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Chapter One


There are moments in a man’s life where three seconds can change everything.

I’d lived through two of those moments in the past year. The first came just over ten months ago, when I glanced over at my wife Deborah’s phone to see the texts from her boss that would destroy our marriage. The second was last night, when I opened the door of my hotel room to meet the girl I’d been talking to all week on the Sweetheart app and found my daughter’s best friend Bailey standing in the hallway.

And the third was right now. In the lobby of the Armada Hotel, with my friend and coworker Mark staring at me like he’d just realized I was a serial killer in disguise, while Bailey stood behind me with her nails painted blue and a white ribbon around her throat and my dress shirt clinging to her curves.

Three seconds. Maybe four, if you’re lucky.

Despite the air conditioning, the hotel lobby felt as hot as the mouth of a dragon. Behind me, I could hear Bailey trying and failing to come up with some kind of excuse–some explanation that would stop Mark from coming to the conclusion that he absolutely did not want to think about but would have no way to avoid in the next couple of heartbeats. I could practically see the gears grinding behind his eyes, his brain struggling to solve a math question that fundamentally did not make sense:

Tom + Bailey + Armada Hotel = ?

The answer starts with an F and ends with my entire life blown to smithereens.

Three fucking seconds. That was the window I had to push those thoughts out of Mark’s mind—to save Bailey and I from total disaster.

And the damndest thing about it was this: I didn’t even have to think about it.

I just acted.

I stared into Mark’s face for another instant, then turned. Bailey stood just behind me, already beginning to tremble. I’d never seen her look so pale.

Then I spoke. “Bailey.”

She gave a start like I’d cracked a whip between her shoulder blades. I hadn’t used that voice on her in almost ten years—the last time I could remember was when she’d stepped off the curb chasing a balloon at my daughter Savannah’s birthday party and nearly got run over by a car.

It was my dad voice. Specifically, my Dad is angry at Savannah voice. I’d almost never used it on Bailey or McKenna—after all, they weren’t my daughters. I’d never felt I had the right.

But for a situation like this, I could make an exception.

“Young lady, what on Earth are you doing here!?”

Bailey stared at me in disbelief and horror. Please, I thought, entreating her with my eyes. Play along, babygirl. This is our only chance.

For a heart-stopping second, I was sure she was going to blurt out everything. She sniffed hugely, on the verge of tears—and then it clicked. I saw her catch it, her eyes flickering with understanding. Her entire manner reloaded, like she’d just clicked a save in one of McKenna’s video games and booted up a character she hadn’t played in a while, and suddenly she was staring at me like I was the one in trouble.

“Me!?” She glanced from me to Mark, her hands on her hips. “What the hell are you doing here, Tom?”

Behind me, I heard Mark gasp.

“I’m the one asking questions here, young lady,” I said, turning the anxiety in my voice into barely-repressed anger. “It’s nine in the morning! What are you doing at a hotel in the middle of downtown? You were supposed to be sleeping over at Lina’s!”

Bailey stuttered, her face showing the exact correct mixture of defiance and humiliation. “I didn’t… Look, I wasn’t…”

“Save it,” I growled. “We’ll talk about this later. You are… I know you’re a grown woman, but sweetheart, you’re living under my roof. This is not acceptable behavior.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Mark just as his eyes went to Bailey, then back to me. I watched him run the equation again: Tom + Bailey + lobby + men’s dress shirt—and come up with an answer different—and far more palatable—than the one he’d been on the verge of thinking only moments ago.

“Jesus,” Mark gasped. I hadn’t heard him sound this relieved since I bailed him out in Manila. “What are the odds, huh?”

I whirled on Mark. “Don’t you start,” I rumbled, startling him. “This girl might not be blood, but she’s still family. You’re not going to tell anyone about this, you understand?”

It verged on a threat. But it hit Mark in exactly the right way.

Because at that moment, I wasn’t a guy trying to cover up a crime. I was an angry middle-aged man, disappointed in my daughter’s closest friend (a girl I’d practically raised myself), desperately trying to make sure she didn’t get into more trouble than she was already in.

He could understand that. He could even respect it.

His mouth opened. Closed again. Then—God bless him, God bless every crass and shallow instinct in that man’s body—he started to laugh.

“Look, I’m not gonna say shit,” he said, holding up his hands. “Jesus, kid, what the hell are you doing here? Frat party get out of hand or something?”

Mark didn’t notice. But I caught the way Bailey’s shoulders relaxed a fraction.

He’s buying it, I thought. Of course he is. The alternative is… well.

The alternative would’ve forced Mark to see Bailey in an entirely different light.

“I…” Bailey trailed off, looking at me. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”

The tension drained out of me. It dovetailed with my performance perfectly; now that I could see Bailey was safe, “angry father figure” was about to become “concerned father figure.” I kept my hands balled loosely into fists to keep them from shaking from the adrenaline.

“You’re right,” I said. “We will talk about this at home.” I leaned in close, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay, Bailey? You’re not hurt, are you?”

She managed to scoff with just the right amount of sarcasm. “Yes, Tom, I’m fine. I wasn’t doing drugs or anything like that. I just… you can’t tell Savannah about this, okay?”

Mark reacted even before I could. “Yeah, no shit,” he snorted. “Trust me, the fewer people who hear about this, the better.”

I could have kissed her. She’d just ensured that Mark wouldn’t gossip about this. Not that he was a blabbermouth, but I could see him joking to the wrong person about the morning he caught Tom Cottrell and his daughter’s best friend sneaking out of the same hotel. I didn’t need anyone speculating, and I damn sure didn’t need Debbie sniffing around.

“Where’s your car?” I asked. “Did Lina drive you here?”

Bailey froze for a moment, the wheels turning behind her eyes. “I…” she paused, her shoulders slumping so perfectly even I almost believed her performance. “I was gonna call an Uber.”

