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Sleepover Harem: Part 3

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.”

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.”

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 midafternoon. 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.

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.

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.”

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.

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.”

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.”

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.

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.”

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.”

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

Kelli
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/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}
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