anything to do with kids after dealing with all your brothers and sisters.”

Lainey’s slender shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I don’t have to take these home with me at the end of the day.”

“Fair enough. What about you, Avery? Enjoying the glamorous life of a television studio intern?”

She tossed her fine, blonde hair. “A lot of it’s just drudge work, but they’re also teaching me practical stuff I didn’t get in my classes. I’ll get through it.”

She would. This internship had been waiting for her as soon as she graduated. She’d gotten stellar grades, put together some amazing projects while getting her degree, and had glowing recommendations from every one of her senior year professors. I had no doubt that once she completed the internship, she’d have a full-time job waiting.

“You will,” I assured her. “You and Claire are the most driven people I know.”

Lainey let out an indignant squawk. “Hey! I’m driven, too!”

Claire and Avery snorted and traded knowing looks.

“Well, I’m a little driven,” the brunette muttered.

One of Avery’s sculpted eyebrows arched. “Remind me who it was who barely squeaked through her semester of student teaching?”

Lainey glared at her. “They put me in a middle school,” she growled. “Those kids were the spawn of Satan. I’d rather teach the kids from Children of the Corn than ever set foot in another middle school.”

Claire smirked, her eyes dancing with laughter. “The boys thought she was really hot and kept making inappropriate comments. The girls all hated her and made even more inappropriate comments and played pranks.”

“Pranks?” Lainey slapped the pizza she’d been holding down on her plate. “One of those little demon children stuck a damned remote-controlled vibrator in the bottom of my bag and kept setting it off during class. When I dumped out the bag to find out what the hell was going on, it rolled right out onto the desk in front of everybody.”

I almost choked on a bit of breadstick, and the other girls hooted with laughter. Lainey didn’t find it remotely amusing though.

“I will live in a cardboard box under an overpass and eat out of dumpsters before I will ever take a job in a middle school. Freakin’ little monsters.”

“I don’t blame you,” I wheezed, still struggling not to laugh.

“I still maintain that it was yours, and you left it in your bag by mistake,” Avery said.

Lainey smacked her arm with a breadstick. “Shut up!”

I’m not sure whose face was redder, Lainey’s or mine. I didn’t need to be thinking about any of them having vibrators.

“And I’m out. I’m going to my office, now.”

“Coward!” Claire sang out.

“I won’t even argue.”

All three of them erupted into laughter as soon as I left the room. I shook my head in bemusement. I suppose it was pretty damned funny, but I was glad to be out of that conversation. They might be college graduates and look like women, but to me they were still just kids. And they always would be.




CHAPTER 2

I worked from home on Thursdays, but I kept regular hours and dressed office casual just in case I got sucked into doing videoconferences. There was always something. While I delegated as much as possible and spent extra to hire self-starters who could think outside of the box, at the end of the day somebody had to make the big decisions. Since I owned the company, that was usually me. For a long time that had been fun, but I was starting to burn out. It didn’t help that I hadn’t taken a real vacation in years. Claire had been too busy with school and work to go anywhere since her freshman year of college, and it just hadn’t seemed worth the trouble to go anywhere by myself. Instead, I spent holidays covering for my employees so they could have more time with their families. The new car smell had definitely worn off, and I needed to come up with some way to revitalize myself before it became a real problem.

The coffee had just finished brewing when Avery came downstairs, a tiny blonde Barbie dressed to impress in a navy-blue blazer, a pleated skirt that stopped just above her knees, and black kitten heels. She looked so damned adorable I wanted to squeeze her.

“Coffee?” I asked.

She glanced at the phone in her hand. “Got a to-go cup?”

“Sure.” I dug one out of the cupboard and filled it. “Cream or sugar?”

“Just a dash of cream, please.”

I splashed in a bit, snapped the lid on, and held it out to her. “Here you go.”

“Thanks!”

“No breakfast?”

“I’m picking up kolaches for the crew on the way in. It’s our Thursday thing.”

“Sounds nice. Hope you have a good day.”

Avery flashed me a smile that almost made my heart stop. She’d always had a great smile, but over the last four years it had turned into something devastating.

“Thanks! You, too.”

Once she was gone, I took my coffee and phone out to the patio to relax for a few minutes before officially starting my day. Seeing Avery this way was so strange. I’d known Claire’s friends as kids for ages, and now here they were rushing off to work with careers. My daughter was going back to school, so thankfully I could still pretend to myself that I was the dad of a college-age girl for a while longer. It was hard to keep the narrative going when all her friends were so obviously grown up, though.

Fuck, I was getting old. I needed to get myself sorted out before my brain ossified like the middle-aged guys in the companies I’d worked for before I struck out on my own. It was probably inevitable at some point, but I still had a few good years left in me if I could get my head screwed on straight.

The back door opened behind me, and Claire stuck her head out. “Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you mind if Skylar crashes here?”

“Not a bit. Tell her to bring stuff to stay through the weekend if she wants. The last bedroom on the end is really quiet, so she can sleep through the day.”

“Great! Thanks!”

She was gone before I could say anything else. I shrugged. What was one more? Lainey and Avery were already staying the week, and it would be nice having everyone under one roof again. We were only missing Elena. Too bad she couldn’t get away sooner. It would be the perfect send off for Claire.

I was in my office when the doorbell rang. Claire raced down the stairs to open the door for Skylar then greeted her exuberantly. Like Avery, Skylar had come back to a waiting job right after graduation, so they hadn’t seen each other in a couple of months. Their laughter and voices were muffled, but I could still make out some of the conversation.

“Yeah, they’re fighting again. Makes it hell to get any decent sleep. You sure your dad doesn’t mind?”

“Honestly, I think he’s happy to have everyone back. I get the feeling he’s been lonely here by himself.”

“Huh. Well, I’ll make sure to thank him anyway. But right now, I am dying for sleep.”

“I already made up the room at the end of the hall for you.”

Their voices trailed off as they went upstairs, and I sighed. It sounded like Skylar’s parents were fighting. As usual. At least she could sleep here without anyone disturbing her. 

About an hour later I wandered into the kitchen for a coffee refill and stared around in surprise. All traces of the dinner mess from last night were gone. It looked like my maid service had been through, but they were scheduled for Tuesdays. While my under-caffeinated brain was still sluggishly trying to figure it out, Lainey backed out of the pantry. Her hair was up in a ponytail, and she was wearing a pair of red satin jogging shorts and a gray, cropped t-shirt with the UT logo. Boys all over campus must have panted after her like eager puppies whenever she went out like that.

“Oh, hey,” she said brightly when she saw me.

“Did you do this?”

She glanced around. “Yeah. I didn’t want to leave your house a wreck when you’re being so nice about letting us stay for so long.”

“I remember it used to take a lot more effort to get you guys to clean up after a weekend sleepover.”

“Yeah, well. I’ve been having to clean up after myself for the last few years, and it got to be a habit.” She bit her lip nervously. “So… Sorry about yesterday. We didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

“It’s fine, Lainey. Don’t worry about it.”

“We just got used to talking about anything and everything whenever, you know? We didn’t have to do a lot of self-censoring with just us around.”

“You grew up,” I said with a smile.

She raised her eyebrows. “Wow. I didn’t think you’d noticed.”

“It takes some getting used to.”

Her lips curved up in a sly smile. “We’ll try to ease you into it.”

“Nah,” I sighed. “Just be yourselves. I’m the one who needs to adjust.”

“Rip the band-aid off and be done with it, huh?”

“Might as well. It’s not like you’re going to go back to being kids, however much I might prefer that.”

“Oh, I think you’ll prefer dealing with us as adults. For one thing, we’re much better about cleaning up after ourselves.”

“True. What are you and Claire doing today?”

“Packing, I think. Most of her stuff is in boxes in the garage already, but there are some things in her room she wants to take to College Station.”

I sighed. “It’s so weird to think that her room is going to be empty from now on.”

Lainey offered me a sympathetic smile. “Things have a way of working out, Mr. Connor, and it tends to happen when you least expect it. Maybe this is a new beginning for you, and not an ending.”

“Maybe so,” I said, although at that moment I couldn’t see how.

“Are you going to the office today?”

“No, I work from home on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

“It’s good to be the boss.”

“I don’t mind the office so much as the commute. It gets worse every year.”

“Yeah. Thank goodness there are elementary schools everywhere. When I move out of Mom’s house, there will be one five minutes from wherever I end up.”

“That’s a nice fringe benefit.”

“It’s a big reason I wanted to teach elementary.”

I grinned at her. “That and the fact that middle schoolers are the spawn of Satan.”

She threw her head back and laughed so her ponytail bobbed. “Oh, yeah.”

For a moment I was struck again by just how beautiful she’d become, and I was saddened because I’d missed her transition from the girl she’d been in high school to the stunning woman she was today. I would have loved to have watched her blossoming into this new person. Apparently, I stared at her a few seconds too long because she cocked her head in curiosity.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just remembering.”

“Well, don’t remember too much,” she warned with a frown. “I was skinny and awkward and had frizzy hair, and I’d really rather never think of that again.”

“You were never an ugly duckling, Lainey.”

“That’s sweet of you to say, but Mom has the pictures to prove it. And she won’t delete them no matter how hard I beg her.”

“I’m pretty sure I have some of those pictures, too, along with Claire and everyone else.”

“Would you delete them if I begged you to?” she asked, fluttering her eyelashes at me.

“Not a chance.”

Her bottom lip pushed out in a pout. “And here I thought you were sweet.”

“Not me. I’m a bitter old man,” I replied cheerfully as I refilled my coffee mug.

“You’re not old,” she snorted.

“Compared to you, I’m ancient.”

Lainey slowly skimmed her eyes over me from head to toe. “Seasoned, maybe, but not old. Certainly not ancient.”

“Still not deleting the pictures.”

“Oh, go back to work,” she grumbled.

I couldn’t help grinning to myself, and there was an extra spring in my step as I went back to my office. I was going to enjoy the next few days. There had always been a fair amount of teasing going on after the girls hit high school, and I’d missed it.

At lunchtime, Claire and Lainey went out to the sandwich shop which had been one of their favorite places during high school. I didn’t expect them back for a while and got lost in the proposal for a new project by one of my managers, so I was startled when Lainey walked through my office door.

“I brought you lunch,” she said, handing me a paper sack and a drink.

“Thanks, Lainey. You didn’t have to.”

“Just my way of saying thanks for letting us stick around.” Her eyes roamed the office in curiosity. “Looks just the same.”

I glanced around, following her gaze. Aside from the upgraded monitors on my desk and a state-of-the-art laptop, nothing had really changed. 

“Yeah, I guess it is.”

Lainey rolled her eyes at me. “You need to get out of your rut.”

“I didn’t know I was in one.”

With an exasperated sigh, she waved her hand in a broad circle. “The house hasn’t changed in the last four years, Mr. Connor. You’re definitely in a rut.”

I frowned thoughtfully. I hadn’t considered it that way before, but she sort of had a point.

“I guess you’re right.”

“You need to find someone to get you out of it,” she replied with a saucy wink.

“I’ll take that under advisement.”

“You do that,” she said, turning towards the door. “We’re going shopping. Be back soon!”

“Why do I have a hard time believing that?”

“Because of the million or so times you chauffeured us on shopping trips, I imagine.”

I shuddered at the memories of trailing five teenage girls around Forever 21. Never again. Just thinking about it made me want to down a stiff drink or six. If there is a Hell, it probably involves escorting teenage girls around as they shop for clothes while being forced to listen to The Spin Doctors.

Lainey smirked as though she knew exactly what I was thinking. “But since we do want to be back before Avery gets off work, we’ll be good.”

“I have a hard time believing that, too.”

She shot me a grin over her shoulder. “That’s very wise. Must come from being so ancient.”

Thank God they weren’t my responsibility anymore. I wasn’t sure my heart could take it.




CHAPTER 3

Around three o’clock the doorbell rang, and since Claire and Lainey weren’t back yet I had to answer it. I found Avery on the doorstep clutching a garment bag. She’d already changed from the work outfit I’d seen her in this morning to a pair of gray, knit shorts and a hot pink, off-the-shoulder t-shirt, so she looked like a lovely young coed ready to lounge around in the dorm. Her soft brown eyes peered anxiously up at me.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“No, come on in. The girls are still out shopping. They expected to be back before you got here, but you know how they are.”

“I took off work early to pick up some more clothes from home,” she explained as she stepped inside. That seemed a bit odd, but I shrugged it off as she continued. “Claire texted me and said they’ll be another hour or so. She also said they’re picking up Chinese for dinner if you’ll text her what you want.”

“Sounds good to me,” I replied.

“I’m going to take this stuff upstairs.”

I went back to my office, but I was a lot less invested in finishing the report than I should have been. After re-reading the same paragraph three times, I gave up. I was playing Starfield again when the tiny blonde stepped nervously into my office a few minutes later.

“Still working?”

I motioned her over then tilted the monitor so she could see my game. She covered a small laugh with her hand.

“You’re as bad as Skylar.”

“Is she a gamer?”

“Oh, yeah. Her first college boyfriend got her hooked, mostly because it was the only way he’d spend time with her.”

We both rolled our eyes at that. Skylar’s horrible taste in boyfriends was legendary. Hell, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had turned into an internet meme by now.

“Anyway, after that she spent a lot of time hanging out with the other gamers in the dorm and got her own console as soon as she could afford it. What are you playing?”

When she tucked her hair behind her ear then bent down to get a closer look at the screen, the scent of her perfume settled over me like a soft blanket of vanilla and honeysuckle. Even more distracting was the way the front of her t-shirt hung open to display a hint of her soft, rounded cleavage. I swallowed hard and forced my attention back to the monitor.

“Starfield,” I managed to say. “Do you play?”

“No. I watched Skylar and Elena sometimes, but I never really had time. Last things I played were Animal Crossing and Mario Kart on your Wii. This looks familiar, though.”

“It’s by the same company that did Skyrim and Fallout.”

Her pixie face brightened. “Oh! Elena loves Fallout. She’d play it for hours on the weekends, and she made us watch the miniseries at least three times. I actually thought it was pretty good.”

“I did, too.”

I smiled as I turned to look at her. That was a mistake. I met her eyes, so close to mine, and was trapped by the mesmerizing mixture of light and dark browns there along with little flecks of brighter amber. Our gazes remained locked for several long heartbeats before I was able to tear myself away.

“How was your day?” I blurted out, desperate for something to break the silence.

“Not bad. I’m working with the video editing team this week. Mostly I’m running errands and stuff, but they’re showing me a lot about the processes, too. Next week I’ll be working with the sound technicians.”

“That sounds fun.”

“Yeah. I had a good time with that in school.” She stood up and took a step back. “I’m going to see if there’s any pizza left for a snack before dinner. I’m starving.”

“I’m pretty sure I saw some in the fridge after Lainey tidied up.”

“Yay!”

I smiled as she bounded through the door. Avery had always been a tiny bundle of energy. That had gotten her onto the cheerleading squad in high school for a couple of years. My smile soon faded, though. The office felt far too quiet and empty once she was gone. It was weird, because I’d been in here by myself every single day since Claire left for college and never noticed it until now. I felt a ridiculous sense of relief when Avery came back a minute later munching on a slice of cold pizza and leaned against my desk.

“Lainey said they’re still going to be at least another hour. Want to watch something with me?”

Her offer both surprised and pleased me. During all the weekends Avery had stayed here during high school, we’d spent countless nights watching television together after Claire conked out early. Keeping her company had become a ritual on the nights when none of the other girls were here.

“Love to.”

I followed her into the living room and sat down on the opposite side of the couch from her. She’d already picked up the remote and was flipping through options.

“What do you want to watch?” she asked.

“Anything you like. Except Vampire Diaries.” That and Once Upon a Time had been her two favorites for years. I probably knew half of the episodes by heart.

The little blonde wrinkled her nose at me as she settled back and folded her legs beneath her. “Aw, come on!” she said, then flashed her megawatt grin at me.

Holy crap. I couldn’t look away. Right then I would have agreed to absolutely anything she asked. I held out my hands in surrender.

“Whatever you want. Anything is better than Skylar’s zombie fixation.”

Her big, brown eyes lit up with a mischievous sparkle, and I prepared for the worst. At least the vampires wouldn’t sparkle. I shuddered inside as I recalled the Twilight phase they’d all gone through.

“Well… How about Grimm?”

“I can live with that.”

Her little squeal of excitement was just too damned adorable for words. That was something else that hadn’t changed.

We lost ourselves in the show for the next hour, although I kept getting distracted by glimpses of Avery on the far side of the couch as she twisted a long strand of her pale hair between her fingers or shifted her slender legs to get more comfortable. Her presence tugged at me, probably because it had been so damned long since I’d sat here to watch TV with anyone. Even when I tried harder to pay attention to the show, my mind wandered.

She was so much the girl I remembered, but at the same time so very, very different. Where would she end up? Where would her career in television take her? What lucky guy would end up with her?

That last thought set off a spark of jealousy that shocked me. I eventually chalked it up to the same kind of natural protectiveness I felt for Claire, who I’d often wished I could lock away in a nunnery until she was forty or so.

I blinked as Avery heaved a deep sigh. “You okay?” I asked.

“I just really missed this.”

“We spent a lot of nights watching TV together, didn’t we?”

She smiled softly. “Yeah. And you always let me watch whatever I wanted, even when you hated it.”

“I wouldn’t say I hated anything you watched.”

She raised an eyebrow with an amused snort.

“Okay. I was… Less than fond of Vampire Diaries,” I admitted. “But it wasn’t completely horrible.”

“You were a good sport about all of it—and very kind.”

I shrugged. “I enjoyed spending time with you. It was always fun because you got so excited and so into whatever you were watching. It made everything more fun to watch with you. Even Vampire Diaries. And we’d have to turn everything up so we could hear over Claire snoring.”

“She still does that,” Avery giggled. “She falls asleep way before everyone else then snores. Fortunately, she sleeps like a rock, so she doesn’t notice when we crank the volume up.”

“Remember that night when we turned the TV up louder and louder to see how far we could get before she finally woke up?”

“Omigod! The freaking windows were shaking!”

“Then the neighbors called the cops, and they had to pound on the door because we couldn’t hear the doorbell.”

Avery dissolved into laughter. “And she still never woke up!”

“The neighbors were pissed at me for weeks.”

The tiny blonde looked at me shyly, her eyes hidden beneath her thick lashes. “I don’t suppose…”

“What?”

“After Claire is gone, do you think we could do this again sometime?”

I blinked at her. “You want to come over and watch TV with me?”

“Yeah.”

I couldn’t believe it. She was actually serious. I smiled as warmth spread through my chest at the thought of getting to spend more time with her like the old days.

“I’d like that,” I told her with a wink. “We can even watch Vampire Diaries.”

“I won’t put you through that. You’d never invite me over again.”

“It would be worth it for the company.”

“Then it’s a date!”

Luckily, Avery turned back to the television, so she didn’t see my shocked expression. A date? Relief poured from me in waves as I realized she’d only meant it as a figure of speech. That was all. And since she had her career and her own life, it wasn’t likely to ever happen anyway. I was just Claire’s dad, hardly a priority to a beautiful, young woman fresh out of college.

I was saved from my own thoughts when Claire and Lainey barged through the front door laden with brightly colored shopping bags and plain, white ones crammed full of Chinese food. Avery paused the show and hopped up from the couch.

Claire groaned in disappointment when she saw what was on the screen. “You’re watching Grimm without me?”

“We were feeling nostalgic about all of those weekends we sat up late watching TV together after you fell asleep at ten o’clock,” Avery replied.

“Vampire Diaries,” Lainey and Claire said together.

Lainey shot me a pitying look. “The things you had to put up with from us.”

“I didn’t mind.”

“No,” she agreed softly. “You never did.”

Claire dumped an armful of sacks crammed with Chinese food onto the kitchen island. “Oof. Who’s hungry?”

Everyone, apparently, so we all crowded into the kitchen. As soon as I fixed my plate, though, I turned towards my office.

“Aren’t you going to finish watching this with me?” Avery asked with obvious disappointment.

I almost gave in when I saw her crestfallen expression, but I knew it wasn’t fair to stick around. This was a time for Claire to spend with her friends, the last she’d have for a long while.

“I don’t want to get in the way,” I told her gently. “You guys need to enjoy your time together. You don’t know when you’ll get another chance.”

She nodded unhappily. “All right. But don’t forget our date.”

Claire’s eyebrows shot up so high it was a wonder they didn’t smack the ceiling. “Date?”

“Your dad said I could come by and watch television with him sometime.”

My daughter’s expression softened at that, and she gave her friend a fond smile. “I think that’s a great idea, Avery.”

Lainey’s grin was far more wicked. “I totally agree. It can be like Daddy-Daughter Date Night.”

The tiny blonde narrowed her eyes and skewered Lainey with a glare so ferocious that she should have burst into flames. “I will kill you in your sleep,” she hissed.

Lainey stuck out her tongue with a smirk then danced aside as Avery threw a pair of chopsticks at her. 

“Girls! Am I going to have to separate you?”

All three of them started laughing at that. 

“I’ll keep them in line, Dad,” Claire assured me.

“Great. I’ll be in my office if you need me.”

They were still on the couch watching Grimm when I gave up for the night. None of them had bothered me for anything, but Avery’s eyes met mine as I crossed the room to head to bed. The smile she gave me before she shyly dropped her gaze made me wonder if maybe she really would be coming by to visit me after all.




CHAPTER 4

When I got home from work on Friday evening, I dropped my briefcase off in my office then followed the sounds of light pop music to the deck at the back of the house. Claire was in the pool with Lainey, Avery, and Skylar, while Elena lay stretched out on a deck chair playing with her phone.

Claire grinned and waved when she saw me. “Hi, Dad!”

“Hi, Dad!” the other girls echoed, laughing.

My daughter hauled herself out of the pool and met me with a wet hug by the back door. “Are you sure you’re still okay with this craziness? All five of us?”

“Of course! You haven’t all been home at the same time in years. It’s good to see everyone back here again.”

“You’re the best,” she said, pressing a kiss against my cheek.

“You sure don’t want me to go with you on Monday?”

Claire rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I’m a big girl and perfectly capable of looking at apartments by myself. Besides, Elena is coming along to keep me company.”

“That’s good.”

Over her shoulder, I saw Skylar guzzling a Corona at the edge of the pool and cleared my throat loudly. “Skylar?”

The brunette girl hurriedly shoved the beer behind her and stared at me wide-eyed for a moment before frowning. “Hey! We’re all over twenty-one now!”

“No glass at the pool,” I reminded her.

“Oh,” she said, instantly contrite. “I forgot, Mr. Connor. I’ll get a cup.”

She climbed up the ladder and wrapped a beach towel around herself. On her way into the house, she deliberately stepped too close so that her hip brushed against me.

“Oops! Sorry.”

The smirk and the tone of her voice didn’t suggest she was remotely sorry. I stared after her in confusion as she disappeared inside.

Clare shook her head, scandalized. “Sorry, Dad. She turned into a terrible tease while we were at UT.”

I waved it off with a laugh. “She’s always been a flirt. It’s fine.”

Unless she was in pajamas or a bikini, Skylar always dressed like she was about to hit the clubs, and she really had been a flirt for as long as I’d known her. It didn’t mean anything, though. It just seemed to come as naturally to her as breathing.

“You girls have everything you need?”

“We’re all set.”

“Okay. Have fun, sweetheart. I’m really glad everyone got to come over.”

I changed into shorts and a t-shirt then went to my office where I’d be out of the way. The girls weren’t kids anymore, so I no longer needed to keep an eye on them. I fired up Starfield and settled in for a long evening of relaxation.

I was happy for my daughter—I really was. She was getting everything she’d wanted and worked so hard for, and she deserved it. But I wasn’t sure what to do with myself, now. Ever since her mom had died of an aneurysm almost ten years ago my life had revolved around raising Claire. The loss had crushed me, and I’d only pulled through by putting everything into our little girl.

I’d dated some since then, but between my businesses and being the single parent of a teenage daughter, there just hadn’t been time for anything serious. If I was totally honest with myself, I’d also been scared of real commitment. The loss of my wife had gutted me, and I was terrified of the possibility of ever having to suffer through something like that again.

Now I had a new fear, though. I was afraid of living in this big, empty house by myself. As long as Claire’s things were still here, I’d been able to pretend that she was coming back, that her absence was only temporary. Once we moved everything to College Station, though, I’d have to admit that I was alone for good. She was never coming home again, aside from occasional visits on holidays. Another couple of weeks and I’d officially be an empty nester, and I had no clue how to cope with that.

The thought of getting back into the dating scene at forty-three made my stomach clench. I’d heard horror stories about online dating, and I had absolutely zero interest in bars and clubs. I’d spent the last twenty years in tech startups where eligible women were as rare as hen’s teeth, and the companies were usually so small that getting introduced to single friends of friends was highly unlikely.

Shit. I was only forty-three. I kept myself in shape because I wasn’t going to leave Claire an orphan by dying of a heart attack in my mid-fifties like my couch potato father. I’d sold off three tech startups by the time I was thirty-eight. While I wasn’t rich like Musk or Gates, I could retire tomorrow and never work another day if I didn’t want to. The house was paid off and worth at least a couple of million dollars in today’s market. Surely, with all of that, I ought to be able to find someone?

I pushed away from my computer with a grunt of irritation. Getting maudlin wasn’t going to accomplish a damned thing. Beer and pizza beckoned from the kitchen. Once I’d fueled up, I’d dive back into my game. And after I’d gotten Claire moved out there would be plenty of time to start worrying about where to go from here.

Low voices coming from the kitchen made me pause in the hallway. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I didn’t want to intrude, either. It was Lainey and Avery, and the tiny blonde sounded upset.

“He’s still doing it?” Lainey asked.

“It’s ten times worse now since Mom let him move in. I can’t avoid him. The perv is always there whenever I come out of the shower or get up in the morning.”

“What does your mom say?”

“I’m overreacting. Or else I’m giving him signals. He sent me dick pics, Lainey!”

“Eww!”

“I blocked him, but he’ll just find some other way to mess with me. What am I going to do? I’m not making shit as an intern, so I can’t afford to move out until they hire me full time. That’s at least six more months!”

“I’d offer to let you stay at my place, but we’ve already got a house full.”

Lainey had three younger brothers and sisters living a tiny three-bedroom house with her and her mother. You’d have to use a plunger to cram anyone else in there, and until the school year started in August, Lainey probably couldn’t afford to move out either.

“Skylar just moved in with her prick of a boyfriend, and we both know that Elena’s parents would never let me move in there. I’ve got nowhere to go.”

“Ah, hell, babe,” Lainey sighed. “We’ll figure something out. Have some more wine. Booze in a plastic cup makes everything better. That’s just science.”

“Don’t say anything, okay?” Avery pleaded. “I don’t want to crap all over everyone’s weekend, not with Claire leaving.”

“My lips are sealed. And I’ll ask around next week to see if anyone I know is looking for a roommate.”

Avery huffed a bitter laugh. “One who can’t pay rent.”

“Come on, girlfriend. We’ll worry about this next week. For now, let’s have fun with our friends while we can.”

I waited until the back door closed behind them before continuing into the kitchen. Avery’s mom had always been a flake. She’d come to school functions drunk several times over the years, leading to impromptu sleepovers with Claire. It sounded like things had just gone downhill since high school. Poor kid. She was a real sweetheart and didn’t deserve this kind of bullshit.

I’d just headed back to my office when Lainey popped through the back door with Skylar. They were pushing and shoving each other as they made their way to the refrigerator.

“You just had one!” Lainey yelled.

“But I called it!”

“Lush!”

“It’s the only beer I like!” Skylar complained.

“Ladies!” I called out.

They both froze and stared at me guiltily.

“Sorry, Mr. Connor,” Lainey said. “Did we disturb you?”

“I just wanted to let you know that there are more six packs of Corona in the garage fridge.”

“Ha!” Skylar yelled then spun and sprinted for the door to the garage.

“Lainey, can I talk to you for a sec?”

She raised her eyebrows in mute question but followed me to my office. I closed the door behind her and settled behind my desk.

“What’s up with Avery?” I asked.

Her lips dipped in a frown. “You heard that?”

“Yeah. I knew her mom had issues, but this sounds dangerous.”

“I think so, too,” she admitted reluctantly.

“How long has this been going on?”

“Since as she came home. Her mom has been seeing this real douchebag, and he went after Avery right away. She looks vulnerable, you know? Innocent, helpless. But ever since he moved in with them last month, he’s been relentless. She’s trying to stay away from him, but with them both under the same roof...”

“Damn.”

“I’ve been trying to find somewhere for her to go, but rents have gotten so high that everybody already has roommates, and they can’t afford to float someone who can’t pay their share. And she’s got to finish that six-month internship before the TV station will hire her full time.”

“That sucks. Thanks for telling me.”

Her big green eyes were puzzled as she turned for the door. “Sure, Mr. Connor.”

I blew out a long breath and stared at the ceiling. I had an idea, but I wasn’t sure how Avery would take it. I needed to run it by Claire and see what she thought, first. I waited until later when I saw my daughter come inside to use the bathroom.

“Claire? Got a minute?”

“Sure, Dad.”

Quickly, I explained what was going on with Avery. Her expression went from curious to concerned then furious.

“What an asshole! And her mom. She’s always been such a bitch to Avery.”

“I know. So, I was wondering...”

“Yeah?”

“Do you think you and Lainey could convince her to move in here where she’s safe until she finishes her internship?”

Claire’s eyes went wide in surprise. “Are you serious?”

I nodded. “I’d hate myself if she got hurt and I hadn’t done anything to help her. And it isn’t like there’s not plenty of room.”

There were three empty bedrooms upstairs, not counting Claire’s soon to be abandoned one. My wife and I had planned to fill them with kids, but it just hadn’t worked out that way. Nothing had worked out the way we’d dreamed when we had the house built.

Claire worried at her lip as she considered. “It’s perfect. He won’t mess with her here—not with you around. And this was practically her second home, anyway. She’ll feel comfortable here with you.”

“Good. Get with Lainey and see if the two of you can talk her into it. If she will, great. If not, I guess she’s no worse off than before.”

My daughter hugged me and planted a solemn kiss on my cheek. “Thanks, Dad. I love you.”

“What was that for?”

“For doing this for one of my friends. It’s why you’re the best dad in the whole world.”

I shrugged. “It’s Avery, hon. She’s spent almost as much time here as you have.”

“I know. But you didn’t have to offer.”

“Yeah. I did.”

She gave me a lopsided smile. “I guess so. It’s who you are. I’ll go talk to them.”

About an hour later there was a tap on my office door. Avery poked her face in, her cornsilk blonde hair still damp from the pool and hanging in long strands past her hot pink bikini top. She stepped inside hesitantly, as though worried she might step on a land mine, and her brown eyes were wide with uncertainty. She closed the door behind her.

“Mr. Connor? Claire told me what you said. Did you really mean it? I can stay here?”

“Yes. I want you to be safe, Avery. You shouldn’t have to live like that.”

“It’s a really big ask.”

“You didn’t ask,” I pointed out with a smile. “I offered.”

Tears welled in her eyes, turning them even darker. “Thank you! Thank you so much!”

“You’ve been Claire’s friend since elementary school, hon. You’re family.”

“It’ll just be for six months or so, I promise! As soon as my internship is over.”

“You stay as long as you need to, and don’t move out until you’re ready. There’s no rush. Honestly, it’ll be nice to have someone else around. With Claire gone, I’ve felt like the last M&M in the jar rattling around in this place by myself.”

The petite blonde darted behind my desk and wrapped me in a fierce hug. “Thank you!”

I smiled at her and patted her arm. “Go pick out a room.”

She grinned back at me. “I already have. I’ve lusted after the one next to Claire’s for years. I always spent the night there when I slept over.”

“It’s all yours. I’ve got a spare key here somewhere, so you can come and go as you please. What about your stuff?”

“There’s not a lot. Mostly just my clothes. My laptop, some books. I just don’t want to go by myself to get it when he’s there.” Her slim body shuddered in a mix of revulsion and fear.

“We’ll go pick it up together next week when your mom and her boyfriend are at work. Hopefully you won’t have to deal with them at all, but if you do at least you won’t be by yourself.”

The tension slowly drained from her shoulders, and she brightened with a bubbly smile that lit up the whole room. That was the smile that was going to get her on television before long. A producer would have to be crazy to see that and not shove her in front of a camera.

“You’re a life saver, Mr. Connor.”

I waved her off. “I’m just helping out like anybody would.”

Her warm, brown eyes locked onto mine. “In my experience, most guys are more like Mom’s boyfriend than they are like you. I wish...”

“What?”

She sighed and shook her head. “I wish there were more like you. That’s all.”

“I think most people are decent, Avery.”

“No, most people are assholes. That’s why you’re special. Claire is so lucky to have a dad like you.”

I snorted a laugh. “I think there have been plenty of times she’d have disputed that.”

“Maybe. We’ve all been a little jealous of her, you know.”

“Well, you don’t have to be jealous of her anymore,” I joked.

For a second she looked startled, then a tiny smile crept over her lips. This one was very different from the last. It was shy but tinged with something that looked like hope.

“I guess I don’t, do I?” she said softly, then she vanished through the door.

I leaned back in my chair with a sigh and smiled to myself in satisfaction. I’d done the right thing. It all felt right, having Avery stay here, knowing she’d be safe and could focus on her internship so she could get the job she’d always dreamed of. I went back to playing Starfield, my heart a little lighter than it had been earlier.

A few minutes later, I heard the whole group of girls come in from the pool and stampede upstairs. No doubt they were going to check out Avery’s new room and decide what to do with her things once she moved them in. She said she didn’t have much, but with girls I knew better than to take that at face value. I might have to rent a small truck from Home Depot if it wouldn’t all fit into my SUV.




CHAPTER 5

An hour later I blinked in surprise when Lainey padded into my office on her bare feet with a beach towel wrapped around her, then quietly closed the door behind her and leaned against it. For long seconds I waited for her to speak, but she just stood there, watching me with her wide green eyes and gnawing nervously on her bottom lip.

“Lainey? Is something wrong? Is Avery okay?”

She smiled then, and a look of determination came over her face. “She’s fine. Can I come in?”

“You’re already in, but okay.”

“I came to thank you for taking such good care of her. She’s been my best friend forever. Well, we’re all best friends, but you know what I mean.”

“I know. And it isn’t necessary.”

“Maybe not, but I want to.” She shook her head slowly, as though fighting off a dizzy spell. “Fuck it,” she breathed.

I stared in shock as she dropped her towel, leaving her standing in nothing but her skimpy, emerald green bikini. It was so sudden, so unexpected, that I couldn’t help staring at her. Her long, chestnut curls hung loosely over her shoulders to set off the grapefruit-sized tits barely covered by her top, and her pebbled nipples were clearly visible through the thin fabric. She was all lithe curves and pale skin, her stomach flat, her long legs toned. I swallowed hard and dragged my eyes back up to her face.

Before I had a chance to recover, she moved behind my desk. Pushing my chair back, she settled into my lap as though she belonged there. The coconut smell of her sunscreen lotion settled over me in an intoxicating cloud, and I groaned as heat rushed through my body and my cock stirred to life in my shorts. Damn. I hadn’t been this close to a woman in what felt like forever, and my dick didn’t give one single fuck that this was Lainey, my daughter’s friend, a girl half my age.

“What are you—”

Lainey cut me off by slipping her arms around my neck and pulling herself tightly against me. Warm, plush lips locked onto mine, and my heart hammered wildly when her tongue came out to play against my lips. All those hormones that had practically been in a coma for the last decade roused and howled with glee. Oh, hell. This was bad. So very, very bad.

“Lainey,” I protested feebly.

She just used the opportunity to slide her tongue into my mouth. She tasted like cinnamon and sunshine, and my arms automatically wrapped around her trim waist. Her body was impossibly soft, warm and yielding against mine, and felt so damned good that I never wanted to let her go. I couldn’t stop kissing her. I didn’t want to stop, and Lainey didn’t seem interested in giving me the opportunity anyway.

My dick twitched again, sensing game afoot, and swelled in my shorts as our kiss deepened. Lainey’s fingers curled into my hair, and she moaned low in her throat while our tongues twined and played. I realized dimly that my hands were on her ass, pulling her firmly against the bulge of my erection. Which now somehow had her fingers wrapped around it inside of my shorts.

My brain shouted warnings which I ignored, but when she broke away from my lips I had a moment of clarity. “Lainey, you shouldn’t...”

Her hand squeezed my dick, shutting me up. Her other hand unfastened the button of my shorts. I started to push her away, but it was too late. My zipper was already down and she’d levered my rigid pole free from my underwear.

“Oh, damn,” she breathed.

She slid down the front of my body and had the head in her mouth before my stunned brain could react. Lainey moaned as she sucked it deeper, and she wrapped both hands around the shaft.

“Holy fuck,” I gasped.

The moist heat of her mouth enveloped me, her soft tongue stroked and caressed until any last remaining rational thoughts fled my mind. She looked up at me with those enormous, green eyes and I was trapped. I couldn’t get away, couldn’t stop her. Didn’t remotely want to. She was a wet dream come to life, her perfect lips wrapped around my dick and sucking it as though her life depended on it.

My hands stroked her silky hair. “God, Lainey. That feels so good.”

She moaned and went at it even harder. But it had been too long, and I wasn’t going to last. My balls were already tingling, my cock pulsing in her mouth. I moved my hands to her shoulders in warning.

“I’m going to come,” I told her through gritted teeth while I strained to hold it in.

She moaned and took me deeper while one hand gently fondled my balls. That stole my last restraint. I pushed deeply into her mouth as the first jet of hot cum erupted from my swollen prick. Lainey gave a muffled cry, her mouth and throat working to take all of my jizz. I came so hard it left me light headed, in spurts that went on so long I was surprised I didn’t drown her with it all.

She sucked and swallowed, milking every last drop from me while her fingers worked the base of my shaft and my balls. When I was finally empty, I sank limply into my chair.

“Holy shit,” I groaned.

She looked up at me, her eyes sparkling. A small drop of my cum had leaked from the corner of her mouth, and she licked it away. With a flirty smile, she rose slowly to her feet and ran her hands teasingly down her sides and hips. Then she was wrapped around me again, my twitching cock pressed between us. She shivered as it brushed against her bare skin.

“Daniel,” she growled. “Bedroom. Now.”

I should have stopped then. I should have sent her away. This was just wrong, and I knew it. Knew that I was setting myself up for a disaster. But I bent and slid one arm behind her knees and another behind her lower back, picked her up, and carried her from the office to my bedroom. I wasn’t about to let her go, afraid that if my hands left her skin for so much as an instant she’d disappear like a fading dream. Thank fuck the other girls were still absorbed with Avery’s new room. I don’t know that I could have stopped even if they saw us.

Halfway there, my shorts fell down around my knees and I almost tripped before I caught the wall with my shoulder. I made it the rest of the way in an awkward shuffle, while Lainey giggled hysterically like she was twelve instead of almost twenty-two.

I closed the door, locked it, and set her down on the edge of the bed, where she watched me the way a gazelle would a prowling lion. Her lightly tanned skin was so smooth, so creamy, that I couldn’t resist touching it. It was warm satin under my fingertips, and I traced every inch of her that I could reach.

She arched her back and moaned. “Daniel,” she said again, her voice throaty with need.

I untied her bikini top and let it fall to the bed. Her tits were a perfect handful when I covered them with my palms, the nipples hard, pink pebbles. Lainey gasped as I rubbed them, then leaned back on the bed and kicked her legs impatiently. Taking the hint, I tugged down her bottoms. She lifted her hips so I could get them off of her, drawing them down perfect, long legs that were more deeply tanned than her upper body, until she lay there completely revealed to me.

The scent of her arousal hit me like a baseball bat to the head. As I fell between her legs, her thighs spread wide in invitation. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her bubblegum pink slit and the deeper coral of her entrance, all shiny with her moisture.

“Please,” she whined, tugging at my shirt.

I grabbed her behind the knees and tugged her towards me until her ass was right at the edge of the bed, then I dove in. She tasted tangy and musky, pure sex exploding in my mouth, and she gasped and jerked as my tongue touched her. I licked along her lips, circled her entrance. I wanted to explore every tantalizing crevice and fold, wanted to own every inch of her exquisite pussy.

I pushed inside of her, greedily sucking up her cream while my hands stroked along her smooth thighs. Lainey settled against the bed with a deep sigh, then started making soft, sexy cooing sounds that made me want to keep doing this to her all damned night. Slowly I roved up her slit until I got to her clit, which was stiff and peeking out of its hood. She bucked and gave a sharp cry as my tongue flicked across it.

Before long she was writhing sinuously against the bed while I licked and suckled her nub, and I knew she was more than ready to be fucked. I was determined to take my time, though. I hadn’t gone down on a pussy this fresh and sweet in more years than I cared to think about. I drew lazy circles around her clit with the tip of my tongue, then returned to her entrance. She was even wetter now, her honey oozing out. I lapped it up and fucked her with my tongue while her hips rolled and her thighs flexed against my palms.