Mark whistled through his teeth. “Jesus Christ, kid. Doing the walk of shame out of the Armada and you don’t even have your own car?”

“Mark,” I warned.

“I’m shutting up,” he said. “But listen, honey—you’re not the first, and you won’t be the last.” He glanced at me with a grin just on the far side of shit-eating. “You can’t rake her over the coals too hard, Tom. Huh?”

“Yeah, what are you doing here?” Bailey asked. She honestly managed to make it sound like she didn’t already know, which made me worry a bit about how good of an actress she was. “Didn’t you, like, have a date tonight or something?”

All the women living under my roof technically already knew about my ‘date’, but Mark didn’t realize that. I appreciated her playing it close to the chest.

“That is between me and my Saturday night,” I said.

The corner of Bailey’s mouth twitched. Oh, Jesus. She’s loving this, I realized. “You were here alone? Or were you with somebody?”

“I had—” I stopped, cutting myself off intentionally. I could feel Mark grinning behind me; like Bailey, he liked that I was getting flustered. I could roll with that, as long as it gave him the wrong idea about what happened here last night. “I’m a grown man, Bailey. What I do on a Saturday evening is my business. Not yours, not Mark’s, not—”

“You were at the Armada,” Bailey said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “All night. Without telling anybody.”

Mark chuckled. “Technically, he told me, Bay-bay.”

She glanced at Mark for a moment. “Uh huh. And I’m sure he told you he was spending the night at the nicest hotel in the city for no reason—”

“That is quite enough of that,” I said.

Mark let out a noise somewhere between a laugh and a cough.

I turned to Mark. “I’m going to take Bailey home now,” I told him. “She’s said it already, but I would appreciate it if you keep this story to yourself.”

Mark made a zip the lip gesture. “No problemo, kemosabe. On both counts.”

I gave him a little look.

“But you and me are gonna have a talk about the thing we’re not telling Bailey about,” he said, his grin spreading across his face like the Cheshire Cat’s. “I’d better get the full debrief, Tommy boy. You wouldn’t have this without me, eh?”

Bailey made a show of rolling her eyes. “You’re so gross, Mark.”

“Says the girl coming out of the Armada in a men’s shirt at 9AM.”

I allowed that to land without comment, because ‘men’s shirt’ was a hell of a lot better than ‘Tom’s shirt’. The first meant Bailey had made some questionable decisions—the second would require an explanation I wasn’t prepared to give.

“Are you ready to go, Bailey?” I asked. “You don’t have anything upstairs you need, do you?”

Mark laughed. “Tommy, it’s a walk of shame, not an overnight stay,” he muttered, elbowing me in the ribs. Then he added in a louder tone: “I’ll see you at work on Monday, alright?”

“Sure,” I said.

Mark nodded a goodbye to Bailey. And then he was gone, cutting back across the marble through the double-doors of the Armada, his gold chain glinting in the morning light. The door hissed closed, leaving Bailey and in the lobby together. Safe.

We’d done it.

“Oh Jesus,” I said, taking a step to the side. I slumped up against one of the mahogany counters, ignoring the confused glance of a passerby. “That was so fucking stressful…”

Bailey let out a disbelieving laugh. “I thought we were toast,” she said, her hand straying to the ribbon around her neck. “Holy cow, that was fantastic. He totally bought it. You… you talked your way out of it. Oh my God, you did so good!”

I laughed. “I think you’re better at acting than I am,” I said.

Both of us were. But as good as our performance had been, neither of us noticed the final glance Mark gave us over his shoulder as the electronic doors of the Armada whizzed shut behind him. He didn’t see us relax—thank God—but his gaze lingered on that robin-egg-blue button-down Bailey was wearing.

I didn’t know it then, but he’d be thinking about that shirt for quite a long time.

In the moment, though, neither of us had anything to worry about. The mood was light and celebratory as I handed in my ticket at the valet stand and got my car out of storage. Bailey and I stood at a distance from each other as we waited—never touching, never appearing to be anything other than a middle-aged man escorting a young woman home from an embarrassing situation.

It was only once my travel bag was safely stowed in the trunk and we were pulling out of the Armada’s parking circle and into Sunday morning traffic—once we’d made a clean getaway—that I let myself relax for real. Let my hand cover Bailey’s and stay there.

She looked at me, her face filled with relief.

And we both started to laugh.

It started loud and got louder. Bailey and I laughed the way I imagine someone who got shot at laughs when they realize they didn’t get hit and they’re going to live to tell the tale. Bailey slapped the dashboard, her blonde hair flying as she shook her head wildly in mingled excitement and relief.

“Oh my God, Daddy!” Bailey cried. “That was—ohmigawd did you see his face, for a second he thought we actually—”

“Bailey.”

“—he was doing the math, Daddy, I think he was actually going to accuse us of being there together last night and I would’ve just died on the spot—”

“Bailey. Honey, stop.”

It wasn’t the voice I’d used in the lobby of the Armada. That had been a put-on; me playing a role. This was quieter, more intense—and real. It made Bailey’s mouth snap shut like a hinge, her eyes widening and her shoulders shifting into that “I’m in trouble” stance I hadn’t seen from her since Debbie caught her and my daughter sneaking out after finals that one time.

“That was… babygirl, I don’t even have words for what that almost was.”

I kept my eyes on the road, my knuckles tightening on the steering wheel. For one block, the car was absolutely silent. Two. Up ahead, the light turned red, and I slowed us to a stop to wait for it to shift to green.

Then—and I really should have seen this coming—I heard the sound of Bailey’s seatbelt unbuckling.

By the time I turned to the side, she’d already climbed halfway over the center console. Her hands went to my face, her lips pressing into mine as a desperate, relieved little moan spilled from her. For a moment I was just a man, kissing a woman, my cock stiffening in my boxers like I hadn’t just spent all of last night fucking this girl’s brains out—

Then reality reasserted itself. “Bailey!”

She pulled back as the light turned green. “I love you, Daddy,” she panted, hugging me from the side as the car accelerated. “Fuck, I love you so much!”

“Sit down,” I said, shaking my head. “The last thing we need is to get pulled over right now!”

Bailey shot back into her seat and buckled her belt. One strand of blonde hair hung in front of her face, fallen when she’d climbed over the center console to kiss me. “Let’s not go home yet,” she purred, her blue eyes wild with mischief.

“What?”

“Take me somewhere,” the coed whispered. “A park, the lot behind a strip mall—I don’t care. I need you, Daddy. I was so fucking scared—”

“You think I wasn’t?”

She froze. She made those big doe eyes at me again, like she was both a little scared of me and so turned on she couldn’t think straight.

With a sigh, I took the next turn. A CVS stood at the corner of the intersection, and the parking lot was more or less empty at this time of the morning. I pulled into a space near the back, ignoring the minivan parked in the handicapped space, and put it in park but left the engine running.

“Bailey, honey, we need to talk,” I said.

The naughty smile froze on her face. She’d already been halfway to unlocking her seatbelt, her gaze fixed on the spot beneath my jaw she’d nibbled last night while I was inside her. It turned me on to be looked at like that—and scared the hell out of me, too.

“Do you have any idea how close we just came to disaster?” I asked. “Thirty seconds, babygirl. If Mark came into the lobby thirty seconds sooner than he did, he would’ve seen you walk out of the elevator with me. He would’ve seen you hanging off me like you were my date, not a girl I should never have looked at that way in the first place. He would’ve seen you kiss me.”

“But he didn’t,” Bailey said, shaking her head. “Tom, it’s okay—”

“What if he gets a wild hair?” I snapped. “What if he decides to call up the Armada and do some digging, babygirl? Starts asking about the girl in the lobby with the pretty white ribbon in her hair and which room she ended up screaming her lungs out in last night?”

“Dad, it’s the Armada,” Bailey said, cocking an eyebrow. “Nobody’s going to tell Mark shit. And he’s not going to try, because he said it himself. You’re far from the first guy to hook up with a girl half his age in one of those rooms.” She gave me a lopsided grin. “In all fairness, we were probably the loudest…

I buried my face in my hands. “Babygirl, we’re playing with fire,” I said. “Bailey, this is so bad. We’re going to get into so much trouble.”

She took my hand. “It’s going to be okay,” she said. Her voice was so calm, so certain, that it cracked some of the ice in my chest. “Really. We stick to the plan. I love you, and we are going to make this work. Okay?”

“Bailey—”

“I’m your ride-or-die, Daddy,” she said, giving my hand a squeeze. “Always. I don’t want anything else. I don’t want anyone else. And, for the record, you didn’t do anything to me, okay? I was the one who pursued you. I matched with you on Sweetheart. I sent you those pictures of me.” Spots of color rose to her cheeks. “I sent you a picture of my pussy and I rubbed myself stupid thinking of how you were jerking off to it right upstairs. And I fucking loved it.” She paused, trembling a bit in her seat. “You did not make me do anything. I am not a victim, Tom.”

I knew that. In my heart of hearts, I knew that the way I knew my own name.

“I love you,” Bailey whispered.

It was like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. “I love you, too.”

Bailey leaned over, stretching the seatbelt, and put a hand on my cheek. I hadn’t shaved in the morning—I’d been too busy bending Bailey over the hotel sink and fucking her from behind—and the touch of her fingers against my stubble sent a pang through me. “I promised you you would never regret this, Daddy. I meant it. No matter what happens, I’m here. I’m yours.”

I took her wrist. The back of my throat felt thick; tears brimmed in my eyes.

“I’m yours, too,” I said. Then I laughed. “I guess there’s no sense in taking it slow when the relationship started like this, huh?”

Bailey smiled, shaking her head. “Not really. Did you want to take it slow?”

“Of course not.”

I glanced at us in the rearview mirror. Me sitting in the driver’s seat, Bailey leaning over the armrest and clinging to me. If you didn’t know the backstory, we really did make one hell of a cute couple out of context. Both of us looked like lovestruck fools.

SecondChance82, I thought. And BlueJay19. What a pair.

“Bailey… honey. I’m not like you.”

Her brows rose. “What?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t mean the attraction. I’m a forty-three year-old man with a house and a car and a life, and I just got caught by my coworker coming out of a hotel with a woman young enough to be my daughter wearing my dress shirt.” I paused. “I can’t just switch off that fear. I haven’t been thinking about it for months the way you have. I’m not past it. If Mark finds out something, or McKenna—”

“Mark is a horny idiot,” Bailey said soothingly. “Right now, he thinks you’re probably yelling at me because I hooked up with some frat guys or something at the Armada, and he’s looking forward to hearing you tell him all about the hot ‘sugar baby’ you hooked up with on Monday.” She made air-quotes on the words sugar baby. “I’ve been hearing his stories at barbecues for like ten years now, Tom. He’s not Sherlock Holmes. He’s that horny neighbor from Family Guy with gold chains and the ability to make it through an HR meeting.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “And McKenna?”

“Right now, McKenna is asleep, because it’s ten in the morning and she probably stayed up half the night playing video games. She’s not going to see us come in. She doesn’t know any of this happened and if you really don’t want her to, she never will. But I think I can handle it.”

“Handle it?”

Bailey swallowed hard. “Do you trust me, Daddy?”

I didn’t have an easy answer for that. I thought it over for a few moments.

“Of course I do, babygirl.”