Lainey’s fingers twined in my hair, pulling me back to her clit. I slashed at it with my tongue, and her gasps turned to low cries that excited me as much as having my mouth on her young pussy. I circled and licked, back and forth, to push her higher and drive her right to the edge. Her hips thrust at me, demanding more as she mashed her wet cunt against my face.

When I sucked her clit between my lips she went wild, until I thought she was going to tear out clumps of my hair with her fists. I never stopped licking her, and I could feel her reaching her limit. Honey spilled from her tunnel until it covered my face and dripped down into her ass crack. When I grazed her nub with my teeth she screamed like a banshee. Shit. Despite the room’s excellent soundproofing, that had been loud. Hopefully no one was close enough to hear. I wasn’t about to stop now, though.

“Oh! Oh, fuck!”

I sucked on her harder, dragging my tongue across her pearl from every direction. Her thighs clamped against my head, and she flung out her arms.

“Oh! Oh! Oh!”

She ended with a drawn out cry while her whole body trembled, deeper shivers telling me when each aftershock hit. I kept licking her until the last wave passed and her body went limp.

Mine was anything but. I’d never completely lost my erection after she sucked me off, and now I was hard as steel again and leaking precum. When I stood up and stripped off my underwear, Lainey lifted her head and stared at the cock standing up from my hips like a flagpole.

“Shit,” she whimpered. “I need you inside me, Daniel. Please.”

I stepped up so that my thighs pressed against the side of the bed, then lifted her legs and rested her calves on my shoulders. Everything from the dark russet tufts of her mound to the pink rosebud below lay spread before me like some X-rated buffet. I wrapped an arm around her thighs and took my dick in my other hand, running it up and down her sopping slit. She shuddered at this new friction against her clit and clenched her fists in my blankets. I reveled in the feel of her, so slippery and hot, covering my dick with her cum.

“Hurry!”

With a sigh, I pushed into her, and Lainey’s pussy clamped onto me like a vice. She was fucking tight, and so hot I thought my dick would melt. I rocked my hips, forcing my way into her slick tunnel until my balls pressed against the softness of her ass. 

“Yes,” she hissed as I sank home. “Fuck me, Daniel!”

She couldn’t possibly get any wetter, so there was no reason to go slow. I drew back and rammed myself into her. As I fucked her, Lainey’s muscles pulsated and squeezed me like a oily glove. It felt absolutely incredible, and I groaned deep in my chest from sheer ecstasy. While I hammered into her, I found her clit and rubbed it with my thumb. Our bodies slammed together with wet smacks, accompanied by grunts and low cries.

Lainey’s head lolled from side to side, her long curls half obscuring her face while her tits heaved from her panting. She was so damned beautiful it almost hurt to look at her. A wave of heat engulfed my shaft as her pussy flooded once more, so wet now that my dick was sloshing into her. Her back arched and she came up off of the bed with a shout that echoed around the room, and her walls clamped down on my dick.

I kept pounding into her while her walls fluttered and squeezed me. The tension in my balls spiraled up rapidly from all the extra sensation, and I only lasted a few seconds more before I blasted into her depths as though I hadn’t just finished in her mouth fifteen minutes earlier. I came until my cock was swimming in it, and it spilled out of her to run down her ass and soak into my bed. Afterwards, I held myself there in Lainey’s blissfully hot sheath until I stopped pulsing and started to go limp.




CHAPTER 6

Lainey whimpered as I slipped out of her and watched me shyly from behind the veil of her hair. When I staggered over and fell onto the bed beside her, she rolled over to rest her head on my chest and hooked a leg possessively over my thigh.

“I don’t know what you did, but I’ve never come like that before in my life. I sure as hell never came twice in a row like that.”

“Must have been your sheltered upbringing.”

“More like shitty boyfriends.” She shook her head. “Oh, god. I can’t believe I just did this.”

“I can’t, either.” Oh fuck, what had I just done?

“I’ve been wanting to do it forever, though.”

“What? Why?”

She started stroking my abs with her fingertips. “Do you have any idea what it was like for us to come here? Me and Avery with no dads and our fucked up moms. Elena with her parents who treat her like a show dog instead of a daughter. Skylar with her parents who separated every couple of years and fought constantly when they got back together. But you were always so kind and so patient with us. You put up with all of our bullshit and craziness, and you were always there if one of us needed a ride home from school or something. You never complained when Claire dragged you to our recitals and performances so someone would be there for us. You made us believe that someone actually gave a damn about us, and this house became our safe space. You made us feel safe, and special.”

I pulled a face. “You were Claire’s friends, and I was just trying to be a good dad to her.”

Her voice went very soft. “I know what you were trying to do.”

My eyes went wide as the implication of her words sank in. “Lainey, I never—”

She slapped me lightly on the stomach. “Not that, silly. You were never a creeper like some of the other girls’ dads. I just meant you were trying to take care of us. All of us, not just Claire. Because that’s the kind of guy you are, Daniel.”

She hopped up from the bed, gathered the pieces of her bikini, and started dressing. When she bent over to pull up the bottoms, she gave me a perfect view of her ass and pussy. The sight of her was enough for my exhausted cock to twitch and make a valiant effort at another comeback.

“That’s why I came onto you, Daniel. Not just because of what you did for Avery. For what you did for all of us.” She sent me a saucy grin from over her shoulder. “Well, that and because I really wanted to.”

I felt a pang as she refastened her top, hiding her lovely tits away once more. She dashed into the en suite bathroom and let out a dismayed squeal.

“Oh, crap! I look like I just got my brains fucked out.”

Water splashed in the sink, then after a minute she emerged with all traces of my cum removed from her slim body. She bent over the bed and brushed her lips against mine.

“I’ve got to run before they come looking for me. I’ll see you later.”

The way she said it made it a promise rather than a mere pleasantry. Did that mean she wanted to do this again? I stared after her, stunned. I couldn’t. But my stirring cock was proof that I sure as hell could, even if I shouldn’t.

As Lainey scurried through the door, I heard her mutter, “God, Avery is going to kill me for this.”

Then the door shut quietly behind her. I laid there for a while, stunned by what had just happened. I would almost have believed that I’d dreamed the whole thing if it hadn’t been for the smell of sex in the air and the taste of her pussy in my mouth.

What would Claire think if she found out about this? God, she’d never speak to me again. Hell, none of them would. None of them would ever believe I hadn’t seduced their friend, that I hadn’t taken advantage of her. What the hell had I done?

I pushed myself off the bed and staggered into the bathroom to wash up. As soon as I was dressed and had regained some of my composure, I went back to my office. Not long after, the girls tromped downstairs and returned to the pool. Someone turned on the music outside again, something light and poppy that I didn’t recognize. It was a bit loud, but since it was still early on a Friday night, it didn’t really matter.

I tried to get back into my game, but my mind kept flashing highly erotic images of a very naked and eager Lainey, which made it impossible to concentrate. A soak in the hot tub might have helped me relax, and I knew the girls wouldn’t mind if I went out there with them. I didn’t dare get anywhere close to Lainey with them around, though, because somehow the others would know. I wasn’t sure how, and it didn’t really make any sense, but I was convinced that they just would.

Instead, I locked my computer and wandered into the living room. I’d just watch TV for a while. The girls would probably stay in the pool until late. They always did if it wasn’t raining or freezing out.

The seats on the couch reclined, so I tipped mine back and tried to relax. Then I had to get up again to find the damned remote. Muttering curses under my breath, I climbed back onto the couch and settled in again to flip through channels until I found a history documentary I hadn’t seen before. Between that and another beer, I managed to banish the beautiful brunette from my thoughts for almost half an hour.

That lasted right until the young woman in question slipped through the back door, her body wrapped in a brightly striped beach towel, water droplets gleaming like tiny diamonds on her perfect skin. When our eyes met, her lips curved up in an impish smile. Bold as brass, she sauntered around the couch to stand beside me.

“You’re dripping on the floor,” I said.

“I’m just dripping,” she corrected. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

She dropped to her knees, letting the towel fall to the floor, and her fingers traced the outline of my cock through my shorts. The girl must have had some kind of black magic at her command, because I immediately stiffened and swelled. I’d already come twice today, so there was no way I should have responded to her again so quickly, not at my age. But I damned well did.

“Looks like I’m not the only one who can’t get enough,” she gloated when she felt my growing hardness.

“We can’t,” I protested in a low voice.

“Sure we can. See? He’s all ready to go again.”

“You’re going to get us caught!”

“You worry too much.”

“Lainey, this is crazy!”

“Maybe a little.”

“Listen, if we get caught, they’re all going to freak the fuck out. Can you imagine the kind of shit I’ll get from Claire for screwing one of her friends?”

She squeezed my dick then stroked it lightly. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell them I corrupted you.”

“It won’t matter! You’re half my age! They’re all going to think I seduced you!”

“Relax, Daniel. Mm, you’re so hard.”

“Do you not get the half my age part? Even if they don’t care, you should.”

She cocked her head and regarded me with a baffled expression. “Why?”

“Because you’re young and beautiful and have your whole life ahead of you. I’m just... old.”

“You didn’t feel old earlier. No one has ever made me feel like that, made me come like that.” She lifted up on her toes and licked my earlobe. “Every other guy just wants to get his dick inside of me, Daniel. I’m nothing but a pussy life support system to them. They don’t care about who I am or what I want or how I feel. They sure as hell don’t care about whether being with them might be bad for me. You’re the only one who ever has.”

“Damn it, I’m old enough to be your father!”

“Thank goodness you’re not. Then I wouldn’t be able to do this.”

She was on her knees with my shorts open and cock out in two seconds flat, rubbing the head against her face and her plush lips. “I loved sucking you off. It gets me so hot. Now I’ve got this craving to have you in my mouth again.”

When she swished her tongue around the head, I couldn’t hold in a moan. She eased the rest into her mouth, taking her time, using her tongue to taste every part of me. I moaned again and leaned back into the couch. Fingers ringed the base of my shaft to hold it steady while she bobbed on my shaft and sucked me.

My breath hissed through my teeth, and she squeezed my balls in a warning to keep me quiet. So I laid there, jaws clenched, breathing through my nose, and concentrated on not making a single sound. Tiny moans rose from Lainey’s throat, but they were so soft that the music from outside easily drowned them out.

I hadn’t done anything like this since I was a teenager. I had to admit that the thrill of getting caught made it more exciting, and combined with the rush of having this beautiful young girl devouring my cock it wasn’t long before she took me to the edge. I didn’t bother warning her this time. I just grunted as I came and painted her tonsils with my hot cum. Lainey slurped it all down, then cleaned off my dick and returned it to my shorts with a fond pat.

She smacked her lips with a pleased smile. “I really do wish I’d done this years ago.”

“What, gotten me sent to prison for messing with jailbait?”

Lainey folded her arms across her chest and glared at me. “You know damned well that I’m twenty-one. You sent me a freaking birthday card. I’m sure you’re also quite aware, having had a teenage daughter of your own, that the age of consent here is seventeen. Damn,” she groaned. “I could have been doing this for the last four years. I have so missed out. Got lots of lost time to make up for.”

“But...”

She leaned in and kissed the tip of my nose. “Don’t even try to pretend that you don’t want me. That’s not gonna fly, Mr. Connor.” Her lips moved next to my ear. “I meant it when I said that no one has ever made me come like that before. And no one has ever made me come just from sex. You’re really good at it. I’m so glad I finally took the chance.”

Pushing herself to her feet, she stretched then shook her head before flipping the towel over her shoulder. “Gotta go. Told them I was going to the bathroom, and if I’m gone much longer they’re going to wonder if I fell in.”

“We can’t keep doing this.”

“Yeah, I know.” She winked at me. “I’ll figure out a way for us to get naked together where we won’t get caught.”

“That’s not what I meant!”

But she was already gone and didn’t hear me. Or she just ignored me. Lainey had always been very good at not hearing anything she didn’t want to hear. Besides, she was right. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her ass swaying in her tight bikini. I did want her, so much that I ached from it. If she came back for more, I wasn’t going to try to say no, even knowing the consequences if we got caught.

Lainey. I whispered her name in my mind, savoring it. In a million years I never would have imagined this happening. The weird thing was, however wrong I knew that this thing between us was, it felt right. It was like some long-missing piece of me had snapped back into place. I’d never had a single sexual thought about her in my life before today, but now that I’d started it struck me how absolutely perfect she was. She wasn’t just gorgeous and sexy. She was smart and sweet, too, exactly the kind of girl you’d expect to grow up to become a kindergarten teacher. And for whatever reason, she wanted me. I kept expecting to hear the Twilight Zone theme playing in the background, but there was only the pop music coming from outside.

I managed to make it through the rest of the night without fucking Lainey again. When the girls finally came in from the pool I retreated to my bedroom, making sure that the door was locked. I didn’t trust the little minx not to try to sneak into my bed in the middle of the night and, as pleasant as it would have been, it was just too damned risky. I read until well after the girls must have fallen asleep before finally turning out my light. Even then, it was a long time before I got to sleep, and when I did my dreams revolved around a smiling girl with curly chestnut hair.




CHAPTER 7

Despite my late night, I was still the first one up. I made coffee then took a cup out to the deck to enjoy the morning. It had become a ritual on days when I was off or working from home. I basked in the sunshine while listening to the wind sigh through the trees in harmony with the rhythmic murmuring and gurgling of the pool. Normally, it was a time of quiet reflection, but today my thoughts were anything but peaceful. My mind was firmly stuck on Lainey. I was terrified that I was going to fall for the girl, and hard, if this continued. It wasn’t long before the back door opened, and Lainey and Skylar joined me outside.

“Morning, Mr. Connor,” Lainey sang out.

Today she was wearing tight denim cutoffs that hugged her hips and ass like a second skin with a cropped, dark blue t-shirt that showed off her flat stomach. Her long curls fluttered in the breeze and gleamed with hints of honey and auburn in the sun. My cock stirred restlessly in my shorts. Fuck me. How had I never realized how stunningly beautiful she was? I must have been goddamned blind. She flashed a wicked smile at me, green eyes dancing at the look on my face, and took the seat next to mine.

Skylar wore an oversized UT-Austin college print t-shirt over her navy-blue bikini, with her dark chocolate hair up in a ponytail. Her long, slender legs tapered down to a pair of shapely ankles and pretty, bare feet, their nails painted a shimmering teal.

My cock gave another insistent twitch as I took her in, and I froze in shock with my coffee mug halfway to my mouth. What the actual hell? I’d never had this kind of reaction to Claire’s friends before, never noticed them as women. They were just ‘Claire’s friends,’ and no more sexual than the stuffed animals piled on her bed. This was all Lainey’s fault. The damned girl had broken me. I forced my gaze back up and cleared my throat.

“Morning, girls.”

Skylar grunted in response and took a deep swig of her coffee. Not a morning person, Skylar. She’d always been the hardest one to get up and running on school days.

“Did you sleep well?” Lainey asked innocently.

I met her eyes and found myself snared. “Like a rock,” I lied.

Her smirk told me that she knew better. “That’s good. I was afraid we’d keep you up half the night.”

“What are you doing up so early?”

“I had a class at stupid o’clock this spring. Still haven’t gotten off that schedule, yet.”

“Could be worse,” Skylar muttered. “I fell asleep in Claire’s room, and she snores worse than any boyfriend I’ve ever had. I’m going to have to get a nap this afternoon if I’m going to be worth a damn tonight.”

“You can nap while we’re at the pool. It’ll be nice and quiet inside. Unless Mr. Connor decides to get loud and rowdy.”

Skylar snorted then downed the rest of her coffee. “I’m going for a refill. You guys need anything?”

“We’re fine.”

As soon as the door closed behind her, Lainey turned to me with a saucy grin. “Your light was still on when I went down to the kitchen after two, but your door was locked.”

“I don’t know what to tell you.”

“How about telling my why my boyfriend is locking me out of his bedroom?”

My eyes did their best to pop out of my head. “Boyfriend?”

She reached over to cover my hand with hers. “Was what happened with us yesterday just sex to you?”

“No,” I admitted. “It couldn’t be. Not with you.”

“Then I’m keeping you, so you’d better get used to the idea.”

“What about Claire? What about—”

“Claire is leaving,” she reminded me. “And how often have you seen any of the rest of us since we graduated from high school? You’re getting yourself all worked up over nothing.”

“Avery isn’t nothing, and she’s going to be living right here!”

“You just leave Avery to me. Trust me, it’s all going to be fine.”

How could I believe her? But damn it, I wanted to. I wanted it to all be true. I knew Lainey, had known her for years. The idea of this incredible young woman being my girlfriend scared the shit out of me, but at the same time it was exciting, exhilarating. I felt more alive than I had in ages. So, I’d do what she said. I’d trust her.

Lainey yanked her hand away when Skylar opened the door. As the brunette resumed her seat, her eyes darted suspiciously between us.

“What’s with the two of you? You’re acting all weird this morning.”

I shot Lainey a quelling glance. “I’m just a little on edge, what with Claire about to move out for good and having Avery move in. It’s a lot, you know?”

Her look softened into contriteness. “I’m sorry, Mr. Connor. We all got so wrapped up in our weekend together that we didn’t even think about how this must be affecting you.”

“I’ve had four years to get used to the idea, so you’d think I’d be prepared. It just seems so final, now.”

Skylar patted my arm affectionately. “I understand. You know, I think it will be good for you to have Avery here. She’ll keep you from feeling lonely.” She gave Lainey a significant look. “And it wouldn’t hurt for the rest of us to drop by to see you now and then either, now that we’re back.”

“I know you’re all busy with your own lives now that you’ve graduated.”

“We’re not that busy. You were so good to us, did so much for us. You gave us all a haven from the crap going on in our lives while putting up with five teenage girls. Five. I think that deserves a little consideration.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Lainey agreed, her bare foot rubbing against my calf under the table where Skylar couldn’t see. “We should definitely spend more time with Mr. Connor.”

I sighed. “Since you’re all college graduates and old enough to buy booze now, how about we ditch the Mr. Connor thing? It’s making me feel unnecessarily old.”

Lainey snorted. “Well, we wouldn’t want that, Daniel. And you’re not old, you’re hot.”

“Lainey!” Skylar squealed.

“What? He is. We’ve all said it.”

Skylar’s face turned bright red, and she looked as though she wanted to crawl under the table. “But you’re not supposed to tell him that!”

Lainey’s eyes locked onto mine. “Why not? Do you really think he didn’t know that we all had crushes on him? We were teenagers—it’s not like we were subtle about it or anything.”

“Lainey!” Skylar buried her face in her hands in mortification.

I gaped at them in disbelief. Was she serious? They’d all had crushes on me? If so, I’d never had the slightest clue. How had I not realized?

“What kind of guy wouldn’t notice that?” Lainey continued more softly. “Four teenage girls swooning over him and watching every move he made. Making excuses to be around him—and alone with him. You think he didn’t know that half of the rides home he gave us weren’t because we actually needed rides, but were just because we wanted him to take us home?”

“Oh, god,” the other girl groaned. “I am going to freaking die. Elena and Avery are going to murder you for this.”

“I didn’t know,” I breathed. “I had no idea.”

“I know,” Lainey replied. “That’s kind of the point, here.”

Skylar lifted her head and glared incredulously at Lainey. “Wait, what? He didn’t know? What the fuck, Lainey?”

The other girl shrugged carelessly. “He knows now.”

“Oh, my god. What is wrong with you?”

“Poor guy was feeling old. I just figured I’d stroke his ego a bit.”

“You are unbelievable!”

I shot a blistering glare at Lainey then turned to Skylar. “Skylar, it’s okay,” I soothed. “It doesn’t change anything. You were only kids. It’s normal. I am very flattered, though. I’m honored you girls thought that much of me.”

Skylar groaned. “Ugh. Why do you always have to be so damned perfect? You always know the exact right thing to say.”

“See!” Lainey exclaimed triumphantly. “This is why we all had crushes on you. That, and because you’re hot.”

“She’s not wrong,” Skylar admitted with a sigh. “We all said you’d be the perfect boyfriend.”

“I am far from perfect.”

Skylar huffed a laugh. “You kind of are, though. I always end up measuring my boyfriends against you. None of them has ever even come close.”

“Especially this last one,” Lainey muttered.

The brunette nurse banged her forehead on the table. “Crap. I know. I was lonely, okay? I know that makes me pathetic and sad, but I couldn’t help it.”

“Not pathetic. Just human,” I told her.

“See?” she demanded plaintively. “Who the hell can live up to that?”

“Nobody. Daniel is one of a kind.”

“Did you know he came with Claire to every single one of my plays when I was in theater the last two years of high school? And remember when he did the daddy-daughter walk with Avery our senior year when she was on the cheerleading squad? God,” the brunette moaned. “Why couldn’t I have been older? Or him younger?”

“Age is just a number,” Lainey responded breezily.

“Maybe so, but Claire isn’t.” Skylar glanced down at her phone. “Damn. I need to go get everyone else up if we’re going to make brunch at Cheesecake Factory. You know how long it takes Elena and Claire to get ready.”

As soon as she was gone, I rounded on Lainey. “What were you trying to prove? Jesus, you might as well have come right out and told her.”

She looked back at me, unruffled. “Daniel, you had four teenage girls who were dying for you to notice them, who would have done anything you wanted to please you. And you were oblivious to it all. Not because you’re clueless, but because you never once thought about us in that way. You seem to have trouble believing me when I tell you what a great guy you are. But are you going to ignore Skylar, too? Are you going to ignore all four of us?”

“I just don’t see myself as anything special. I was only trying to be a good dad.”

She leaned in and gave me a soft, lingering kiss. “We all see it. That’s what matters. Now, I’d better go get myself put together. I’m ready for some mimosas. And before you start worrying, because that’s what you do, we’re taking an Uber so we don’t have to drive.”

While the girls were gone, I puttered around the house and answered some work emails. That only took so long, though, and then I was left twiddling my thumbs in the empty house. The silence was oppressive, and the loneliness I’d ignored for the last four years hung heavy in the air like an oppressive fog. I already missed the bustle and noise of having the girls there, their chatter and laughter and even the godawful K-pop music they favored. I consoled myself with the thought that Avery would be moving in soon. And I tried to remind myself that Lainey was my girlfriend, now.

My brain balked at that one, though. It was just too damned surreal. It was going to take more than one day or even one weekend for it to sink in. No matter what Lainey said, I simply couldn’t picture myself as the kind of guy who girls like them would crush on as teenagers, much less still be interested in now they were in their twenties.




CHAPTER 8

When the girls burst through the front door a couple of hours later, giggling and loud after a few pitchers of mimosas, the pressure in my chest eased. They dashed upstairs to change, and then headed straight for the pool. Well, most of them did.

Lainey scurried into my office and flung herself onto my lap. “Just for a second,” she said as her mouth landed on mine.

I let my hands roam over her satin skin as we kissed. She was bare except for her tiny scrap of a black and white bikini, and my cock damned near punched through my shorts to get at her. After only a few seconds, though, she pushed away and hopped back to her feet.

“I needed that,” she sighed. “I missed you. I know it’s weird, missing you so much so soon, but I did. I couldn’t wait to see you again.”

“I missed you, too,” I admitted.

“Really?” She brightened like a kid spotting a stack of presents under the tree on Christmas morning, and her smile was so brilliant I never wanted it to stop.

I nodded. “I really did.”

“Gotta go, but I’ll try to sneak in to see you again. And maybe try leaving your door unlocked tonight, boyfriend.”

Her lips brushed mine in another quick kiss, and then she was gone. I stared after her in bemusement. What was life going to be like when the other girls were gone, and we didn’t have to sneak around anymore? Would she want to date? Would she move in with me? I had no idea what the future was going to hold, but for the first time in a very long time I found myself looking forward to finding out.

Lainey wasn’t able to sneak away again that afternoon, though, and after dinner the girls decided they wanted to go clubbing. It was just as well they were getting out of the house. Eventually, someone was bound to notice all the heated glances passing between the two of us whenever we were in the same room. I kept to my office as much as I possibly could and was playing Starfield again when Claire came in.

“We’re heading out, Dad.”

“Okay. Have fun!”

“We will. We won’t be too late, though. We had a long day already, and Skylar has to work a shift tonight.”

“I’ll probably still be up when you get home, then. If not, I’ll leave the porch light on for you.”

My daughter took a step towards the door then suddenly turned back. “Oh! Avery is staying here. She’s got a headache and said she wouldn’t be able to handle the loud music.”

“Is she okay? Should I check on her?”

“She’ll be fine. She took something and is laying down in her room.” Claire snickered. “I think she’s afraid that if she leaves, that room will turn into a pumpkin or something.”

That might not have been far from the truth. “Poor thing. I’m sure she’ll settle in soon enough, though.”

“Yeah. Love you, Dad. See you later!”

I played my game a while longer, and then decided to take advantage of the girls’ absence to enjoy the hot tub in peace. I’d turned the outside lights down and left the music off, content to listen to the cicadas droning in the trees. I sank deeper into the water and tilted my head back to rest against the edge of the tub. It didn’t take long to start getting drowsy, and I let my mind wander to pleasant thoughts of Lainey.

“Do you mind if I join you?”

I jerked upright with a loud splash. “Avery? You scared the crap out of me!”

She smothered her giggle with a hand over her mouth. “Sorry. I didn’t realize you were so out of it. I figured you heard the door.”

“Lost in thought, I guess. Come on in.”

The new me couldn’t help admiring the view as she climbed into the tub with me. Avery was tiny, barely topping five feet tall. Pert, round tits rode high beneath her canary yellow bikini, but the rest of her was all slender curves, and her pale blonde hair hung in a glossy, silken sheet just past her shoulders. She’d started cutting it shorter. During high school it had reached almost to her waist.

I made myself meet her eyes as she slipped into the water. “How’s your head?”

Avery bit her lip and looked down. “I didn’t actually have a headache.”

“Oh? Why didn’t you go with everyone else, then?”

“I wanted to talk to you.”

“About getting your stuff and moving in?”

She shook her head. “About you and Lainey.”




CHAPTER 9

I’m pretty sure my heart stopped. I know it was hard to breathe, and I couldn’t squeeze out a single word in response. I was honestly kind of hoping for a heart attack to get me out of this conversation.

“Lainey told me everything. Are you really her boyfriend, now?”

There wasn’t much point in trying to deny it. “Yes.”

Avery nodded, then slid across the tub until she was kneeling between my legs and her dark brown eyes looked straight into mine. She wet her lips nervously, but visibly took hold of herself. Her face had an odd expression, somewhere between sadness and hopefulness.

“Do you think you might like having two girlfriends?”

My jaw dropped. I couldn’t have heard her right. I probably did have a heart attack, and now I was drowning in the tub and hallucinating in my last moments. It seemed a much more likely explanation.

“What?” I finally gasped.

“Lainey knows I’ve been in love with you for years. It’s why I’ve never had a boyfriend for more than a couple of months. She was the one who suggested I fake a headache so I could be alone here with you.”

I stared at her while my brain struggled to absorb this latest bombshell. “You... You’re in love with me? And you want to be my girlfriend, too? With Lainey?”

She nodded solemnly. “We both love you, Daniel. We’d never be happy with anyone else. And we don’t mind sharing.”

“You don’t?”

“No.” Her little huff of laughter blew warm against my face, she was so close. “We’ve already shared you for years. Maybe not in quite the same way, but still. We wouldn’t be jealous of each other because we know you can love us both. Just like you’ve always done.”

I sat there, stunned, not knowing what to say. I couldn’t even process this. It was just too far out there. I was still having trouble accepting my new relationship with Lainey, and now this? I began to wonder if I’d gone crazy.

Apparently, I stayed quiet for too long, because Avery gave a little shudder and her face fell. Twin tears leaked from her eyes and rolled down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” she sniffled, as she rubbed them away. “I shouldn’t have done this.”

That brought me crashing back to reality. Whatever delusion I might be suffering, Avery was here and very, very real. The crushed look on her face threatened to break my heart. As she started to pull away, I grabbed her hands.

“Avery. Sweetheart. Don’t cry.”

She ducked her head and hid her face behind her hair. “I’m sorry. I can’t help it. I just wanted this so much.”

I drew her closer until I could slide an arm around her slender shoulders and pull her against me with her head cradled against my chest. When I stroked her hair, she let out a large sob and wrapped her arms around me.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” I murmured. “It’s all going to be okay.”

I held her as she shook, and tried to decide what to do. The last thing in the world that I wanted was to hurt her. Avery had always been the most vulnerable of the girls, the one offered the least by life. I’d tried to give her a little extra to make up for that—time, attention, experiences. So why wouldn’t I do the same thing now? I’d already crossed the line with Lainey. Could this really be any worse?

I slid a finger under her chin and tilted her head up. “Avery, why did Lainey tell you about us?”

She gave a loud sniff and swiped at her tears. “With me living here, she figured that I’d find out about you two anyway. And she knows how I feel about you. She thought this would be the best way for all of us to be happy.”

It took less than a second to make up my mind. “Okay, then.”

She blinked her big brown eyes at me in disbelief. “Okay?”

“I would like to be your boyfriend, Avery. If that’s what you really want.”

“Oh, Daniel,” she breathed. “Really? You really mean it?”

Instead of answering her, I kissed her. Avery clung to me as though she never intended to let go. Her kiss was sweet, almost shy, so different from Lainey’s fiery passion. It stirred me every bit as much, though.

The feel of her water-slick body moving against mine soon had my cock ready to pop right out of my shorts, and our kiss grew steadily more intense. Avery’s small, pink tongue twisted and darted, while her arms tightened around my neck and her fingers twisted in my hair. The little moans she was making deep in her throat were sending me right up the wall.

I slid a hand onto one of her tits. It was just large enough to fill my palm, and the nipple was already stiff. Avery gasped when I rubbed it lightly, and her lithe body shivered in my arms while her soft ass pressed down against my erection. She pulled back and looked up at me, dark eyes wide and lips parted.

“Daddy,” she whispered in a voice ragged with need.

For just a second I froze in utter shock. Then, just as quickly, it faded and was replaced by a strong rush of the protectiveness I’d always felt for her. Hell with it. I’d be Daddy, if that’s what she needed.

“It’s okay, sweetheart. I’ve got you.”

I untied her top and draped it over the side of the tub. While not large, her tits were round and firm with cherry gumdrop nipples that were pebbled hard. When I bent and sucked one into my mouth, Avery gasped and arched her back to push her chest up towards me. My hand slid down the taut skin of her flat stomach until I reached her bikini bottoms, then slid beneath them until my fingers found the narrow patch of fur on her mound. She whimpered as I moved lower and probed the end of her slit.

It was too soon to finish her, so I passed by her clit and ran down her groove to the entrance to her pussy. She was sopping, even with the water washing away much of what had leaked out of her. One finger dipped more deeply, and her tight, clinging hole squeezed and sucked at me. Just the thought of being buried in there made my dick throb harder.

After toying with her pussy for a few seconds, I moved back up to her swollen pearl. I teased it with a fingertip, running lightly across the sensitive skin, and Avery gave a sharp cry while her body locked. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps, and her body twisted in my arms until I had to release her nipple. I kept my finger’s motions slow and deliberate, pushing her ever higher while dragging out her ultimate release.

Avery’s hands cupped my cheeks and drew my mouth down to hers. Her tongue plunged into my mouth and went wild, and her tiny feet churned the water beside us. Seconds later, she stiffened against me and threw her head back with a sharp cry as her thighs squeezed together around my hand. I continued stroking her through her orgasm until she relaxed with a deep sigh.

That had only whetted her appetite, though. She spun on my lap, slippery as an eel, until she had her slim legs wrapped around my waist. Her arms went back around my neck, and her hungry mouth fastened onto mine while she ground herself against my cock. As before, she started slowly at first then gradually increased the tempo until water was sloshing almost to the top of the tub. The pressure on my dick had me oozing precum in no time. My hands moved to her hips to help her rock against the resistance of the water, and my feet braced on the floor of the tub to keep us both from sliding off the bench.

Avery had soaked through her bikini so that she slid easily against my shorts. Her rocking soon became erratic, and her arms tightened around my neck. She moaned into my mouth but held our kiss all the way through her second orgasm, which was even more powerful than the first. Her body jerked and trembled while her legs squeezed me so tightly that I could barely breathe. As the last spasms ran their course, she sank limply against me with her head on my shoulder and her face buried against my neck.

“Thank you, Daddy,” she murmured.

“Feel better now, hon?”

“Yeah. Ever since I saw you again, I’ve been so wet and needy all the time. I’ve wanted you so much, wanted you to make me yours.”

“Baby girl,” I soothed, stroking her hair. “You’re mine from now on. I’m never letting you go.”

She lifted her head, a mischievous glint in her eyes, and wiggled her delectable ass against my aching cock again. “I’ve been a bad girl, though. Poor Daddy. I was so selfish I didn’t even think about you.”

She slid backwards on my thighs then dragged my shorts down until she released my dick. It strained towards her like a Rottweiler on a leash trying to reach a raw steak.

“I promise to be a good girl from now on, though.” Soft hands wrapped around my shaft to stroke lightly up and down my length below the water. “A very good girl,” she purred.

She let herself fall between my legs and rested on her knees with her legs curled around my ankles to hold herself in place. Her damp hair fell over my lap, hiding my dick from view. A moment later her tongue was skirting around the tip, and then her mouth engulfed the head and sent a sharp jolt of pleasure through my groin.

“Fuck,” I groaned. Reluctantly, I pulled her to her feet. “You’re going to drown that way.”

I dragged myself out of the water and sat on the deck at the edge of the tub. Avery followed me and knelt on the ledge where I’d been sitting. With a happy smile she bent and sucked me into her mouth again to pick up where she’d left off. As her soft tongue gently worked against the sensitive skin along the bottom, I tilted my head back and stared up at the stars, hardly able to believe this was really happening.

“Is this good?” she asked anxiously.

I glanced down and met her eyes. “It’s wonderful, sweetheart.”

With a happy sound, Avery gave me a long, slow lick then took the upper half of my dick into her mouth while continuing to work the lower end with her hands. The tightening in my balls warned me that I wasn’t going to be able to take much of this after all the grinding she’d already done on me earlier. I tried to control my breathing, but when she swooped down on the rest of my length I gasped and almost lost it right then. I was completely engulfed in her hot, wet little mouth, and her tongue slithered and teased against me while she sucked until her cheeks hollowed.

“Yeah,” I moaned. “Just like that.”

I propped myself up with one hand as my control started to slip. When I slid the fingers of the other hand into Avery’s damp hair, she groaned and sucked even harder. The vibrations ran straight through my dick and zinged down into my tingling balls. I sucked in a deep breath and held it. The excitement of having sweet little Avery with her mouth wrapped around my cock was just too much, though.

“Baby girl, I’m going to come,” I warned her.

Rather than pulling away, she went wild on my dick, sucking like she wanted to vacuum the cum straight out of my balls using my dick as a straw. The orgasm crashed through me like a thunderclap as my cum geysered into Avery’s mouth. There was so much that she squalled in the back of her throat as she struggled to swallow it all. Even when it dribbled past her lips and down her chin, though, her hand never stopped milking every drop from my quivering cock.

After what felt like an eternity, I sank back gasping. Avery pulled slowly off of my cock and looked up at me with her mouth open so I could see the pool of thick, pearlescent cum inside. She swished it around with her tongue before swallowing it down, and then her fingers scooped up what had dripped down her chin and she licked them clean.

“Yummie!”

She climbed back onto my lap so that my still twitching cock was sandwiched between us. “So, was I a good girl, Daddy? I swallowed every drop.”

“You were a very good girl,” I panted as I stroked her hair and bare back. “How did I get so lucky?”

Avery pressed a soft kiss against my lips. “Because you’re a wonderful man. You’ve always been so kind, and you made us all feel wanted and special. We knew we mattered to you. You loved us.” A tiny smile curved her lips. “And you still do.”

“I still do,” I agreed.

Snagging her bikini top from where I’d dropped it, I stood up with the tiny girl still in my arms. Even soaking wet she barely seemed to weigh anything. Avery kicked her feet and giggled as I strode around the back of the house to the double doors that led to my bedroom. When she turned the handle and shoved the door open, I carried her inside and tossed her gently onto the middle of my bed.

Avery bounced there, laughing happily. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to be alone in here with you?” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “I used to sneak in here sometimes when you were out and I’d lay in your bed, just enjoying how it smelled like you.”

“Avery!”

She continued in a dreamy tone. “I’d imagine what it would be like to sleep here every night with your arms around me.” Her voice turned wistful. “Do you think we could do that sometimes, when it’s just us here?”

I stared at her while my mind churned through that. I still hadn’t had enough time to process this, and the idea of having Avery sleeping in my bed hadn’t even occurred to me yet. Her words finally brought it all home, though. Claire was leaving, so we’d have the house to ourselves. We weren’t going to have to sneak around and hide what was going on. It wasn’t just about the sex, either. I could have a real relationship with Avery, something I hadn’t had since my wife died.

“As often as you want, sweetheart. I hope you’ll sleep here every night.”

With a happy sigh, she sprawled back on my bed, her damp hair falling over my pillow in a wash of dark gold. Lovely little Avery half-naked in my bed was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. Even though I’d just come a couple of minutes ago, my cock swelled and began to stiffen again. I ached to bury it inside of her soaked pussy, but first it was her turn.

I climbed onto the bed between her legs and grabbed her bikini bottoms. Avery was quick to lift her hips so I could get them off. With them out of the way, she was completely bared to me. The girl was so petite, so absolutely fucking perfect. Every inch of her, from her adorable little toes to her tousled hair, was sexy as fuck. I feasted my eyes on the neatly trimmed vee of blonde curls on her mound and on the narrow, pink slit beneath it.

The scent of her arousal dragged me closer, and I fell to my elbows with my face almost buried in her sweet little cunt. A whimper broke from her as my lips teased against the satin of her inner thigh then crept slowly towards her center. She’d spread her legs wide for me, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the treasures inside. Her clit had stiffened and peeked expectantly out of its hood, and her deep pink opening at the other end was oozing cream and open in invitation. It was enough to make my mouth water.

“You’re so beautiful, baby girl,” I told her. “So damned sexy.”

I ran my tongue lightly along her lips then circled her pearl, just grazing it with the tip before gliding down to taste the nectar drooling from her pussy. The tart muskiness set my dick throbbing insistently. I never wanted to stop licking her.

Avery twisted her hips to get closer to my tongue. “More, please,” she whimpered. “Please, Daddy.”

I pressed more deeply into her tunnel until she was squirming against the bed and breathing in soft, high-pitched moans. In no time, my face was smeared from nose to chin with her honey, so I turned my attention to her clit. Avery’s ass bucked up off of the bed when my tongue slithered against that sensitive bud. I grabbed her hips and pressed her back down, trying to hold her steady so I could lick her without getting my nose broken.

I circled the tip of my tongue around it, teased across it, and suckled it between my lips until she whimpered and whined with need. When she teetered right at the edge of release, I returned to her pussy and drove my tongue in as far as it would. Avery squirmed and let out a surprised gasp.

“Oh, fuck,” she moaned, her hips rolling to capture my tongue inside of her.

I alternated between her pleasure centers until her pussy was a wet, sticky mess and her breathing was one long, continuous moan. When her release came, it was going to be cataclysmic. I sucked hard on her clit, lashing it with my tongue, and she came up off the bed again.

“Daddy!” she shrieked, her thighs threatening to crush my skull.

Her wail went on and on, and she thrashed against my bed and pillow as I continued relentlessly licking her. At last, she collapsed in a limp, sweaty heap. As soon as I was sure she was finished, I climbed up over her and fastened my mouth to one coral nipple. She squeaked in surprise but was too drained to move.

“We’re not done yet, sweetheart.”

I lifted her legs and rested them on my shoulders so that she was almost bent in half, lined my erection up with her pussy, and thrust into her. I didn’t get far, though.

“Fuck, you’re tight,” I growled.

I had to cram myself into her an inch at a time, using short strokes. I’d never been in a pussy this tight before, not even when I was a teenager. I guess I should have expected it, as tiny as Avery was.

She whimpered each time her walls stretched around me. “That feels so good, Daddy. You make me feel so full.”

I thought she was going to squeeze the head of my dick off before I buried myself fully in her incredible sheath. For long seconds I held myself there, panting with the effort it took to hold back my orgasm. Her pussy was like a tight fist made of oily silk gripping my shaft, and the liquid heat of her depths kept my head tingling.

When I had myself somewhat under control again, I withdrew about halfway then plunged back inside. Avery grunted as I filled her, and a gush of her fluids flowed around my cock.

“More, Daddy. I need more.”