Bailey nodded. “She knows you went on a date. She’s gonna expect to eventually meet the girl—it’s going to be tough to get around that. So I… I really think you should let me talk to her.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Bailey had mentioned this before, and I hadn’t given it much credence at the time. I gave it even less now. “Talk? Babygirl, you and McKenna are my daughter’s two best friends in the world. You can’t just talk with her about something like this and expect her to keep her mouth shut—”

“Daddy?” Bailey batted her lashes. “I need you to trust me on this. I promise. McKenna and I have always had a really close relationship…”

“No. No, we are not telling her,” I said. “That’s final.”

Bailey paused. Slowly, she sank back into her seat, seeming almost to shrink in my blue dress shirt.

“If that’s what you want, Daddy,” she said in a little voice.

I bit back a sigh. “It’s not about what I want, Bailey,” I said. “It’s about protecting both of us. Nobody can know about this. Not right now. Maybe not ever. Not even McKenna.”

Bailey paused, then gave me a wan smile. “Okay, Daddy,” she whispered.

I recognized that tone. It meant Bailey was going to do what I told her—but that she also considered this conversation the opening move in our negotiation, not the final offer. Something told me she wasn’t going to stop pushing to tell McKenna about us.

But I couldn’t let that happen. Hell, that was madness. No matter how close the two of them were, some secrets could never be shared. Being her best friend didn’t mean she could condone a thing like that.

No, telling McKenna meant getting caught. Bailey would understand that, eventually.

We drove in silence the rest of the way home. I kept my gaze on the road, trying not to think too hard about what I’d done last night—and several times this morning. Bailey stayed quiet, but once or twice I glanced over and caught her watching me, her eyes shining with love and silent pride.

I know you feel awful about this, she’d told me when she sashayed into the hotel bedroom this morning, two cups of coffee at the ready. But the truth, Daddy, is that this is the greatest day of my life.

She looked like it, too. Even almost getting caught couldn’t put a damper on her enthusiasm.

McKenna’s car sat in the driveway as I parked in front of the old family home, but the windows were dark. Bailey was right—she was still snoozing, probably passed out on the couch with a PlayStation controller in her lap. Just to be safe, I told Bailey to slip inside before me and text me when she’d confirmed the coast was clear.

Before she got out of the car, she twisted to the side in her seat. “Tonight’s the big night,” she whispered, her voice crackling with excitement.

Jesus. She was right, wasn’t she? The dinner. Debbie. The new boyfriend.

“Don’t worry,” Bailey assured me. “It’s gonna be awesome. None of us are going to let Debbie push you or Savannah around tonight. And of course we’re both going to get our wish.”

“Our wish?”

Bailey leaned back over, the car door half-open, her voice a smoky whisper. “I told you last night, Daddy. Right before we go over to Debbie’s wretched-ass bitch party, you’re going to fuck my brains out.” She grinned. “I’m going to sit across from your ex-wife with your cum dripping out of my tight slit and into my panties and she’s not going to have the faintest fucking idea.”

I stared at Bailey for a long moment.

Jesus. I think I might have had a crazy woman under my roof this whole time. And I think…

No. I know.

I like it.

“Only if we can get McKenna out of the house,” I said.

Bailey waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, that part will be easy. I’ve got a nail appointment right before Debbie’s. McKenna’s not going.” She grinned. “But I’m going to ask you to drive me.”

Oh. Oh hell yes.

“I think I could find time to do that this afternoon, angel.”

Bailey grinned. “See you in a few minutes,” she whispered, planting a kiss on my cheek. “Once I verify McKenna’s snoozing away, I’ll text you and you can sneak up and take a shower. She won’t know a thing.”

“Good girl.”

Bailey shivered. “Always, Daddy.”

I admit, I stared at Bailey ass as she made her way up the drive in a way that no man my age should look at a girl young enough to be his daughter. Maybe I’d lost my mind. Maybe I was going to wind up babbling in a strait jacket in some padded cell, with a stamp that said DEVIANT plastered across my file.

Or maybe I’d been going crazy for a lot longer than one night.

Or ten months, even.

Maybe I’d been losing my mind for the last twenty-one years.

And Bailey was just now helping me find it again.

Because—God help me—I was looking forward to sharing that smile with Bailey across the dinner table, without Deborah having the faintest idea of what it meant. Of knowing what the two of us had done together.

When you got down to it, maybe I was pretty fucked up, too.

Because while I had no way of knowing it at the time, neither of us were going to stop there. Tonight, I wasn’t just going to fuck Bailey before bringing her to dinner.

I was going to fuck Bailey’s brains out in Debbie’s bed.


Chapter Two


A minute or two after Bailey slipped into the house, I got a text.

The coast is clear. McKenna’s still asleep. Savannah’s down here, too.

Good. My daughter had made it home safe. I felt a slight pang of guilt that I’d been so focused on Bailey I’d almost forgotten to make sure that she was alright this weekend.

I cut the engine and went inside, closing the door behind me as quietly as I could. Neither Bailey, McKenna nor my daughter were anywhere to be seen—Bailey must have snuck off to her room as soon as she verified everyone else was still snoozing. Good.

I managed to make it up the stairs without a sound and get to my bedroom. I tossed my travel bag into the closet (I’d sort through it later), grabbed a change of clothes, and went into the bathroom, locking the door behind me.

Made it, I thought. Good job, secret agent Tom. Nobody will suspect a thing.

As the shower heated up, I stripped off my clothes and stared at myself in the mirror. I didn’t look like a guy who’d spent the last night—and most of this morning—doing what I’d done. Twelve hours ago I was Tom Cottrell, a forty-three year-old divorced family man, doing his best to keep his life on an even keel and his relationship with his daughter strong in the face of his ex-wife’s manipulations. Now?

Now I was something else entirely.