With the fresh lubrication it got easier to fuck her, although her pussy was still unbelievably tight. I doubt Moses had half as much trouble parting the Red Sea as my dick did the clinging walls of Avery’s pussy, but I loved every second of it.

She was getting close again. Knowing I could pop off at any second, I moved one hand so I could reach her clit with my thumb. Avery mewled in pleasure as I rubbed over it in slow circles.

“Come for me, sweetheart,” I urged. “Be a good girl and come for Daddy.”

That was all it took. She gasped then let out a high-pitched, ululating cry that could have shattered glass. I fucked her harder, until my hips were slapping against her ass and her juices spattered onto our thighs. I was tingling from the tip of my cock to my balls, and her fluttering walls pushed me so close to the edge that my vision started going gray. With a shout I tipped over, and then held myself as deep as I could while I jetted boiling cum into her depths.

“Yes,” Avery hissed. “Fill me up, Daddy. Fill me up with your cum.”

It kept coming out of me in seemingly endless spurts until I collapsed against her legs, completely spent. When my ebbing dick finally popped out of Avery’s pussy, I rolled over and fell onto the bed beside her, my pulse pounding and breathing ragged. Avery immediately curled her body against mine, and for a long time we just lay there, both too spent to even speak as our sweat slowly dried and our bodies cooled down.

Sometime later Avery kissed me then climbed on top of me and straddled my hips. Slowly she rocked against me, massaging my cock with her slippery groove until I came back to life. When I was fully erect again, she tilted her hips and eased me back inside her slick heat.

With her hands on my shoulders, she lowered her body until she was laying on my chest. Avery kissed me slowly and deeply while she rolled her hips ever so slightly, just enough so that I was barely moving inside of her. I ran my hands down the smooth curve of her back then cupped her firm ass. Despite the pressure on my cock, though, I didn’t try to urge her on. I was content to let her be in control this time.

I’d never experienced anything like it before. It was a slow burn that built so gradually you scarcely even noticed it, but it took us to a height I never knew was possible. Wetness leaked from her and ran down to soak both our bodies. Still Avery kept up her slow, steady pace until suddenly her slender body shuddered against me and she buried her face against my neck. As her inner muscles fluttered and rippled against my shaft, I followed close behind and held her tightly in my arms while I emptied inside of her once more.

Afterwards we lay there in a haze, wrapped in each other’s arms, half-dozing atop my sheets. Even with my wife, making love had never been so sweet, yet so intense and satisfying. And, despite my earlier reservations, it had felt right. Avery belonged here with me, and I’d be damned if I was going to give her up.

“Holy fuck,” I breathed against her hair. “That was incredible.”

Avery let out a long sigh and nestled closer. “I love you, Daddy,” she whispered. “Don’t ever leave us.”

Us. The word rattled around in my skull for a second before it clicked into place. Fuck, I’d almost forgotten about Lainey. A pang of guilt reminded me that Avery wasn’t the only girl with a claim on me, now. My mind was far too fogged with sex to put together a single rational thought, though. I had no clue how this was going to work out with the three of us, but that was a problem for tomorrow. At this moment, all was right with the world.

“Dad! We’re home!” Claire’s voice came from just outside my bedroom door.




CHAPTER 10

My heart stuttered as about a gallon of adrenaline dumped into my veins, and Avery jerked upright. Her hand gripped my arm so tightly that her fingernails dug into my flesh, and her eyes were round in panic.

“What do we do?” she whispered.

“Get behind the bed! Quick!”

The far side of the bed wasn’t visible from the doorway, and I gave her a sharp push to get her moving. She slipped over the edge and squeaked when she landed on the floor with a dull thump. I coughed loudly to cover it as I leaped out of bed. At least she was out of sight.

“Just a second, Claire,” I called out. “I was about to get in the shower.”

I kicked the clothes we’d shed into the bathroom and grabbed a towel from its hangar behind the door, whipping it around my middle so fast that it stung. Once I was sure I was decently covered, I darted for the bedroom door and cracked it open. Claire’s pretty face looked up at me with a puzzled smile.

“It’s a little late for you to be showering.”

I shrugged. “I did a few laps in the pool earlier to wind down and wanted to get the chlorine stink off before I went to bed.”

“Oh, okay. Have you seen Avery?”

I’d seen more of Avery than I’d ever imagined I would. “I checked on her after you guys left. She seemed all right, except for the headache.”

“I’ll see how she’s doing when I go upstairs to change.”

“Did you guys have a good time?”

Claire nodded. “We did, but my feet are killing me. I’ll let you get back to your shower. I really want to get out of these shoes.”

When she turned away, I spotted Lainey at the end of the hallway. She waggled her fingers at me with a cheeky grin before following Claire upstairs. I pushed the door closed and sank against it with a huge sigh of relief, my heart still hammering wildly.

Avery peered at me from behind the bed. “Is it safe to come out?”

Fuck. When they didn’t find her upstairs, they were going to come looking for her. I snatched up her bikini from the bathroom floor and tossed the pieces at her.

“Go out the way we came and get back into the hot tub,” I urged. “Tell them you thought it would help with your headache.”

“Okay. I love you, Daddy,” she murmured.

She hurried out the door to the backyard without even bothering to get dressed first, and my cock twitched under the towel at the sight of her sweetly rounded ass bouncing before she disappeared into the night. The girl was so damned sexy that I already wanted her again. I was never going to have to worry about needing Viagra with Avery around. I pushed myself upright with another sigh, this one of longing, and stumbled for the shower.

As the hot water sluiced over my body, I shook my head. That had been way too close. Claire wouldn’t usually come into my room without asking, but that didn’t mean it never happened. I’d have to be way more careful from now on. Once I’d washed away the remnants of my encounter with Avery, I slipped on a pair of cargo shorts and a t-shirt then ventured out to make sure her story was holding together.

Muffled voices and laughter came from the backyard where the girls had found Avery, but Lainey was leaning over the kitchen island, looking soft and cuddly and ridiculously sexy in an emerald sleep shirt that ended mid-thigh. My dick stirred insistently at the sight of her. Two of them. Holy crap. I grabbed a bottle of cold water from the fridge, thinking I might need to pour it on my crotch, then joined her.

“So,” she said softly. “Did you have fun while we were gone?”

“What the hell were you thinking, Lainey?”

Her slender shoulders lifted in a shrug. “She’s always wanted you, Daniel, even more than I did. It seemed to me like she deserved her chance.”

“She cried,” I grumbled.

Lainey nodded sagely. “I figured that would work.”

“You told her to do that?” I shrilled.

She let out an amused huff. “No, I just know Avery. If you turned her down, she was going to cry. And I knew you’d try to turn her down for the same reasons you tried to turn me down, as well as not wanting to hurt me by messing around with one of my friends.” Her brilliant green eyes fastened on mine. “It’s fine, though. We both really are happy to share you.”

Avery had said it, but it still seemed unreal. “I don’t even…”

“Consider it karma for being such a wonderful man.” Her fingertips trailed down my arm until her hand rested on mine. “We love you. You’re everything we ever wanted, and we’ll make this work. You’ll see. After Claire is gone—”

She yanked her hand away as the back door opened. Claire came inside followed by Elena and then Avery, who froze when she saw me.

“Close the door, silly,” Claire chided her. “You’ll let bugs in.”

The tiny blonde hastily shut the door then looked anywhere but at me. Lainey rolled her eyes but edged closer to me to make room for Avery at the counter. That put her near enough that her soft hair brushed against my arm. I breathed in the scent of her perfume and got swept up in the memory of her in my bed for a few seconds before I was able to push past it and focus on the other girls.

“Where’s Skylar?” I asked.

“She went straight from the club to the hospital for her shift,” Elena said, “but she’ll be back after work.”

“I gave her my key since she gets off so early,” Claire added. “That way none of us has to drag ourselves out of bed to let her in.”

“That’s fine,” I said with a yawn, and gave her a quick hug. “Well, I’m going to bed to read. Good night.”

“Nite, Dad.”

“Nite Mr. Connor,” the other girls chorused.

As I turned away, Lainey gave my ass a playful squeeze where the other girls couldn’t see. She knew it was dangerous, but I think she just liked pushing things. That could be worth exploring later.

I left my door unlocked, but I failed to receive any sexy visitors. The girls stayed up half the night in the living room binge-watching some show they’d been waiting to finish together and only went to bed long after I dozed off. I probably should have been relieved by that, but all I felt was disappointment, and I couldn’t dredge up so much as a single crumb of guilt about it. I was already completely hooked on Lainey and Avery. I consoled myself with the knowledge that I’d have plenty of time alone with them after my daughter and Elena left for the week.




CHAPTER 11

Sunday was supposed to be a lazy day so everyone could rest up since Claire and Elena were leaving on their road trip to College Station early the next morning, and the other girls had to go back to work except for Lainey. She and I made breakfast for everyone, and then the girls migrated out to the pool. It was pure torture when Avery and Lainey pranced into the kitchen in their bikinis. Lainey made a show of bending over while digging through the refrigerator for bottled water. The sight of her ass thrust back towards me with nothing between me and her sweet pussy except that miniscule scrap of cloth almost undid me. Avery didn’t help matters, leaning low over the island to show off her perfect tits while slowly licking her lips.

“You’re killing me, here,” I growled, “and you’re going to get us caught.”

Avery rolled her eyes. “You always worry too much.”

“You really do,” Lainey agreed as she emerged from the fridge with two water bottles and slid one teasingly into the valley between her tits. “Man, I’m already hot.”

“Getting hotter every minute,” the petite blonde agreed.

I desperately tried to will away the erection swelling inside of my shorts. “Get out of my kitchen before I spank both of you.”

“Ooh!” Lainey exclaimed. “Now that just makes me want to stay longer.”

“Me, too,” Avery moaned. “Would you really spank me?”

I glanced furtively around on reflex, but all their friends were already out at the pool. “This is starting to look like a great day to get out of here and play a long round of golf.”

Lainey snorted in derision. “You don’t even play golf.”

“I could learn.”

Avery grabbed her friend’s hand and dragged her towards the door to the backyard. “Come on. I’m getting myself as worked up as him.”

“I know,” Lainey sighed morosely. “I’m going to be wet and achy all day.”

Avery gave me a finger wave as they walked out. “Bye, Daddy.”

I took a deep breath and leaned against the counter. Holy shit. What had I gotten myself into? Not that I’d change a damned thing. I was really looking forward to when it was just the three of us, when we wouldn’t have to hide or pretend anymore. Assuming I survived that long without them giving me a heart attack.

By the time I finished cleaning up the kitchen, the girls had turned on the outdoor music and were having an impromptu karaoke session with the diving board serving as the stage. My dick twitched hard as I took in all of them in their bikinis. Since I wasn’t into masochism, I decided to hide in my office. I couldn’t concentrate on anything for shit, though, and eventually I gave up and decided to watch television instead. Something I didn’t have to think about or even pay much attention to would be ideal. After flipping around for a while I found Star Trek:TOS on one of the live streaming channels.

I sank into the old, familiar episodes I’d seen so many times before and let my mind go blank. It was working great until I imagined Lainey and Avery in those Star Fleet uniform mini dresses—Avery in blue and Lainey in red. Damn it. I’d obviously picked the wrong show, or else my brain had locked into a single track. I hung on for a while longer, but when I started picturing Skylar with her long, dark chocolate hair in one of the gold uniforms, I clicked out of it in disgust. I really was turning into a filthy old man.

I flipped through more channels. Slumber Party Massacre. Almost certainly a bad idea. Finally, I found a grilling competition and settled back into the couch with a sigh. Even I would have a hard time sexualizing that. I’d made it through most of two episodes before all five girls crowded back into the house.

“We’re bored,” Skylar announced in a plaintive voice.

Claire batted her eyes at me, knowing how hard it was for me to resist that. “Take us to play mini golf, Dad. Please?”

“Pleeeaase?” the others echoed.

As I looked at them, laughter bubbled up in my chest. “It’s like the last four years never happened. It’s high school all over again.”

Well, why the hell not? It would get them out of the house and out of those oh-so-distracting bikinis, while getting me some fresh air to clear my head.

“All right. Get changed and we’ll go.”

“Can we get food on the way?” Claire begged.

I glanced at the clock in the kitchen, which informed me that it was already well past lunchtime. “Sure. Burgers okay?” I nodded at their murmurs of agreement. “Good. Scoot!”

They bolted for the stairs, and I demonstrated my iron willpower by not staring at Avery and Lainey’s asses jiggling as they bounded up. It only took them a few minutes to change clothes, but it turned out that I’d expected too much. The tiny shorts and clingy t-shirts and crop tops they were wearing when they came back downstairs weren’t a huge improvement over the bikinis. I steeled myself for a long, long day as I grabbed my keys and led them out to the SUV.

“Shotgun!” Skylar sang out.

The others grumbled, but Lainey and Avery slid into the middle row of seats while Claire and Elena climbed into the back with only token complaints. We went through a drive-through to get hamburgers for everyone. It was half an hour from there to the mini golf park, plenty of time for everyone to eat on the way. During the whole ride the girls were chatting or singing along to the radio. It was like I’d stepped through a time warp to their high school days, except for Lainey and Avery watching me in the rear-view mirror and licking their lips or miming kisses whenever they caught my eye. That had definitely never happened during high school. Or if it had, I’d somehow been oblivious to it. 

I managed to get us to the mini-golf park without wrecking. That had to be considered a victory, given the distractions riding with me. Since it was a Sunday in late summer, the place was pretty crowded. That suited me just fine. The crowds would give me a reprieve from the flirting and teasing, or so I hoped. I wasn’t entirely convinced that Avery and Lainey would let that stop them.

I handed the cashier my credit card, and everyone collected their putter and balls. As I was checking out, Elena downloaded the scoring app onto her phone. They’d decided that they all wanted to play together instead of splitting into smaller groups. While I was waiting for everyone to gather at the first tee, Lainey bumped me with her hip.

“You did threaten to go play golf,” she teased me with a grin.

“I should have kept my big mouth shut.”

She gave me a sidelong glance. “Admit it, Daniel. You’re enjoying this.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “It feels like I’ve got everybody back.”

Her smirk faded. “It won’t just be today, Daniel. You’ll see more of us now that everyone is home again. You keep saying we’re family, but you’re our family, too. We all care about you, and we’re not just going to forget about you when Claire leaves.” She hooked her arm in mine. “Come on. You’re about to be up.”

By the fourth hole, I was in the lead. I had my first shot on the fifth lined up when Lainey licked her lips while running her fingers over one nipple through her t-shirt. I lost all track of what I was doing, and the ball ended up flying into a trap. The girls laughed uproariously and jeered at my bad putt.

“Oh, that’s going to cost you,” Claire gloated.

Lainey offered me her sweetest smile and shrugged. I couldn’t even be mad about it. That hole cost me my lead, but it was hard to care. While I was waiting at the back of the group for my turn on the next hole and everyone else was preoccupied, Lainey grabbed my hand and dragged me out of sight behind a concession stand.

She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled my mouth down to hers. There was no time for messing around. Her tongue pushed through my lips and twined around mine while her firm tits pressed against my chest. Burning with need, I grabbed her hips and drew her luscious body closer. Neither of us gave a single fuck that we were in public—we were both too hungry for each other. Our tongues twisted and played until we’d tasted every inch of the other’s mouth, but all too soon we pulled apart.

“Sorry,” she murmured. “I couldn’t help it.”

“Don’t ever apologize for that.”

“We’d better get back before we get in trouble.”

“As the chaperon, I’m pretty sure we’re safe.”

She snorted. “Yeah, let’s see how that works out for you if we get busted by Claire.”

I peered around the corner, but since no one was paying attention to us, we were able to slip back into the group unnoticed. While that was a relief, Lainey’s kiss had left me aching for more and my mind was no longer on the game. Incidentally, it’s extremely difficult to get into proper putting form when you have an erection that could hammer nails. It really was going to be a long day.

We paused after the ninth hole to get drinks and cool off. Skylar had taken the lead, so the girls spent the break shit-talking each other. It was still better than playing Monopoly, though. At least no one was bleeding out on my living room floor.

We played through a few more holes then got stuck behind a church group with a bunch of small kids. While Lainey and Elena cooed about how adorable they were, Claire and Skylar made gagging noises in the background. With their attention elsewhere, Avery slid in front of me and surreptitiously ran her hand along the bulge of my cock through my shorts.

“Daddy,” she whispered, then continued more loudly. “I need to go to the restroom. Come with me so I don’t get kidnapped or anything.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Kidnapped in the middle of the day in a crowded mini-golf course?”

“It could happen.”

She caught Lainey’s eye and pointed to the restrooms. Lainey nodded then turned back towards the kids. With her to cover for us, Avery and I struck out across the park. Once we had some distance and a decent crowd between us and her friends, Avery grabbed my hand and laced our fingers together. Tingles raced up my arm and a contented warmth settled in my chest. Damn. I really was falling hard for both of them, and it was pointless trying to deny it.

I studied the petite blonde as we walked. She was smiling and looked happier than I’d seen her all week. While I wouldn’t have dared to claim responsibility for all of that, it made me feel good to think that at least some part of it was due to me. Avery was a total sweetheart and she deserved to be happy like this all the time, deserved to be loved and wanted. I intended to make damned sure she felt that way every single day for as long as she chose to be with me. Lainey, too. Neither of them was ever going to feel like an afterthought again.

As we neared the restrooms, Avery looked around cautiously. We were out on the edge of the course where the crowd wasn’t nearly as thick. She ducked inside, then after a few moments she reached out and yanked me in with her.

“What are you doing?” I protested. “What if someone comes in behind us?”

Rather than answering she leaped onto me, her arms going around my neck and her slim legs around my waist. Her mouth was hot and demanding on mine, and I quickly slid my hands under her ass to support her while our tongues thrashed. She moaned into my mouth when I squeezed her firm ass, and then ground her center against the hard rod in my shorts.

“Daddy,” she whined. “I’m so wet. I need you.”

While I wanted nothing more than to drive my cock into her slick heat, there was no way I was going to fuck her in in a public restroom where anyone could walk in on us. There was also the matter of it making more of a mess than we’d easily be able to clean up with a couple of paper towels. But at least I could give my girl some release to let her get through the rest of the day.

Without letting her go, I staggered forward into a stall and shoved the door closed with my hip. I kissed her again, first her lips and then down her neck and behind her ear until she was moaning. She was so fucking delectable, and I wanted to spend an entire day doing nothing but devouring her very soon.

“Stand on the seat,” I told her.

I held her up while her legs released their hold on my waist and she found her footing. Once she was steady, I fumbled the button of her mint green shorts free and tugged them down her legs.

“What are you… Oh!”

Her pink panties were so wet that she’d soaked through them, and her bare slit was clearly visible through the translucent material. When I dragged my fingers between her legs, she shuddered.

“Please, Daddy,” she begged.

We didn’t have much time. I pushed my fingers inside her panties and then into her slick channel. My dick pulsed insistently in my shorts, but I ignored it. Instead, I grazed my fingertips along her lips until I found her swollen nub. Avery gave a choked cry at my touch.

“Shh, baby,” I urged her. “Gotta be quiet.”

I knew that wouldn’t be easy for her, but we needed to hurry and get out of here. Fortunately, she was so worked up that I didn’t think it would take long. I didn’t waste any time playing around. I massaged and pinched her clit, pushing her as hard and fast as I dared towards the edge.

“Come for me, baby girl.”

I curled an arm around her waist to support her, and she panted against my ear. My fingers circled and stroked, and I used still more pressure to increase her stimulation. Avery voiced little chirps of pleasure while she ground her pussy against my hand. She got wetter every second, until fat droplets rolled down her tanned thighs.

“Daddy.” It came out in a strangled whisper.

“Come for me now.”

I knew right away when she broke. Her whole body went rigid, and she threw her head back. I was afraid she was going to cry out, but she clamped her jaws shut so only muted whimpers escaped. I continued to stroke her while she rode out her climax, her honey spilling out until my whole hand was coated. When her legs started to wobble, she put her hands on my shoulders to hold herself up.

Eventually it passed, and she stood up straight. “Thank you, Daddy,” she murmured.

“My pleasure, sweetheart.”

“Not yet,” she replied saucily.

I rolled my eyes. “That’s going to have to wait until later.”

I licked most of her tangy juices from my hand so it wouldn’t get smeared onto our clothes, then pulled her shorts back up. As soon as she had herself presentable again, I helped her down and she cracked the stall door to make sure no one else had come in while we were otherwise occupied. Satisfied the coast was clear, we hurried out of the stall. I paused just long enough to wash the smell of her sex off my hands before we crept back outside.

I heaved a sigh of relief as we emerged into the bright sunlight. We’d gotten away with it. Avery took my hand again as we walked to rejoin her friends.

“Feel better?” I asked quietly.

“Oh, yeah. I’m still aching to have you inside of me, but I don’t feel like I’m going to spontaneously combust just from standing next to you.” Her eyes dropped towards her toes. “I’ve never done anything like that before.”

“Me either,” I admitted.

“I just needed you so badly. I’ve never craved anyone the way I do you. Your touch, your hands on me, your kiss, your… You know. Is this normal?”

I didn’t have to ask what she meant. While I’d loved my wife immensely, thought that she was beautiful and sexy as hell, I’d never felt this all-consuming passion for her that I did for my two new girlfriends. This was something new to me as well. I wasn’t sure if it was because of my age or from being alone for so long or what, but it was overwhelming.

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly, “but I feel the same way.”

She squeezed my hand. “I’ll be so glad when we can spend more time alone together.”

“I’m looking forward to that, too.”

While the sex was unbelievable, I was eager to get to really know the women my girls had grown into. I wanted quiet dinners at home with them, and movie nights snuggled together on my big couch. I wanted to take them out to restaurants they’d never visited, to take them on trips to places they’d only dreamed of. I wanted to fall asleep with them in my bed every night and wake up next to them every morning. They were like mysterious and exotic unexplored continents, and I was the adventurer who wanted to discover everything about them.

Avery reluctantly let my hand slip from hers when we approached the others. I got a curious look from Claire, but when I mouthed bathroom at her, she smiled and nodded. I just hoped like hell I’d gotten all the smell of sex off of my hand.

It turned out that it didn’t matter. A few minutes later Lainey sidled up next to me with an impish smirk. The others had moved ahead of us to the next hole, so we didn’t have to worry about being overheard.

“So,” she said nonchalantly. “Avery reeks of sex.”

Damn. “She was feeling a bit… anxious,” I told her.

She giggled. “I’m assuming you were able to help her relax.”

“I just tided her over for now.”

“Wow. She hardly even dated in college. I didn’t know she had it in her.”

“Well, she definitely does.”

“She’s been saving it all for you, you know. You were her first.”

I opened my mouth then closed it again. Her first? Holy fuck, how had I not realized? How had I not known? I would have tried so much harder to make it special for her. I felt like an absolute shitheel. My poor, sweet Avery.

“Oh, jeez. Seriously?” I groaned.

She nodded. “I’d warn you to be good to her, but I know I don’t have to. You can’t help it. I am a bit jealous, though.” She pushed her lip out in an adorable pout. “I only got a kiss.”

Well, if I was already headed to Hell, I might as well go all out. No one was looking, so I gave her ass a hard squeeze then trailed my fingertips down the back of one satin thigh. “I guess we’ll just have to see what the evening brings us.”




CHAPTER 12

Skylar won the first course, but that was mainly because three of her five competitors were so distracted that they barely paid attention to the game at all. We took another break to hydrate then crossed over to the second course in the park. The girls wanted to make a whole day of it, and I wasn’t about to deny them. Claire was obviously ecstatic at getting to relive a childhood experience with her friends. While I knew how excited she was to be starting the vet program at A&M, these had been her best friends for over a decade and she was going to miss them badly when she left.

She came up and wrapped an arm around my waist while Skylar and Elena argued vigorously over a putt.

“Having fun?” I asked her, planting a soft kiss on top of her head.

“I really am. We all are. How about you?”

I grinned down at her. “Best time in years.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s just sad, Dad. Sometimes I think you’d have been better off if you hadn’t put quite so much effort into being such a great father and had taken more time for yourself.”

“I wouldn’t change a thing, hon. You are the most important thing in my world.”

“Me and all the strays you took in,” she said, pointing with her chin towards her friends.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “Them, too.”

“I’m glad Avery is staying with you, at least for a while. For your sake as much as hers. I don’t want you to be lonely.”

“I’ll be fine, Claire.”

“I’m sure you will, but that doesn’t mean I don’t worry.”

“I’m the one who’s supposed to worry about you.”

“Yeah, well, it goes both ways. I know what you gave up to be the dad that you are. You haven’t had a personal life since Mom died.”

“That was my choice.”

“I know, and for all our sakes I can’t regret that. We wouldn’t be who we are today if you hadn’t. But,” she continued, waggling a finger in front of my nose, “now that I’m grown up, if the opportunity comes along you need to take it. You deserve your own happiness, Dad.”

“All right, Dr. Phil.”

“I mean it. You’ve given and given so much to all of us. You deserve someone who will give you just as much. If you find it, don’t screw it up and let it get away.”

I squeezed her. “I won’t. I promise.”

I felt guilty as fuck over the satisfaction I saw on her face at that. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t be nearly as thrilled if she found out that I’d already taken her at her word with two of her best friends.

The afternoon had slipped away by the time we turned in our putters and balls. Elena had won the second course by enough points to put her above Skylar’s overall score, so she was awarded shotgun on the ride home. As I drove, I kept getting distracted by glimpses out of the corner of my eye of her long, tanned legs and her generous tits straining against her t-shirt whenever she moved. My two girls had me so wound up that my senses were on a hair trigger. It didn’t help that Elena was so damned gorgeous. Even dressed down to play mini golf she managed to look like a princess who was slumming with the peasants.

Her warm, hazel eyes snagged mine when I glanced over at her, and she gave me a lazy, sexy smile. Damn it. I had to be more careful. I blinked to try to clear my head and tried to come up with a distraction.

“Hey!” I called out over the music. When Elena turned the volume down, I continued. “You guys want to go out to dinner tonight?”

A chorus of excited yeses answered me, so I thought for a moment. We hadn’t had Mexican since Claire had gotten home, and I knew just the place.

“How about Angelina’s?”

“Yeah!” my daughter exclaimed, pumping her fist.

“Oh, I love their fajitas,” Skylar agreed.

“Everyone okay with that?” No one voiced any objections, so I nodded. “All right. We’ll get cleaned up at home then go.”

When I pulled into the driveway, the girls bailed out and ran inside. I followed them a bit more sedately. All of us had gotten sweaty after a long afternoon out in the Texas summer heat and needed to shower. After I’d cleaned up, I ran the water as cold as I could stand it to try and get rid of the erection which had kept threatening all afternoon. Would I ever get over that instant reaction to Lainey and Avery? Probably not. They were both ridiculously hot—wet dreams come to life. Maybe if I was in a coma or something I could be around them without going into hormonal overload. I wouldn’t put money on it, though.

I dressed in a pair of dark jeans and a burgundy button-down shirt that Claire said suited me. Angelina’s wasn’t exactly upscale, but I was going with the girls and didn’t want them to be embarrassed to be seen with me. As I studied my reflection in the mirror, I shook my head. I just didn’t understand what Avery and Lainey saw in me. I wasn’t overly tall, and while I didn’t think I was ugly, I certainly wasn’t anything special. I did work out so I wouldn’t get flabby from all the hours I spent in front of the computer, but I wasn’t built like a gym rat or anything. Letting out a sigh, I combed my hair, which was still damp from my shower, then went to go collect my flock.

Skylar and Lainey were already waiting in the living room. Lainey’s legs looked mouth-watering in a pair of skinny jeans, and her teal cami made her green eyes pop. Her chestnut hair was clipped back so that it was off her neck, but the long curls still fell midway down her back. That cold shower had been worthless, because my cock stirred restlessly at the first sight of her.

Skylar’s hourglass curves were wrapped in a skin-tight, dark blue mini dress that showed so much thigh she’d stop traffic. Or cause heart attacks. She’d left her wavy, dark chocolate hair loose, and my hands itched to slide through its silken lengths. I mentally cursed at myself for ogling her. I had Lainey and Avery. What the hell was wrong with me that I was lusting after Skylar now, too?

Her blue eyes roved over me for long seconds then she let out a low whistle. “Looking good, Mr. Connor.” She sauntered over and eyed me critically. “Hm. Just one thing.”

As she ran her fingers gently through my hair until it was mussed my heart skipped a few beats, and I thought I might melt at her touch. Her head tilted to one side as she considered the effect critically, then she took a step back and nodded in satisfaction.

“Better. You don’t want to look too put together.”

Lainey grinned at me. “I agree. That’s much hotter.”

Holy crap. My face was on fire. However hot they thought I was, my cheeks were hotter. My skin felt like it was sizzling.

Before I could be too embarrassed, though, Avery danced down the stairs in a forest green sundress with spaghetti straps. It left her delicate shoulders and slender legs bare, showing an impossible amount of tanned skin for someone so tiny, and made her big, brown eyes look like they were glowing. Her golden hair was up in a messy bun that left a few strands free to frame her elfin face. She jumped down the last couple of stairs to the floor then spun so the dressed swished around her thighs.

“How do I look?”

She looked incredible, like Tinkerbell sprung to life from a movie reel, innocently adorable and sexy as sin all at the same time. My mouth went bone dry as I stared at her, and my dick practically groaned in agony. It was hard to believe that this was even my Avery.

“You look beautiful,” I managed to say.

“Thank you!” She flounced over to the couch and crossed her legs demurely as she took the spot next to Lainey. “Claire and Elena should just be another minute.”

They came downstairs together, Claire in a flower print sun dress a little longer than Avery’s, and Elena wearing tight, dark jeans that made her legs look a mile long and a black knit top that emphasized her amazing tits and slender waist. She’d left her hair down, and thick curls the color of dark honey shone against the sable of her top.

I looked them all over again, lingering a couple of extra seconds on Lainey and Avery. “Every guy in the place is going to be jealous as hell of me,” I told them.

Elena blushed prettily, but Skylar just laughed. “Damn straight. You’ve got the hottest girls in town with you tonight.”

Claire heaved an exasperated sigh. “Stop stroking their egos. They’re hard enough to live with as it is.”

“Everybody ready? Then let’s go.”

“Shotgun!” Avery sang out.

I groaned inwardly, knowing exactly what I was in for on the ride to the restaurant. When she slid into her seat, her dress rode a couple of inches higher up her thighs. My heart started pounding, and I took a deep breath to settle my nerves.

Avery reached across the console and patted my hand. “Relax,” she whispered.

“Easy for you to say,” I muttered back.

“Oh no, it’s not,” she said, and slowly licked her lips as her eyes roamed over me.

“Avery, quit flirting with my dad!” Claire said, giving the back of her friend’s head a playful swat. “Or at least have the decency to do it when I don’t have to watch.”

Avery blushed beet-red and sank deeper into her seat. Of course, that just made her dress ride up higher, so even more of her lovely legs were on display. Dear god, I was going to kill us all. We weren’t even going to make it to the restaurant.

“Seat belts on!” I called over my shoulder.

Somehow, I managed to get us all to the restaurant in one piece, and I held open the door so the girls could go in. Avery and Lainey both managed to brush suggestively against me as they passed. They timed it so Claire wasn’t looking, but I wasn’t sure that Skylar and Elena had missed it. Being an inveterate flirt herself, Skylar would probably blow it off as just screwing around, but Elena might be suspicious enough to keep a closer eye on us. I could only hope my girls would behave themselves through dinner.

Fat chance of that.

“Table for six,” I told the hostess.

She was a few years older than the girls with me, and her eyes flickered over them before returning to me. “Right this way.”

She led off with an extra sway to her hips that flicked her short, black skirt back and forth. Lainey gave me a playful nudge.

“She thinks you’re hot, too,” she murmured.

“Quiet,” I hissed through my teeth. “Do you want them spitting in our food?”

The hostess led us to a long table, and I ended up with Claire on one side and Lainey on the other. A disgruntled Avery pouted as she dropped into the seat across the table from me. I ducked my head and did my best to focus on the menu and not the gorgeous girls surrounding me. That was easier said than done when Avery kept running her foot up and down the length of my calf. She tried to hide her smirk behind her menu, but it didn’t get past Lainey, who carefully slid her hand up my thigh until her fingertips were only a couple of inches away from my cock.

She had a much better poker face than Avery and showed no reaction at all when she squeezed my leg. I was ready to melt into a damned puddle of hormones. When the waiter came by for our drink orders a couple of minutes later, I asked for a margarita. I don’t know how the hell he got the order right, because the poor kid couldn’t tear his eyes away from the bevy of beauties at the table. Not that I blamed him. He looked like he was still in high school and stammered as he read our order back to us. Once he was out of earshot, the girls huddled together.

“Poor guy looked like he was going to burst,” Elena giggled.

Skylar tossed her head. “He wouldn’t know what to do even if he actually got one of us.”

“Spend all of his time playing video games and never texting you,” Lainey said in a saccharine-sweet voice.

Skylar glared back at her. “Like your boyfriends have been so much better.”

Lainey frowned with a little sigh. “You’re not wrong,” she admitted glumly.

I made a promise to myself then and there to spend less time on the computer and never forget to text my girls. I wasn’t perfect by any means, but I would by god be better than any boyfriend they’d ever had.

I got the brisket tacos, while the girls all got fajitas. As they lingered over their meals, I sipped on my margarita and did my best not to let my gaze dwell for too long on Avery and Lainey. It wasn’t much easier keeping my eyes off Skylar and Elena, even though I felt like a total bastard for it. My new girlfriends had at least invited my attention, but the other two only saw me as Claire’s dad. They’d feel betrayed and disgusted if they had the faintest clue about the thoughts running through my head about them, and rightly so.

I struggled to shut those thoughts out while I listened to the girls reminiscing about UT—their classes, professors, jobs, and former boyfriends. They moved on from there to their current jobs and hopes for the future, and then to Claire’s impending move to College Station.

Lainey’s hand landed on my thigh again, but this time her hand moved slowly and gently, soothing rather than inflammatory. Only seconds later Avery’s bare foot brushed down my leg and came to rest on my shoe. Her big, brown eyes welled with sympathy rather than the heat which had fired them earlier. They’d picked up on the melancholy I was feeling over Claire’s imminent departure, and while they had their own problems and felt Claire’s loss every bit as keenly as I did, they were still concerned for me.

I really didn’t deserve them. I put on a reassuring smile for Avery and squeezed Lainey’s hand under the tablecloth. It was so damned hard for me to accept any support because I’d been on my own for so long and gotten used to being the one doing all the supporting, but I pushed through and let them in. Lainey was right. We were a family, and it went both ways. And they were both here for me when I needed them.

While the rest of us were stuffed and done with dinner, Claire, Avery, and Skylar had ordered dessert, so we sat a bit longer until they finished that off.

“Ugh,” Skylar groaned as we finally walked back to my SUV. “I ate way too much. I feel like I’m waddling.”

Elena whimpered in sympathy. “Same. I can’t wait to get out of these jeans.”

My mind helpfully conjured up an image of slowly peeling those tight jeans from her long legs, and I stumbled over my own feet. Lainey’s hand shot out and grabbed my arm before I fell on my face.

“Careful. Don’t hurt yourself.”

Her smirk told me that she knew exactly what I’d been thinking and thought it was funny as hell. Avery skipped up and claimed my other arm.

“What’s the matter? Are you tired? Do we need to put you to bed when we get home?”

The casual way she referred to my house as home made my heart stutter more than any mere sexual imagery could. That more than anything else made what was happening feel real. This was really happening. Avery and Lainey wanted me. They wanted a life together with me.

“I’m fine,” I murmured.

“Yeah, ya are,” Lainey said quietly. “Don’t worry, Daniel. We’re going to take good care of you.”

Avery squeezed my arm from the other side. “We really will, you know. You’ve been taking care of us for so long. Now it’s our turn to take care of you.”

I sank into their concern like it was a warm, cozy blanket. Was this how they felt with me? I hoped so, because it was pretty damned amazing.

When we got back to the house, I let them talk me into a movie night. No one planned on staying up too late because we knew Claire wanted to get an early start in the morning, but we had time for a movie or two before bed. I’d changed back into my usual shorts and a t-shirt, and the girls came back downstairs in their pajamas. For most of them that meant comfy shorts and t-shirts, but Avery came down in nothing but a pink sleep shirt that almost reached her knees, while Elena wore cream-colored satin shorts with a matching cami.

Avery looked so damned adorable that I wished like hell that I could pull her onto my lap and cuddle her for the rest of the evening until she fell asleep. Damn. I really was falling fast, and it scared the shit out of me. What if it didn’t last? What if it did? Both outcomes were equally terrifying in their own way.

I sought refuge on a recliner where I’d be safely out of reach. The girls all settled onto the couch and the other recliner. Since it was Claire’s last night, they let her pick the first movie. We made it through a romcom I’d never heard of, but Claire was asleep before the opening credits finished rolling for the second movie. When she started snoring, everyone looked at her then burst into laughter.

“How many times does that make?” Skylar asked.

“About a million,” Elena replied.

Normally I would have let her sleep in peace on the couch, but since she’d be driving all day tomorrow, I decided she really needed to spend the night in her own bed. Gently I scooped her up in my arms and carried her up to her room then tucked her into bed. I looked down at her for a long time, remembering all our moments together from the years since her mom had died, then I snugged the comforter up around her chin and went back downstairs.

When I walked back into the living room, Skylar held out her arms. “My turn!”

Elena gave her a playful shove. “No one is carrying you upstairs, lazybones.”

“Fine! I’m going to bed, though. I can still get a short nap in before I’ve got to get up for work.”

“Good night, Skylar,” I said.

“Nite, Daniel. Thanks for everything today. I had a great time.”

“You’re welcome.”

Even before Skylar had disappeared upstairs, Elena sighed. “I should probably call it a night, too. Claire is going to be champing at the bit to get on the road first thing tomorrow. G’nite, guys.”

She trudged upstairs and left me alone with my two girls. As soon as we heard their doors close, Avery climbed onto my lap and buried her face against my neck.

“Mmm. You smell good,” she murmured then snuggled in even closer.

I stroked her hair and held her tightly against me. “Want me to carry you upstairs?”

“That’s okay,” she said brightly, then sat upright. “Thank you for today. For everything.

I hugged her tightly. “Anytime. And once it’s just the three of us we’ll go out and do more fun things together on the weekends.”

She gave me a happy smile. “I can’t wait.”

I bent down and shared a long, lingering kiss with her. I was already far past the point of knowing what the hell I’d do without her.

“I’d stay down here with you,” she said, “but not with everyone here.”

I could tell she was still uncomfortable with that that, so I gave her a tender kiss on the cheek to make sure she knew it was all right. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve got all the time in the world for that. It’s not what’s important.”

“Nite, Daddy,” she whispered as she headed upstairs.

“And then there were two,” Lainey murmured.

“Are you waiting for me to carry you upstairs?”

“I was hoping you’d let me stay downstairs with you,” she said, her green eyes sparkling with promise.

“I’d really like that.”

She let me pull her to her feet, then she molded her body against mine as we headed towards my bedroom. My heart was already thrumming in anticipation.

“We didn’t want you to be alone tonight,” she said so quietly that I almost didn’t hear her.

“I’m fine, Lainey.”

“You’re not. But you will be. You just need to let us take care of you. We’ll be really good at it. You’ll see.”

She was right. By the time she was done I felt a million times better, and I fell asleep with her head on my shoulder and every inch of her body pressed against mine, wrapped together as though we couldn’t possibly get close enough. And even though no one else had slept in my bed since my wife’s death, Lainey felt like she belonged there.




CHAPTER 13

I woke up alone not long after sunrise—Lainey must have slipped back to her own bed sometime in the early hours of the morning—and padded into the kitchen to start the coffee before heading into my office to check my email. I’d taken the day off because Claire was leaving, but shit still had to get done. When I returned to the kitchen a few minutes later Avery was already at the counter pouring coffee into a travel cup.

“Morning,” she said quietly. “I’ve got to get to the station early.”

“Want breakfast?”

“No time. I’ll grab something on the way in.”

I made a mental reminder to stock up on breakfast foods while I drank her in. Avery was the perfect combination of sexy and classy in a cream, midi pencil skirt and long-sleeved, lacey black blouse, her hair a sleek fall of pale gold gleaming against the dark fabric.

“You look fantastic, sweetheart.”

She blushed prettily and looked down towards her shoes. “Thanks. I get off work at three today. Do you think… I mean, would you mind coming with me to Mom’s to pick up my stuff after? There’s not really a lot, but I’d feel better if you were there.”

“Of course I will. Meet me here and I’ll take you over in the SUV.”

“Thanks. They shouldn’t be home until after six, but still…”

“I understand. I’m happy to go with you, Avery.”

She put her arms around my neck, lifted up onto her toes, and planted a kiss at the corner of my mouth. “You really are the best.”

Suddenly she gave a start and let go with a gasp. I turned to find Elena watching us from the bottom of the staircase with wide eyes.

“Mr. Connor is going with me to pick up my stuff from Mom’s after work,” Avery blurted out. “I was just thanking him.”

Elena’s eyes remained glued to the petite blonde as she walked into the kitchen. “That’s nice of him.”

“I know, right?” Avery agreed as she hurried to put some extra distance between us. She snatched up her travel cup and clutched it to her chest. “Oh, crap! I’ve got to go!”

The little blonde whirled and practically ran out of the front door before either of us could say anything else.

“Jeez,” Elena muttered. “What’s with her?”

“I think she’s just nervous about the move and running into her mom’s boyfriend when we go to get her things.”

I avoided eye contact as I filled another mug and slid it in front of Elena, who scooted onto one of the stools. She was wearing a pair of light pink shorts with a white tank top that set off the tanned skin of her shoulders, and dark blonde curls tumbled loosely down her back. All of Claire’s friends were gorgeous, but Elena had the cool, regal beauty of the statue of a Grecian goddess.

“Mm,” she said appreciatively as she took a sip. “You’ve always got the good stuff here. If I had any sense, I’d move into the room across from Avery’s.” She took another long sip. “She has a crush on you, you know.”

I choked and sputtered coffee onto the granite countertop.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I wheezed. “Just went down the wrong way.”

Wide hazel eyes with glowing flecks of gold peered at me over the rim of her mug. “We’ve all had crushes on you,” she continued softly.

“So Lainey informed me,” I replied drily.

Elena giggled and tossed her head so that her sleep-tousled curls bobbed. “And you never had the faintest idea.”

“No, I didn’t.”

She gave a wistful sigh. “God, I wish my dad was more like you. Every time one of my friends came over, he was eye-fucking her the second she walked through the door. So embarrassing. Then he’d start running her down as soon as she left.”

I hadn’t known that, but having met the man I wasn’t surprised. “I’m sorry. I know that had to make things really uncomfortable for you.”

Elena waved that away. “Not your fault. But it was why I always preferred having sleepovers here instead of at my house.”

When she leaned forward and cupped her hands around the coffee mug, it took a conscious effort not to stare at the lush swell of her breasts revealed by her tank top. “I don’t blame you.”

“It was a shock coming home to that crap again. I’d almost convinced myself that it was just my teen angst or something, until they started in on me the day I got back. You know, they’re actually giving me shit about going to College Station with Claire? They expected me to go to work right away at Dad’s company and threw a fit when I told them I was taking some time first.”

Elena’s father owned a chain of fine antique stores and apparently assumed that she was going to be a part of that, but she sounded less than thrilled at the prospect. “Is that what you want to do?”

She responded with a bitter snort of laughter. “I’ll be bored to death. Dad always talks like he built the company himself, but he just inherited it from his father and hasn’t done anything except keep it running for the last twenty-five years. He couldn’t innovate to save his life. It will be nothing but sitting in the same office every day and going to the same cookie-cutter meetings every week, and then weekends going to godawful events full of people just like Dad.”

“So why do it?”

“I don’t have much choice. When they paid for college, it was understood that I’d go to work there.”

“That’s not right.”

She flashed me a resigned smile. “But it is reality. I’m kind of stuck with it.”

I squared my shoulders and met her eyes firmly. “I’ve still got spare rooms if you need to escape. You’re welcome any time.”

“I appreciate it, but I couldn’t.”

“Elena, you’re family. Every bit as much as Avery. I was happy to have her move in, and I’d be just as happy to have you.”

Which was true, even if it would throw a huge monkey wrench into my budding relationship with Lainey and Avery. But Elena was important, too, so if we had to postpone things while she got her life sorted out then we’d live with it.

She cocked her head with an expression of bemusement. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

“Of course, I do. Think about it this week while you’re with Claire. Talk to her about it if you want, but she’ll tell you to stay here if you want to.”

“Avery might not like it,” she teased, her eyes dancing above the rim of her mug. “I think she’d prefer to have you all to herself.”

My face flamed at the insinuation, but I held her gaze. “I have a feeling that Lainey is going to be hanging out here with Avery a lot to avoid her mom and siblings, so you’ll have plenty of company.”

Elena shook her head. “I don’t blame her. She barely got home, and her mom was already trying to fix her up with guys she works with. And she set a curfew! Do you believe that?”

Sadly, I did. “Yeah, which means the two of them will be around a lot. So, think about it and remember that you always have an option.”

Her expression turned shy, vulnerable, and she quickly looked away. “Thanks, Mr. Connor.”

“Daniel.”

“Daniel,” she repeated with a tiny smile. “I’d better go see if Claire is out of the shower, yet. She wanted to get on the road early.”

As she headed upstairs, I wondered if I’d done the right thing. I’d never really interfered in the girls’ lives before, certainly never gotten between them and their parents, but what else was I supposed to do? I couldn’t sit back and watch Elena be miserable any more than I could Avery or Lainey. Just because they were grown up now didn’t mean that they couldn’t still use some kind of haven.

Besides, I absolutely loathed Elena’s parents. Their emotional neglect while they tried to force her into the mold of what they thought the perfect daughter should be was no less damaging than the utter neglect Avery’s mom put her through. Elena deserved a chance to be the woman that she wanted to be, rather than just a beautiful puppet with her parents pulling the strings. Hell, they all did. They all deserved to live their dreams, and I’d do whatever I could do to help them get there.

Lainey was the next one to appear. I practically salivated at the sight of her long legs coming down the stairs. She was barefoot, in a pair of deep purple running shorts that molded to her hips and ass, and her chestnut curls tumbled carelessly down her white t-shirt. Somehow, she managed to look innocently lovely and sexy as hell at the same time, and I couldn’t decide if I wanted to cuddle her or tear her clothes off with my teeth. Hell, why choose? I could do both.

“Avery left already?” she asked as she made a beeline for the coffeepot.

“She said she had to get to the station early.”

“Ugh. I am so not looking forward to that. Did you know that kindergarten starts at 7:45?”

I chuckled. “Yeah, I remember.”

She came up beside me, glanced over her shoulder to make sure the coast was clear, then brushed her lips against mine. Soft at first, her kiss quickly ramped into something hot and needy as our tongues met. We twined together and my hand found the back of her neck to pull her more tightly against me. I could never get enough of her. I could have spent the whole day doing nothing but kissing Lainey and been a happy man. My heart was pounding and my breathing ragged when she finally pulled back.

“Good morning,” she murmured, green eyes sparkling with mischief and desire.

“I could get used to starting my days out like this.”

“Good, because you’re going to get a lot more of it.”

“Hm. About that…”

Quickly I filled her in on the offer I’d made to Elena. To my surprise, she simply accepted it with a smile.

“It won’t be a problem. At least not like you’re thinking.” When I raised a skeptical eyebrow, she laughed. “Daniel, she’s not stupid, and she already knows we crushed on you hard. She did, too, you know. And because her parents are such judgmental assholes, she tries really hard not to be one. If she finds out about us, Avery and I will take care of it. Trust me.”

I wanted to. I really did. I couldn’t help but worry, though. Out of all of them, Elena was the one closest to Claire. I was terrified of what would happen if Elena told my daughter what was going on between me and Lainey and Avery. Lainey must have guessed what I was thinking because she patted my hand gently.

“You need to stop worrying. It’s like you don’t know us at all, sometimes.”

“I almost feel like I don’t,” I grumbled.

She offered a sympathetic smile. “You’re just seeing facets of us you didn’t know about before because your relationship with us was different. That’s all. But we’re still the same people you’ve known for years. Elena and Skylar love you as much as Avery and I do. They’ll both understand.”

“That doesn’t mean they’ll be okay with it.”

“Have some faith in us, Daniel. You’ve always been there for us, and we’ll be there for you.”

I took a deep breath. It was still difficult to get my head around the sudden changes of the past few days. She was right, though. Whatever happened, they were still the same girls I’d known for years.

“All right. I trust you.”

We were interrupted by the other three girls bumbling downstairs in a wave of chatter and laughter. Lainey gave me a last, lingering look before settling onto the stool beside me, her satisfied smile hidden behind her coffee mug. Later, she helped me whip up pancakes while Claire and Elena loaded the car and Skylar played listlessly on her phone. She was still wearing her green hospital scrubs and had her dark hair up in a messy bun.

“Rough night?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Just long. It’s too quiet on the floors. Can’t wait until I get transferred to the ER.”

“How long will that take?”

“One of the ER nurses is leaving at Christmas. My supervisor says I have a good chance at getting her slot as long as I keep doing well.”

Lainey bumped Skylar’s shoulder as she slid a plate of eggs in front of her. “You’ll get it. You know you will.”

“I hope so.”

“You will,” I told her. “I have faith.”

“So, how are things with The Jerk?” Lainey asked.

Skylar’s face twisted in disgust. “I broke up with him.”

Lainey spun around and stared at her in surprise. “No way!”

“Yep.” The brunette smothered a giggle with her hand. “I did it by text, too. Then I blocked him.”

The other girl hooted with laughter. “Holy crap, Sky. That’s hardcore.”

“He deserved it.”

“He really did. He was an asshole.”

“Alphahole. And I am done with them. No more alphaholes for me.”

Lainey cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“I’m serious!” Skylar protested, setting down her phone. “I really mean it this time.”

“You always mean it, Sky, until some new hot bad boy comes along and gets your panties moist.”

Skylar’s face turned scarlet as her eyes landed on me then darted away. “Lainey!” she shrieked.

“Well, it’s true,” her friend persisted.

The brunette’s eyes flickered to me then she buried her face in her arms. “You are the worst. I cannot believe you just said that in front of Mr. Connor.”

“Daniel!” Lainey chirped helpfully.

“Omigod,” Skylar moaned again. “I’m never going to be able to look him in the face again.”

“He’s a grown man. Do you think he’s unaware that your panties get moist?”

I shook my head in disbelief. “Holy shit, Lainey.”

“What?” she asked, all innocence. “My panties get moist when I’m around hot guys I like, too.” The look she shot me could have melted glaciers. “It’s a perfectly natural reaction.”

Skylar banged her forehead on her arms. “You are freaking unbelievable. How can you talk about this stuff in front of him?”

“He’s been married, you know. It’s hardly some great mystery of life to him.”

“I’m so glad Claire isn’t here,” Skylar moaned. “She’d be mortified.”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah, how about let’s not have this conversation when Claire is around. Or better yet, let’s not have it at all.”

“Not at all works for me,” Skylar agreed fervently.

We were saved by the arrival of Claire and Elena, who had finished loading the car.

“All done,” my daughter announced.

I gestured towards the plates on the island. “Sit down and eat before your food gets cold.”

They both claimed a stool and dug in. After a while Elena cocked her head and stared at Skylar.

“What’s with you?”

Lainey answered for her. “She dumped her boyfriend.”

“Good for you!” Claire said, offering a fist bump.

Skylar returned it with a wry smile. “Thanks.”

Claire’s gaze turned to Lainey. “Should we start a pool on how long it takes until the next one?”

The brunette glared at them. “Why the hell do I even hang around with you assholes?”

Elena wrapped an arm around her neck and planted a loud, smacking kiss on her cheek. “Because you love us!” 

“She says she’s done with bad boys,” Lainey announced.

Claire and Elena shared a look. “Two weeks,” they chorused.

I reached over and patted Skylar’s hand. “I believe you, Skylar. This time you’ll find a guy who deserves you.”

“Thanks, Daniel.”

Claire’s eyes got big. “Oh, so he’s Daniel now?”

Lainey dumped a pile of freshly cooked bacon onto her plate. “He told us we should stop calling him Mr. Connor since we graduated college. He said it makes him feel old.”

“You’re not old, Dad.”

“No, he certainly isn’t,” Lainey said in a low, sexy voice.

“Lainey!” my daughter growled. “Don’t even.”

“He is pretty hot,” Elena agreed, giving me a speculative look.

My daughter scrunched her face in disgust. “Ew! You guys are so gross.”

Skylar nodded sagely. “I tried to tell you, but you didn’t believe me.”

Lainey nudged her with an elbow. “Oh, you be quiet. You think he’s hot, too.”

“Jesus, you guys,” I sighed.

Claire shoved her plate a way. “Okay, I’m done with this conversation. Come on, Elena. Go pee before we leave. I don’t want to have to stop for at least an hour.”

The two girls returned a few minutes later with their purses, and we followed them out to the driveway.

“Drive carefully, sweetheart,” I told Claire as I squeezed her in a hug. “And text me when you get there so I know you made it.”

“I will, Dad,” she replied as she slid into the driver’s seat. “Bye, guys!”

We watched until the car was out of sight, then went back inside together. My feelings were a jumble of sadness, pride, and eagerness. The life I’d lived for so long was about to change in ways I had a hard time imagining.

Skylar’s jaw popped with a huge yawn. “Do you mind if I crash here for the day? I’m too wiped to drive home. Plus my parents are fighting again, so getting any sleep while they’re around is freakin’ impossible.”

“Go ahead,” I told her. “We’ll keep the noise down.”

I followed Lainey into the kitchen. “I guess I should get some work done.”

No sooner had the sound of the bedroom door closing upstairs reached us than Lainey flung herself at me. 




CHAPTER 14

Her arms tightened behind my back, and she hooked one leg around mine while our mouths met in a desperate kiss. As soon as our lips touched, I was lost in her. The rest of the world faded out, and for a long time there was nothing but Lainey. Even when we finally came up for air, I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away from her.

“Sorry I left you alone this morning,” she said, “but I didn’t want to risk someone seeing me coming out of your room.”

“No, that was a good idea. It was risky enough for you to be there at all with everyone staying here.”

“It worked out okay.”

“It was a lot better than just okay. What are you going to do today?” I asked.

One hand waved in a broad circle to encompass the kitchen. “I’m going to start by getting this mess cleaned up.”

“I can help.”

She chuckled and kissed the tip of my nose. “Nah. You go work. I’ve got this.”

I spent the rest of the morning in my office going over the progress reports my project managers had submitted on Friday. Now and then I’d hear Lainey clattering around in the kitchen, and after a little while light, boppy K-pop began playing softly from the living room sound system. None of the noise was loud enough to be disturbing. In fact, the sounds were oddly soothing, reminding me of times with my wife before Claire was born. I’d spent the last four years mostly alone here, and Lainey’s unobtrusive yet pervasive presence filled a void I’d done my best to pretend didn’t exist.

If things worked out with Lainey and Avery, was this what my life would be like? Would this house turn into the home it once had been? I smiled as I caught the faint sound of Lainey humming along to the music and returned to my reports. No, it wouldn’t be like it had been. It would be something very different, but every bit as wonderful.

Around 12:30 there was a soft knock on the doorframe. When I looked up, Lainey was waiting just outside with a tray.

“I brought you some lunch. I whipped up a batch of chicken salad and made sandwiches.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

Her smile was oddly shy as she set the tray on my desk. “I figured you probably haven’t been getting a lot of home-cooked food and might like a change of pace. Besides, I’ve always loved your kitchen. It’s fun to have a chance to really play around in it.”

“It hasn’t gotten a lot of use since Claire left for UT. Not much point in cooking when it’s just one person.”

I took a bite of the sandwich on the tray and moaned as the flavor exploded on my tastebuds. She’d toasted the bread, and the chicken salad was well-seasoned with basil and oregano and a hint of smoked paprika. There were also chips and a pickle spear on the side.

“That’s really good,” I told her and took another bite.

She blushed at the praise and glanced away. “It’s just chicken salad.”

“But it’s really damned good chicken salad. Thank you.”

Keeping her gaze averted, she shifted nervously from foot to foot. “I was thinking. If you don’t mind me hanging around, maybe I could do some cooking?”

I blinked at her in surprise. Where the hell was this coming from? She was the one who’d told me that I was her boyfriend, and she’d just spent the night in my bed. It wasn’t like Lainey to be so unsure of herself. Normally she was simmering with self-confidence.

“Lainey,” I said, holding out my hand to her.

When she took it, I drew her onto my lap and wrapped an arm around her waist. I stroked my fingers through her silken, chestnut curls until she sighed and relaxed against my chest.

“You’re not hanging around,” I told her softly. “I want you here with me, for this to be our home. I don’t want you to leave—ever.”

She turned her head so she could peer up at me. “Do you mean that?”

“Oh, sweetheart. Of course I do.” I cupped her cheek and looked deep into the gold-flecked green of her eyes. “I love you.”

I hadn’t said the words to her before, hadn’t planned on saying them to her now. Hell, I hadn’t even gotten to the point of admitting it to myself yet, but as I spoke them I meant them with all my heart. Maybe it was too soon, but I didn’t particularly care. Any doubts about what I wanted were gone, and I needed to make sure that she knew that.

“You’re absolutely amazing. I want to spend every day with you here. This is your home now, if you want it.”

“You’re sure?” she asked hesitantly. “It isn’t just the sex?”

I snorted a laugh. “While the sex is goddamned incredible, there’s so much more to it than that.” I paused, struggling to find the words to explain what I felt. “You make this place feel like home again. You make me feel alive again. I haven’t felt like this since Claire’s mom died. You make me believe in the future for the first time in a very long time, and I want to build a life with you.”

“I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I think I just needed to hear you say it. With Avery moving in, I wasn’t sure if you still really wanted me, or if you were just being nice.”

I gave myself a swift mental kick. While Lainey might project confidence, she needed reassurance—a lot of it. They all did. It was just part of the lives they’d lived, afterthoughts to their own parents, never really wanted by anyone. But I could handle a little insecurity. I’d just have to make sure I didn’t repeat this mistake with Avery.

“I will always want you. I love you, Lainey. It’s so damned easy to love you, as easy as breathing. It’s like it was always supposed to happen this way.”

“Yeah. I know exactly what you mean.”

I squeezed her and pressed a kiss against her hair. “This is all really new for us, and I’ve been distracted because of Claire. I’m sorry I didn’t make how I felt about you clearer. So, after we get Avery situated, how about we get your things and move you in too?”

That earned me a real smile. “I’d like that. Oh, man. Skylar is going to freak when she finds out.”

“We’ll worry about that when it happens, but it doesn’t matter. The important thing is that you’re home. For good.”

She nodded and nestled into me again, and it was the best feeling in the whole damned world. Finally, she unfolded herself and got back on her feet.

“I’d better let you finish your lunch and get back to work.”

I held onto her fingers. “I love you, Lainey,” I told her again, trying to pour everything I was feeling into the words.

“I love you, too.”

After she left, I stared at the empty doorway for a long time. How in the hell had I gotten here? How had I gotten so damned lucky? I’d gone from being alone to having two gorgeous, amazing women in my life, living in my house, loving me. It didn’t seem real, but the proof was out there humming in my kitchen. I couldn’t stop smiling as I turned back to my computer and the reports that suddenly didn’t seem nearly as important as they had half an hour ago.

I was still at it that afternoon when the front door opened. Moments later Avery’s elfin face peered through my office doorway.

“Am I interrupting?”

“Nope. I’m ready to wrap up for the day.”

“Goodie!”

Before I knew what was happening the petite blonde was in my lap with her eager mouth fastened to mine. There was nothing at all shy about the way her tongue played with mine, and when she pulled away her brown eyes were shining with happiness.

“Hi.”

“Welcome home, sweetheart. How was your day?”

“Long. All I could think about was you.”

I kissed the tip of her adorable little nose. “Ready to go get your stuff?”

“Let me get changed. I’ll just be a minute.”

“Okay.”

A thought struck me. I hesitated to say anything at first. It felt odd to discuss the girls with each other, but if we were going to do this together, we were all going to have to work together on it.

“Avery? Could you be extra sweet to Lainey? She’s feeling a little vulnerable today.”

Avery nodded solemnly. “Sure. Is she okay?”

“She’s fine, but she could use a little extra assurance that we both love her and want her here.”

“Is she moving in, too?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Yes!” She pumped her fist in the air. “I was really hoping she would.”

“You’re not jealous?”

“No way! This is going to be the best thing ever!”

“I think so, too. We just need to make sure Lainey knows we both feel that way.”

Avery tilted her head and studied me with a tiny smile. “See? This is why we love you so much. You always take such good care of us, make sure we feel wanted, like we matter and our feelings are important. You’re really good at seeing what we need to be happy and trying to give it to us.”

“All right,” I laughed, pushing her upright and giving her a playful swat on her pert ass. “Scoot and get changed so we can get your things. Then we’ll come up with a way to celebrate you officially moving in.”

She gave me a heated look. “I know how I want to celebrate.”

“That, too. But we’ll pick up some special takeout on the way home.”

“Home,” she sighed dreamily. “I really love the way that sounds.”

I smiled after her as she scampered off. Lainey came in a few moments later.

“Was that Avery?”

“Yeah. As soon as she’s changed, we’re heading to her mom’s.”

“I’ll go with you. An extra pair of hands to help pack and load can’t hurt.”

“Start thinking about what you’d like to have for dinner. We should probably do a grocery run tomorrow, but tonight we’re celebrating with whatever you two want.”

“Sweet! Let me go get my shoes.”

This was it—the first big step in the three of us building a new life together. It was exhilarating and a little scary, but I cast the last remnants of my doubts aside. I wanted this, wanted two of them and the unlooked-for future that had fallen into my lap. And I was going to give my girls the kind of life they’d only dreamed of.




CHAPTER 15

Avery’s mom lived in a poorer part of town, but even for that neighborhood the house stood out as shabbier than the rest. The yard was gone to weeds, the paint on the trim was faded and peeling, and deep cracks ran through the driveway and sidewalk. I’d always felt bad for Avery whenever I’d come by to pick her up or drop her off, but not today. She had a new home now. This was the last time she’d ever have to set foot inside this place.

It looked deserted, and when I pulled into the driveway Avery was the first to jump out. “I want to get this done fast. They shouldn’t be home for another couple of hours, but…”

The fear lurking in her eyes made my jaw clench in sudden anger. I realized then that she still hadn’t told us everything about what went on in this house, and I was more determined than ever that this would be the end of it. I was going to make damned sure that no one ever hurt her again.

“We’re with you. Don’t worry. Let’s get it done and get out of here.”

The house was even trashier inside than outside. Stains blighted the dingy carpets like a plague, and the cheap furniture was cratered with cigarette burns. Empty beer cans and bottles occupied almost every flat surface, while inside the tiny kitchen piles of dirty dishes spilled from the sink onto the counters, many with leftover food still on them.

“She’s the only one who ever cleans anything,” Lainey told me in a low voice. “This place is going to be a total disaster area with her gone.”

We followed Avery to her room, which bore no resemblance to the rest of the house. It was neat and tidy with everything in its proper place. That was Avery in a nutshell, though.

“You pick out everything that needs to go,” I told her, “and I’ll start loading the car. Are you taking any of the furniture?”

She shook her head. “No, just my clothes and personal stuff.”

I’d already folded down the back row of seats in the SUV to make room for boxes, which we’d gathered up from my garage. The girls piled books, DVDs, toiletries, and everything else Avery wanted to keep into them, and I carried them out and arranged them in the car. Those were followed by plastic trash bags filled with clothes and Avery’s stuffed animal collection. There weren’t nearly as many clothes as I’d imagined, and I made a mental promise to take her shopping for some new things as soon as we had a chance.

In the grand scheme of things, she didn’t have a lot, but it still took time to gather, pack, and load. When we’d been there for a little over an hour, I started getting nervous.

“Lainey? How about going and playing lookout while we finish up? Just in case.”

She snapped a cheesy salute. “Yes, sir! I’m on it.”

“What’s left?” I asked Avery.

“Just the shoes, mainly. Everything else we can leave.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. The rest is all either replaceable or stuff I just don’t care about.”

While she finished up, I carried out two more bags that were ready. I’d just shoved them into the back of the SUV when I heard Lainey gasp.

“Oh, shit. That’s Carl.”

A beige Honda beater that was probably several years older than either of the two girls pulled up at the curb. Its occupant was a beefy guy around my age with the florid face and matching gut of a devout alcoholic. He was a couple of inches shorter than me, and his lanky, brown hair was already showing signs of thinning.

This was the sleazy asshole who had been creeping on Avery. My hands unconsciously clenched into fists, and I had to force myself straighten them out again. No matter what he might deserve, it would be better for Avery if we could get out of here without any trouble.

“Just what the fuck are you doing in my house?” he demanded as he swaggered up to us.

“Helping Avery move out,” I replied.

Lainey had moved into the middle of the yard and had her phone ready. Smart girl. She was either getting this all on video or ready to call 911.

Carl shook his head. “You’re not taking shit out of here without Vanessa’s say so.”

“We’re just taking her personal things. Not any furniture or anything.”

“Not unless Vanessa says it’s okay, you ain’t.” He got right up in my face, and I winced at the odor of stale beer wafting from him. “Just who the fuck are you, anyway?”

“Daniel Connor. Avery is my daughter’s friend. I’m helping her move since she couldn’t fit everything in her car.”

He looked me up and down with naked contempt. “Well, Daniel, you can just carry all that shit right back into the house.”

I met his gaze evenly. “Not going to happen. We’re getting the rest of her things and we’re leaving.”

“And just where is she moving, anyway?”

“In with me,” Lainey piped up.

It was true, if not exactly the whole truth. And the less Vanessa and Carl knew about Avery’s future living arrangements, the better.

“Is that so? Well, we’ll see what Vanessa has to say about that, too.”

Lainey glared at him. “Avery is an adult and can do whatever she wants!”

“Then she can do it without all that stuff Vanessa paid for.”

“She didn’t pay for any of this, and you know it,” the feisty brunette growled. “Avery bought all of it.”

“Maybe you should mind your own business, you little bitch.”

My simmering anger flared up again. “Don’t talk to her like that.”

Carl snorted in derision. “Or what? You gonna do something about it, Pretty Boy?”

He shoved my shoulder hard enough that I rocked back a step. Before I could do anything, the front door slammed behind me. Avery stood on the porch with two bags, which she dropped so she could storm over to us.

“Carl! Don’t you dare touch him, you piece of shit!”

“Watch your language with me, little girl. I told your momma that mouth of yours was going to get you in trouble.”

Fury radiated from the tiny blonde as she stared him down with her small fists on her hips. “I’m done with her, and I’m sure as hell done with you. I’m leaving with Daniel and I’m never coming back.”

Oh, shit. Well, the secret was out now. Carl’s eyes widened as they flickered to me then back to Avery, and he let out a hearty guffaw.

“So that’s it. Honey, your sorry ass will be crawling back here in a month once he gets tired of you.”

“Daniel loves me, and he’s more of a man than you could ever even imagine being, you fucking perv!

Carl drew his fist back, and Avery shrank away in sudden terror. My hand whipped out and snagged his wrist before he could swing.

“You really don’t want to do that.”

“Better let go of me if you want to keep that hand, Pretty Boy.”

“Avery, get back.”

She darted over to stand beside Lainey, and I let go of Carl’s wrist. With her safely out of the way, I breathed a bit easier. I positioned myself between Carl and the girls.

“We’re leaving. Girls, grab the stuff off the porch and get in the car.”

“You don’t listen so good, do you, Pretty Boy? I said you’re not taking anything out of here.”

I stared him right in the eye. “I’m taking Avery and her things, and you’re never going to see her again. You’ll never lay one finger on her. All those sick fantasies you’ve had about her are over.”

He took a swing at me. I’d hoped to avoid anything physical, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t been expecting it. I leaned out of the way, hammered him with a quick jab to the stomach, then followed it with a solid cross to his jaw. Carl stood there for a second, his eyes gone glassy, then his knees wobbled and he crumpled to the sidewalk. The girls stood frozen, staring at us with their eyes wide in shock.

“Get the bags and get into the car,” I repeated. “Now!”

They dashed to the porch, grabbed the two bags, and were in the car before Carl blinked and shook his head.

“We’re leaving,” I told him. “In case you get the bright idea of calling the cops, Lainey got this whole thing on video. You shoving me, trying to hit Avery, taking a swing at me. I’m sure my lawyer could have all kinds of fun with that.” I leaned down close to him and lowered my voice. “And if I ever find out you’ve come anywhere near Avery again, you will disappear and no one will ever find the body. You understand me?”

He glared up at me. “This how you get off? White knighting for little white trash whores like her?”

“Avery was never white trash, dumbass, and she’s certainly not a whore. She’s got more class in her little finger than there is in this entire neighborhood. She’s going to be somebody, and she’s never going to look back. And I’ll be there cheering her on the whole way.”

Carl let out a harsh laugh. “Whatever, man. You’ll tap that fine little ass until you get tired of her mouth, and then dump her right back in the gutter where you found her. Then it’s gonna be my turn.”

I really wanted to hit him again. No, I wanted to beat the living fuck out of him and leave him bleeding out in the yard. Instead, I took a step back, drew in a deep breath, and walked away. When I got into the driver’s seat, Carl levered himself up off the sidewalk and staggered towards the house. Avery quickly rolled down her window.

“Carl!” she called. When he turned towards her, she flung her house key at him. “I’m not coming back. Ever. Tell Mom that.”

She rolled the window back up then sank into her seat. I half-expected Carl to lob a rock or beer bottle at the car as we drove away, but apparently he was done. We turned the corner without any issues, and I let out the breath I’d been holding and started towards home.

I was still buzzing with an adrenaline high, so it took me a couple of minutes before I realized how quiet the car was. At first, I thought it was because the girls were shaken by the encounter with Carl, but then I saw that both of them were staring at me wide-eyed.

“You two okay?” I asked.

Avery opened her mouth then slowly closed it again. It was Lainey who finally spoke up.

“That was absolutely sick,” she said in an awed tone.

Avery finally found her voice. “How did you…? He makes like two of you. And you dropped him like it was nothing.”

It finally sank in what they were talking about. “Oh. I boxed in college. When he threw that punch, I just reacted. It was all reflex.”

“Holy crap,” Lainey breathed. “I am so wet right now.”

Avery let out a long, shivery sigh. “I know, right? I think I just ovulated or something. I totally want to have your babies.”

I laughed so hard I almost swerved into oncoming traffic. “You two are something else.”

They shared a knowing look, and Avery snorted in disbelief. “He thinks we’re kidding.”

“You are so going to get laid when we get home,” Lainey said, nodding.

I shook my head. “I didn’t really do anything.”

Avery put her hand on my arm. “You stood up for us, Daddy. Both of us.”

Lainey made a choking sound and stared wide-eyed at her friend. “Daddy?”

“Shut up!” Avery snapped then turned back to me. “Carl is a lot bigger than you, but you stood up to him because of me.”

“Because of both of us,” Lainey corrected.

I shifted uncomfortably under their gaze. “I just did what any guy would do.”

Both girls burst into laughter. “No,” Lainey said. “Oh, no. They wouldn’t. Trust us on that one.”

“Well, they should,” I grumbled. I really didn’t want them making a big deal out of it, so I said the first thing I could think of to distract them. “Food. We’re celebrating Avery officially moving in. What are we getting?”

In the end, Lainey ordered takeout steaks, baked potatoes, fried mushrooms, and salads from the girls’ favorite steakhouse. When we got home, I handed Avery the keys.

“You get the door, and we’ll bring the food. We’ll come back for your stuff after we eat.”

The girls lagged behind, and when I was sure they couldn’t see, I heaved a deep sigh of relief. Thank fuck that was over. I set the bags on the kitchen island and realized the two of them were still in the foyer, speaking in low voices. I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, but then Avery wrapped her arms around Lainey’s neck, and the other girl hugged her back fiercely. I smiled to myself, a feeling of warmth spreading through my chest. This was all going to work out.

I placed the food we’d gotten for Skylar into the fridge then winced as my hand brushed against the door. Fuck. The knuckles were an angry red and swollen. I hadn’t even felt it before, probably from adrenaline.

“You okay?” Avery asked in concern.

I gave her a wry smile. “This is why you use gloves when you’re boxing.”

“Damn,” Lainey hissed when she saw my hand. “You need ice on that.”

She dug through the freezer until she found an ice pack then made me sit down while they doled out our meals. Avery insisted on cutting up my steak so I wouldn’t have to use my damaged right hand. When I protested, Lainey silenced me with a finger against my lips.

“Just hush. You take care of us, and we take care of you. That’s how it’s going to be from now on. It’s not open for discussion.”

I shut up and let them do it, disgruntled at being fussed over, but at the same time enjoying it a little, too. It was kind of nice having someone taking care me for a change. The conversation around the kitchen island was easy, with plenty of laughter and teasing. It was like all the other times we’d eaten here together during sleepovers, except now the air was charged with sly smiles and smoldering glances, and we exchanged little touches as we talked for no other reason than because we could. It was all still so new and exciting for all of us, and I hoped that we could hold onto that thrill forever.

When we finished dinner, I had a full stomach and two gloriously lovely young women looking at me as though they wanted to eat me alive. It made me feel twenty years younger and brimming with energy. Together we carried Avery’s things up to her new room and helped her start unpacking. I noticed Lainey looking around the room a little wistfully and guessed what was on her mind.

“So, which room do you want?” I asked her.

She blinked at me in surprise. “Huh. I guess I need to pick one, don’t I? It still doesn’t seem quite real. I’m actually moving in with you.”

I brushed her hair out of the way and kissed her forehead. “It’s as real as you want it to be, sweetheart. Move in tomorrow if you want, or if you’d rather take it slow and live at your mom’s for a while and just do sleepovers when you’re up for it, that’s okay, too. Whatever you’re comfortable with.”

She traded a look with Avery, and both of them sighed.

“He’s the most amazing man in the history of ever,” the petite blonde said.

Lainey wrapped her arms around me and buried her face in the crook of my neck and shoulder. “Have I mentioned that I love you?” she murmured. “I want to be here with you forever. But I want Claire’s room, because it looks out over the backyard. I can hold off on moving in until she’s gone. Besides, I’ve still got to think about what I’m going to tell Mom.”

Avery’s eyes got big. “Oh, shit. I hadn’t thought of that. We’ll have to brainstorm and figure out some kind of story for her.”

I frowned. “You know she’s going to find out the truth eventually, right?”

“Yeah. But if I’ve got some time, I can think of a way to ease her into it so she doesn’t pitch a fit.”

Avery lifted sweaty strands of her pale blonde hair away from her neck. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m ready to cool off in the pool.”

“Hell, yeah!” Lainey agreed.

“Me too. You two get changed and I’ll meet you out there.”

“Do you need help changing?” Avery asked innocently, although the playful smirk on her face belied her tone. “Because of your hurt hand, I mean. We’d be more than happy to undress you.”

I rolled my eyes. “I think I can manage. See you in a few minutes.”

I almost regretted telling her no when I had to get out of my jeans. The joints on my hand didn’t want to bend, and the pressure on my fingers hurt like a bitch. I managed to get them off by mostly relying on the other hand, though, and the swim trunks weren’t nearly as hard to manage. Afterwards I popped a couple of ibuprofen before joining the girls outside.

They were already in the pool, splashing around and laughing while K-pop played softly through the outdoor speakers. Most of the songs were new to me, but I recognized some older ones from when they were in high school. I sank down with a groan into one of the deck chairs to watch them. I probably shouldn’t have volunteered to carry the heavy boxes upstairs with my hand so swollen. They could have waited in the foyer, but I’d wanted Avery to have all of her things so she could get settled in and feel at home as soon as possible.

I ought to let her redecorate, too. The spare room she’d picked was awfully vanilla. Maybe tomorrow we could go pick some new things out for her after she got off work. I wasn’t normally big on shopping but imagining the tiny blonde’s enthusiasm got me a little excited about it.

A wave of cool water splashing over me yanked me out of my meandering, and I sat upright spluttering. “Hey!”

“Come in the water, Daniel!”

“Yeah! Come play with us!”

The girls grinned up at me, eyes sparkling with mischief. My cock twitched and swelled at the sight of their lithe, wet bodies. They’d both picked what had to be the skimpiest bikinis they owned, and they left very little to the imagination. But I certainly wasn’t going to complain about that.

“Like what you see?” Lainey teased, arching her back to thrust her tits up out of the water.

Avery batted her eyes at me. “Jeez, the way you’re staring, you’d think you’d never seen us in bikinis before.”

I sort of hadn’t until the last few days. Or rather, I had never really noticed them as very sexy women wearing them. Now it was impossible to see them as anything else. I was still having a little trouble reconciling the change, but damned if I was going to let that stop me. Instead of answering them, I dived into the water between them. Both of them squealed and splashed away, but that wasn’t going to save them.




CHAPTER 16

Lainey darted out of my grasp, but Avery’s feet slipped on the bottom of the pool, and I was on her before she could recover. The tiny blonde squealed as I grabbed her and pulled her under with me. Rather than struggle, though, she wrapped herself around me and pressed her mouth against the hollow of my throat. Her kisses set my skin on fire while she slowly rubbed the heat of her core against my groin.

I burst upward and sucked in a gasping breath as I breached the surface. Avery didn’t so much as slow down. If anything, her kisses grew even more frantic while she ground harder on my hard cock. I planted my feet well apart so her movements wouldn’t push me over then grabbed her round, little ass with both hands to hold her against my hardness.

“Damn, Avery,” Lainey said as her arms came around me from behind. “Just going to go for it right here, huh?”

“I can’t help it,” the other girl panted. “I want him so bad, all the freakin’ time. It’s like I’m always ready for him.”

She moaned as she rubbed her pussy against me. She was so wet that her slippery juices were already soaking through both of our swimsuits. I squeezed my fingers between us then slid them into Avery’s bikini bottoms until I found her clit. The girl threw back her head with a loud squeal as I stroked it, and her hips went wild thrashing against me.

Oh, fuck,” she gasped.

At the same time, one of Lainey’s hands fondled my balls while the other played against my bare chest. I was steel-hard now, and I gripped Avery’s ass hard enough to leave marks while I relentlessly worked her nub with my fingers.

“Come for me,” I urged her. “Come for me, baby girl.”

Avery clung to me as though she was afraid she’d drown if she let go, and she buried her face against my neck. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. I’m so close.” Her lips fastened onto my neck, and she nipped me with her sharp, little teeth. Suddenly her body went rigid.

“Oh! Oh!” she screamed against me while her legs squeezed me so tightly that I could barely breathe. “Daddy! Oh, Daddy!”

I continued rubbing her swollen pearl as she rode out the successive waves of her climax, then she shivered and jerked as the aftershocks rolled through her lithe frame. Finally, she sank limply against my chest, spent.

“Holy shit, Ave,” Lainey murmured.

“I told you,” the other girl said in a dreamy voice. “It’s like that all the time, like I’m on a hair trigger or something.”

I slogged through the water then lifted Avery and set her gently on the edge of the pool. The instant I turned, Lainey was in my arms. Her slick skin slid against mine as she pressed every inch of her body against me. Fingers in my hair tilted my head down until she could reach my lips with hers. She kissed me as though she was starving for it, her tongue darting and twining against mine until my erection was straining against her flat stomach.

“I’m the same way, you know,” she told me. “I’m wet all the time thinking about you, about what you do to me. I damned near came just from watching you with Avery.”

“Then we’d better see about getting you taken care of, too.”

“Please,” she urged me with a wry smile. “I am aching for you right now.”

I wrapped my hands around her slim waist and heaved her up beside Avery, then took a moment just to drink them in. Their wet hair hung low, darkened by the water, and droplets glittered in the sunlight like jewels on their perfect skin. They were both so fucking beautiful that it staggered me a little. They were the kind of women that most guys can only dream about, as different as they could be physically, but each completely incredible in her own unique way. And somehow they were both mine.

Water streamed from my body as I hauled myself out of the pool. It wasn’t until then that I realized just how badly my dick was tenting the wet fabric.

“Let me help you with that.”

Lainey’s nimble fingers snagged the waistband of my shorts and deftly tugged them over my hips without snagging my straining cock. It jutted proudly, eager to get close to both of my young beauties. Her hand wrapped around my girth then gave it a couple of tight, leisurely strokes that brought a groan to my lips.

“My turn,” she said.

Taking my hand, she drew me to one of the deck chairs and pressed me down onto it. Swiftly she skinned out of her bikini to reveal the stiff, pink nipples standing up on her round tits and the soft tuft of hair at the join of her legs before she crawled up my body until she was straddling my lap. With a saucy smile she braced one hand against the back of the chair, lifted herself up onto her knees, and then guided the head of my cock to her entrance. Lainey gave a deep moan as she lowered herself onto my erection, taking it slowly inside of her until she was sitting on my lap with my whole length captured within her tight walls.

Once she was settled, she leaned in and gave me a slow kiss. “Hi there,” she said softly.

“Hi, yourself.”

I palmed both of her tits to massage her water-slicked skin. She gasped at the friction on her pebbled nipples and let out a low moan of pleasure.

“That feels so good, Daniel.”