This is the real you, Daddy. Bailey’s words to me last night, echoing through my skull. The man you’ve been waiting your whole life to be.

Was she right? Did Bailey understand me even better than I understood myself?

I didn’t know. But there was one point on which I was absolutely sure.

Bailey wasn’t a victim in any of this—and neither was I.

Last night was the happiest I'd been in twenty-one years.

I could admit that now, if only to myself. The things Bailey said in the heat of passion: Debbie never made you feel this good, she never sucked you like this, all of them were true. As much as the thought still felt traitorous, even this far out from the divorce, there was something real within it.

Sex with Deborah had never been like this. The openness, the eagerness—the fact that I'd been in charge, taking what I wanted from a woman who desperately wanted to give it…

I shivered at the thought, even in the shower's heat. My cock stiffened against my thigh, which felt absurd considering the sheer number of times I'd buried it inside of Bailey this morning.

I came all over her face, I thought, swallowing hard. My fingers ran through my hair, massaging shampoo into my scalp. I shot my load all over that girl’s pretty little face, and she licked it all up while telling me how good I tasted…

Deborah had never done anything like that. Even if nothing ever happened between Bailey and I again—even if I exited the shower to find her crying and remorseful, begging me to forget everything that happened at the Armada—the memory of that would never leave me as long as I lived. I'd probably be replaying the damned thing on my deathbed.

Jesus, Tom, you're cracked, I thought. You've lost your damn mind.

Maybe. Or maybe I was helping Bailey the only way I knew how.

My hand strayed between my legs as I scrubbed down. Scenes from last night replayed in my head, and for a moment I wondered if I shouldn't do something about that.

Save that for Bailey, a little voice whispered. She wants you to pump her full right before Debbie's party. She wants you dripping out of her, Tom…

Fuck. How messed up was it that I was actually thinking in those terms?

And how messed up was it that I liked it?

By the time I finished my shower and threw on a fresh set of clothes, the smell of frying bacon was wafting into the bedroom. Bailey must have cleaned up faster than me—less guilt to work through, probably—and now she was fixing breakfast. Upstairs, in my kitchen, not down in her, Savannah and McKenna’s space.

Undoubtedly she thought of it as her kitchen now. She'd earned it, just like she'd earned my dress shirt. Just like she'd earned my load inside her.

Bailey turned as I entered the kitchen. "Good morning, Tom," she said, beaming like all of this was as innocent as could be. "I hope you don't mind me commandeering the kitchen. I figured we're all going to need our strength for tonight."

Bailey was fresh from the shower. She'd swapped her hookup attire for a pair of puffy pink pajama pants and the concert t-shirt she bought when I took Savannah and her friends to see Hayley Williams' solo show last year. It wasn't my blue dress shirt, but the fact that she'd chosen a garment from a memory the two of us made together wasn't lost on me.

I nodded. "Morning, angel," I said. "Smells amazing..."

I took a step forward. For a moment, the urge to put my hands around her waist, pull her to me and kiss her welled up within me. I froze, and Bailey saw it. The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk.

“You smell amazing,” she purred, running her fingers over my chest. “Did you spend your whole shower thinking about me? I spent mine thinking about you…”

“Hello?”

Bailey and I froze. That was Savannah.

I turned away from Bailey just in time to see her making her way up the stairs. Unlike me and Bailey, she hadn’t had time to make herself presentable. Her hair surrounded her head in a messy brown halo, and there was a smear on the side of her mouth where she’d presumably been pressing her face against something in her sleep. I thought McKenna was the one who fell asleep on the couch, I thought.

My daughter made her way to the top of the stairs and spent approximately three seconds sizing up the situation. For a brief moment my heart jumped into my throat, like the words were written on my face for all to see: I fucked Bailey last night.

“Morning, Dad. Morning, Bailes.” Savannah rubbed the back of her neck. “Damn, that smells good.”

I relaxed a fraction.

Savannah frowned, glancing around with a half-asleep shrug. “What are you doing up here?”

Bailey didn’t miss a beat. “I’ve been thinking I should use this kitchen more often,” she said breezily. “The table’s bigger, and McKenna can’t play video games while we eat. It’s almost like old times.”

“Sure.” Savanah’s gaze traveled to me. Slowly, the sleep faded from her eyes and a lightbulb went off over her head.

Uh oh.

“I want coffee,” my daughter said. “And then, I want details.”

The look on my face must have been tremendous. “Details?”

“Oh, come on!” Savannah stepped into the kitchen, looking a little more animated with each passing moment. “Your date, Dad. I was up super late last night. McKenna was up when I got home and we didn’t go to bed until, like, one in the morning. And you weren’t home when we did.” She glanced at Bailey, but clearly whatever reason the blonde had for coming home early from Lina’s wasn’t as interesting to her as me. “So how’d it go? Must’ve been pretty great if you didn’t make it home until after curfew…”

I couldn’t help but smirk a bit at that. I’d never been the curfew dad—that was Deborah’s department. Midnight had been an almost mythical dividing line in our family during the teenage years, denoting the exact degree of trouble one of the girls was in for coming home late.

Personally, I’d never seen the reason for it. The three of them had good heads on their shoulders.

Like most things I was now seeing with a clearer set of eyes, the real reason Debbie did it was control.

“And you,” Savannah said, pointing at Bailey as she went to the coffee machine. “I thought you were crashing at Lina’s.”

Unlike me, Bailey apparently had her answers at the ready. “Lina had an extra practice this morning she forgot about, so we both got up super early.”

“Why not just go back to sleep?” Savannah asked.

Bailey bit her bottom lip. For a second, it looked like she was about to confess all of it. Spots of color even rose to her cheeks.

“The first thing I thought about when I woke up this morning was Debbie’s stupid dinner,” she admitted sheepishly. “After that, I got too nervous to sleep.”