Then she did something I didn’t expect. Instead of riding me like a stallion the way she usually did, she only lifted up slightly and rocked her hips just enough to move me inside of her while bearing down on me with her inner muscles. It was like being slowly squeezed by a slippery fist and felt amazing.

“Oh, shit,” I groaned.

“I don’t want to break your chair,” she murmured as she shifted gently on top of me.

Right then I didn’t give one single fuck about the stupid chair. I’d buy a whole new set of them just so we could break them this way. Behind her, Avery had stripped off her bikini as well and sprawled on a towel while she watched us, nimble fingers dancing between her legs.

“That is so hot, Lainey. You look amazing riding him, with his cock stretching you out.”

However good it might look, it felt even better, and the pressure on my cock sent ripples of pleasure zinging through me. Lainey kept up the rhythmic rocking of her hips, never slower, never faster, moving to a perfect beat as though she was listening to a metronome inside her head. As much as I loved taking her hard and fast, this leisurely buildup was doing even more for me.

Lainey’s eyes fluttered, and her head lolled from side to side as she lost herself in the overpowering sensations within her body. I was right there with her, ready to do this for the rest of the day and night. I gently rolled her nipples beneath my thumbs and was rewarded by the rippling of her inner walls against my cock.

She arched her back. “More,” she breathed.

I squeezed those gumdrops harder, pinching enough for it to hurt just a bit. Lainey cried out and a gush of hot honey slicked my balls. We were both soaked now, and her pussy squelched loudly around my cock as she rode me. Her tits heaved under my hands as her breathing deepened. Another shiver ran through her, so I knew she was getting close. I let my eyes shut and focused on the way her pussy clutched my dick.

“I knew it!”

The shout from the back door froze all three of us and yanked our eyes towards the house. Skylar stood there in the doorway wearing a royal blue sleep shirt, her sable hair sleep-rumpled, both fists planted firmly on her hips as she glared at us.

Fuck. I’d completely forgotten she was even here.

“Oh, shit,” Avery squeaked, then rolled off the deck into the pool like she thought she could hide beneath the crystal water.

Lainey slid off my cock and huddled beside me, face burning and eyes wide. “Skylar, I…” Her voice trailed off while her mouth continued to work soundlessly.

“I freakin’ knew there was something going on with you two,” Skylar continued, thrusting damning fingers at me and Lainey. “I wasn’t sure about Avery, but I just knew you two had something going on.”

What could I even say? It’s not what it looks like? My extremely obvious erection in the presence of two very naked young women kind of spoiled that idea. I would have laughed if I wasn’t about to have a heart attack. I pushed myself upright while Skylar stalked towards us.

“I mean, what the hell?” she demanded. “You guys weren’t even going to tell me?”

Lainey blinked at her in confusion. “What?”

“If you two think that you’re keeping Daniel all to yourselves, you’ve got another think coming. You are damned well going to share.”

When she was almost upon us, she grabbed the hem of her nightshirt and yanked it up over her head then tossed it over the back of a nearby chair. My mouth dropped open at the sight of her high, rounded tits and black thong panties. Her body was every bit as mouth-watering as I’d imagined, with the kind of curves to bring a man to his knees and make him weep. She could have put centerfolds to shame.

“We were going to tell you and Elena after Claire moved out,” Lainey protested weakly.

“Yeah,” Avery chimed in from across the pool. “It wasn’t exactly like we could make a group announcement or anything.”

“Plus, you had a boyfriend,” Lainey added.

Skylar ignored them, instead plopping herself onto my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck, and planting her plush lips on mine. I might have been shocked, but I wasn’t dead. I slid my arms around her waist and pulled her against me until her soft tits pushed into my chest.

She was gorgeous, curvier than either of the other two girls, with a waspish waist and generous hips and tits and the kind of round ass that made you want to take a bite. She kissed me slowly, taking her time to savor it despite the hard rod of my cock pulsing insistently against her firm ass. There was nothing shy about it—Skylar knew exactly what she wanted; she just wasn’t in any kind of hurry.

After what felt like an hour of that she drew back, then reached behind her and grabbed my dick. “Mmm. Nice.”

Lainey snorted in irritation. “That was mine, you know.”

The brunette smirked at her over her shoulder. “From the look of things, you’ve both had your share already. It’s my turn, now.” Her eyes turned back to me. “Unless you have any objection, Daniel,” she purred.

I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak. Hell, I wasn’t sure whether I was even able to talk. There wasn’t much in the way of coherent thought going on in my head just then.

“This chair makes me nervous,” Skylar said as it rocked beneath us. “How about we find a towel on nice, sturdy solid ground instead?”

I ended up flat on my back with the curvy brunette hovering over me, her eyes latched onto my throbbing cock.

“God, I cannot wait to ride that thing. Do you have any idea how many times… Well, never mind. But first, I want a taste.”

She slithered between my legs so that she was bent over my erection and tucked her long, ebony hair over her shoulder. Her deep blue eyes bored into mine as she lowered her mouth to my head. Fingers gripped the base of my shaft as she swirled her tongue around the tip then dragged it along the underside with excruciating deliberateness.

“Damn, Lainey, you taste amazing,” she said.

I blinked and my dick jerked so hard at her words she almost lost her grip. Holy shit.

“You like that?” I asked.

She squeezed me in her fingers. “Yeah, but I like this even more. So, why don’t you two come give me a hand here? I bet Daniel would love to see all three of us on his cock at once. Come on. There’s enough to go around.”

Lainey looked shocked by this, but Avery jumped out of the pool with a whoop. “Oh, this is going to be awesome!”

She darted over and positioned herself on my right side while Lainey edged up more uncertainly on my left. There was an impish glee glowing in Skylar’s eyes as she took the base of my erection in her hand and went back to tonguing my cock. Avery dove in beside her, running her small tongue in circles around the tip, then Lainey finally joined in and mirrored Skylar’s longer licks along my shaft. My eyes rolled back, and I sank back against the towel. Just the sight of the three of them tonguing my cock was almost enough to make me explode.

“Oh, fuck me,” I moaned.

There was no response except some giggles as they licked and slurped together. My mind roiled in disbelief. How the hell had this—three of my daughter’s gorgeous best friends worshipping my cock—become my life? I felt like an eastern potentate enjoying the ministrations of his harem or something. Everything was going great until Avery got carried away and swooped down to take the entire length of my dick in her mouth.

“Hey!” Skylar protested, bumping the other girl with her shoulder. “It’s my turn, damn it!”

Avery just sucked harder until the other two dragged her off, kicking and spluttering.

“Brat,” Skylar muttered.

“I couldn’t help myself,” Avery said. “It’s just so good.”

Lainey shook her head in mock sadness. “You just can’t trust her with Daniel’s cock.”

“It’s time to mix things up anyway,” Skylar said as she planted her feet on either side of my hips and knelt down until my erection slid into the hot, slick channel between her legs. Her eyes gleamed with mischief as she rubbed herself slowly against my length. “What do you think, Daniel? Ready to see how I measure up to these two?”

Her movements against me were sweet agony. “Oh, hell, yes,” I breathed.

With a smirk, Skylar expertly wiggled her hips and captured the head of my cock without needing to use her hands, then impaled herself on it in one swift motion. She bore down on me with her inner muscles as she sank onto my hips, so the slippery heat of her walls squeezed the full length of my shaft for one blissful moment. She grinned at my groan of ecstasy, then lifted up until only my head remained wedged inside of her. For a few very long seconds she held herself there, building up the tension, before dropping onto my lap once more. It was pure fucking Heaven inside of her. While she wasn’t quite as tight as Avery, Skylar knew how to use the muscles inside of her pussy to make it feel as though she was kneading my cock.

“So, what do you think?” she asked.

“I think you’re fucking incredible,” I told her.

“That’s because I am,” she said with a smirk.

“And so modest,” Avery chirped beside us.

The lovely little blonde was stretched out on a towel nearby, fingering herself without so much as a hint of self-consciousness while she watched us. Skylar started riding me in earnest, and once she got into a rhythm she glanced over at Lainey.

“You should join in.”

Lainey blinked in confusion. “Huh?”

“Sit on his face. I’m pretty sure Daniel can handle us both at once.”

I gulped hard and hoped like hell that I could. This wasn’t exactly something I’d prepared for in my long years as a single dad. One of them at a time was enough to completely absorb my attention, and now I’d get two of them while Avery watched? But I was determined not to disappoint my girls. I’d manage it—somehow.

Lainey quickly grabbed a towel, rolled it up, and slid it under my head before straddling me and then carefully lowering herself over my face. She was sopping wet, her pink folds glistening with her honey, and the scent of her arousal was a drug I was already addicted to. As she settled, I wrapped my arms around her thighs and grabbed her ass. The girl was so fucking perfect, and my mouth watered at the sight of her bare sex only inches away from my face. I pulled her a little lower so that she was within easy reach then ran my tongue lightly along her thin, pink lips.

“Daniel,” she whined, pushing herself against my tongue. “Oh, please.”

I thrust my tongue into her entrance, reveling in her unique, tart flavor. Skylar was right—she tasted amazing. I focused on her, leaving Skylar to pleasure herself on my dick at my own pace. It had the added benefit of distracting me so that I didn’t finish too quickly in the clutching embrace of the sultry brunette’s incredible pussy.

I zeroed in on Lainey’s clit, caressing it with slow, light strokes of my tongue while she emitted little mewls of pleasure above me. Her back arched, and she pressed her dripping slit against my face.

“More,” she moaned. “Don’t tease me.”

Skylar slowed her bouncing on my dick and leaned forward. From Lainey’s sudden gasp, I guessed the other girl was fondling her tits. She tilted over my face to give her friend easier access, which was fine with me because it caused her slit to spread even wider above me.

“Fuck,” Avery murmured as she watched. “That is so fucking hot, you guys.”

The tiny blonde left her towel to kneel beside Lainey, and she pressed a soft kiss against her shoulder while her small hand reached for Skylar’s swollen clit. The brunette shuddered, and her walls rippled against me from this extra stimulation. Avery’s other hand snaked down between us to grip the shaft of my cock, giving it a good squeeze before gliding down to the base and caressing my balls.

My mind went totally blank for a minute, and I had to divert all my attention back to Lainey to keep from coming. I lashed her clit furiously, and when I drove my tongue as deeply as it would go into her sodden tunnel, she angled her hips to take even more.

“Yes,” she hissed. “Like that. Fuck me with your tongue.”

I was more than happy to oblige her. Hot juices from her pussy drenched my tongue, and I couldn’t get enough. At the same time, Skylar had gone back to bouncing on my cock. Avery’s fingers on her clit had her as wet as Lainey, now. So much nectar had leaked out of her that my groin was soaked, and the brunette’s round ass smacked wetly against my hips each time she landed on me.

As she rode me even harder, her motions became more erratic so I could tell she was right at the edge. Her breath was coming in ragged gasps punctuated with sharp little moans within her throat.

“God, Daniel. Oh, fuck. I’m going to come.”

I dragged myself away from Lainey’s delicious cunt so I could answer her. “Do it, sweetheart. I want to feel you. Come all over my cock.”

Avery’s fingers danced faster on Skylar’s nub, driving her friend to the brink. The young nurse bottomed out with my erection buried inside of her to my balls and froze there while her pussy spasmed around me.

“Fuck!” she shouted.

While she quivered and shook through her orgasm, I buried my face against Lainey’s sweet pussy and licked her for all I was worth. Only seconds passed before she cried out with her own release, and a gush of her sweet cream spilled onto my tongue and smeared my face.

I lapped it up hungrily while she trembled and cried out, and I only kept her from smothering me by propping her up from beneath. At the same time, I was holding on with all my might to keep from emptying into Skylar. I still owed Lainey for what we’d started before this little interruption.

Skylar rose first and pulled Lainey down onto the towel Avery had abandoned minutes before. They quickly formed a sixty-nine with Skylar tucked beneath the sexy brunette.

“I want you to lick me while Daniel fucks you from behind,” the nurse said.

Lainey squeaked in protest. “I’ve never…”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Skylar replied with a smirk. 

I stared at them in disbelief. Holy crap. Where had this even come from?

“You were a lot more adventurous in college than we were,” Avery chimed in.

Lainey rolled her eyes. “Everyone was more adventurous in college than you were.”

“You’ll both be glad that I was,” Skylar told them. “I promise you that.”

With a little moan, Lainey crouched lower on her elbows and brought her face to Skylar’s pussy. She gave the cum-drenched skin a tentative lick while I moved around to position myself behind her. That perfect ass drew me like a beacon, and I nudged her legs further apart to reveal the pink treasure hidden below.

Lainey was so wet that the head of my cock slid right into her. She gasped and arched her back, revealing the lovely dimples of her ass. Fuck, the girl was sexy. Even as I pushed inside her, she kept her mouth on Skylar.

The brunette regarded me from beneath, her blue eyes glassy with lust while she watched my cock disappearing into her friend. “I wanted you, Daniel,” she said. “But having all three of you is even better.”

“I cannot argue with that,” I panted as I grabbed hold of Lainey’s hips to drive myself into her until my balls brushed her mound.

Her tight heat wrapped around me was utterly fucking amazing. I wanted to keep my dick buried in her forever. After a moment, Avery came around and knelt beside Lainey so she could watch from over her friend’s ass as I fucked her. She draped an arm over Lainey’s back and leaned in close for a bird’s eye view.

“Fuck, that’s hot,” she breathed, one hand stroking lightly along Lainey’s ass while the other darted between her own legs. “You look so good taking Daniel’s cock.”

“She really does,” Skylar murmured, her voice husky. “I bet you do, too.”

Avery stretched up to kiss me, her satin little tongue eager as it sought mine. We kissed, hot and frantic, while I hammered into her best friend. This really was Heaven.

I was getting desperate for air, though. When we broke apart, she wrapped her arms around Lainey’s hips and held onto her ass, squeezing her cheeks and spreading her wide open for me. I took advantage of that little bit of extra room to drive myself even deeper into Lainey’s pussy.

Avery stared as though she’d never seen people fucking before. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

“Fuck yes, she is,” I panted. “She’s goddamned gorgeous. You all are.” And I was the luckiest man on the whole planet.

“I wish I could watch you taking me from behind like this,” Avery sighed wistfully.

“Naughty girl. I’ll bet you could talk Skylar into taking a video.”

She closed her eyes and shivered. “I think I’d like that.”

“So would I.”

Lainey let out a muffled cry and buried her face against Skylar’s thigh. The brunette nurse didn’t seem to mind being abandoned, though. She stroked her long fingers along Lainey’s trembling thighs and crooned at her.

“Come for us, Lainey. Cream all over that thick cock inside of you. I want to feel you on top of me while you come.”

I shook my head in bemusement. Sex with the other two girls hadn’t been remotely boring, but Skylar was adding a whole new dimension that I wouldn’t have dreamed of. I’d be dreaming about it a lot more from now on, though, that was for damned sure. At this rate, I might never lose my erection again.

My attention went back to Lainey. Her ass and thighs were quivering, and her fists had clenched in the towel beneath Skylar.

“Oh, fuck,” she panted. “Oh, shit.”

Her words trailed off in a long cry while her pussy squeezed me so hard I thought the head might pop off inside of her. The tingling burn low in my balls surged through my dick and my breath caught. I gripped her hips until my fingers ached and slammed into her.

“Do it,” Avery urged. “Come inside of her.”

Shit. I shoved all the way into Lainey’s pussy and exploded. My cock pulsed and jerked as I filled her depths with gouts of boiling cum. It kept spurting into her for so long that I began to wonder if it was ever going to stop. Lainey’s slick walls fluttered against me and milked out every drop until it spilled out of her and ran in thick streams down her tan thighs.

I drew in a deep, shuddering gasp of air while my legs trembled and my vision dimmed. “Holy fuck,” I wheezed. “That was intense.”

The muscles in my legs were quaking, so I slipped out of Lainey’s tight grip and collapsed onto my ass while trying to get enough oxygen into my lungs to keep from passing out.

Before Lainey could move, Avery swooped in behind her and began licking away the cum coating her skin. The tiny blonde smacked her lips and looked over her shoulder at me with an impish smile.

“Didn’t want to let any go to waste.”

“Damn, girl,” Skylar chuckled.

I shook my head. “We’ve created a monster.”

Avery just laughed. “Nom, nom, nom,” she said as she went back to licking.

I met Skylar’s eyes and we both burst into laughter. Three of them. Holy crap.




CHAPTER 17

“It’s a damned good thing none of the neighbors are home,” I muttered as we walked into the house. “We’re going to have to be a lot more careful about our outdoor activities from now on.”

“Outdoor activities,” Avery mimicked, and all three of them burst into laughter.

I pretended to ignore them. “Skylar, we brought you dinner. It’s in the fridge.”

When she pulled the Styrofoam container out, her eyes lit up. “Steak? Fuck, I love you guys.” She dumped everything onto a plate and stuck it in the microwave. “So, tell me how this got started. I’m dying to hear this story.”

“First tell us what clued you in to us,” Lainey demanded.

“I saw you kissing Daniel in his office the other night,” Skylar said, biting her lip. “That’s when I broke up with my asshole ex. I decided right then that if I had any shot at Daniel, I was sure as hell going to take it.”

“You don’t mind sharing him with us?” Avery asked anxiously.

Skylar set her plate down on the island and gave the blonde a firm hug. “No, sweetie. There are a billion douchebags like my ex out there, but only one Daniel. I’d much rather share him with my friends than have a douchebag all to myself.” Her big, blue eyes met mine. “What about you, Daniel? Got room for one more woman in your life?”

Three of them? What the fuck was I going to do with three of them? But I loved Skylar every bit as much as I did her friends, and there was no way I’d ever shut her out. If this was what she wanted, I was more than happy to include her in this new family.

I nodded firmly. “There’s always room for you.”

With that assurance, Lainey and Avery launched into the tale of how it all started with the three of us. When Avery got to the part where Claire almost walked in on us in my bedroom, Skylar laughed so hard I thought she was going to fall off her stool.

“Omigod,” she gasped. “I wish I could have seen your faces.”

“It wasn’t that funny,” I muttered.

Lainey snickered beside me. “Oh, yes it was. When Avery told me about it later that night I laughed until I almost peed myself.”

“I just can’t get over the three of you sneaking around and screwing like bunnies right under everyone’s noses,” Skylar giggled. “It’s like a bad eighties romcom or something.”

“You cannot imagine how stressful it’s been,” Lainey said, snatching a mushroom from the other girl’s plate.

“Hey!”

Avery sighed. “I thought I was going to freakin’ die when you guys came out to find me in the hot tub. I only just had time to put my bikini top on and was sitting on the bottoms. I was absolutely terrified one of you was going to hop in and then I’d have to explain why I was half-naked.”

Skylar cocked her head. “We would have just assumed you were fingering yourself while you thought about Daniel.”

“Skylar!”

Lainey let out an amused snort. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Omigod!” Avery shrieked as her face turned bright red.

I took pity on her. “Don’t give her a hard time,” I told them.

Lainey smirked at me. “Picking favorites already, Daddy?”

Skylar’s jaw dropped open. “No. She didn’t.”

Lainey nodded. “Yeah, she did. Weirdly enough, it’s kind of cute, though.”

“Sometimes I hate you guys so much,” Avery grumbled. “I’m never telling either of you anything again.”

Skylar patted her hand. “We love you, Ave. We’re just teasing.” Her blue eyes flickered to me. “It’s nice not having to hide how we feel from Daniel anymore. If only you’d known, huh?”

“It would have embarrassed the hell out of me then,” I admitted.

“What about now?”

My lips curved into a wry smile. “It’s actually kind of funny. But I never would have…”

“We know,” Skylar sighed. “We knew it then, and as much as we would have liked for something to have happened, we all knew you weren’t that guy. But I’m really glad you’re that guy now,” she added with a saucy wink.

“I’m still the same guy. It’s just that you’re all older now, out of college.”

“And we still had to jump you,” Lainey pointed out. “You never would have made the first move.”

Skylar turned to her. “Are you moving in, too?”

“As soon as Claire is gone.”

Skylar’s face grew wistful. “That’s good.”

“You’ve already got a bedroom,” I reminded her. “It’s yours as long as you want it.”

Her eyes went wide. “Seriously?”

“You’re part of the family, Skylar. It’s kind of a different family, but I think it’s going to be a good one.”

Lainey took my hand and laced her fingers through mine. “I think so, too,” she said with soft smile.

Skylar nodded to herself. “I kind of pictured the three of you all piled into Daniel’s bed. That wouldn’t work well with my graveyard shifts, but if I had my own room to crash in it would be perfect.”

“I’m all for everyone piling into my bed, but I also think you should all have your own space too, at least for a while until we get used to this. Long term, well, we’ll figure it out.”

I was pretty sure that Avery and Lainey would end up moving into my room before too long. Thank goodness when we’d had the house built, we’d included a huge walk-in closet in the master suite that was almost as big as one of the upstairs bedrooms. There was also a garden tub in the bathroom that was big enough for two people—three if they were okay being cozy with each other. The closet was mostly empty, and the tub had gone unused after my wife died. Happiness filled me at the thought of the house being used as it was intended after so long.

Lainey squeezed my hand. “What are you smiling about?”

Skylar snorted again. “He’s shacking up with three smoking hot younger women. Why wouldn’t he be smiling?” Despite her words, her eyes were soft as she smiled at me. “Are you sure you’re okay with this, Daniel? I’d understand if it’s too much.”

I stood up, moved to her side, and turned her face up to mine with a fingertip under her chin. “I’m sure,” I whispered, then brushed my lips against hers. Our kiss this time was slow and sweet. “I love you, Skylar. You belong here with us like you always have. You’re just coming home.”

“Home,” she breathed when our lips parted. “You have no idea how nice that sounds. But right now, I’ve got to get some more sleep before I have to be up for my shift. If you guys go back out to the pool, try not to be so loud. Especially you, Avery!” As she headed up the stairs, she called back, “How someone so tiny can be so loud I’ll never understand.”

The tiny blonde glared after her, scandalized. “Hmph!”

“You are kinda loud,” Lainey agreed.

Avery turned her soft, brown eyes to me. “You don’t mind, do you Daddy?”

“Hell, no. You be as loud as you like, sweetheart. Just lets me know I’m doing my job right.”

Lainey bumped her friend with her shoulder. “You are such a daddy’s girl.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Avery replied primly.

We spent the rest of the evening hanging out together in the living room. They were ecstatic when I suggested we go shopping the next day for things to redecorate their new rooms, even though Lainey would have to wait until Claire moved out to get hers done.

Shortly after Skylar left for work, Avery yawned. “I need to get to call it a night. Can we sleep in your bed tonight?”

“Of course.”

Both girls ran upstairs and quickly grabbed their things. I pointed to the master bathroom when they came back.

“Keep whatever you like in there. There’s plenty of room.” Which was true—my things took up maybe a tenth of the counter and shelf space in the huge bathroom. “And I’d love it if you spent every night in here with me.”

“Really?” they both asked at once.

I swept them both into a hug. “You’d better believe it. I spent too many years sleeping alone in this bed, rattling around in this space. I want you to fill it, make it a home again. And Skylar can join us when she’s off and doesn’t have to worry about us waking her up.”

“That would be really good,” Lainey agreed.

I honestly couldn’t imagine anything better than waking up next to the three of them.




CHAPTER 18

Since I didn’t have to go into the office the next day, I took Avery and Lainey on a shopping trip to Wayfair. I made each of them get a cart and turned them loose to find things to redecorate their new rooms. While I wasn’t much of a shopper, it was fun watching them enthuse over everything they saw. They never got to do anything like this, so I enjoyed the hell out of being able to give them the opportunity to go wild spending on themselves.

They oohed and aahed over curtains and bedding. Avery went with girly pinks and pastels, while Lainey stuck with her favorite jewel tones. New bedside tables and lamps made their way into their carts, along with towels and rugs and knickknacks. I encouraged them to get whatever struck them because I wanted them to make the rooms theirs and not just feel like they were visitors. Once they were comfortable, I hoped that their influences would spread beyond their rooms to the rest of the house, and they would make the whole place truly theirs.

Lainey got distracted in kitchenware, drooling over the pots and pans while Avery drifted into the bathroom section, and as I watched them the warmth in my chest swelled until I could barely contain it. Even now it was so hard to believe that this was real, that these incredible, gorgeous young women were with me. I kept expecting to wake up and find myself alone again. But it wasn’t a dream. I was just the luckiest guy in the whole damned world.

I couldn’t wait to take Skylar on her own shopping trip. All three of them deserved to be settled and happy, and to know that they were loved and wanted and appreciated. I was going to give them a real home, filled with love and laughter, where they would all feel like they belonged. And frankly, I wanted to spoil the shit out of them, because no one else ever had and they deserved that, too.

Avery balked when we went through checkout and saw what the total for her cart was. She shrank into herself, and her face went pale.

“I’ll put some of it back,” she murmured.

I took her hand and drew her aside. “Listen to me, sweetheart. This isn’t even a rounding error in my bank account. You don’t need to worry about how much things cost. All that matters is that you’re comfortable and happy, and money is no object where that’s concerned.”

Her big, brown eyes filled with tears, and she pressed herself against me. “I love you so much,” she whispered.

“I love you, too. I will always take care of you—all of you. You’ve had to deal with so much shit, and there wasn’t much I could do about it before. But I’m going to make damned sure that you all have the best lives from now on.”

She buried her face against my shoulder. “I’m never going to be able to repay you for all of this.”

“Oh, honey. You love me. I’ll spend the rest of my life paying you back for that. I still don’t know what I did to deserve it, but I’ll do my very best to make sure you never regret it.”

“I could never regret it. You’re what I’ve always wanted, and this is better than anything I ever dreamed of.”

“So, we’re okay?”

“Yeah. I just never had anyone do anything like this for me before.”

I brushed her pale, golden hair back and swept away a tear that had run down her cheek. “Well, I plan to spoil you absolutely rotten, so you’d just better get used to it. Now, let’s finish this up and get home so you can start redecorating.”

“Okay!” she said, much more cheerful now.

Lainey must have caught the gist of our conversation because she didn’t say a word while she checked out her things. But when Avery skipped ahead to the SUV with her cart full of loot, the lovely brunette slowed her pace and gave me a worried look.

“Is this really all right, Daniel? We don’t want to take advantage of you. We’re already moving in with you and not paying rent or anything.”

I squeezed her hand then twined my fingers with hers. “Lainey, love, it’s more than okay. Money isn’t an issue. I want you to make our house your home, and to give you everything you’ve ever dreamed of.”

“This isn’t just about stuff, about giving us things,” she objected.

“No, it’s about taking care of you. It’s about making you feel loved and appreciated. It’s about making sure that the house feels like your home, now, and that you belong there. The more comfortable you are there and the sooner you make it yours, the better.” I pulled her into a side hug. “I don’t want you walking around on eggshells feeling like you’re a guest. Because you’re not—you and Avery and Skylar all belong there with me.”

“It’s going to take some getting used to,” she sighed.

“I get that. But you are home, now. I love you, and I want you to live with me forever.”

She melted against me and brushed her lips gently against mine. “I love you. Thank you for loving me back.”

“Oh ,Lainey. Loving you is the easiest thing I’ve ever done in my life.”

Once we’d filled the back of the SUV with their new things, I glanced at the clock on the dashboard display. It was early evening, so Skylar would still be sleeping. Carrying all of this stuff upstairs and rearranging the rooms would make a fair bit of noise, and I didn’t want to wake her up. We hadn’t had dinner, though, and lunch had been a long time ago.

“Who’s hungry?” I asked.

“I’m starving,” Lainey admitted.

Avery nodded in agreement. “Shopping always makes me hungry.”

“Feel up to eating out?”

“Sounds good to me,” Lainey said.

“Me, too,” Avery agreed.

They were both dressed for a casual day out, Avery in denim shorts and a white tank top and Lainey in a red, floral print sundress, so we were good to go most anywhere. I pondered our options, wanting a change from the pizza and burgers that we’d been mostly living on for the past week.

“How about the Black Walnut Café? It’s not far from here.”

Lainey frowned thoughtfully. “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten there before.”

“I haven’t, either,” Avery said.

I grinned back at her. “I think you’re both going to like this.”

It was a lot higher end than the usual fast food and diner fare they were used to. The hostess took us to a booth in the back and left us with our menus.

“This is nice,” Avery remarked, and her eyes got big as she studied her menu. “Fancy!”

We ordered drinks and vindaloo wings as an appetizer while they looked over their menus.

“Holy crap,” Lainey muttered. “This all sounds amazing.”

“I know, right?” Avery agreed before turning to me. “What are you getting?”

“The pot roast grilled cheese sandwich.”

Lainey’s eyes went wide. “Pot roast grilled cheese?” she asked incredulously. “You’re kidding me. That’s brilliant.”

She wasn’t wrong. It was to sandwiches what my two girls were to sex. When the waitress came around to take our orders, Avery got the coconut shrimp tacos and Lainey the Mediterranean chicken, with each of us promising to share so everyone got a taste of everything. Then they munched on the wings while discussing what they intended to do with their new rooms.

“I’ll have to hide my stuff until Claire is moved out,” Lainey sighed.

“It’s only a few more days,” I reminded her. “Then it’s all yours. And in the meantime, I should take you two clothes shopping.”

“What’s wrong with our clothes?” Avery asked a little defensively.

“Not a damned thing, except you don’t have a lot of them. And I’m pretty sure half the t-shirts and shorts I helped you pack were ones you wore in high school. I think you both deserve some nice, new things.”

The tiny blonde sighed. “You can’t keep buying us stuff.”

“I can’t?”

“It isn’t fair. We’re not moving in with you to sponge off of you.”

The truth was that I could afford to keep all three of them as pets and not make a dent in my bank accounts, but I understood her concern. All three of them had gone to college so they could have careers, and they were all independent and capable. They were going to want to contribute, and that was fine. It wasn’t going to stop me from spoiling them to the best of my ability, though.

“This isn’t a tit-for-tat relationship, love. Money is nice, but I’ve only ever cared about it for what I could do with it for Claire—and now you three.”

“You’re going to make this difficult, aren’t you?”

I grinned at her. “Not gonna lie. I intend to spoil the crap out of all of you. I would have done it when you were younger if I could have.”

“You kind of did,” Lainey said.

“Not like I wanted to. I want you to have everything you’ve ever wanted.”

Lainey tilted her head and gave me a speculative look. “You wearing nothing but sunglasses and bringing me drinks by your pool then slathering me with sunscreen?”

I blinked at her. “Seriously?”

“Oh, yeah. That’s been a big part of my fantasy life for a while.”

“I think I can make that happen,” I laughed.

Avery sighed and shook her head. “I guess it’s silly to argue with you.”

I took her hand in mine and stroked it gently with my thumb. “I’m not trying to take over, or to control you or marginalize you. It’s just that I have money, and it makes me feel good to spend it on you. And you deserve some spoiling.”

Lainey wiped vindaloo sauce from the corner of her mouth and shot me an impish grin before nodding towards Avery. “I think she could use a trip to Victoria’s Secret. Imagine how adorable she’d be in a pink babydoll. Or a lacy black teddy.”

The thought of the pixie blonde dressed in sexy lingerie was so arresting that I forgot to chew. I think my eyes glazed over, and I was probably drooling on the table.

“Daniel? Crap, Lainey, I think you broke him.”

Lainey nudged my arm. “Breathe, Daniel.”

I swallowed hard and gave my head a shake. “Holy shit.”

“We are definitely taking a trip there,” Lainey said with a smirk.

Avery nodded slowly, her wide eyes still on me. “Yeah. I think he’d like that.”

“Hell yes, I would. It might give me a heart attack, but it would be totally worth it.”

“I’d like to get some new pots and pans for the kitchen, too,” Lainey said. “I think yours are older than I am.”

“They’re probably close to it,” I agreed with a sigh. “I tell you what. I’ll send you shopping tomorrow. You can get new pots and pans, and then stock up on everything you two and Skylar will need while I’m in College Station with Claire. Food, snacks, drinks, beer. Whatever. Then after I get home, we’ll go clothes shopping.”

Lainey pumped her fist. “Yes! Oh, would it be okay if I cooked a big Thanksgiving dinner for all of us this year? I’ve always wanted to do that.”

“That would be absolutely amazing. And you don’t have to ask, sweetheart. You’re home.”

She glanced down and fiddled with her fork. “I wasn’t sure if you already had plans.”

“You three are my plans,” I assured her. “From now on.”

Avery’s lower lip began to tremble, and a couple of fat tears rolled down her cheeks as a silent sob shook her slender frame. Lainey swooped in on her and daubed away the tears with a napkin.

“Ave, honey. What’s the matter?” she asked.

The blonde drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “I have a home,” she whispered.

“Aww, sweetie,” Lainey sighed, wrapping an arm around her. “You do. From now on. You’ll be with us where you belong.”

Avery wiped her eyes. “Sorry. I never had Thanksgiving at home before. I only ever had it when I was staying with one of you. Not that it wasn’t nice, but it’s not the same.”

Her friend gave her another squeeze. “Avery, I am going to make us the best Thanksgiving dinner ever. And we are going to have it in our home, on our dining room table, with our family.”

“We love you, and you are home now.” I scooted over and folded Avery in my arms. “We’ll have Thanksgivings and Christmases and birthdays and anything else you want. Together.”

Her eyes lit up. “Can we decorate for Christmas?”

“Absolutely! As much as you like.”

While I hadn’t bothered with holiday decorations after Claire went off to college, there was a huge tree in the garage and a ton of decorations in the attic. And I’d let them get more, so they could add their own touches and it wouldn’t just be mine. I made a mental note to start planning for Christmas early. I was going to make our first one together as a family something they would never forget.

Lainey shook her head in bemusement. “Christmas. Damn. This is really real, isn’t it?”

“It really is,” I replied with a laugh.

“It still seems like a dream or something.”

I pulled her into a three-way hug with Avery. “It’s all real, and it’s just going to get better from here.”

Avery gave a wistful sigh. “I wish we could have done this years ago.”

“Me, too,” Lainey agreed.

“You’re here now—that’s what matters. You’ve got a whole new life ahead of you, with everything to look forward to.”

I’d take them on vacations to places they’d only dreamed of, let them live their best possible lives. Make sure they were always loved and cared for, and that they never again had to doubt whether they were wanted and important.

Avery eventually sat up with a final sniffle. “I didn’t think I’d ever be this happy. I never dreamed I’d really get to be with you, and now I’ve got you, and Lainey and Skylar, too. We’re more than just friends now. We really are a family.”

The waitress chose that moment to come and clear away our plates. “Would you or your daughters be interested in dessert?”

Lainey had been taking a sip of her tea and choked. “Daughters?” she wheezed.

The tiny blonde looked up at me with mischief sparkling in her eyes. “Daddy, can we have dessert?” she asked sweetly. “Please?”

Somehow, I managed to keep a straight face. “Sure, sweetheart. Whatever you want.”

They ordered two decadent-looking chocolate shakes to go, while I ordered another pot roast grilled cheese sandwich to take home to Skylar. When the waitress was gone, Lainey burst into a fit of giggles.”

“Jesus, Avery. You’re terrible.”

Her friend shrugged. “What? Were you going to tell her we’re both his girlfriends? It’s easier just to go with it.”

Lainey slumped back against her seat with a sigh. “You know we’re going to be getting this all the time. Especially when Skylar comes with us.”

“Exactly. And there will be less grief for all of us if we just let them go on believing it.”

“True. No one would understand this. They’d just get all judgy.”

“So why borrow trouble? We’re happy, and it doesn’t matter what they think.”

“You’re as smart as you are beautiful,” I told Avery.

She flashed me her megawatt smile and made my heart stutter. “I’m just happy for the first time in my life, and I’m not going to let anyone mess that up.”

After I paid the check, we carried our to-go items out to the car. “So, what did you think?”

“I think I’m going to have to learn how to make those pot roast grilled cheese sandwiches,” Lainey replied.

“Do that and I’ll love you forever.”

She gave me a saucy grin. “You’ll love me forever anyway.”

“You’ve got that right, beautiful.”

Her expression softened as she looked at me shyly from under her eyelashes. “Forever?”

“Forever.”

It was the easiest promise I’d ever made in my life.




CHAPTER 19

I had to go into the office on Wednesday, and I absolutely hated it. The only thing I wanted was to be at home spending every possible second with the three young women who were now part of my life, and I counted the hours until I could call it quits for the day then cursed every minute of sitting in traffic on the way back. The sight of their three cars parked in front of my house gave me a sense of relief so strong it made me giddy. Some part of me still worried that this wasn’t real and was all going to vanish like a dream when you wake up.

But when Lainey and Avery met me as I walked in the door and wrapped me in a three-way hug, they dispelled any lingering doubts. My imagination was good, but it simply wasn’t up to the task of conjuring something like that.

“I missed you so much!” Avery said.

“Me, too,” I admitted. “The only thing I could think about all day was coming home to you.”

Lainey gave me a final squeeze before letting go. “I cooked dinner. Grilled chicken with garlic parmesan sauce, and blackberry cobbler for dessert.”

“It smells wonderful.”

“She made the cobbler from scratch, too,” Avery piped up.

I gave Lainey a knowing smile. “Are you trying to impress me?”

“Maybe a little. Mostly I was just having fun with your kitchen.”

“Our kitchen,” I corrected.

She tossed her head with a little shrug. “It’ll sink in. Eventually.”

“It will. And how was your day?” I asked Avery as we all headed for the kitchen.

“Great! Work was the usual grind, but I knew at the end of the day that I was coming home, which made it awesome.”

“Awww,” Lainey cooed, bumping the other girl playfully with her hip. “So sweet.”

It was, and it filled my heart with happy warmth that I was able to give Avery that. “Every day from now on, sweetheart,” I told her. “Every single day. You’re home.”

Dinner was every bit as amazing as it sounded, and we all ate too much—especially when it came to the cobbler. Afterwards the girls changed into their pajamas, and we spent the rest of the evening watching movies while snuggled up together in a cozy pile on the couch. I didn’t think of my computer even once the whole time.

When Skylar woke up later that night to get ready for work, she was just as impressed with the food as the rest of us. “Jeez, Lainey,” she announced when she’d finished eating. “You keep cooking like that and I’m going to gain fifty pounds by Christmas.”

She shoved Avery out of the way on the couch so she could cuddle up against me, ignoring the blonde’s indignant sputtering, and met my eyes with a coy smile. “Hiya, handsome.”

“Hello, beautiful.”

I put my arm around her and bent down for a kiss. While I’d planned on a quick peck, Skylar grabbed the front of my shirt and drew me down for a serious smooch. It was long, slow, and deep, and I don’t think I’d ever been so thoroughly kissed in my life.

“Wow,” I gasped when she finally let me come up for air.

She settled against me with a contented sigh. “I need a lot more of that.”

“Damn, Skylar,” Lainey said, fanning herself. “Warn a girl next time. Whew!”

The brunette patted my chest. “I wish I could stay and play, but I’ve got to go shower and get changed.”

Avery shot me a wicked smile. “Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of him for you.”

“I’ll bet. But I’m off tomorrow.” Skylar’s eyes locked on mine again. “You’d better save some energy for me.”

Her goodbye kiss was every bit as amazing as the first one, and my whole body was tingling as she disappeared upstairs. The other two girls stared after her with something approaching awe.

“Holy crap,” Lainey breathed.

“I am so wet right now,” Avery agreed with a little shiver.

The brunette grabbed my hand. “Screw the movie. Let’s go to bed.”

My erect cock pulsed in agreement. “I think that’s a fantastic idea.”

Avery snatched up my other hand and together they led me off to enjoy what was rapidly becoming my favorite part of the day—bedtime.

The next morning was Thursday, one of my work-from-home days, and I took shameless advantage of being the boss to sleep late. Avery was long gone by the time I crawled out of bed, but Lainey pattered after me into the kitchen on my quest for coffee.

She smothered a yawn as she plopped down at the island. “I’m going shopping. Any requests?”

“Surprise us. Don’t forget Claire and Elena are coming back tomorrow, and I’ll be going to College Station with Claire next week so you three will have to fend for yourself.”

“Okay.”

Skylar was visible through the kitchen windows out on the deck, bent over her phone and a cup of coffee. She was off tonight, and I resolved to spend some one-on-one time with her before Claire got home. I also resolved to get a bigger coffee maker. Mine wasn’t up to supplying four dedicated caffeine junkies.

“You should ask Skylar if she needs anything.”

Lainey took one look at the other girl and shook her head. “You know what she’s like in the morning. You ask her.”

I laughed. “Fine. I’ll get you a credit card.”

Her mouth twisted into an aggrieved frown. “You can’t pay for everything.”

“I can’t?”

“It isn’t fair to you,” she protested. “Plus, it makes me feel like a leech.”

The money wasn’t an issue for me, but I understood and knew she had a point. While the girls would probably put up with me spoiling them, they’d feel guilty if I didn’t let them contribute, too. That was fair, and the last thing I wanted to do was screw with their self-esteem. At the same time, Lainey hadn’t started her new job yet, and Avery was barely squeaking by on the pittance she got from her internship.

“How about we compromise,” I said after a minute’s thought. “You guys pay for your personal things—clothes, car notes, insurance, things like that. Then I’ll pay for the things that we all use, like groceries.”

Lainey frowned stubbornly as she mulled it over. I could tell she wasn’t convinced. When she seemed about to protest further, I squeezed her hand.

“We’re a family, Lainey. We’re going to take care of each other, just like you’re going grocery shopping and doing the cooking. Everyone will contribute along the way.”

She let out a long sigh. “I know, I know. Fine.”

“It really is. Especially since it’s an argument I’m going to win.”

That earned me a laugh. “We’ll see. Text me if you think of anything you need.”

“Just you,” I told her as I put my credit card into her hand.

Lainey patted my cheek. “You really are sweet. Be back soon.”

After she left, I refilled my coffee and started towards my office when I remembered that I’d promised to ask Skylar if she wanted Lainey to pick up anything at the store. I turned back to the kitchen then stopped dead as the sound system came on and the low, melodic strains of an ancient George Strait song played from the speakers overhead.

Skylar stepped around the corner and into my path, and I froze at the sight of her. She’d pulled out her hair tie so that her long, dark hair fell free in an alluring tumble of rich curls that floated around her shoulders. She was wearing a gray and pink plaid skater skirt with a darker pink cami top that set off her tanned skin. I stared at her, probably with drool running down my chin, as she stepped close to me and gave me a flirty smile.

“Dance with me, cowboy.”

Without a word I took her into my arms. Her arms twined around my neck, and she leaned her head against my chest as she swayed slowly to the music. For the first time ever I was glad the girls had roped me into practicing dancing with them all those years ago when they’d first started dating and going to school dances.

“Mmm,” she purred. “This is nice.”

Nice didn’t begin to cover holding Skylar in my arms. After a moment she lifted her lips to mine, and we shared another of those deep, slow kisses that she was so damned good at while we continued to dance. My whole body was thrumming with need when she finally pulled her lips away.

I grinned down at her. “I sure haven’t met any girls like you.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “No. No, you sure haven’t,” she replied with a pleased little huff of laughter. “I can’t believe you remembered.”

“Like I’d forget Near Dark. Sweetheart, I watched that movie with you at least a dozen times.”

I dipped her then pulled her close again, gazing down into her sparkling blue eyes. She was so damned beautiful that it almost hurt to look at her. The incident at the pool had been one thing, but this was new territory. It was far more than just amazing sex. This was my first real one-on-one experience of Skylar as the wonderful young woman she’d grown into—still the same Skylar I’d known for years, but so much more. And this was what I wanted. The real Skylar. All of her.

“I’ll let you in on a secret,” I whispered into her ear. “I ordered it on DVD and watched it a few times while you were at UT.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep. After all, it is the best vampire movie of all time.”

She nodded. “Even better than 30 Days of Night.” Her arms tightened around my neck. “How are you so perfect?”

“Hardly perfect. Just luckier than anyone has a right to be. And with great taste in vampire movies.”

“It’s so hard to find good ones.”

“Because vampires are supposed to be scary, not romantic. And definitely not sparkly.”

“You really do get me,” she sighed. “I love you. Always have, even if I didn’t obsess about it quite as much as Avery.”

I brushed my lips against hers. “I love you, too. And I’m so glad you’re here.”

“God, I can’t believe this is real.”

“It’s real, Skylar. You’re home, and this cowboy isn’t riding away.”

She ran her tongue lightly over my lips then smiled. “I don’t suppose you’ve got that DVD handy, do you?”

“It’s on the shelf. And we’ve probably got time to watch it before Lainey gets back.”

Her smile grew predatory, and she tightened her hold around my neck. “Maybe we’ll have time for something else before Lainey gets back, too. Yesterday was fun, but I’d like to have you all to myself this time.”

“I’d really like that, too. But movie first.”

“Avery’s right. This is going to be the best thing ever.”




CHAPTER 20

We honestly did try to watch the movie, but the effort was doomed from the start. I was spooning Skylar on the couch when about halfway through she turned her head to kiss me, and I was far more interested in her lips than any vampire movie. It was a leisurely, sweet dance of tongues that seemed to go on for hours. When she pulled away, her deep blue eyes looked into mine like they held the secrets of the universe or something.

“I love you, Daniel.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart.”

We kissed again and just kept going. The girl had developed kissing into a fine art, and I was pretty sure she hadn’t learned the technique from any of her long string of shitty boyfriends. Regardless, I didn’t push it any further. I was perfectly content to hold her and kiss her all day. Kissing Skylar is a thing worth enjoying all on its own.

She smiled with a little hum of satisfaction when we came up for air for the fourth or fifth time. “I knew you’d be different.”

“How so?”

“Any other guy would have been feeling me up after the first couple of minutes.”

I ran my fingers through the thick, silken mass of her dark hair. “There’s no need to rush, and I’ve never met anyone who kisses like you do. I’ll take all of it I can get.”

“Good answer.”

We kissed some more, until she rolled over and turned off the movie. “Let’s pick that up later.”

She stood up and held out a hand to help me up from the couch. Rather than letting go when I was on my feet, she led me to my bedroom. The sway of her lush ass under that little skater skirt was hypnotic. I would have followed her right off a cliff. My sexy nurse would never be able to work in a geriatric ward; she’d cause a rash of heart attacks. I was still surprised that our afternoon of wild sex by the pool hadn’t given me one. My cock, already hard, strained insistently at the memory.

But I also remembered all of her terrible boyfriends. Skylar deserved better, deserved more, and I intended to give it to her. Our first time alone should be something special. While I was dying to get her out of those clothes and devour her delectable body, I held myself back. I took her face in my hands and hissed her again, patiently exploring every inch of her mouth while slowly moving my hands until my fingers were tangled deep in her hair.

“You’re pretty good at that,” she gasped.

I took a slight step back, still holding her, and let my gaze roam her lush body before returning to her beautiful blue eyes. “Skylar, you are a fine wine. You need to be savored slowly, not chugged like cheap beer at a frat house.” I tilted her head back and kissed her behind the ear, along her jaw, then slowly nibbled down her neck. “Some day soon I plan to spend a whole day where it’s just the two of us, and do nothing but pleasure you from your hair to your adorable little toes.”

“Now is good for me,” she responded, her voice husky.

“I don’t think Lainey will give us that long,” I chuckled. “But soon.”

“That’s a promise I’m going to hold you to.”

Her warm hands stroked up my back and along my shoulders. I kept kissing her neck while her body pressed against mine, and skimmed my hands down her sides to her hips. We swayed languidly in place, as though listening to music only we could hear. When I ran my hands around to cup her ass, Skylar gave a low, purring moan.

“I love your hands on me. I’d prefer it with less clothes in the way, though.”

“That sounds like a wonderful idea to me.” When she started to unzip her skirt, though, I stopped her. “Let me.”

I started with her cami. Skylar lifted her arms so I could pull it over her head, and then I tossed it onto the dresser. Beneath it was a lacy pink bra, pale against her olive skin. She looked like a naughty schoolgirl in only that and her plaid skirt.

“Damn, Skylar,” I breathed.

“Don’t stop there.”

I sent the bra to join her shirt and licked my lips at the sight of her amazing tits—absolutely perfect, firm and round, the size of grapefruits. Her cherry nipples were already crinkled hard, and I pulled her to me so I could bend down and suckle one. Skylar gasped then sighed as I pulled it between my lips and swirled my tongue across the taut flesh.

Just like kissing her, I took my time with her tits. I alternated between them, sucking and licking one nipple while teasing the other with my fingertips, making sure I gave them equal attention. Her hips began slowly rocking against mine, and her fingers twined in my hair as she moaned and swayed.

“That feels so good,” she purred. “Just keep doing that forever.”

“I’ll do anything you want, love.”

“Mmm. A little longer, at least.” She pressed against the iron rod in my shorts. “What about you?”

“Trust me, I’m doing exactly what I want to do.”

She gave a sharp little cry as my teeth scraped lightly against the nipple in my mouth. “Fuck. I’m sure not going to stop you.”

A little while later she whimpered. “Daniel, I’m going to need new panties. These are soaked.”

“We should probably get you out of them, then. Don’t want you to catch cold.”

“I feel like my skin is on fire.”

“That means I’m doing it right.”

“Yeah, you are.”

I knelt in front of her, reached under her skirt, and hooked my thumbs in the waistband of her panties to slowly draw them down her legs, my fingers caressing the silky skin of her thighs along the way. Skylar shivered deliciously at my touch and stepped out of the tiny pile of satin when it reached her ankles. The carnation pink fabric was dark with her juices.

“Wow.”

“I told you so.”

I put my hands back under her skirt and ran my hands over her bare ass. “You might leave this on a bit longer.”

She smirked down at me. “Like that, do you?”

“Probably more than I should,” I admitted.

“Shame on you, Mr. Connor!” Skylar bent down and put her lips by my ear. “I have three more of them upstairs, and I’ll wear them just for you. Panties optional.”

It was my turn to groan. “I’ll die a happy man.”

She giggled then turned and leaped onto the bed. “I feel like I shouldn’t be the only one mostly naked. It’s not fair.”

“We can’t have that,” I said, following her to the bed.

When I pulled off my shirt and dropped it to the floor, Skylar licked her lips. “Wait.”

She scooted to the edge of the bed and snagged my shorts, using them to pull me between her knees. Deft fingers unbuttoned them and tugged them down my hips. As her eyes locked onto my swollen cock in my underwear, she bit her lower lip. Carefully she freed it and then sent my boxers to join my shorts.

“Happy now?” I asked.

“Very. Except I’m all alone up here,” she complained as she fell back onto the bed.

I hopped up and slid next to her. “Better?”

Instead of answering she turned to her side and pressed her lips against mine. This time I allowed my hands to roam freely over her hourglass curves, reveling in their lush softness. Skylar was exploring me as well, her warm hands gentle as they went from my chest to my abdomen before brushing against my erection.

I nudged her onto her back and reclaimed a nipple with my mouth, while my hand wandered down her flat tummy and under her skirt. My fingertips traced slow circles along the smooth skin of her inner thighs before moving to her slit. Skylar jerked against me as I probed inside.

“Sensitive,” she murmured.

She was so wet she was dripping. I pressed one finger inside of her entrance, which clung to me as I pushed deeper. Slowly, I eased it in and out a few times until it was thoroughly coated with her slick honey, and then drew it upwards until it rubbed against the hard little knot of her clit.

Skylar gasped then let out a ragged breath. “Oh, god.”

While she moaned and writhed, I worked her over with my mouth and fingers, my cock a hot bar of iron pressed against her upper thigh. It only took a couple of minutes before her back arched off the bed and she gave a sharp cry. I slowed my licking and fingering, easing her through her orgasm until she settled again.

“Fuck, Daniel,” she moaned. “That felt so good.”

“I’m not done yet.”

I started up again, this time with my finger gliding deep into her pussy while my thumb massaged her clit in lazy circles. When her hips rocked against my hand demanding more, I pressed a little harder and let my tongue go wild on her nipple. This time took a little more effort, but the end result was the same except for Skylar’s orgasm lasting longer. For almost a minute the aftershocks wracked her body, and I used every second to coax a bit more pleasure from her.

“Holy shit,” she panted as she sank limply against the bed.

I reached over and cupped her cheek with my hand. “You’re so beautiful when you come, Skylar.” When she blushed, I brushed my lips against hers. “I want to see it again.”

“Again?”

“Yeah. I want to see the ecstasy on your face and feel your body as you come apart against me.”

She gave a shaky laugh. “You’re just determined to ruin me for all other men, aren’t you?”

“Damned right.”

I wanted the third one to be top the others, so I kept all my movements agonizingly slow and deliberate, stoking the flames within to build gradually higher until they consumed her. I focused on synchronizing the movements of my finger inside her sopping pussy with my thumb on her clit so that I was stroking both pleasure centers at once. Skylar’s low moans turned to ragged gasps, and before long she was thrashing so much that I had a hard time keeping her nipple in my mouth. I could feel the orgasm swelling inside of her from her breathing and the growing tension in her body, but I kept dragging it out, never speeding up. The longer the buildup lasted, the harder she’d come.

Skylar gave a surprised chirp and her whole body locked as the wave crested. An instant later her hips bucked up from the bed and she let out loud cry, which was followed by a long string of softer ones as pulse after pulse of pleasure seared through her. Hot fluids spilled over my hand until I was covered with them, but I kept stroking her until she was done.

“Oh, sweet god,” she gasped. “I don’t even know what you just did. I mean, how?”

I couldn’t help the smug smile that crept onto my lips. “Talent.”

She rolled onto her side and draped an arm and leg over me. “I’m keeping you. Just in case you had any doubts.”

“All part of my evil plan,” I admitted as I brushed sweaty strands of hair away from her face.

“I can’t feel my legs. You may have to carry me back to the living room.”

“Oh, honey. We’re not done yet.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you sure you’re not trying to kill me?”

“Nope. I plan on keeping you around for a few decades and doing this every chance I get.”

“You have no idea how good that sounds,” she sighed. “For right now, though, I’d really like to feel you inside of me. Those were absolutely amazing orgasms, but I need you.”

“Well, lucky for you that’s the next step in my evil plan.”

Gently I pressed her onto her back, and I kneeled between her legs then leaned in until I was on top of her, holding my weight on my elbows. I gave her a soft kiss as I adjusted myself so my throbbing erection pressed against her moist slit. Taking a deep breath, I nudged forward until the head pushed into her tunnel and shuddered as the heat of her slippery folds embraced me. It took iron willpower not to just shove myself straight to hilt, but instead I dipped my head and claimed her lips in a deep kiss as I eased myself deeper a little at a time. Her inner walls squeezed down on my shaft in an embrace of liquid heat that almost took my breath away.

Once I was fully buried in her slick tunnel, I shifted my knees until my pubic bone was in the right spot to press down on Skylar’s clit. I held myself there for several seconds, relishing the feeling of her wrapped around me while our tongues twined frantically together. When I did finally move, it was with the same slow, rhythmic strokes I’d used to get her off earlier.

Skylar moaned into my mouth as I withdrew part way then leisurely resheathed myself inside of her, settling against her clit for a long beat before doing it all over again. The whole time I kept my motions as smooth and regular as I could without ever breaking our kiss.

She was so wet that I glided easily inside her, but the tight grip of her pussy on my shaft was pure bliss. It felt like my cock grew harder the more slowly I went and the longer I drew it out, and my balls were covered with the hot fluids leaking from Skylar’s pussy and running down her ass.

Her moans grew louder, until she tore her mouth away from mine so she could pant for air. I kept my eyes locked on hers as I continued to thrust into her depths, though, held her locked into the moment with me. Finally, those blue eyes narrowed, and she shattered once more.

She threw her head back with a cry that echoed through my room and could probably have been heard through the whole house. Her legs locked around my hips, forcing me fully inside of her as her walls fluttered against my whole length and her tunnel flooded. My balls and shaft were already tingling, and I only managed one more short stroke before I followed her.

Skylar wrapped her arms around me, held me tightly against her as I grunted and emptied myself into the bottom of her pussy, pulse after pulse of cum spurting until I couldn’t breathe. I was shaking with the intensity of my release, and the room grayed out for a few seconds as my heart pounded and I fought for air.

Eventually I pushed off of her and sighed as cool air washed over my damp skin. We were both hot and sweaty, but fuck that had been incredible. When I glanced over, Skylar was watching me with shining eyes.

“You’re amazing, you know that? I had no idea it could be like that.”

“I know. That’s why I did it.”

She pressed a light kiss against my cheek. “I love you.” One side of her mouth quirked up. “I just have one complaint.”

“What?”

“We don’t have enough time to do it again before Lainey gets back.”

“Will you take a rain check?”

She bit her lip, considering. “In writing?”

“Of course.”

“Payable on demand.”

“Deal.”

Skylar kissed me again. “Think we can shower together without you ending up back inside me?”

I lifted up and let my eyes roam over her flawless body. I already wanted her again. “I doubt it.”

She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Guess we’ll just have to risk it.”




CHAPTER 21

That night all three of them slept in my bed in a glorious pile, with Avery snuggled on one side of me and Skylar on the other while Lainey spooned Avery. That was something I could get used to really fast, although my bed was definitely going to require an upgrade. With four of us it was more than a little cozy. That was something I could take care of online and have delivered as a surprise for my girls once we had the house to ourselves for good. I was looking forward to that more with each passing day.

I woke up to a text from Claire informing me that she had signed a lease and they would be home sometime in the mid-afternoon. Since all four of us had the day off—I’d taken a personal day and Avery’s work was having some kind of motivational thing for employees only, so she was excused—I got everyone up and took them out to breakfast. Together we demolished a small mountain of food and a couple of gallons of coffee, then returned to the house to enjoy the rest of the morning by the pool.

Skylar was content to bask in the sun, but Avery and Lainey swam a few laps around the pool before Lainey paused next to me. She pulled herself halfway from the water, flung her long hair back, and regarded me somberly.

“Should Skylar and I go home? We don’t want Claire getting suspicious.”

Avery swam over and clung to her friend’s back. “She’s going to find out eventually, you know.”

I blew out a long sigh. “I don’t plan on trying to keep this from her forever, but now isn’t the time. She’s moving, along with starting a new job and school. Let’s not overwhelm her, because this is a lot. Give her a chance to settle a bit before we spring it on her.”

“Fair enough,” Lainey agreed.

“I’d like you to stay, though. She’s going to expect all of you to be here this weekend anyway, so she won’t be surprised if you and Skylar got here early to hang out with Avery.”

“Claire isn’t stupid, Daniel,” Skylar said softly. “She knows how we all felt about you—especially Avery. It will be a miracle if she’s not a little suspicious anyway. I’d be amazed if she wasn’t expecting Avery to try to jump you now that she’s living here.”

Avery shrugged her slender shoulders. “But she’ll also be expecting Daniel to turn me down—in the nicest possible way, of course—and then go on like nothing ever happened.”

“He did try,” Lainey said with a crooked smile. “We just wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“And I’m so very glad you didn’t.”

“We just need to play it cool,” Avery said. “As long as we don’t do anything obvious to give ourselves away, it will be fine.”

Lainey snickered. “We are so screwed.”

“Yeah, that’s easier said than done,” Skylar agreed. “Daniel looks at us like he’s a kid in a candy shop, and we can’t keep our hands off of him.”

“Among other things,” Avery added suggestively.

“You’ve got to cut that out,” Lainey admonished her.

“But I really don’t want to. We just got him, and I’ve been waiting for years.”

Lainey reached back and patted her arm. “I know, babe. Believe me, I know. But it will just be for a couple of days. Right?”

When she looked at me for confirmation, I nodded. “We’re taking her stuff to College Station on Sunday, so yeah.”

“But then you’ll be gone for days,” Avery pouted.

“Only a couple, and I promise to text and call,” I assured her. “I’m not going to forget about you. Any of you.”

As if I could even if I wanted to. All three of them were so damned amazing and gorgeous, and had become as necessary to my life as breathing.

Skylar eyes were smoldering as she tipped her sunglasses up onto her forehead. “And then we’ll have a very private welcome home party for you when you get back.”

“Now he’s going to kill himself rushing to get home,” Avery giggled.

“He’d better not. I’ve got plans for him.”

“We all do,” Lainey agreed with a smile so sultry I felt it in my groin.

I took a deep breath and willed my pulsing cock to calm the hell down. “We just need to get through a couple of days.”

Piece of cake, right?

Lainey made us lunch, and afterwards I went to check my emails just in case something had come up while I was playing hooky. Nothing had, but since I was in front of my computer I went ahead and ordered us a new bed. I found what they called an Alaskan King which would be big enough for all four of us to be comfortable in without having to sleep on top of each other. Not that I necessarily minded that. It was expensive as fuck, but totally worth it to have all my girls sleeping next to me whenever they wanted.

Once that was taken care of, I wandered back to the kitchen. Lainey and Avery had returned to the pool, but there was no sign of Skylar. I wondered if she’d gone up to bed in her room, but then I heard a soft snore from the living room. She’d zonked out on the couch.

I looked down at her for several seconds. Skylar was so brash, so on all of the time, but in sleep she softened. There was a vulnerability there, and it reminded me of her expression yesterday when we were dancing and she found out that I’d remembered “our” movie. She hadn’t expected me to. Skylar didn’t expect anyone to treat her like she was important, like she mattered, at least not outside of her small circle of friends. She expected everyone else to treat her like an afterthought, and from what I’d heard about her string of ex-boyfriends, she hadn’t been wrong.

“Never again,” I promised in a whisper as I covered her up with a blanket.

I left her sleeping, went to the refrigerator to get a beer, and then joined the others out at the pool. With Claire due back soon, I wanted to spend every minute with them that I possibly could. I was pretty sure I’d be going into major withdrawals before I got back from College Station next week.

Later, when the girls decided they’d had enough and went inside to shower, I spent a few more minutes poking around my emails. Nothing there piqued my attention, and I was considering putting in a little time on Starfield when my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number.

“Hello?”

“Daniel Connor?” an older man’s voice asked.

“Yes, this is Daniel.”

“This is Paul Sturgis. Elena’s father.”

No wonder I hadn’t recognized the voice. Our kids had been friends most of their lives, but I probably hadn’t exchanged a dozen words with the man. He certainly had no reason to call me out of the blue. Shit. Elena was with Claire, driving home. A surge of panic swirled around my heart. Surely nothing had happened to them.

“Is everything okay?” I asked, forcing my voice to remain steady.

“No, everything is not okay,” he replied in a voice rigid with anger. “It’s bad enough your daughter dragged Elena off to College Station when she should have been working. We expected her in the office two weeks ago. But now I’m hearing stories…”

Icy calm replaced my fear. “What kind of stories?”

“About what’s going on at your house. With you and those other girls,” he spat. “I won’t have it, won’t have Elena involved in that kind of thing.”

“I think you have been misinformed.”

“Don’t give me that,” he scoffed. “I know exactly what kind of people her friends are, which is why I tried to discourage the relationships when she was younger. I mean you, a single father, having all those underage girls staying at your house practically every weekend. It hardly takes a genius to figure out what that was about. Well, Elena is not getting caught up in that again.”

I took a deep breath and willed my temper to subside. “Mr. Sturgis.”

He barreled right over me. “You stay away from Elena, you hear me? I don’t give a damn what you do with those little sluts my daughter calls her friends, but she’s not going to be any part of it. I want her home where she belongs as soon as she gets back. You tell her that.”

I struggled against rising fury. How dare this asshole talk about the girls that way? They’d never been anything but good girls when they were in high school. Which he might have known if he’d bothered spending any time with Elena while they were around. Except I remembered Elena telling me why she preferred sleepovers at my house to hers. Had he actually heard something about what was going on now, or was this all just projection?

“I’ll tell her, but Elena is an adult. If she wants to go home, that’s her decision. And if she decides she wants to stay here for the weekend with her friends, I’m certainly not going to kick her out.”

“You want to be very careful, Mr. Connor. I am not someone to be trifled with.”

Trifled with? Seriously? Who the fuck talks that way?

“I’m sure you’re not. And I wouldn’t dream of it. I’ll make sure Elena gets the message.”

He hung up without replying. Just as well. Getting into a shouting match with the asshole would just make life more difficult for Elena. From the sounds of it, she had more than enough trouble in that direction already.

“Daniel?”

When I looked up, Lainey was standing in my doorway with a worried expression. “Was that Elena’s dad?” she asked in a tiny voice.

“Yes, it was,” I sighed.

“Does he know?”

“Well, he thinks he knows something. Claims he’s heard stories, although I can’t imagine who he could have heard them from. Most likely, he’s just created a scenario in his head.”

“Wishful thinking,” she muttered.

“That’s kind of the impression I got from Elena,” I agreed.

“What if he does know, though?”

I shrugged. “What if he does? It isn’t like he can do anything about it.”

“He can tell Elena. And Claire.”

“I’m guessing he’s already talked to Elena, which is why he called me. She wasn’t buying what he was selling.”

“I guess that makes sense.”

“The worst thing that happens is that we have to tell them sooner than we planned. We were always going to, after all. But I’m not going to let anything screw up what we have. I promise you that.”

“I know. I just don’t want anything to mess up this weekend.”

“Well, let’s not borrow trouble. It may end up being nothing.”

“I hope you’re right,” she said, but she didn’t sound convinced.

If her father had called her telling tales about me and her friends, though, Elena didn’t mention it when she and Claire got home a couple of hours later. They were bubbling with eager excitement, showing off pictures of Claire’s new apartment and the clinic where she’d be working, along with selfies of them both in various popular spots around College Station. My daughter looked so happy and excited in all of them, ready to move on to this next phase of her life on her own. I was insanely proud of her, but damn I was going to miss her, miss being a part of all of it with her.

I’d pick up the moving truck tomorrow and drive it to College Station on Monday while my daughter followed in her car. Once we got her moved into her apartment, that would be it. She’d be out of the house for good, and as much as I loved her friends, it didn’t stop the ache I felt at having to let her go. But I didn’t have to be afraid of the loneliness afterwards anymore, didn’t have to dread waking up every day in an empty house that would never echo with laughter and young voices again. That tipped the balance of her leaving to more sweet than bitter.

I should have known that Lainey would pick up on my angst. She was always the most perceptive of the girls, the one most in tune with what the people around her were feeling, and she caught me alone in my bedroom while the others were helping Claire finish up her packing. She slipped into my arms and looked up at me with concern darkening her wide, green eyes.

“I’m going with you,” she announced.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“We all talked about it, and we don’t want you to have to drive back alone.”

“Lainey…”

Her arms squeezed me. “Daniel. We love you. We’re going to be there for you just like you’re always there for us. And you need us now.”

She wasn’t wrong. I really hadn’t been looking forward to that long drive home by myself. Having Lainey along would keep it from being an extended pity party.

“Do you have any idea how wonderful you are?” I asked.

Lainey lips tilted up in a soft smile. “As long as you know it, that’s all that matters.”

I brushed those perfect, plush lips with mine. “I do know it. And I won’t ever forget.”

By the time I finished packing my overnight bag for the trip, the girls had all congregated in the living room to rewatch some of their favorite shows from childhood. Someone had ordered pizza, and they’d already started on the beer Lainey had stocked in the refrigerators. Claire glanced up and saw me, and immediately patted the couch beside her with a welcoming smile. The other girls scooted over to make room, so I sat down beside my daughter, who snuggled in close.

I stayed until they started an impromptu karaoke session and then fled to the safety of my office. To my surprise, Elena followed me and pulled the door shut behind her. The cool, elegant blonde shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot as she stared down at the floor. I’d rarely seen her look so uncomfortable.

“What’s wrong, Elena?”

“Nothing,” she sighed. “I just wanted to apologize for that phone call you got from my dad.”

I smiled at her. “Not your fault. I have met him, you know.”

“Still.” Her lovely face scrunched up in a fierce scowl. “He had no right, Daniel. You’ve never been anything but good to all of us. Hell, even if it was true, he’d have no right to say anything. You were the one who was always there for us when our own parents couldn’t be bothered. I’m just… Sorry. You of all people shouldn’t be treated like that.”

“It’s not a big deal. I doubt it will ever come up again after this weekend and Claire leaves, anyway.”

She threw me an indignant look. “Avery and Lainey are not about to forget you, Daniel, and neither will Skylar and I. You’ll always be a part of our lives. Do you really think we’d just abandon you?”

I waved that away. “It’s part of growing up. You move on. It’s hard on the parents, because you don’t need us anymore, but that just means we did our jobs right.”

Her jaw dropped. “We don’t need you anymore? Is that really what you think? Jesus, Daniel, look at what you’re doing for Avery. Look at what you’ve offered to me.”

“Well, if you do need me, I’m here. That’s also part of the job.”

Elena shook her head slowly. “That’s just it, Daniel,” she said softly. “It was never your job. But you took it on anyway, and none of us will ever forget that. And we’ll never stop loving you for it.”

“I love you, too,” I told her with a wry smile. “Have you given my offer any thought? I still have that extra room.”

The tall blonde bit her lip. “Claire thinks I should. She says I’ll be miserable if I go along with Dad’s plan for my life. But I think you’ve already got your hands full.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“True. Let’s talk about it after you get back. Right now, you need to focus on Claire. You can worry about the rest of us later. We’re not going anywhere.”

She had no idea how true that was, and I couldn’t help feeling guilty about not just telling her the truth about my new relationship with her friends. But now wasn’t the time, and after her father’s accusations I worried that it might never be. I doubted she’d have been so quick to defend me if she had any idea what was going on.

With the house full, I’d resigned myself to spending the night alone. I’d gotten used to having my girls in bed with me, though, and I was restless because of everything going on right now, so sleep just wasn’t coming. I flopped over for about the dozenth time since I’d turned out the light to try to get comfortable when my bedroom door opened, and Avery slipped inside. She wasted no time climbing under the covers with me and snuggled close.

“Lainey and I didn’t want you to be alone tonight,” she murmured against my neck.

“You didn’t have to.”

“Yeah, I did. Go to sleep, Daniel. I love you.”

With the blonde pixie nestled against me, I went out like a light.




CHAPTER 22

We all got up before the sun rose the next morning, even Skylar dragging herself out of bed to see us off. Claire volunteered to go with me to pick up the moving truck, and the other girls had moved the other cars out of the driveway by the time we got back. No one bothered with breakfast at that hour, aside from the odd piece of fruit or toast, but we were working on the second pot of coffee by the time we got the last of Claire’s boxes loaded. Claire was obviously antsy, eager to get on the road, and her friends gathered around her to say their goodbyes.

“Wait. Where’s Lainey?” my daughter asked.

The slender brunette appeared at the top of the stairs with a small overnight bag slung over her shoulder. “Don’t get your panties in a twist. I’m here.”

“What’s in the bag?”

“My stuff. I’m coming with you. I’ll ride down with you in your car and then keep your dad company on the way home.”

Claire glanced at me with a smile. “Aww. That’s really sweet of you.”

The other girl smirked as she stood beside her friend. “It really is.”

“Are we ready?” I asked. “Got your phones? You’ve both peed?”

“Yes, Dad,” my daughter sighed dramatically as she rolled her eyes.

Skylar nudged Elena. “You’d think he’s done this before,” she muttered.

The three girls who were staying behind smothered Claire in a group hug. “You’d better text every day,” Elena told her.

“I’m setting up a group text,” Avery announced. “We’ll all text every day.”

Eventually the girls made it to Claire’s car, and I followed behind in the truck. Since Claire wasn’t taking much furniture, I hadn’t gotten one of the big ones, so it was easy to handle. Coupled with the almost cloudless summer day and moderate traffic on the highways, it made for a decent drive. I was relaxed and enjoying being on the road when my phone rang and Lainey’s number popped up.

“We’re hungry,” she announced without preamble.

“And I have to pee,” Claire’s voice came from the background.

I rolled my eyes as I looked at the time on my phone. We’d been on the road for almost two hours. That was actually better than I’d expected.

“You’re rolling your eyes, aren’t you?” my daughter demanded.

“Pick a place to stop,” I replied without answering her. “I’m following you, remember?”

We had an early lunch, the girls texting throughout with their friends, who were busy getting trashed on mimosas at Cheesecake Factory.

“Mimosas,” Claire sighed longingly.

“I know, right?” Lanie agreed. “We’ll just have to get margaritas for dinner.”

Five hours and two more stops later, we pulled into the parking lot in front of Claire’s new apartment. There were only three of us to unload the truck, but since my daughter’s place was on the ground floor it wasn’t terrible. Still, it was summer and all of us were sweaty and sticky when we went to drop off the truck and pick up the rental that Lainey and I were going to drive home.

Back at the apartment we showered and changed for dinner. We were all starving, so I drove us to a restaurant that Claire swore had the best Mexican food in College Station. The girls ordered half the appetizers on the menu along with specialty margaritas, while I opted for a regular one made with Patron.

“You should live a little, Dad,” Claire chided me as the waiter set my drink down. “Try something out of your comfort zone.”

“I’m old enough to have already done that. I know what I like.”

“Do you, now?” Lainey cooed with a cheeky smile.

Claire groaned with a nacho halfway to her mouth. “Will you please not flirt with my dad while I’m trying to eat?”

“Sorry.” The wicked gleam in Lainey’s eyes gave the lie to her words.

“You can flirt with him all you want when you get back home,” Claire said, then her eyes flickered to me. “Sorry, Dad.”

“Sure. Throw me under the bus.”

Lainey stuck her tongue out at me, and I winked back before I caught myself. Fuck. This was really playing with fire. I took a gulp of my margarita and cleared my throat.

“Are you staying at the apartment tonight?” I asked my daughter.

She nodded. “I’d really like to. It’s like I’ve been waiting my whole life for this, being completely on my own, you know?”

“Yeah, I get it.”

“I can sleep on the couch,” Lainey offered.

“Did you see my couch? You’d probably be more comfortable on the floor. Why don’t you stay at the hotel with Dad?”

Lainey raised an eyebrow as her mouth slowly widened into a grin. “Really?” she drawled.

“Ugh,” Claire groaned as her face twisted in disgust. “You are the very worst. You know what I meant. Stay at the same hotel as him, not with him.” She paused for a long beat. “Unless you really want to.”

My jaw dropped. “Claire.”

The two girls erupted in a fit of giggles. “The look on your face,” my daughter gasped. “Oh, I wish I could have gotten a picture.”

Lainey laughed until she snorted. “Omigod. That was priceless.”

I glared at them across the table. “Do you two want to walk home?”

The girls traded glances. “I don’t think he means it,” Claire said under her breath. “Do you?”

“Nope,” Lainey agreed. “No matter how many times he threatened it over the years, he never actually went through with it. I think we’re safe.”

Claire reached over and patted my hand. “Sorry, Dad. We don’t believe you. But we’ll try to behave anyway.”

Her friend nodded, but from the way her eyes were dancing I didn’t expect Lainey to behave—at all. I was relieved when the two of them backed off from teasing me and spent the rest of the evening talking about Claire’s plans for her apartment and her new job, leaving me to eat in peace. After dinner we took Claire back to her apartment, but she turned down our offer to help her finish unpacking.

“It’s been a long day and I know you’re both tired,” she told us. “Go to the hotel and relax. Soak in the pool for a while or something. I’ll see you in the morning before you head back.”

I looked dubiously at the piles of boxes in her living room. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I’ve got plenty of time to finish this up and settle in. I don’t have to go in to work until Wednesday, and this week is just finishing paperwork, orientation, and stuff like that anyway. Things won’t really kick off until the week after.”

“Okay. We’ll drop by in the morning, then.”

When we got to the hotel, I carried our bags in and headed for the front desk.

“You’re not really getting another room for me, are you?” Lainey asked, hooking her hand possessively around my arm.

“Only if you want one.”

“Not in this lifetime.”

As soon as we got to our room and dumped our stuff on the bed, she was in my arms. “I think the pool is still open.”

“That sounds like way too much work.”

“How about a drink? There’s a bar downstairs. Get me drunk and maybe you’ll get lucky.”

I grinned at her. “I’m already feeling pretty damned lucky, but let’s see what happens.”

Since I had to drive home the next day, I took it easy and nursed one drink. Lainey got tipsy, though, which made her even flirtier than usual. It was kind of adorable, actually, and it was good to see her confidence on display. I had just decided against ordering a second drink when her phone dinged. She peered at it and frowned.

“Elena’s spending the night at your place. Sounds like she had a really ugly phone call from her dad after we left.”

“Is she okay?”

Lainey shrugged helplessly. “Not sure. You know how she bottles things up.” She turned to look at me. “Do you think she’s going to stay?”

“I offered, and she said we’d talk about it when we get home. I guess it depends on what her parents do.”

“I wish she would,” she sighed. “It would be so perfect with all four of us there.”

A very naughty thought of Elena joining our group popped into my head, and despite my best efforts to quash it, it lingered. I had to agree with Lainey—it would be awfully damned perfect. Then I felt guilty and angry at myself for thinking it at all. Elena was having a bad time and deserved sympathy and support, and here I was fantasizing about her. What the hell was wrong with me?

I decided now would be a really good time for a second drink after all and ordered another for Lainey. Skylar and Avery kept texting her updates, so it was a lot later than I’d planned when we finally got back to our room. We’d shared a long, sweet kiss in the elevator, but it turned out that I wasn’t going to get lucky after all because Lainey passed out practically the second she crawled into bed. I didn’t mind, though. We had all the time in the world.

I watched her for a while as she slept, just marveling at how damned beautiful she was and how lucky I was to have her in my life. And as much as I loved sex with her, I wouldn’t trade moments like this for anything. When I turned out the light, she snuggled up against me, and it was even better.

Apparently, the alcohol had left no ill effects because Lainey woke up in a playful mood. It was so playful that we missed the hotel breakfast and only an insistent call from Claire wondering where we were got us out of bed. We rushed through getting dressed and packed, and then hurried to Claire’s apartment.

“What kept you?” my daughter asked as she let us inside.

“We stayed at the bar a little longer than we should have last night,” I admitted.

Claire laughed. “Did you have to carry her up to her room?”

“What if he carried me up to his room?” Lainey asked.

My daughter rolled her eyes. “Then I don’t want to hear about it. Ever.”

“All right,” Lainey sang then plopped down on the couch, her eyes sparkling with mischief while she waited to see if Claire would rise to the bait.

“So, what are your plans for the day?” I asked to change the subject.

“I’m going to go grocery shopping then finish unpacking.”

Lainey snorted. “Ten bucks says she’s still got boxes in the living room six months from now.”

“Oh, shut up.”

“Did you hear from Elena?” my brunette girlfriend asked, serious now.

“Yeah. I figured she was going to have a blowup with her dad sooner rather than later.” My daughter turned to me. “It’s okay with you if she stays at the house for a while?”

“Of course. For as long as she likes.”

Claire shook her head and smiled. “You’re going to end up with a house full if you’re not careful.”

“I can think of worse things.”

“We should probably go,” Lainey said. “It may take Daniel to talk Elena off the ledge. You know how she gets.”

“She’ll listen to you, Dad,” Claire agreed. “Convince her to bail on that mess and stay with you until she’s on her feet.”

“I will.”

Though I knew I’d feel guilty about it afterwards. Would I be doing it to get Elena out of a mess, or because I selfishly wanted her with me?

The trip back seemed to go a lot faster than the drive to College Station, which probably had a lot to do with having Lainey for company. Despite what was going on with Elena at home she was upbeat, singing along with the radio and having a great time.

“I’m not annoying you, am I?” she asked after a song I assumed was one of her favorites finished.

“Have you ever?”

“Of course, I have. We all did.”

“Less than you’d think. Well, except for the K-pop.”

She gave an evil laugh. “You know Avery and Elena are still huge fans, right?”

“Ugh. I may have to rethink this whole thing.”

Lainey tossed her head. “As if.”

She wasn’t wrong. Avery was already moved in for good. Lainey and Skylar were basically living with me, too. And now Elena. Claire’s best friend was sharp, and she was bound to figure out what was going on as soon as she spent any amount of time at the house with us. Now the only question was what her reaction would be.

Avery and Skylar met us in the driveway as we pulled up. They both hugged and kissed me, and I was beyond giving a shit what any of the neighbors might think. I was just glad to be home with them.

“Elena’s out by the pool,” Skylar told me. “I think you should go talk to her.”

“Is she still drinking?” Lainey asked.

Avery grimaced. “Oh, yeah.”

“I’ve got it,” I said.

The girls carried our bags inside so I could deal with their friend. Elena was sitting in one of the Adirondacks facing away from the house with a cup in her hand. I forgot all about my earlier fantasies as I watched her. She was hurting and needed help, and that’s what I was going to give her.

I went out and sank into the chair nearest hers. “Are you okay?”

Her soft laughter contained a sharp note of bitterness. “Depends, I guess.”

“What happened?”

“Dad threw down an ultimatum. Stay away from all of you, or get the hell out.”

“You’re still here, so I’m guessing it didn’t go the way he expected.”

“I told him the truth—they’re my best friends, and you care more about me than he ever has.”

“I’m guessing that didn’t go over well.”

“Nope. I told him I’d rather wait tables the rest of my life than give all of you up. So, he emailed me a bill for every dime he paid for my college.” She picked up her glass and took a big gulp. “Ugh.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask what’s in the glass.”

“Tequila.”

“Jesus, Elena.”

“It’s funny how he had the exact figure so handy,” she murmured. “And Mom isn’t answering my calls or texts. Not that that’s surprising. She’d never go against him. She’s more like a fashion accessory than a wife, and she likes it that way. She never has to make any decisions, never has to think for herself. But I just couldn’t do that, no matter how much he wanted me to.”