“Legit,” Savannah grunted. “It was the first thing I thought about, too.”

“Where did McKenna go?” I mused.

I wasn’t accusing anyone. But it was impossible not to notice the way my daughter stiffened when I asked the question. “What?”

“The house was empty when I left for my date last night,” I said, glancing between the two girls. “Bailey was out, you had the cheer thing—where was she?”

Savannah just grinned. “Uh uh. You’re not changing the subject, Dad. We were all out—and so were you. Now tell me about this girl!” She took her mug from the machine, where Bailey had already graciously made a pot, and took a seat at the kitchen table. “Details. Now!”

I felt Bailey’s eyes on me, bright with mischief. She must have had some sympathy though, because she cleared her throat and said: “Maybe we should wait for McKenna to wake up?”

“She sleeps like a log.” Savannah said. “I’ll tell her everything later. Now spill it!”

“I… let me sit down,” I said.

I took the seat next to my daughter’s, while Bailey busied herself plating breakfast. Every so often I caught her looking at me with more than platonic interest, her lips pursed in a wicked moue. She was enjoying the hell out of this.

“Well,” I said, buying myself time to think with a sip of coffee. “It went… well. It was fine, really. Very nice girl.”

Savannah took my attempts at evasion about as well as McKenna would have taken trash talking in one of her games. “Fine? That’s it? What, was she secretly a seventy-year-old man or something?”

Bailey’s smirk deepened.

“No, she was a very attractive young woman,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “She’s a student. The conversation was good. She laughed at my jokes—”

“Student,” Savannah repeated, her eyes lighting up. “Like, a college student? At our college?”

“I didn’t interrogate the poor girl, sweetheart. This was a first date, not the Spanish Inquisition.”

Savannah set her mug down and pointed at Bailey. “That totally means our college,” she said, giving her bestie a shit-eating grin. “Dad just doesn’t want to admit it.”

Bailey just nodded. “What did you two do?”

Shit. I really should have thought all of this out ahead of time. I was in danger of tripping myself up. Maybe I ought to tell as much of the truth as possible?

No. I couldn’t make this sound like a hookup. It had to be a date.

“We had dinner,” I said, organizing a sequence of events in my mind. “Then we went a couple of places. That’s really all there is to it. It was just a date.”

Savannah wasn’t satisfied. “You stayed out until basically dawn,” she said, crossing her arms over her breasts. “That’s more than good conversation, Dad. Did you kiss her?”

“Sweetheart!”

The brunette grinned. “Hey, that was cleaner than what McKenna would’ve asked.”

“Are you seeing her again?” said Bailey.

Leave it to her to give me a way to dig myself out of this conversational quandary. “It went well enough that I might,” I admitted, biting down on a piece of bacon. “I’m definitely going to keep texting her in any case. But I’m not rushing into anything. I only just got divorced.”

“Oh right, because Mom’s not rushing into anything,” Savannah said. “Wait, no—she’s practically about to get married to some weirdo and she wants us all to cosign on her new happy little family.”

Bailey frowned deeply. “I won’t let her push you around. Or Tom.”

Only Bailey could sound like a warrior while standing in pink pajama pants. I let my gaze travel up and down her body for a moment, heat crawling through me, and only glanced away when it hit me what my daughter might think about that.

Eyes on your coffee, Tom.

Savannah was quiet for a long moment. “Well, I’m happy for you,” she finally said, giving me a smile. “Even if it doesn’t turn into anything, you’re putting yourself out there. I was really starting to worry you wouldn’t.”

“We’d both love to meet her sometime,” Bailey said.

I’m sure you would, I thought.

“Hey.” Savannah perked up. “You can tell us her name at least, right, Dad?”

“Hmm?”

“This mystery girl.” The smile on Savannah’s face told me she wasn’t done needling me about my date—not by a long shot. “What’s her name? If she’s good enough to keep my Dad entertained until the small hours of the morning, we ought to at least know her name, right?”

“Savannah—”

“Just the first name,” she said, holding up her right hand in a ‘scout’s honor’ gesture. My daughter had never been a girl scout. “I promise we won’t try to find her. Right, Bailey?”

“I have no interest in tracking down the identity of your date,” Bailey said with a faint smile.

She didn’t need to, of course. She already knew.

But the delay gave me time to think. “Her name’s Jo,” I said.

Savannah cocked an eyebrow. “Joe?”

“Short for ‘Josephine’, I’m pretty sure,” I said. Bailey once told me Josephine was very nearly the name her mother gave her—she’d pushed for it, but her father wouldn’t hear it. Yet another reason why she’d been better growing up with us than him, I guess.

I’d always liked the sound of it. And Savannah didn’t know that particular story.

“Josephine,” my daughter said, rolling the syllables over her tongue. “Alright, Dad.”

I managed to get through the rest of breakfast without making a total fool of myself. One cup of coffee turned into two; at some point, Bailey got up and made more toast, bringing over some butter and some of that homemade cinnamon sugar she liked to jar up and keep in the collective pantry. The meal almost felt normal.

Almost.

McKenna wandered up the stairs a few minutes later, still half-asleep and wrapped in an oversized hoodie. Hell, maybe she did fall asleep on the couch. She mumbled a “good morning” and slid into a chair, immediately reaching for the bacon.

“I was wondering when you were going to get up,” Savannah chuckled. “Dad’s being super cagey about his date. We haven’t been able to get any of the details out of him.”

McKenna glanced up at me as if remembering my plans for the first time. “Oh! Hell yeah. Sorry, I’m totally out of it. You’d think I wouldn’t be so tired—I went to bed early enough.”

That’s not what Savannah said, I thought. I was pretty sure my daughter had been adamant that she and McKenna had been up until at least one AM.

Unless she’d waited for Savannah to go to sleep and then did… what? Something different?

I filed that little contradiction away. It was small, but the sort of thing that would have nagged at me on any other day. It only passed my notice that morning because I had bigger worries on my plate.

The conversation drifted to safer topics. Everyone at the table seemed certain that Lina would end up the captain of the gymnastics team at the end of the semester, and my date with ‘Josephine’ meant none of them teased me about the whole ‘go on a date with our friend’ thing. Savannah gushed about some true-crime podcast she’d been binging.

Through it all, I watched Bailey as much as I could. She didn’t contribute much to the conversation. She stayed quiet, contemplative, somehow satisfied in a way that was probably a mystery to everyone else but crystal clear to me.

Every so often, I’d feel something brush up against my leg under the table and realize it was her. I tried to keep from blushing—every touch made my pulse take off like a hummingbird in flight. We were going to have to have a talk about that.

Towards the end of breakfast, we turned to the topic all of us were dreading. The one that had been hanging over our heads all morning. The reason Bailey told the others she hadn’t gone back to sleep after waking up this morning at Lina’s.

Deborah’s dinner.

All of us were invited, even me—which still surprised me a bit. We’d be spending the evening in her new house, with the new boyfriend who was apparently already throwing the word engaged around eight months after our divorce, listening to the all the new ways Debbie had come up with to belittle me since the last time I saw her.

I used to worship the ground that woman walked on. But being cheated on took the shine off of Debbie in a way that nothing else on Earth could have. Now, the thought of sitting across from my ex-wife and some smug prick while both of them jabbered on about how happy they were and made needling little comments about my “single life” made me want to scream.

The girls felt the atmosphere shift as soon as the dinner was brought up. Bailey bumped my shoulder gently, putting her hand on top of mine in a way that was just familial enough to pass muster. “Are you alright?” She asked.

“Yeah,” I lied. “Just not looking forward to tonight.”

“None of us are!” McKenna groaned. “Shit, the only reason I said ‘yes’ in the first place is because I was hoping Tom would convince his new date to show up and make Debbie’s eyeballs fall right out of her skull. Without that, she’s going to be freaking insufferable.”

“We’ll both be there,” Bailey assured her bestie.

Savannah’s lips formed a tight little line. “And so will I, Dad,” she whispered. Her voice was soft and kind, though all of us could hear the stress in her voice when she spoke. “You don’t have to do any of this alone, alright? We’re going to be there every step of the way. All of us. Together.”

Bailey’s leg rubbed against mine under the table. Unbidden, her words filled the back of my mind: I want to feel you inside me tomorrow when we’re at that stupid dinner. I want you dripping down my thighs when I’m sitting at the table like the most innocent girl in the world!

It felt wrong that that was what gave me the strength to smile. But somehow, knowing Bailey would be there—and that the boundaries between us had shattered—made it all okay.

It would be our secret. We’d be grinning about it the whole time Debbie tried and failed to get under our skin, and she’d have no idea why her barbs weren’t landing.

Once the dishes were loaded, I excused myself. “I had a very late night,” I explained to the group. “I probably need to crash for an hour or two before I deal with any more of this day.”

“Sounds like a plan,” McKenna agreed.

“I’m definitely beat,” Savannah chimed in.

Bailey straightened up a bit. “Um, hey. Tom?”

She wanted to sound nervous. But it was more like she was pretending to be nervous. “Yes, Bailey?”

“Could you take me to the mall this afternoon?” Bailey glanced down at her hands. “I’ve got an appointment to get my nails done with that girl we all like. I could really use the moral support before we go walking into the lion’s den.”

“Didn’t you just get your nails done?” Savannah asked.

Bailey’s lips formed a tight little line. “I want to get something different done before Debbie’s,” she said, lifting her chin. “These just don’t feel right for the occasion.”

McKenna chuckled. “Right on. You thinking of doing some kind of subtle fuck you with your whole ensemble?”

Bailey shrugged. “Maybe,” she said with a wink.

I knew that wasn’t true. When she glanced at me, I could see the answer like it was written across her face. The nails last night had been for me. They were special.

And she didn’t want to share that specialness with Debbie.

“Yeah, I can do that,” I said, keeping my voice casual. “My calendar’s pretty open today. What time?”

“Three-thirty,” she said. “Shouldn’t take long.”

Both McKenna and Savannah were clueless, already drifting downstairs and checking their phones along the way. “Thanks for breakfast, Bailey,” Savannah said on her way down.

“Sure,” Bailey said. “And thanks, Tom. I appreciate it.”

With a full stomach and a few less worries than before, I headed down the hall to the master bedroom, closed the door, and dropped onto the bed. The pillow felt like heaven after the shock and anxiety of this morning. Tiredness overcame me almost immediately.

I hadn’t gotten much sleep last night. Bailey and I made sure of that…

I drifted off almost instantly. From downstairs, I heard the sound of McKenna’s white noise app being turned on full blast down in the den.

I was almost completely out when I heard the creak.

Soft footsteps padded across the bedroom carpet. The door clicked shut again, followed by a deliberate clunk as the lock snapped back into place.

I opened my eyes.

Bailey stood at the foot of the bed, still wearing the puffy pink pajama pants and the Hayley Williams concert t-shirt. The smile she gave me had all the warmth she’d showed back in the kitchen—and all the desperate, naughty heat she’d been filled with last night in my hotel room.

I snorted, sitting up. “Angel?”

Bailey glanced back at the door. “Remember how Debbie raged about that key to the bedroom?” She whispered, gesturing with her chin. “She was so paranoid when it disappeared. I think she was worried you took it, and you were going to bring someone over to have sex in her bed.”

“In her bed?” The mental image floored me.

Her gaze turned contemptuous. “Cheaters always project that shit onto the innocent party.”