“Good for you. So, what are you going to do now?”

“Take you up on your offer to stay here for a while, assuming it’s still open.” She turned to me with a tiny smirk. “Since you’ve already stolen all of my potential roommates.”

I guessed that meant she knew Lainey and Skylar were moving in, too. “Sorry about that.”

“You know, I don’t think you are.”

“That’s because you’ve always been really smart. Stay as long as you like, hon. You know you belong here every bit as much as anyone else.”

She looked away then. “Do I?” she asked softly.

“You always have. And we’d all love for you to stay.”

“You’re sure it won’t be too crowded? I won’t be in the way?”

I had to laugh at that. “Elena, have you even seen this place? There’s plenty of room.”

“That’s not what I… Never mind.”

“There’s an empty room with your name on it, and we’ll help you move in whenever you’re ready. You’re family, Elena.”

“Claire said you’d say that. So did Skylar and Avery.”

“Because it’s true.”

She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. “God, I’ve missed this. Your house was always my safe space. Felt more like home than my parents’ house ever did.”

“So come home. Move in and stop fretting about it. Figure out what you want to do, and get your feet back under you. It will all work out. I promise.”

“I really want to believe you,” she sighed.

“Have I ever lied to you?”

She gave me a long look out of the corner of her eye. “No. You never have.”

“Then trust me now.” I stood up and held out a hand. “Come on. Let’s go look at your room and see what you need to get settled. Then we’ll figure out how we’re going to get your stuff.”

Elena let me pull her to her feet, and then she leaned in and gave me a hug. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to—”

“No, I mean thank you for being you. I could always count on you. You were always there, always ready to listen, always willing to help with our problems. I’ve really missed that.”

“Let’s go tell the others you’re staying,” I said as I led her into the house.

If any of them were disappointed that Elena’s presence would interfere with our new relationship or make us keep things under wraps for that much longer, they gave no sign of it. On the contrary, they all seemed thrilled that she was moving in with us. I didn’t even have it in me to be disappointed that my girls wouldn’t be sharing my bed for the foreseeable future.

Elena was coming home. The last piece of the puzzle had just fallen into place.




CHAPTER 23

Everyone stayed up late making Elena feel welcome and keeping her company while she was feeling down, so Lainey and I were the only ones awake to see Avery off to work the next morning.

“You didn’t have to get up for me,” the petite blonde protested.

Lainey shrugged as she threw bacon on the griddle and started whisking eggs. “I’ve only got another week before I have to start work, so I need to get back onto a schedule. I’ll have to get up even earlier than you do. Ugh.”

I hugged Avery and handed her a travel mug full of coffee. “And I wanted to spend a few minutes with you before you leave for the day. I missed you.”

Avery cast an annoyed look at her friend. “I am so jealous that you got to spend all that time alone with him. In a hotel.”

“I will figure out a way to spend some one-on-one time with you and with Skylar,” I assured her. “I promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” She quickly wolfed down the plate of eggs and bacon Lainey handed her then gave us each another hug. “Gotta run. Love you guys!”

“Have a good day, sweetheart.”

Lainey waited until the front door closed before smirking at me. “You’re going to have to take care of her before she combusts.”

“I know. I’ll think of something. Maybe you can take Elena shopping or something.”

“Speaking of, I’d better do another grocery store run since we’ve got another mouth to feed. I want to pick up some of Elena’s favorite comfort food. Do you need anything?”

“I think I’m good.”

The front door slammed open, jerking both of our heads in that direction. “Daniel!” Avery cried.

The frantic tone in her voice had me running for the foyer before I had time to think, with Lainey close behind. As soon as she saw me, Avery flung herself into my arms and sobbed.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“My car,” she gasped out.

Lainey and I walked the crying girl back outside and stopped short at the sight awaiting us in my driveway. Avery’s tires had been slashed and her windows smashed in. Someone had written slut, whore, and other invectives on every flat surface using what I assumed was white shoe polish.

Lainey gasped as the full scale of the damage became apparent. “Fuck.”

“What am I going to do?” Avery wailed.

“Let me look, sweetheart,” I told her as I handed her off to Lainey.

A closer inspection showed me that the vandals hadn’t trashed the interior or done any damage that wasn’t basically superficial. Most likely they’d been in a hurry and settled for what they could mess up quickly.

“It could be a lot worse,” I announced.

Lainey caught my eye. “Carl.”

“That fits. Avery, we can fix this.”

She shook her head while fresh tears streamed down her cheeks. “I can’t afford it!”

“I’ve got it. Don’t worry about it.”

“Daniel, you can’t!”

“Oh, yes I can,” I said. Hell, I was tempted to buy her a new car so she didn’t have to drive this old piece of crap that I constantly worried might leave her stranded. That was an argument for another day, though. “It will be all fixed by this afternoon.”

The blonde’s eyes flickered from her trashed car to me in disbelief. “How?”

“Just trust me. I will make it happen.”

Lainey brushed away a tear from the other girl’s cheek. “Why don’t you stay home today, hon? You’re not going to get much done when you’re this upset.”

“I can’t. I’m afraid if I miss a day, they’ll bump someone ahead of me for full-time.”

As talented as Avery was, I sincerely doubted that would happen, but there was no point in letting her worry about it. I caught Lainey’s eye and nodded towards her car.

“Come on,” she said, taking Avery gently by the arm. “Let’s get you cleaned up then I’ll drive you to work, okay?”

“Okay,” the tiny blonde sniffled.

Skylar came outside as they were going in. When she saw Avery’s car, she gave a low whistle.

“What are you going to do?” she asked me.

“First, I’m going to jack it up and get the tires off and take them to be replaced. Then I’ll get one of the glass repair companies that makes house calls to come out and fix all the windows.”

“Need help?”

“Once I get the wheels off, you and Elena could try to get off the shoe polish.”

Skylar gave the car a dubious look. “Any idea how to do it without screwing up the paint?”

“There’s a big bottle of Goo Gone in the garage. Hopefully that will do it. If not, I may have to take it to take it to a professional detailer.”

“We’ll do our best.”

I got my big floor jack and stands from the garage and already had the first two wheels off by the time Lainey and Avery came back outside. Avery took that in, and a tiny smile crept onto her lips.

“You’re really going to fix it,” she said.

“You’d better believe it.”

She wrapped her arms around my neck. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart. Try not to worry, okay?”

“I’ll try.”

Lainey gave me a warm smile. “I’m going to get the grocery shopping done as long as I’m out.”

“Okay. Have fun.”

“You, too,” she said with a smirk at Avery’s car.

Two jack stands and two cinder blocks I stole from the backyard later, I had all four of Avery’s tires off and loaded into the back of my SUV. I went inside to clean up and then called around until I found a glass repair business that would come out and take care of Avery’s windows today. I paid more than double for the rush job, but it was worth it. I sighed as I hung up the phone. This stuff I could handle, but I had absolutely no idea what I was going to do about Carl to make sure nothing like this ever happened again.

I dropped the tires off at a shop that promised to have them all replaced in a couple of hours then went back home. It was time to deal with the real problem. While Skylar and Elena worked on getting Avery’s car cleaned up, I pulled up the video from my door camera on the computer in my office. It took a lot of scanning through the footage, but I finally found what I was looking for.

A figure dressed in all black clothes crept around the hedge at the front of the house and approached Avery’s car. He—from the size and way he moved I assumed it was a man—carefully punctured each tire through the sidewall first, and then bashed in the windshield and windows with what looked like a short piece of pipe before walking away. No matter what I did to the video, though, I couldn’t get a clear view of his face. It was just too dark. The build matched Carl’s, but I’d never be able to prove it was him.

Damn it. I’d been all ready to put a call through to my lawyer for a restraining order and to see about suing for damages, but without something more solid to go on that wasn’t happening. I knew Carl’s type, too. The asshole wouldn’t stop unless I could come up with a way to force him to back off.

Frustrated, I went back and carefully reviewed the footage again. This time I caught something new. Avery’s mom, Vanessa, was standing behind a tree at the edge of the yard keeping a lookout during Carl’s rampage, and after he’d finished, she was the one who defaced the car with shoe polish.

I pondered options for a while, then put in a call to the contractor I regularly used for repairs on the house to give me an estimate on putting in some extra lights along the driveway. At least I could make things more difficult for our two vandals. I also ordered an upgraded door camera with a higher resolution. If they did come back, I was going to nail them.

The glass repair guy came by soon after, and while he took care of that, I answered some work calls and emails. When Lainey got home, I helped her carry in groceries and put things away. The entire time my mind was churning away at how to handle the situation.

Legally, there wasn’t a damned thing I could do. I had no usable proof that Carl and Vanessa were involved. The video just wasn’t good enough for that. But I still had to protect Avery from them, somehow. There was no telling what those fuckers might do next time.

“Daniel?”

I looked up from the crisper at the bottom of the refrigerator, which I’d been blankly staring into for several seconds. Lainey’s nose was scrunched up in concern. I shook my head and closed the refrigerator door.

“Sorry. Got lost thinking.”

“I was just saying that I told Avery I’d pick her up from work this afternoon.”

“Is she okay?”

“I think so. She’d calmed down by the time we got there. She’s a lot stronger than she looks, you know.”

I thought about her neglectful mother and the run-down house they’d shared. “She had to be to make it this far.”

“Don’t worry about her. She’ll pull herself together. But what are we going to do about Carl?”

“I don’t know yet,” I admitted. “I have him on video, but it’s too fuzzy to prove it’s him.”

With a sigh, I told her about seeing Avery’s mother on the video as well. Lainey’s eyes went ice cold.

“That bitch,” she muttered. “Even for her, that’s beyond low. There has to be something we can do.”

“If you think of anything, let me know.”

We were both still pondering it when Skylar and Elena came in, and Lainey and I quickly filled them in on what I’d found. They were both furious, but Skylar looked thoughtful when we finished.

“What’s going on in your brain?” Lainey asked her. “Got an idea?”

“Maybe. Vanessa and her boyfriends drink at home most nights.”

Elena sat down at the island and propped her chin up on one slim hand. “So?”

“Except on Thursdays. Thursday night is ladies’ night at that bar a couple of miles from her house. Avery says they never miss that. They get shitfaced then go home around midnight so they can make work the next day.”

Lainey shrugged. “Yeah? So what?”

The other girl shot her an evil grin. “It would be a real shame if there was a police car waiting for them when they pulled out of the parking lot, huh?”

“Oh, hell yes,” Elena breathed. “Can we make that happen?”

Skylar’s grin looked like it belonged on a cat in Wonderland. “I’ve made a couple of acquaintances on the force because of work. They’re in and out of the ER all the time, and I like to hang around down there on my breaks. I can make a couple of calls, explain what’s going on, and see if anyone is willing to help us out.”

“That’s brilliant, Sky!” Lainey crowed.

“Hold the applause until I find out whether one of them will do us a solid. I’ll have to call around later. The ones I know are all working nights, too.”

During the course of the afternoon, Avery’s car slowly returned to normal. When Lainey brought the tiny blonde home from work, it was in even better shape than before Carl and Vanessa had worked it over. Not only had the shoe polish been removed and the tires and windows been replaced, Lainey and Elena had spent a couple of hours washing it and cleaning the interior so that it practically sparkled. Avery’s eyes went wide as she took it in.

“Wow, you guys. It looks amazing. Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome, Aves,” Elena said, wrapping her in a hug.

“I told you it would be fixed by the time you got home,” I said, unable to keep a little of the smugness I felt out of my voice.

“I know. I shouldn’t have doubted you. You always come through.”

Lainey’s face took on a feral grin. “And he’s not the only one. Just wait until you hear what Skylar has planned.”




CHAPTER 24

When Thursday night rolled around everyone was ready, though the girls were all on edge with anticipation as we drove to the bar where we expected Carl and Vanessa to make an appearance. Everyone was there except Lainey, who was babysitting overnight for her mom. We all knew what we were supposed to do, but none of us had ever actually been inside the bar, so that was an unknown we’d have to deal with when we got there. I went in with Elena, who’d spent the least amount of time at Avery’s house. It was far less likely that Avery’s mom would recognize her than any of the other girls. It was a risk for me to go inside with her, but there was no way in hell I was leaving her on her own in case things went sideways.

The place was basically a pit. The tiled floor was gray with years of ground-in dirt, and the dim overhead lights only made the place look dingier. Square tables were scattered about the main room, topped with chipped Formica in a black and red pattern that had faded over the years to something closer to gray and pink. Mismatched metal chairs clustered around them, many bent or misshapen by heavy use. The classic country-western music playing in the background sounded tinny and scratchy thanks to the ancient speakers in the ceiling, several of which had apparently blown at some point and never been replaced. Even back in my days as a broke college student I would have turned up my nose at this place.

Elena and I had dressed down anticipating that the place would be a dive, but we still stood out and I couldn’t help noticing the sidelong looks of jealousy the few guys not completely absorbed in their booze were giving me. The problem was that Elena looked spectacular in anything. Her faded, ripped skinny jeans showed off her mouth-watering legs and ass, while her tight, black tank top kept drawing my eyes straight to her cleavage. But thankfully most of the patrons ignored us, their eyes dull and listless as they hunched over the drinks in front of them. They showed zero interest in us or anything else in the bar. All they cared about was drinking.

That suited me just fine, and I hoped that Carl and Vanessa would be no different. The last thing we wanted was attention directed at us. I got us drinks at the bar then led Elena to a table in a barely lit back corner where we could unobtrusively watch the rest of the place. We’d barely had time to sit down when my phone buzzed with a text from Skylar.

“They’re here,” I murmured to Elena.

Not long after, Vanessa and Carl came through the door and made a beeline for the bar. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that they’d already gotten a head start on their drinking. Carl’s unsteady swagger and Vanessa’s tipsy giggles as she fell onto a barstool were dead giveaways. I shot a look at Elena, who gave me a tight-lipped smile in return. So far everything was going as well as we could have hoped.

I texted Skylar back that I’d let her know as soon as the pair was about to leave, then leaned low over my drink on the table to keep as low a profile as possible. Elena followed my example so that our heads were almost touching. Her plush, coral lips twitched into a tiny smirk.

“In a million years I never would have imagined that one day I’d be sitting in a dive bar with you,” she murmured. “I have to admit, though, it’s kind of fun.”

“Stick with me,” I told her with a chuckle. “There’s no telling where we’ll end up next.”

Her eyes hazel sparkled with suppressed mirth. “I can’t wait to find out.”

“We have to survive tonight, first.”

She shrugged. “Eh, it’s not that bad. I ended up in worse places when we went bar crawling off of 6th Street.”

I gave her a pitying look. “Oh, sweet summer child. The torture hasn’t even begun, yet. Didn’t you see the sign when we came in?”

“What sign?” she demanded suspiciously.

“The one that says it’s karaoke night.”

Her eyes widened in horror. “You’re kidding me.”

“Nope.” I pointed to the machine set up on the low stage at the far side of the bar. “It’s just waiting for the first soul with enough alcohol-induced courage to step up.”

“No,” she moaned. “Oh no, no, no, no.”

“Buck up, little camper. It’s all for a good cause.” I gestured towards her drink. “You’re probably going to want another one of those, though.”

“I’m going to want a damned pitcher.”

“If I can ever find someone actually waiting tables, I’ll get you one.” I couldn’t exactly make a trip to the bar with Carl and Vanessa sitting there.

“Screw it,” Elena muttered. “I’ll go get us both more. Avery’s mom wouldn’t recognize me if she was dead sober.”

She’d barely gotten to the bar before the first person staggered up to the stage. I buried my face in my hands as Friends in Low Places blared through the speakers set up on either side of the stage, but others throughout the bar took up the song with far more enthusiasm than I would have imagined possible with this crowd.

Elena set a big pitcher of margaritas on the table and slid into the chair beside me. “Kill me now,” she muttered. “How long do you think they’re going to stay?”

“Not too late. I don’t know about Carl, but Vanessa won’t risk losing her job.”

She winced as the singer went spectacularly off-key. “So, it’s just going to feel like forever.”

“I suggest drinking until you’re too numb to feel anything.”

She cocked an eyebrow at me. “You may have to carry me out of here.”

“I knew the job was dangerous when I took it.”

We both drank—a lot—but Elena’s running commentary on the performances kept me laughing throughout the evening. Despite the circumstances and awful surroundings, we were actually having a pretty good time. Not that we’d ever want to come back here and do it again, but still.

Elena slapped her hand down on my forearm. “Oh, god. Oh, shit. They’re going to do it,” she hissed under her breath.

“What?”

I looked up and saw Vanessa hauling Carl up to the stage. Now this I wouldn’t have expected. He dragged his feet, but Avery had inherited her dogged stubbornness from her mother, who wasn’t about to be denied her moment of drunken glory. I leaned back, awaiting the hilarity about to ensue, and then realized how easily they could spot me from the stage. Elena must have figured it out at the same time because she grabbed my hands and leaned closer to me until her face hid mine from view.

“That was close,” I breathed.

“Yeah.”

It was way too damned close. Our eyes met, and suddenly the air seemed charged and too thick to breathe. Elena’s lips were parted, alluring. For a moment she looked surprised, but her expression quickly shifted to something else that was almost transcendental, like she’d had a sudden epiphany. Before I could ask what she was thinking, the karaoke machine launched into Kenny Rogers and Sheena Easton’s duet cover of We’ve Got Tonight.

Elena held my hands and kept her warm, hazel eyes locked on mine while Vanessa and Carl butchered the song. I couldn’t make myself look away, was afraid to so much as breathe. The heat of her palms seeped into my hands and up my arms into my chest, and the tension between us kept ratcheting up with each verse.

As the song died away, she whispered, so softly I could barely hear her from just inches away, “We’ve got tonight.”

Her eyes were luminous with a soft warmth that sucked me into her gaze. She was so damned beautiful, and she was right there, practically begging me. We both leaned a hair closer, like magnets inexorably drawn together.

“I think they’re leaving,” I blurted.

Elena blinked at me. “Huh?”

“They’re heading for the door. They’re leaving.”

“Damn it,” she muttered and let go of my hands.

“What?”

“Nothing. Never mind.”

I snatched up my phone and texted an update to Skylar. When I looked up, Elena was cradling her head in her hands.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Hit the margaritas a little too hard, I think.”

I held out a hand and helped her up. “Come on, hon. We sat through the show. Don’t want to miss the big finale.”

Elena clung tightly to me as we followed our targets to the exit and showed no interest in letting go even when we stepped outside. Avery’s mom and Carl were already across the parking lot, headed for that beater Carl drove. I could hear them arguing even over the music blasting from the bar behind us. I led Elena around the corner to the side of the building where we could watch them without being immediately visible. Only seconds later Skylar joined us, her phone jammed against her ear as she spoke rapidly to the person on the other end.

“Yeah, James. They’re getting into their car and about to leave right now. Okay, thanks!” She ended the call and grinned at us. “He’s five minutes away. Come on.”

We followed Skylar to her car, which she’d parked in the darkest corner of the lot. Avery was huddled low in the front passenger seat, so Elena and I climbed into the back. The leggy blonde practically fell onto my lap, and her giggles drew Avery’s attention. Avery raised a quizzical eyebrow at the sight of her friend plastered against me but made no comment. All I could do was shrug helplessly. Skylar glanced over her shoulder, took in the scene, and rolled her eyes.

“Did you get her drunk?”

“Maybe?”

“For god’s sake, Daniel.”

Elena lifted her head from my chest. “You don’t understand. They were doing karaoke. Karaoke, Skylar.”

“Jeez, no wonder she’s blitzed,” the other girl muttered.

The slender blonde let her head sink back against me while her fingers twitched at the neckline of my t-shirt. “Daniel really is handsome, isn’t he?”

Avery snorted a laugh. “Yeah, we might have noticed that,” she replied drily.

“There they go,” Skylar said.

I turned my head in time to see Carl’s car jerk into motion. He backed slowly out of his parking place then pulled onto the street. Skylar gave it a minute before following them out. She hung back almost a quarter of a mile behind, but even from there I could see that Carl was having trouble. His car was weaving between the lines, speeding up then slowing down. I found myself hoping that Skylar’s police friend pulled him over before he killed someone.

We were halfway to Avery’s house when a black police SUV pulled in behind Carl and hit the lights and siren. For long seconds nothing happened, but then Carl’s blinker lit up and he finally pulled over. Skylar slid into the parking lot of a nearby strip mall where we could watch what went down.

It wasn’t a great view from so far back, but we saw the policeman get out of his SUV and approach Carl’s window. Soon after, another police SUV arrived and took up a position in front of Carl’s car. Carl’s door opened and he staggered into the bright lights coming from behind, holding up a hand to shield his eyes.

We watched as the policeman ran Carl through a sobriety test, which he apparently failed because the officer put him up against the side of the car and cuffed him. We were too far away to hear anything, but it looked like Carl was arguing with them. Then the passenger door sprang open, and Avery’s mom jumped out. She was obviously yelling while she waved her arms wildly. One of the policemen went around the car to calm her and get her back into the car, but that only fed her temper. It wasn’t long before she was in handcuffs as well.

“Holy crap,” Skylar murmured as they were each put into the back of one of the SUV’s. “It’s a two-for-one. That should keep them out of your hair for a while, Avery.”

The petite blonde sank back into her seat with a deep sigh. “I sure hope so.”

By the time a wrecker came for Carl’s car and the two police vehicles left, Elena was snoring against my chest. We’d solved one problem, but I had a feeling that I was going to have another one to deal with tomorrow.




CHAPTER 25

Friday morning was refreshingly normal. I got up to see Avery off to work and then chatted a bit with Skylar before she went up to her room to get some sleep. I’d carried Elena up to bed when we got home last night, and she was still sleeping off the margaritas when Lainey finally got home from her mom’s.

The brunette looked exhausted as she stepped into my office, but she didn’t hesitate to climb onto my lap and bury her face against my neck with a little sigh. I stroked her hair and held her tightly, surprised at how much I’d missed her after only a single night apart.

“Long night?” I asked.

She pushed far enough away from me so she could meet my eyes. “I can’t take it anymore, especially with school about to start. I told Mom I’m moving in with you.”

My eyebrows climbed towards the ceiling. “Really? What did she say?”

“That it’s about time I found a man to take care of me.”

That sounded like Lainey’s mom, all right. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

She bit her lip, eyes dropping nervously. “You know that’s not what this is, right? I’m not her. That isn’t what I want.”

I tucked my fingers under her chin and tilted her face up so that she was looking at me again. “As if. You don’t need me to take care of you. You have a degree and a job, and you took care of yourself just fine while you were away at college. This is about us, about being in love. About family.”

Her lips twitched. “And absolutely amazing sex.”

“That, too,” I agreed with a laugh. “And it’s about taking care of each other, like Skylar did for Avery last night.”

“And like we’ll do for you now that Claire is gone.”

I nodded. “And we’ll all live happily ever after in a home full of love and laughter.”

“I really like that ending,” she said with a dreamy sigh.

“It’s not an ending, love. It’s a beginning.”

“What are we going to do about Elena?”

I thought guiltily about our almost-kiss at the bar last night. “We’re going to have to tell her—sooner rather than later.”

Lainey took a deep breath. “I think we should talk to her first, Daniel—me and Avery and Skylar. It will be better if she hears it from us. I’m pretty sure she’ll understand, but we don’t want her to get freaked out and run when she’s having so much trouble with her dad.”

“That makes sense. But don’t put it off any longer than you have to.”

“I’ll talk to Avery this afternoon then Skylar when she wakes up this evening. We’ll figure out something.”

I was in the kitchen with Lainey and Elena when Avery got home from work that afternoon. Lainey had started dinner, and Elena and I were doing whatever we could to help out while simultaneously trying to stay out of Lainey’s way. Avery walked in and made as if to fling herself at me, but then realized Elena was there and checked herself. She sighed and parked it on a stool at the island instead with an adorable pout of frustration.

“How was work?” Elena asked her.

“Good for a Friday. But you’ll never guess what happened.”

“What?”

“Mom called. From jail. She wanted me to bail her out.”

Lainey whirled around and stared at her. “Seriously? After all the crap she’s done to you?”

The tiny blonde nodded. “They arrested her for drunk and disorderly and also charged her with resisting arrest. When I told her that I didn’t have any money, she told me to ask my new sugar daddy for it.”

My gaze flickered between the other girls. Lainey’s face was a picture of outrage on behalf of her friend. Elena looked… Thoughtful.

“Do you want me to bail her out?” I asked Avery.

“No,” she said firmly. “Mom got what she deserved. They both did. This is Carl’s second DUI, and he’s probably going to lose his license. Plus, his car got impounded, and he’s going to have to come up with money for that. Mom is going to lose her job if she doesn’t get herself out of there this weekend.”

“Good,” Lainey muttered. “Maybe they’ll have to move away. Far away.”

“Mom said she’ll have to go to Oklahoma to live with her sister if she gets fired.”

“I’ll pay for her bus ticket,” I told Avery. “Anything to keep her away from you.”

“I’m just over it,” she said. “I’m done. I don’t ever want to see either of them again.”

“And you’ll never have to. Everyone here will run interference for you, and I’ll do whatever I can to get her out of town.”

“Thanks,” she replied. “I’m just so glad to be home, and to know I don’t have to deal with that crap anymore.”

The look of utter adoration she sent my way couldn’t have been more obvious. Elena shot me a startled glance before her attention locked back onto Avery like a guided missile. Shit. When I met Lainey’s eyes, she gave her head a tiny shake. I was still more than willing to let her handle it. I just hoped Elena would wait that long.

“Speaking of being home,” Lainey said, “I told my mom I’m moving in here.”

Avery’s squeal of delight probably shattered all my wineglasses, and she leaped from her stool to squeeze her friend in a bear hug. “That’s amazing! I’m so happy you’re finally doing it! What happened? What did she say? Was she mad? Oh, we should go get your stuff after dinner.”

Lainey laughed as she disentangled herself from Avery’s exuberant embrace. “Well, aside from bringing home yet another loser she works with in an attempt to fix me up last night, she was trying to guilt me into bailing on my job so I can keep providing her with free daycare. I just hit my limit.”

“Do you want me to go with you to pick up your things?” I asked.

Lainey considered then shook her head. “There will be less drama if I just take Avery along. Besides, I don’t have a lot more than she did. Can I borrow your SUV, though?”

“Sure. You know where the keys are.”

“Why don’t we get dinner while they’re doing that?” Elena suggested. “We can pick up something for Skylar, make it a party. It is Friday night, after all.”

“Fine with me. We haven’t done Italian in a while. Everyone okay with that? Good. I think I remember all your favorites.”

Lainey and Avery traded knowing looks and Elena gave me a fond smile. “Of course, you do.”

“I’ll call it in. We should be back with the food by the time you’re done.”

Lainey’s eyes darted between me and Elena. “Okay,” she said.

Once they were on their way, I placed the order. “It’ll take about an hour.”

Elena went to the freezer, pulled out the vodka, and dumped a healthy dose into a tumbler. She held up the bottle, but I shook my head.

“Sure you want more after last night?”

The blonde shrugged. “Probably not, but it makes for good liquid courage.”

I followed her into the living room and sat by her on the couch. She looked down into the glass in her hands as though searching it for answers.

“I almost kissed you last night,” she murmured. “I wanted to.” She took another gulp of vodka. “I still want to.”

“Elena…”

“No, just wait. I know you, Daniel. I already know what you’ll say. Damn it. I should have just done it. This is harder.” Her hazel eyes met mine for a moment before darting away. “I’ve been every bit as head-over-heels for you as Avery is, Daniel. For years. I just kept it hidden better because I didn’t want the others feeling sorry for me the way they did for Avery.” She giggled at my shocked expression. “Avery. That was bound to happen as soon as she got back here. She wouldn’t have been able to stay away. Lainey surprised me a little. Skylar? We all knew exactly what she’s been looking for all this time, except for her. She couldn’t figure it out. Although it looks like she finally did.”

“You knew.”

“It wasn’t that hard to figure out. Poor Avery doesn’t have a deceptive bone in her body. She couldn’t hide it any more than she can hide that smile. It’s all she can do to keep from climbing on your lap whenever she sees you. Boy-crazy Skylar isn’t so much as looking at guys anymore. It’s like they’re not even there. She looks at you, though, when she thinks no one is watching. Lainey? She’s always had self-confidence problems, never been quite sure of herself, but suddenly she’s grounded. Serene as the Mona Lisa.”

“Does Claire know?”

“Claire won’t let herself notice.” The slender blonde shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. She understands all this much better than you think. She’s been around all of our parents, you know, and she understands exactly what you did for us, what you meant to us. I think,” she added, waving her glass for emphasis, “I think that her moving to College Station was so she’d be out of the way and things could happen.”

My jaw dropped. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

Elena sighed. “We all knew Avery was going to try once she graduated, Daniel. She wasn’t going to be able to help herself. She’s never been in love with anybody but you and never wanted to be.”

A wry smile crept onto my lips. “Lainey was first, you know.”

“Was she? Good for her. It’s about time she reached out and grabbed hold of what she wanted.”

Her words kept running through my head. I’ve been as head-over-heels for you as Avery is. “What is it that you want, Elena?”

She barked a bitter little laugh. “I wanted to come to you after I graduated, once I’d gotten my shit together and I could be a real partner for you. I was going to be everything you’d ever wanted, everything you’d ever dreamed of.” She took another gulp of vodka. “I was going to knock your socks off and never give you a chance to get away. I had it all figured out.”

She looked so sad and so lost that my heart ached for her. I reached over and took her hand. “I don’t think I would have tried very hard to get away.”

“Really? You tried to say no to Lainey and Avery, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but they refused to listen. Thank God.”

“You still felt guilty about it, though.”

“You know what I really felt guilty about?”

“What?”

“About offering you a place to stay. Because I couldn’t decide if I was really doing it because I wanted to help you, or if I just wanted you here with me.”

She turned a soft smile up to me. “That sounds like you. You know what else sounds like you? You wouldn’t have done a single thing about it once I was here.”

“No, I wouldn’t have.”

Elena downed the last of the vodka. “Fuck. Nothing has gone the way I planned it, or how I’d hoped.”

I wasn’t at all sure how to help her, or if I even could. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

“Good thing there’s a Plan B.”

“What’s that?”

“I join the rest of my best friends and share you.”

I took a deep breath. “I sort of hate myself for asking this, but are you sure that’s what you want to do?”

Her hazel eyes met my gaze and held it. “I’ve loved you so desperately, so hopelessly, for so damned long. And now I’m watching my friends who have you. Lainey and Avery are just as tight as they were before. There’s not a hint of jealousy there, and they’re both positively glowing from how in love they are. Skylar’s finally found what she’s always wanted, and she’s perfectly happy sharing you, too. If they’ll accept me—and if you will—then I want this more than anything.”

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her. “We were all hoping you’d join us. We all think you belong here, too. The girls intended to talk to you about it, but then there was Avery’s car and dealing with all that mess after that.”

Elena leaned into me and rested her head on my shoulder. “The funny thing is that it actually works out better this way. The problem with my old plan was that once I got you, I wasn’t sure how my friends would react. Would they be happy for me, or would they resent me for it?”

“I think they would have been happy for you.” I bit my lip, considering. “Well, okay, maybe not Avery. She might have tried to kill you in your sleep.”

“That’s what I thought, too. Glad to have dodged that bullet. Literally.”

“They’re going to be so happy and excited. Should we call them and let them know the good news?”

“We can tell them when they get back. In the meantime…”

“Yes?”

“I’m done talking.”




CHAPTER 26

Elena twisted in my arms so she could climb onto my lap then smiled brightly up at me. “Hi.”

“Hi, yourself.”

She slipped her arms around my neck and lifted her face to mine until our lips touched. Of the four of them, Elena seemed the least sure of herself. I didn’t want to push her, so I took it slowly before gently brushing across the crease of her lips with my tongue. With a tiny whimper she opened for me and tightened her arms as though afraid I’d try to escape. As if. After that, though, she cast all hesitation aside.

While Elena might not have had Skylar’s technique, there was no faulting her enthusiasm. Her tongue glided against mine, teased delightfully, and then began exploring my mouth like there was going to be a test later. I’d been itching to get my hands on her pale blonde curls, and now I buried my fingers in their cool silkiness and tilted her head back so I could get deeper into her sweet mouth. And it was sweet. All her walls had come down when she’d admitted that she loved me, and she was putting her whole heart into this kiss. Even Avery hadn’t put herself out there the way Elena did, with absolutely nothing held back.

My heart swelled as I held her in my arms and kissed her. This sweet girl who could have been a high-paid model loved me every bit as much as any of her friends. I really was the luckiest man alive.

Her mouth left mine and she sank back onto my lap with a wry smile. “There’s no going back from here. You’ll never get rid of me now.”

I tightened my arms possessively around her slender waist and looked deep into her eyes. “Sweetheart, there is nothing on Earth that would ever make me want to get rid of you.”

“Even if Claire has a problem with it?”

I sighed. “That ship sailed the first time I kissed Lainey. I hope that Claire will accept it, but I’m not giving any of you up if she doesn’t.”

“That’s a problem for later. Less talking, more kissing, please.”

This time when our lips locked Elena ran her slim hands along my chest and arms, and then her fingers pushed under my shirt so she could reach bare skin. “Better,” she murmured. She tugged at the fabric impatiently until I lifted my arms so she could pull the shirt over my head and flung it aside, sending hers to join it. Her black bra followed a moment later.

Elena’s tits rode high on her chest and were smaller than her friends’, reflecting her slimmer build, but they were perfectly shaped and tipped in carnation pink nipples that were already stiff. I cupped a breast with each hand then lightly squeezed them before rubbing my palms over her pebbled nipples. Elena arched her back with a sharp hiss of indrawn breath.

“Yes. I’ve dreamed about this. I want your hands on me everywhere.”

“Sounds terrible,” I said as I returned to her lips.

I let my hands explore her curves and the immaculate satin of her skin. She was beautiful enough to bring a statue to life, and my cock was getting very uncomfortable jammed down in my shorts. I shifted under her to give it more room, and Elena felt its hardness poking into her ass.

“Already, Daniel?” she asked in surprise.

“You are so damned gorgeous and sexy,” I breathed against her neck while I glided my hands down her sides to her hips. “Who could help it?”

“Why don’t I show you the rest, then?”

She stood up with a shy smile and gracefully peeled off her leggings to reveal her perfect legs and a pair of black thong panties. “I was hoping you were looking,” she explained.

I smiled back. “You’d better believe I was.”

“And felt guilty every second,” she giggled.

“I’m not feeling very guilty now,” I told her as she skinned the panties down her long legs and stood naked before me.

The only thought at all in my head just then was that I had to have her. She was all flawless, pale skin with finger and toenails painted pearlescent sky blue, deliciously slender but with womanly curves, and her light, curly blonde hair tumbled in artless waves down to the middle of her back. I’d said before that she was beautiful, but that didn’t come close to describing her. Elena was fucking exquisite.

She was obviously pleased by my reaction. “Your turn!”

I stood and got rid of my shorts and boxers, and Elena sucked in a breath and bit her lower lip as she got her first look at my erection.

“It’s even better than I imagined,” she said as she molded her body against mine and slid her arms around my waist. “Dreams do come true.”

She was a dream come true, and I never wanted to wake up. I tasted her velvety lips again. This time was even better than before, possibly because she was naked now. I mean, that would make anything better. My cock pulsed hard in agreement where it was sandwiched between us, and Elena pushed me away with a firm but gentle hand on my chest then reached down and took hold of my erection.

“Poor Daniel. I should do something about this.”

She pushed me again, backwards onto the couch, and I sprawled on my back with one leg hanging over the side. Elena laid down half on top of me with her head over my groin, her hair brushing lightly across my skin. I shivered in anticipation when her tongue darted across the skin at the tip of my prick then slowly swirled around the head.

“I don’t have much experience at this,” she said softly.

I ran my fingers along her hip and down the smooth skin of her thigh. “It doesn’t matter, sweetheart. You don’t have to.”

Her lips quirked up in a sly grin. “But I want to.”

Then she wrapped those lips around the head while she gripped the base of my shaft with one hand. Her warm mouth moved along my flesh, up and down each side, licking and sucking, and I groaned as I swelled and strained with her caresses. Like her kisses, Elena made up in eagerness to please whatever was missing in skill. She wanted to be here, wanted to do this, and the growing smell of her arousal as she bent lower to take more of me into her mouth told me that she was enjoying it, too.

My desire for her became a burning need to taste her, to have my mouth on her and feel her moving against me, so I grabbed her hips and urged her to move fully onto the couch. I got one leg moving in the right direction, but she was still holding herself up with the other on the floor.

“Up here with me,” I growled. When she looked over her shoulder, startled, I grinned at her. “You can get while you’re giving, you know.”

Her eyes widened as she realized what I meant, and her cheeks flamed. “I never did that before.”

“Trust me. I’m about to make another dream come true.”

Mine or hers, did it matter?

Her climb over me was awkward for someone usually so effortlessly graceful, as though she wasn’t sure where everything was supposed to go, but finally she was kneeling over me so I was looking up into her rose-pink slit and the deeper coral of her sex. Her lips shimmered with tiny drops of her arousal, and the scent coming from her was intoxicating. I feasted on her with my eyes—her sex, the shaped wisp of hair on her mound so light it was almost white, the smooth, peach columns of her taut thighs. There wasn’t a single part of Elena that wasn’t stunning.

I ran my palms up her legs and gripped her hips to pull her lower. After a moment she relaxed and let herself sink down until she was within reach of my greedy mouth. The only sign of her continued nervousness was the tight grip she had on my cock. I knew how to fix that.

I slid the tip of my tongue in lazy circles around her entrance, which was already parted in anticipation of what was to come. It was just too tempting, so I darted inside. Fuck. She tasted even better than she smelled, tangy without a trace of bitterness. I was really going to enjoy this. I let my tongue glide along her lips then zeroed in on her clit.

At the first touch, Elena jerked and squeaked like a mouse. Damn, the girl was sensitive. Tension radiated from her, the muscles in her stomach and thighs going tight, but after only a few more licks she melted with a soft moan.

Gingerly, unused to trying to function while dealing with such intense sensations between her thighs, Elena returned her attention to my cock. I let out a deep breath when her tongue licked slowly along the sensitive bottom from the base to the flared head, and then it was my turn to be surprised when she took the whole head inside her hot, little mouth and lashed me with her tongue. I broke my stride for a few moments as pleasure jolted through me, and I heard Elena giggle when she realized what she’d done.

From there it became a competition—who could drive the other the craziest the first? My fingers clenched in her ass as I attacked her clit with my tongue, while Elena’s fingers pumped the lower end of my shaft as she bobbed up and down and tried to cram ever more of me into her mouth.

Her hips began to rock as I dove deep into her tunnel and lapped up the honey there. Not satisfied with that, I moved back to her clit and sucked on it, swirling my tongue against it until her thighs flexed and she ground herself against my mouth with a sharp squeal. Fluids gushed from her pussy, and I licked and sucked up as much as I could while she trembled and shook and let out a string of low cries. My cock was forgotten, and she rested her cheek against my thigh.

Finally her body went boneless, and she heaved a deep sigh. “Daniel?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to need you to do a lot more of that.”

“Okay.”

“No. I mean, like, quit your job and devote your whole life to it.”

Eat out the delicious blonde all day every day? “I could probably be persuaded.”

She laughed and lightly kissed the tip of my cock. “I’m afraid I didn’t do as much for you,” she said forlornly.

“Good thing we’re not done yet.” I urged her up and turned her so she was facing me. “When I come inside of you for the first time, I want it to be in your lovely pussy.”

Her cheeks went pink, but she leaned forward to kiss me. The taste of her own sex on my lips made her blink in surprise before her mouth curved in a sexy smile and she deliberately licked it away.

“How do you want me?”

“What do you like?” I asked in return.

She shook her head. “Nuh-uh. I asked you first.”

I thought about it for maybe half a second before I bent her over the arm of the couch so her round ass was pointed back at me, the red marks left by my fingers standing out starkly on her snowy flesh. I bent down and pressed a soft kiss to each one.

“Mmm. I like that.”

I liked it, too. My dick pulsed hard at the sight of her spread before me, her wet, inviting pussy below those firm, oval globes, and the pink rosebud peeking out between. I followed up the curved line of her spine, the dimples in her lower back, the wealth of fine, cornsilk curls tumbling down her shoulder blades. So fucking sexy, and offering herself to me.

“Comfy?” I asked.

“Yes. I’m fine.”

I moved up between her legs and rubbed the head of my cock up and down her slit, and Elena made a sound deep in her throat each time I bumped against her clit. Between my precum and her juices, there was plenty of lubrication to ease my way inside, but it was still a squeeze when I pressed into her opening. She was tight—tighter than Avery. I hadn’t thought that was possible.

“Holy fuck,” I breathed.

I’d have to go slowly so I didn’t hurt her until she’d stretched to fit me. Taking hold of her hips to steady myself, I eased into her. Little by little I slid inside, reveling in the firm grip of her walls on my shaft, until I felt my balls mash against her damp slit.

“Oh, that’s so good,” she said. “You feel perfect.”

“So do you,” I groaned.

The pressure she was exerting on my entire length was unbelievable. Hell, it felt so good I didn’t want to move, but when I finally did, it was even better.

Elena spurred me on with her breathy cries. “Oh, Daniel. Yes. So good.”

My movements were a little jerky at first because of how tight she was, but I soon eased into a regular rhythm. I still couldn’t go too fast, but slid smoothly in and out of her velvety glove.

I couldn’t last long inside Elena, no matter how hard I tried, and when she gasped, “Harder!” I was doomed. I sped up until I was going as fast as I possibly could, smacking wetly against her ass and pushing her into the arm of the couch. She swung her head back and forth so her blonde curls flew wildly.

“Oh, yes! Just like that. Yes!”

I felt it starting, a pressure low in my groin, my balls tightening. Elena must have been right there, too, because she was suddenly a lot wetter inside. A hot tingling spread from my balls all the way to the head of my cock. I clenched the muscles in my core and fought to hold my eruption back, and then Elena’s ass clenched and she let out a gasping chirp. My hands clamped onto her flesh while I shoved as far into her as I could go, and then cum was spurting from my cock into her depths. It felt like I dumped buckets of it into her.

“Fuck!” she cried. “I can feel it. I can feel it inside of me.”

I held myself there as her walls fluttered and squeezed against me, and Elena quivered under my fingers. She finally sank against the arm of the couch, and I only remained upright because of my grip on her hips while I swayed and panted to catch my breath. When I did let go, I fell back away from her.

Elena turned around and crawled up my body until she was lying stretched against me with her head on my sweaty chest, and then drew lazy circles on my skin with her fingertips.

“You okay?” I asked.

A purr came from deep in her throat. “If I had known it would be like that with you, I wouldn’t have waited until I graduated from college.”

“What if I’d said no then?”

She smirked. “I wouldn’t have listened. And you wouldn’t have been able to resist me for long.”

I thought about it. Of the four of them, Elena probably would have had the best shot at pulling that off. She was the most stable and put together, so I wouldn’t have felt quite as guilty or worried so much about taking advantage of her. We’d never know for sure, but I was perfectly happy with how the timing had worked out.

Timing. I glanced at the clock. “We should probably go pick up the food.”

She clung to me with a heartfelt whimper. “Do we have to?”

“Imagine Avery and Lainey coming home and finding us like this, and no dinner.”

Her lips twisted in a pout. “I think they’d forgive me.”

“No, you don’t understand. They’d insist on joining in and turn it into an all-night thing. And I’d have to do it with no food.”

She smacked me playfully on the shoulder. “Oh, poor Daniel. Forced to have sex all night with three hot, younger women. How terrible.”

“But I have to keep my strength up!”

Elena heaved a put-upon sigh. “Fine, but I reserve the right to revisit the whole foursome thing after dinner.”

I faked a shudder. “The horror. The horror.”

“Oh, get dressed,” she said as she slid off of me and scooped up her clothes from the floor.

I watched her with hunger as she pulled her panties back up her long legs. I couldn’t help myself. Elena caught me as she glanced over her shoulder.

“You keep looking at me like that and I’m going to take these right back off.”

I sighed and pushed myself up from the couch. “It’s funny, but somehow I think you’re the one who’s going to end up giving me the most grief.”

She flashed me a happy smile. “Oh, Daniel. I haven’t even gotten warmed up yet.”




CHAPTER 27

It turned into a busy week, and an even busier weekend. The other girls were ecstatic that Elena was now officially part of the family. Elena’s parents, not so much. When she told them she was moving in with me they had a conniption fit. They wouldn’t let her take anything she hadn’t paid for herself, with receipts to prove it, and demanded repayment of the money they’d spent putting her through college. I wrote them a check to get them off her back about that, but she was still left with almost nothing.

That led to an argument, which I wisely let Lainey and Avery handle for me, followed by a flurry of online orders and a couple of major shopping trips, which I also wisely left to the girls. In the end, all four of them were moved in and settled—for good, I hoped.

Other matters were settled as well. Avery’s mom and Carl were out of the picture. Vanessa left town to live with her sister after she lost her job. It turned out that Carl had a warrant out for a parole violation, and he’d failed to register as a sex offender as required by the state. Of course, we were all completely shocked when we found out that he was a sex offender. Since he was out on parole, there was no trial. They simply carted him back to state prison for another ten years. No one shed a tear over that.

Lainey’s teaching job started on the following Monday, so we decided to go out to dinner to celebrate. Or commiserate. Either way, I offered to take them to the best restaurant in the Metroplex, but the girls put their heads together and agreed they would rather go to Angelina’s and then have movie night at home. Who was I to argue?

I was already long dressed and waiting in the living room when they came downstairs in a group, laughing and chattering. After all the time I’d spent with them the past few weeks I should have been used to it, but they still managed to take my breath away. It was like I forgot just how damned beautiful they were or something, and it kept catching me off guard.

Lainey wore a flowy blue and green sundress with strappy sandals and her chestnut curls clipped back, the epitome of the lovely Girl Next Door. Avery was a blonde pixie in a dark green denim dress and matching ankle boots which went perfectly with her golden hair. Elena was elegant in a white lace cami under a blue and white print dress that skimmed her knees, her ice-blonde curls tucked into a messy up-do with a couple of long strands left loose to frame her face. Skylar… I gulped as my eyes locked onto Skylar. She was wearing a black tank top that looked painted onto her tits and a Hawaiian print sarong in bright jewel tones that looked amazing against her olive skin. Her dark chocolate hair was hanging loose around her shoulders, begging me to tangle my fingers in it and drag her in for one of her amazing kisses.

They were all so damned beautiful—and all mine. We were all exactly where we wanted to be.

“Shotgun!” Avery and Elena called out at the same time.

“Crap. Rock, paper, scissors?” Avery asked. “Crap,” she muttered again when Elena won.

The taller blonde bent down and kissed her cheek. “You can have it on the way home, sweetie.”

Avery brightened, but Lainey’s face screwed up in a pout. “Totally not fair.”

I put my arms around her waist and drew her in for a long, searing kiss. “Better?”

“I’m good,” she replied, fanning herself, and then she stuck her tongue out at her friends.

Skylar just shrugged. “I don’t care. I get the back seat to myself.”

When we got to the car, Elena gave me a knowing look as she hopped into the passenger seat and eased her dress up higher to reveal more of her creamy thighs. Love you, she mouthed at me.

The others were too busy arguing over the radio to notice. Everything was so different now, but some things never changed. It probably never would, and I was perfectly okay with that.

At the restaurant I held the door open for them. Skylar snagged my arm as she went by and leaned against me with a sigh.

“It’s nice, huh?”

“It really is. I still can’t believe it’s real half the time.”

She squeezed my arm. “It’s real. We’re real, and we all want this. We’re a family, Daniel. We belong together.”

“All I know is that I never felt whole inside after all of you left. And now I’m happier than I’ve ever been.”

“We all felt that way, like there was something missing from our lives. Until we came back home to you.”

“And now none of us ever have to feel that way again.”

The others had already requested a table, and we followed our hostess into the dining area. I sat between Lainey and Skylar, with Elena and Avery across from us. We ordered, and I spent a few minutes just watching the way they interacted with each other. They were so comfortable, so happy together. We really were a family.

After the food came, the real conversation started.

“Elena, have you thought about what you’re going to do now?” Avery asked.

The tall blonde made a face. “Get a job somewhere. Although the market sucks right now.”

Skylar tilted her head. “What would you do if you didn’t have to go right to work?”

“Go back to school and get my MBA,” Elena answered without thinking. “What I’d like to do after that is open a boutique that only showcases products made locally. A lot of people in my business classes want to sell things that they make, but producing the kind of volume they need is hard. If they could sell their merchandise without having to worry about the overhead and time sinks of all the extra stuff like collecting taxes and such, they’d have a better shot.”

“So, like Etsy, but a brick and mortar that only deals with locals,” Lainey said.

“Exactly. With the right location, something like that could take off. There are always people who prefer to buy local if they can. It would be the selling point.”

Skylar nodded. “Not a bad idea.”

I didn’t think so, either. That type of business was out of my wheelhouse, but I knew people who could tell me how viable it was. I’d make a few calls, and I’d also make damned sure Elena was enrolled in a top MBA program for the spring semester. She was too smart and too motivated to let her waste years in a crappy entry-level job she’d know upside down and backwards in a month. Assuming she could even find one with the hiring freezes and layoffs going on right now.

“Dessert?” I asked when the waitress came around to collect our empty plates. “No one? Really?”

“We’re doing movie night,” Avery said. “Have to save room for popcorn and snacks.”

“And beer,” Skylar added.

I drove home with Avery in the passenger seat, and she kept her hand on my thigh the entire way. She didn’t try to make it anything sexual. It was just a comfortable touch, as though reminding me that she was there. I sort of hoped that it would become a thing with all of them.

Once we got home, they all disappeared upstairs to change into their pajamas. I was a little surprised, though by no means disappointed, when each of them came down wearing sleep shirts with their lovely legs bare and hair down. They had the adorably cute and sexy look nailed, that was for damned sure. Maybe they practiced it, I don’t know. I just know it worked for me.

They all piled onto the couch and started arguing about what to watch. Finally, Skylar shushed the others.

“Daniel should pick. He always has to watch whatever we want to watch.”

“Oh, no,” I objected. “You’re not putting this on me. I pick and nobody’s going to be happy.”

The girls traded looks then Lainey picked up the remote. She flipped through the available selections while the others watched.

“That one!” Elena said.

“Yeah,” Skylar agreed.

I raised an eyebrow. “Lake Placid?”

“Hey, everybody loves Betty White,” Avery said.

So I watched Lake Placid with Skylar and Avery sandwiching me. Lainey and Elena brought out popcorn and beer then sat on either side of us while the movie ran. When it ended, they switched places and put on Tremors.

“You really don’t have to make it about me,” I told them.

Lainey rested her head on my shoulder. “But we want to. You’ve done so much for us, made all of this possible. We want to make you happy, too. You need to know that what you want and like is important to us.”

They all nodded, and Skylar added, “You mean as much to us as we do to you.”

Elena squeezed my hand. “And we aren’t ever going to let you forget it.”

“We love you, Daddy,” Avery piped up.

Elena winced. “Without being all creepy and weird about it. Even if we do kind of all have daddy issues.”

Avery stuck out her tongue. “I don’t care.”

With a laugh, Lainey hugged her. “You do you, sweetie. It doesn’t bother us, and Daniel seems to like it. God knows we’re all fucked up in our own special ways.”

Elena picked up the remote and shut off the TV. “I say we take Daniel to bed and show him exactly how important to us he is.”

“Are you sure, Elena?” Lainey asked.

While Elena had shared my bed with Lainey, Avery and me, there had been no sex involved. It would be her first time with any of the other girls. I’d thought about easing her into it with Lainey, but we hadn’t had a chance yet.

The tall blonde shook her head. “I want it to be all of us. Like it’s supposed to be.”

They all looked at me and I shrugged. “That’s why I got the big, new bed.”

Avery bounced onto my lap. “Yay! Let’s go!”

“Little nympho,” Lainey laughed. “You discovered sex and now you can’t get enough.”

Skylar looked thoughtful. “I’ve hardly just discovered sex, but I can’t get enough of it with Daniel, either.”

“What do you say, Daniel?” Elena asked. “Have you updated your life insurance policy?”

“I started putting in some extra cardio in my workout. I’ll try to keep up.”

God, I hoped I could keep up. Four of them.




CHAPTER 28

They clustered around me on the way to the bedroom, where Skylar and Avery immediately stripped off each other’s sleep shirts and Skylar took the tiny blonde’s mouth in one of her deep, slow kisses. Lainey led Elena to the bed, and we stretched out with the tall blonde between us. 

“Just watch,” Lainey murmured to the other girl.

Skylar bent low to suck on one of Avery’s nipples while the blonde fondled her ass. Both were cooing and moaning in a way guaranteed to have me diamond hard in no time. Lainey gave me a pointed look, and then we both began lightly caressing Elena at the same time. After a while the brunette leaned over the other girl and offered me her lips, so I kissed her slowly and softly while my hands continued to move across Elena’s skin.

When we broke apart Avery and Skylar were still going at it, and Lainey tugged her sleep shirt over her head while I stripped down. Together we undressed Elena, taking our time about it and inserting lots of touching and kissing along the way. By the time she was naked, Lainey was nibbling at her neck while I was rubbing her nipples. At some point during all that, Skylar and Avery had climbed onto the bed and were now wrapped in a tight sixty-nine, licking and sucking each other as though they couldn’t get enough.

“Fuck, that’s hot,” Lainey said.

Elena stared at them in fascination. “Did you guys do this before Daniel?”

“No, this is new. Almost as much to us as to you.” Her skin colored with a blush. “It’s fun, though.”

She leaned down to pull one of Elena’s nipples into her mouth. I claimed the other one, and both of our hands went between the blonde’s legs. It didn’t take much of that before I felt her folds growing moist against my fingertips. Elena put an arm around each of us while her hips rocked and her breathing deepened. Once she was firmly in the grip of her arousal, Lainey pushed her back on the bed.

“Let me show you,” she said in a low voice as she climbed on top.

I’m not sure what there is that’s harder than diamond, but that’s where my erection was with two pairs of gorgeous girls locked in passionate sixty-nines beside me in our giant bed. This was so far beyond any fantasy I’d ever entertained that my brain was struggling just to process it. After a while Skylar turned her head to look at me.

“Are you just going to watch?”

I laughed in bemusement. “I don’t even know where to start.”

She reached up and smacked Avery’s ass. “Your little nympho has been dying for some attention.”

Well, I could hardly deny her, could I? I got up and moved between Avery’s legs and took hold of her hips, and then Skylar took my cock and guided it to the tiny blonde’s entrance. Taking a deep breath, I leaned forward and hissed with pleasure at the glorious sensation of her tight, slick walls spreading for my cock. Avery flung her head back with a sharp little cry as her narrow tunnel stretched to fit me.

“You look so good taking his cock, Ave,” Skylar said from beneath us.

About the time I had eased fully inside Avery, Elena let out a loud moan on the other side of the bed.

“That’s it, hon,” Lainey said. “Good, so good.”

Skylar’s hands were on Avery’s ass now, spreading her wide so I could go even deeper. “Fuck her, Daniel.”

The blonde whimpered as my cock slowly churned deep inside her pussy. Skylar was content to watch for a while, but when I reached a faster rhythm she let go of her friend’s ass and set her fingers to work on the blonde’s clit. Avery jerked against me with a squeal. Her back arched, and she flung her head back at this doubled assault on her senses.

“Oh, fuck,” she moaned. “Fuck. Don’t stop.”

I kept stroking into her as her tunnel flooded with hot fluids that coated my cock and let me speed up even more. Beneath us, Skylar was eagerly slurping up every drop that spilled from Avery’s pussy, which excited me that much more. I loved how she got into sex with her friends as much as with me. It was going to tighten the bonds between all of us that much more. The two of us quickly brought Avery to an earth-shattering orgasm, which left her shaking and twitching for over a minute before her small body went limp between us.

When I pulled out of her, Skylar latched onto my cock and popped it into her waiting mouth, where she took down me to the root. She seemed as eager to suck Avery’s juices from there as she had been to get them directly from the source.

“Damn,” Lainey murmured in awe before returning her attention to Elena’s pussy.

The other blonde didn’t last long, either. Her loud cries announced Lainey’s success at bringing her to orgasm, and they sent a deep quiver through my shaft. Reluctantly, Skylar let me slip from her lips, and I moved behind Lainey. The lovely brunette arched her back and pushed her ass up in invitation. Elena looked up at me, eyes wide as she realized what was about to happen right in front of her.

“Put it inside of me, Elena.”

Tentatively the blonde took hold of my shaft and aimed my head at Lainey’s wet hole. To my surprise she didn’t let go, instead letting my shaft glide through her fingers as I pushed into her friend then moving down to gently caress my balls.

The brunette gave a low, throaty moan and pushed back against me. “God, I love your cock. I love the way you fuck me.”

I loved it, too. My lovely Girl Next Door wasn’t as tight as the two blondes so I could hammer away without worrying about hurting her, and her fleshier ass was perfect for holding onto while I was doing it. I fucking loved the way it bounced when I smacked against her, loved the way she eagerly met my thrusts to claim every inch of me inside her sweet pussy.

“Rub her clit, Elena,” Skylar said beside us.

She’d crawled out from under Avery so she could see the action better and now lay propped up against a couple of pillows. Her legs were spread wide while her fingers danced against her clit. She gave me a naughty smile when I turned my head.

“Like what you see, Daniel?”

“Hell, yes!” I panted.

“Good. I’m next.”

I switched between watching her playing with her pretty pussy and my cock sliding in and out of Lainey’s coral tunnel. After Avery, it didn’t take just a whole lot of that before my balls began tightening. Luckily Lainey got there first. She slammed her hips back against me while her walls squeezed down on me as though they were never going to let go, and she muffled her shrill cries against Elena’s slit. The sudden pressure on my shaft sent cum boiling from my cock, and my thighs shook with the intensity of my release. I kept moving inside of her, though, slower now until she stopped shaking, and then pulled out.

Skylar’s eyes were hot with lust. “Suck him, Elena.”

The blonde twisted under Lainey and took me into her mouth. She sucked out the last of the cum I hadn’t dumped inside her friend, and then tongued my whole shaft until it was clean and glistening. By the time she was satisfied and released me, my legs were wobbly, and I rolled onto my back with a groan.

“Giving out so soon?” Skylar asked in a sultry voice. “Come on, Avery. Let’s see if we can wake him up again.”

The girls positioned themselves so each straddled one of my legs with their faces pointed at my crotch. Together they gently licked and kneaded my cock and balls while they ground their wet slits against my legs, working together as a team like they’d rehearsed it or something. Elena watched them, fascinated.

“We could probably make millions on OnlyFans.”

I snorted. “One, nothing like that is ever happening, and two, I’m not twenty anymore. Especially the second one.”

Lainey had turned to watch as well. “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

“I’ll say,” Avery agreed.

My cock had still been semi-erect when I’d pulled out of Lainey. Now it was hard and straining again. Suddenly Avery lifted up and swooped her mouth down over my entire length while Skylar continued delicately licking my balls.

“Holy crap,” Elena breathed, watching wide-eyed as the pixie swallowed my cock. “How does she do that?”

Skylar snorted. “Practice.”

“And dedication!” Avery added as she sat up again. She was obviously proud of herself.

Elena’s hazel eyes met mine. “For the record, I’m willing to practice—a lot.”

Lainey giggled beside her. “A girl’s gotta have goals.”

“All right, stop hogging it,” Skylar grumbled as Avery went down on me again. “It’s my turn.”

Avery pulled away and her lips released me with a loud pop. As soon as she was out of the way, Skylar knelt over me. She sank straight onto my cock with a deft movement of her hips then bent low to kiss me.

“I love you,” she whispered. “Keep it under control. I want you to finish in Elena.”

Ask me for the Moon, next. “I’ll do my best.”

She kissed me again then straightened, and I took a moment to admire her magnificent body sitting astride mine. I’d never get enough of her. And she wasn’t going to make it easy to keep my promise, either. She started fucking herself on my cock using her hips rather than her legs, squeezing me with her inner walls as she rocked back and forth. After watching this for a minute, Avery scooted up and knelt over my face.

“We’ve all had some except you. Don’t want you to feel left out.”

Like I’d ever complain about getting to lick Avery’s little pink pussy. I dove into her with relish, licking every bit of her I could reach from her clit to her entrance. She and Skylar leaned forward to kiss and fondle each other’s tits while using me as their sex toy. Silly me, I didn’t mind a bit.

“Look at them,” Lainey murmured in awe.

“It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” agreed Elena.

Remembering what Skylar had said, I kept my attention firmly focused on Avery rather than the amazing things the sexy brunette’s pussy was doing to my cock. The tart taste of the pixie blonde washed across my tastebuds, and she wiggled her hips as I sucked on her small clit and lashed it with my tongue. I finally had to grab firmly onto her ass to hold her still.

“Oh! Oh! Oh!” she squeaked.

Skylar moaned as her own pleasure mounted. “Come all over his face, Ave.”

Her words sent the little blonde over the edge. She shrieked and her thighs clamped against my head while she mashed her sopping cunt against my face. I was drowning in the hot honey spilling from her. Vaguely I was aware of Skylar’s wet heat slipping from my rigid cock.

“Okay, move over,” she ordered Avery.

Suddenly I could breathe again, and I sucked in a deep gasp of air. I wasn’t given much of a respite, though, because Skylar took Avery’s place. Again, not complaining.

“Trade off, Elena.”

The slender blonde climbed over my hips while Lainey claimed Avery’s mouth in a passionate kiss beside us. Elena took hold of my erection to keep it steady while she squeezed it into her tight tunnel.

“Fuck,” I groaned as her walls pressed down on me.

Skylar wiggled suggestively over my face. “Pay attention, Daniel.”

“I’m trying. It’s not easy.”

Avery laughed. “No, but we are!”

“Only for Daniel,” Lainey corrected.

The petite blonde snorted in derision. “Why would we want anyone else?”

I’d just have to do my best to live up to that. What a shame. I was smiling as I turned my attention back to Skylar’s lovely pussy. She was drenched, and I ran my tongue along her glistening lips before moving in to lap up everything from her steamy tunnel. Once that was clean, I teased along her slit towards her clit, moving with agonizing slowness, making her wait. The anticipation worked. When I did finally circle my tongue around her swollen nub, Skylar abruptly sucked in her breath.

“You’re so damned good at that,” she groaned.

Across from her, Elena was making sharp chirping sounds as she bounced on my steel erection. She was getting wetter by the second, and the extra lubrication let her ride harder and faster. The pressure on my cock was intense, and I could feel the first fluttering of her walls as she spiraled up. She squeezed, whether intentionally or not I wasn’t sure, and my balls tightened in response. I was tingling now, already pushed far along by Skylar’s expert pussy. We were rushing along towards the finish together.

We fed off of each other, off of the excitement we could feel building in the other, and we came at the same instant in an incandescent burst of pleasure. Elena’s cries were loud enough to wake the neighbors if any of them happened to be asleep at this hour, and her hot fluids gushed out to soak my whole groin while I did my best to fill her to the brim with my cum.

Our orgasms set off Skylar’s, and while she was just as loud as Elena, at least she didn’t try to smother me with her pussy the way Avery had. Once I caught my breath I licked her clean once more, and then she fell backwards onto the bed.

“Elena is so beautiful when she does that,” Avery said dreamily.

“All of you are,” I said.

Lainey leaned over with an impish smile as her fingertips tenderly brushed my cheek. “When you’ve rested you can make us all beautiful some more.”




CHAPTER 29

I woke up to Avery bouncing excitedly on the bed beside me. “Wake up! It’s Christmas!”

Ugh. She was as bad as Claire had been when she was six. When I didn’t immediately jump up, she smacked me in the head with a pillow.

“Come on, sleepyhead. We let you sleep in, but it’s time to get up.”

I glanced over and found the bed was empty aside from my blonde Christmas Pixie. Lainey and Elena had been with us when we went to sleep the night before.

“What time is it?”

“Almost ten.”

I sat up so quickly my head swam. “What the hell?”

“We thought you could use the extra sleep after last night.”

That made sense. I’d worn myself out with the four of them before Skylar had left for her shift. Later, the other three had insisted on giving me an early Christmas present. They’d put on a show with each other while wearing new lingerie they’d bought to surprise me. I wasn’t allowed to do much of anything but lay there while they took turns finishing me off. I’m not sure how I even survived, but now I felt like I’d spent the entire previous day working out at the gym.

“Ugh,” I groaned as muscles I hadn’t even known I had protested.

Avery tugged my arm. “Come on. Lainey sent me because breakfast is ready. You can rehydrate and load up on carbs.” Her lips quirked down in an adorable pout. “And you’ll have a few days to recover.”

I hated to admit it, but it was sort of a relief. Keeping four women half your age satisfied is a lot of work. Not that I’d change a thing. I was ecstatically happy with my life.

I felt better once I’d showered. I threw on some sweatpants and a t-shirt and went in search of coffee. All four girls were in the kitchen, dressed in shorts and t-shirts. Welcome to Christmas in Texas.

Lainey offered me a bright, welcoming smile. “Sit down and I’ll get you a plate.”

Elena’s eyes danced as she chomped on a slice of bacon. “How did you sleep?”

“Like I was in a coma.”

“I’m not surprised,” Avery snickered.

“We might have overdone it just a little,” Elena said apologetically.

I stared at her. “Are you kidding? That was the best Christmas Eve of my life.”

Lainey set a plate loaded with eggs, sausage, bacon, and pancakes in front of me. “Claire texted right before you got up. She should be here soon.”

“Thanks. Already?”

“She was so excited she woke up early and hit the road. Said she couldn’t wait to see all of us.”

A hint of trepidation crept down my spine. Even though my daughter had known about the relationship between me and her four best friends for months, I still wasn’t sure how she was going to react seeing us together in person for the first time. There had been a few very tense weeks after we’d come clean, and it had taken a lot of talking to all four of my girls before things settled down. I had lingering doubt about her being as okay with the situation as she claimed.

Elena squeezed my hand and gave me a soft smile. “It’s going to be fine, Daniel. Trust us.”

There was nothing else I could do at this point, so I dug into my food. “What are we watching?” I asked, waving my fork at the TV.

Avery bounced in her seat with a grin. “Christmas movies!”

“Night of the Comet,” Skylar said. “It’s one of Lainey’s favorites.”

“It’s a cult classic I discovered at college. Girls killing zombies at Christmas. What’s not to like?”

“We’ve also got Die Hard,” Elena said.

Avery nodded. “And Better Off Dead with a young John Cusack. He kind of reminds me of you.”

Lainey gave me a speculative look. “He does, doesn’t he?”

“I’m almost afraid to watch it now.”

“If you decide to start drinking heavily, I’m right there with you,” Skylar said under her breath.

“Don’t you have to work tonight?”

“Nope. I traded shifts. Next week is going to be ugly, but it’s worth it.”

My eyes flickered from one to the other of my girls, and my heart swelled. We’d settled into our new life together quickly and with remarkably little friction, but sometimes the fact that I was in a relationship with all four of them still felt surreal. It was hard to believe that this was my life now.

We all helped clean up the breakfast mess. Lainey surveyed the kitchen with a wry smile.

“All ready to mess up for lunch.”

“It won’t be so bad,” I told her.

She’d gone all-out for Thanksgiving and delivered a spectacular feast, but we’d insisted that she take it easier for Christmas so she wouldn’t be so worn out afterwards. We were having brisket instead of turkey, and she’d made the other dishes a day or two earlier. The only thing left to do was put the rolls in the oven a few minutes before we sat down to eat.

I sat on the couch beside Avery, who was giggling at the TV. “I love this part!”

I blinked. Avery liking a zombie movie? The world must have shifted on its axis while I slept.

“This one’s fun,” she explained, seeing my expression. “Like Zombieland.”

Lainey gasped. “Oh! We should watch that, too.”

Before they could start an argument about watching non-Christmas movies on Christmas Day, Elena interrupted. “Claire’s here!”

We all rushed outside to greet her, and a chorus of squeals shattered the silence outside as the girls wrapped my daughter in a group hug. Once they separated, I claimed my turn. Claire hugged me back as firmly as always had. My hopes began to rise that it really would be okay.

“Want me to get your stuff?” I asked

She handed me her keys. “Sure. There’s a suitcase and bag of gifts in the trunk.”

While they went back inside, I decided to give them a couple of minutes alone. The car looked good, and the suitcase was one that I’d bought Claire before she left home the first time. I carefully pulled a big plastic trash bag full of wrapped gifts from the trunk, hefted it up and closed the trunk. Time to see how things were going to fall out.

The girls were all chatting in the living room when I went back inside. I set Claire’s suitcase by the stairs and carried the gifts to the tree. I couldn’t help but smile whenever I saw it. It was a wonder it hadn’t collapsed under the weight of all the stuff the girls had hung from it, but they loved it. That was all that mattered. I set Claire’s gifts down among the presents already piled beneath it.

When I turned around, Claire was right behind me. “Merry Christmas, Dad. I’ve missed you.”

From the look on my daughter’s face, Elena had been right. We were going to be okay. I wrapped my arms around her and lifted her off the ground in a hug.

“I missed you, too. I’m so glad you got to come.”

“I really wanted to be here for Thanksgiving, but I needed the extra time to study. Vet school is hard. I aced all my classes, though!”

“I knew you would. You can do anything you set your mind to.”

“I’m glad one of us had that much faith in me. I was terrified going into finals.”

“You’ll be more confident next semester. Come on, sit. You had a long drive.”

She plopped onto the couch beside Elena. “The brisket smells wonderful, Lainey.”

“I just hope it turns out,” the pretty brunette said. “It’s my first one. I’ve had it in the oven since four o’clock.”

“I’m sure it will be amazing,” I told her.

Skylar licked her lips. “The potato salad sure is.”

“You’re not supposed to be in that!”

“Hey, someone has to taste test for quality control.”

Avery sighed. “Wish I’d done it for the peach cobbler. I’ve been dying to try it.”

“Soon,” Lainey assured her.

The five of them got comfortable and settled in to watch movies until lunch was ready. They didn’t really have a lot of catching up to do since they were texting every day in their group chat, but that didn’t keep them from chattering nonstop from excitement. I sat on the recliner and stayed quiet. They needed their time together.

“When do we open presents?” Claire asked.

“After lunch,” Elena replied. “We weren’t sure what time you were going to get here, and we figured it would be less stressful for Lainey since she’d be done working in the kitchen.”

“That’s fair.”

They finished watching the zombie movie and were halfway through Die Hard when the meat thermometer in the brisket went off. Lainey jumped up to pull it out of the oven.

“Looks good!” she announced happily as she returned to the couch. “It needs to rest about twenty minutes before I carve it.”

I took the opportunity to refill my coffee. Claire followed me into the kitchen.

“Want a cup?”

She shook her head. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

I led her out onto the deck. “What’s on your mind, sweetheart?”

“I know I’ve said it before, but I wanted to do it again while I’m here because I know how you worry. I’m very happy for you, and for my friends. It was weird at first, I won’t lie, and I was kind of mad at all of you for a while because it felt like you were messing up the dynamic we’ve had together forever. But I get it. I understand how and why it happened, and I’ve seen for months how incredibly happy they all are with you. I’ve known them half my life or more, and I’ve never seen them like this. They all have exactly what they always wanted. And you…” She shook her head with a smile. “They’ve been my best friends forever, so I know exactly what you’re getting. If you’re not the happiest man alive there’s something wrong with you.”

I laughed. “I am. I never expected this, never even dreamed of it, but I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“Avery and Elena both told me that they’d planned for years to go after you when they came home, but that this worked out better for everyone. Skylar and Lainey agree with them. Everyone gets to stay together and be best friends forever, and they get you, too. I’m a little sorry I’m so far away now.” She paused and made a face. “On the other hand, it’s probably better that I’m at a distance so I don’t have to see the icky parts. I’m not remotely ready to see Avery all over you.”

“Everyone—even Avery—promised to be on their best behavior so you wouldn’t be uncomfortable here.”

She sighed. “That’s not really fair, though. It’s your home. You shouldn’t have to change things just because I’m here.”

I put my hands on her shoulders. “Claire, we all love you and understand that this is a huge change. We’re fine doing anything that will make you more comfortable. Right now, everyone is happy. That’s all any of us really want. The other stuff…” I shrugged. “It will always be there. Being together as a family is what’s most important.”

“You always were amazing. That’s why I really couldn’t blame them for falling in love with you. And you’re the one man in the world that I never have to worry about them being with. You’ll always be good to them.”

“I’ll always do my very best.”

“You always do. Anyway, I just wanted to say that. We’re good, and I’ll probably get used to it all in twenty years or so.”

“Thanks, sweetheart.”

“I love you, Dad,” she said, and gave me another hug.

“Love you, too.”

Everyone was watching when we came back inside. Avery’s eyes flickered between us then lit up.

“Does this mean I can sit in his lap now?” she asked hopefully.

Claire glared at her. “No.”

“Damn.”

My daughter turned to Lainey. “You can sit in his lap if you want to. I trust you not to grope him in front of me.”

Avery let out a squall of outrage. “That’s not fair!”

“This will teach you to be more careful about what you say in my group chat.”

“It was one time!” the blonde pixie shouted.

“And I’ll be scarred for life. No lap for you.”

The tiny blonde muttered under her breath and flung herself back against the couch. Lainey sauntered deliberately over to my recliner, putting some extra sway in her hips as she passed Avery, and draped herself over my lap.

“I have ten more minutes before the brisket is ready.”

“I’ll take it.”

I wrapped my arm around her stomach and snuggled her close for every second of it.

Lunch was as delicious as we’d expected, and once we’d stuffed ourselves we went back to the living room to open presents.

“Who wants to be Santa?” I asked.

Claire’s hand shot up. “Me!”

“I guess it’s you.”

Elena coughed loudly into her hand. “Nepotism!”

My daughter made a face at her. “You’re just jealous because I’ve always had better reflexes.”

“Children,” I said in my sternest voice.

All of us gathered on the couch while Claire bustled around handing out presents. By the time the tree was cleared out, everyone had a stack of gifts in front of them.

I raised my arm. “Let the games begin!” I announced, bringing my hand down sharply.

The girls tore into their presents like a pack of ten-year-olds on a sugar high, and the room quickly filled with exclamations of surprise, laughter, and thanks. It brought back echoes of Christmases past that had been sadly reduced over the past four years. I watched them for a while, just enjoying the moment, before starting on my own gifts. The first one was from Claire, in a large, flat box. I glanced at my daughter as I tore the paper to reveal a pristine Monopoly: Fallout Edition game.

“I remembered how much you wanted that years ago, but you never got it for yourself.”

“Omigod. What have you done?” Elena asked her in mock horror.

Skylar clapped her hands in unholy glee. “Oh, it is so on after we’re done with presents. Family game night, bitches!”

Avery’s eyes grew round. “Lainey! Go hide all the sharp object in the kitchen.”

I fixed my daughter with a glare. “If my girlfriends kill each other over this game, your next Christmas is going to be extremely disappointing.”

“Yes, Dad,” she said, her voice dripping with false contrition.

I moved on to the next box in my pile. It was from Lainey. I opened it carefully then stared at it. The box was empty. She must have left the gift out by mistake when she wrapped it. I’d ask her about it once everyone was done unwrapping. The next one was from Elena, and it was empty, too. What the hell? I looked up to find all my girls watching me with broad grins on their faces.

“I could have at least gotten a lump of coal.”

As they erupted in laughter, Lainey got up and took me by the hand. She twined her fingers through mine and pulled me up from the couch then led me to the hall outside my office, with the other girls following close behind.

“Remember that first day we were back when I said that nothing had changed in four years and you needed to get out of your rut? Well, you did that, but your office is still the same as it was before we left for college.”

Avery stepped up and took my other hand. “You told us that you wanted us to make this our home.”

“So, we added a few touches of us to your office,” Skylar finished for her.

Elena put a slender hand on my arm. “Don’t freak out. We didn’t remodel it or anything. We just made it more… Home.”

Lainey opened the door, and I stepped inside and looked around. They’d replaced my old, faded curtains with very nice, new ones in my favorite shade of dark green. There was a new bookshelf next to my desk with all of my old games organized neatly on it, rather than being piled in a cardboard box. A pretty floor lamp stood in one corner, placed so it substantially brightened the whole room without leaving a glare on my monitors. Those had been replaced by larger ones, and I had a new wireless mouse and keyboard. There was also a cushion on my chair the same shade of green as the curtains.

But the thing that caught my attention was the addition of the pictures on the walls. There was one of each of my four girls, professionally done rather than selfies, and every one of them was so damned gorgeous it took my breath away. Then, on my desk, there was another picture. It was a candid of the four of them out by the pool in their shorts and t-shirts. They were all smiling and happy, and looked completely comfortable and at home.

“Thank you,” I told them past the sudden lump in my throat. “It’s perfect.”

All four of them hugged me together.

“We love you, Daniel,” Lainey said softly.

“Merry Christmas,” Skylar added.

Avery bounced on her toes. “And lots more to come!”

I glanced over at Claire, who was smiling as she watched us. “Merry Christmas, Dad.”

“Merry Christmas, my loves.”




EPILOGUE

Four years later

“Dad! Mama Lainey says it’s time.”

I put down the proposal I was reading through and smiled at Aiden. The two-year-old had Elena’s fine, pale blonde hair and fair coloring. So far, he seemed to have inherited her temperament, too. I knew better than to hope that would survive through his teenage years.

“I’m coming.”

He spun and darted away. Riding herd on him was a full-time job. The kid had more energy that a whole litter of Border Collie puppies. Fortunately, his mother had the patience of a saint to match and three other ‘mamas’ willing to share the load.

I followed him into the living room where the rest of the family had already gathered. I found an empty spot between Skylar and Elena and noted the TV was turned to one of the local channels. Aiden swarmed up into my lap.

“Is Mama Avery really going to be on TV?” he asked with wonder in his voice.

“She sure is,” Elena replied.

“Wow!”

It wasn’t actually her first time on TV. She’d done some reporting and interviews on the scene over the last couple of years, but today marked her first appearance as an official part of the morning news show. It was a big step, but I doubted it was the biggest she was going to make. She already had her eye on one of the bigger stations which had a more varied morning lineup. If it took her more than a couple of years to get there, I was going to be amazed.

Lainey hurried in from the kitchen and set a tray loaded with cinnamon rolls and bacon on the coffee table. “What?” she asked innocently when we looked at her. “I thought we might want snacks.”

Skylar snorted. “Snacks.”

“We’re like hobbits having second breakfast,” Elena agreed.

“Well, I won’t say no.” I picked up a roll and a couple of pieces of bacon then handed one slice to Aiden.

“You never say no to Lainey’s food,” Skylar pointed out. “It’s a good thing you have the four of us giving you regular workouts or you’d weigh three hundred pounds.”

“I’ve got to keep my strength up,” I agreed cheerfully.

Lainey shook her head in exasperation before carefully lowering herself into the recliner. It was a lot easier to get up from it than the couch if you were almost eight months pregnant. Our little girl was due right around Christmas.

Skylar watched her, a wistful expression in her sapphire eyes, then snuggled up against me. “It’s my turn next,” she murmured.

“Think you can handle that while you’re getting your DNP?”

She rolled her eyes. “Have you even met me?”

While she’d enjoyed working in the ER, after Elena got pregnant Skylar had a change of heart. All four of them would be having babies, and she decided to become a pediatric nurse practitioner. With my blessing she’d started school again to get her DNP.

“Whenever you’re ready, love.”

“I was hoping we could do some serious trying over winter break.”

“I’ll clear my calendar.”

Elena cleared her throat. “I was kind of thinking I was ready to start on another one. Think you can work me in, too?”

“Oh, that would be fun!” Skylar exclaimed. “We’d both be pregnant together, and then the little ones would grow up to be best friends as well as sibs.”

Lainey snickered. “Avery’s going to be so mad.”

The blonde pixie had been holding off until her new job was locked in, but she’d been baby crazy since the day we’d found out Elena was pregnant.

“She’ll be ready by the time we deliver,” Skylar said.

Lainey sat up. “Oh! There she is!”

We turned our attention to the TV—even Aiden, whose attention span could usually be measured in milliseconds. The anchor was doing his usual introductory spiel.

“And we’d like to welcome Avery Wegman, who’s replacing Trish Hernandez on the morning team.”

The camera focus shifted to Avery, who lit up with her megawatt smile.

“God, the camera loves her,” Elena said.

Not just the camera, either. Test audiences had gone nuts over the bubbly, blonde pixie.

“Good morning!” she said.

I smiled to myself as I hugged my son. Avery had gotten onto TV. Claire would be getting her DVM in the spring. Elena had her MBA, and her boutique was in the works and would probably come together within the year. Lainey was going to quit teaching to become a full-time mom for what promised to soon become a whole herd of babies. All of my girls’ dreams were coming true.

And I was living mine every day.

The End
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About the Author

I’ve been publishing erotica and erotic romance since 2011, which makes me one of the oldest erotica authors still around! Check out my blog for the latest and greatest, and if you’d like to be notified when new releases come out or when I’m running sales, sign up for my newsletter.

For those interested in my more romantic stories, I also write romance under the pen name Olivia Blake.

Thanks to all of my readers who make doing this possible, and especially to everyone leaving reviews—they really help. XOXOXO
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