“Babygirl, what are you doing in here—?”

She pulled a little silver key from her pocket. “Savannah and I stole it forever ago,” she admitted, giving the thing a rueful grin. “She put it in the back of her jewelry drawer where she knew her Mom wouldn’t find it. Now it’s mine.” Her grin turned wicked. “Just like your shirt, Daddy.”

There was something lightly unsettling about the way she admitted to the casual theft. Like it was something Debbie had always deserved, and the girls were balancing a set of cosmic scales by triggering her obsessive nature.

The thought sent a strange thrill through me, equal parts arousal and unease. Not for the first time, I wondered about the blinders I’d been wearing where my family was concerned.

Bailey tucked the key away and slipped into bed, her knees sinking into the mattress as she shimmied over to me.

“Babygirl, you can’t be in here right now—"

“Savannah and McKenna are both asleep,” she whispered, grinning fiercely. “My bedroom door’s locked and I told them not to bother me for the next two hours. Then I snuck out and up here.” She giggled. “Everyone thinks I’m napping, Daddy.”

“Bailey…” My hands went to her waist automatically, even as the responsible part of my brain tried to protest. “Your friend is right downstairs. My daughter is down there—"

“Then you’ll just have to keep me quiet, won’t you?”

She rocked her hips once, slow and deliberate, her voice dropping into that register I was already becoming dangerously addicted to. “Let me take care of you. You take such good care of us.” Her gaze flickered down to her t-shirt. “Remember this concert, Daddy? The second I saw this shirt, I knew I had to wear it. We all had so much fun that night. You were there for us, and you were so good.”

“Babygirl,” I grunted, “They only just went to sleep. We can’t do this—"

Bailey pulled my face to hers. “We already are, Daddy.”

My resistance crumbled.

“We have to be so quiet,” I rasped.

A slow, naughty grin spread across Bailey’s face.

“Yes, Daddy,” she whispered. “I’ll be a good girl. I’ll be a quiet girl…”

Jesus. This was insane.

“BlueJay19, you’re going to be the death of me.”

Bailey giggled, arching her pelvis against me. “I think this is the first time you’ve ever been really alive, SecondChance82.” She pressed closer, her body grinding against me. “Are you alive?”

“Yes.” God, yes.

Her lips went to my ear. Her fingers to my belt.

“Prove it.”


Chapter Three


We’re going to get caught, I thought. We are absolutely going to get caught.

But what’s life without a little risk?

One hand went to Bailey’s waist, gripping a handful of her fluffy pink pajama bottoms, while the other grabbed the blanket and pulled it over us both. It wouldn’t hide anything if Savannah or McKenna somehow got inside, but hopefully the locked door would give Bailey time to hide if one of them got suspicious. If one of them checked her room and found out she wasn’t there…

Got to stay quiet, I thought. My thoughts were like molasses—all the blood in my body had suddenly migrated south. We can’t let them hear us.

For her part, Bailey was as quiet as a mouse as she kissed me. Her hot little mouth opened against mine, kissing me in a way that felt almost forbidden as her tongue slid into my mouth. This time the moment of guilt was fleeting, almost insubstantial. The moment my hand slid under the back of her pajama bottoms to grab a fistful of her ass, I wasn’t thinking about anything other than how good this was going to feel.

Bailey moaned against me, barely audible. The fan I kept in the corner of the room was running full blast, filling the bedroom with white noise, but I knew that would only shield us to a point.

“Fuck, babygirl,” I grunted, my voice so low that it didn’t carry beyond the bed. “You couldn’t wait until after your nail appointment?”

Bailey was already shaking her head. “I want you all the time, Daddy,” she panted, nibbling her bottom lip. “It’s the first thing I think about when I wake up in the morning and the last thing I think about when I go to sleep. Is that bad?”

“Yes,” I said without hesitation. “But I’m bad, too.”

Bailey giggled at that. “I slept so good last night in that hotel room after you tucked me in,” she whispered. She’d already unfastened my belt—I’d been so tired I hadn’t even taken it off—and was working my slacks and boxers down as she spoke. “Can I sleep in your bed from now on, Daddy? I promise we’ll fuck more in it in a week than you and Debbie did the whole time you were married…”

“Jesus Christ,” I gasped.

“I love you so fucking much, Daddy,” Bailey said, sounding as serious as a bride making her vows. “You remember all that stuff we talked about when I was BlueJay19? All the things I wanted you to do?”

I remembered. “You want a man to tell you what to do,” I grunted, keeping my voice down with an effort. “What to wear, what to say. You told me you want me to fuck your brains out while we watch Disney movies then take you out to eat ice cream and buy stuffed animals…”

Bailey’s eyes lit up. “Tell me you’ll do it,” she whimpered. “I know you’re not really my Dad, but I want you to be my Daddy. I need it. Please, Tom, please, it’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted—"

“Bailey!” I didn’t like sounding harsh, but she was starting to get loud. “Quiet, babygirl.”

She snapped to attention. “Yes, Daddy. I’m sorry, Daddy.”

Fuck, the way she submitted like that did things to me. “You want to be Daddy’s good girl,” I said, running my fingers through her hair. “Fuck, Bailey… angel, I want that, too. But you’ve got to know when to keep your mouth shut—"

I’d never seen her light up so fast before. “I can do something better with my mouth,” she purred, licking her lips. “Something that’ll make hardly any noise at all.”

Before I could stop her, she unfastened my belt and slipped beneath the covers. If I’m being completely honest here, there was no part of me that wanted her to stop.

“Bailey,” I whispered. It came out like a prayer.

“Daddy.” Her voice was barely audible. “Look at me.”

I did. She’d lifted the blanket over her blonde head, peering up at me from between my thighs. She’d tugged off my pants and left my boxers on, but it was obvious from the tent in them that I was hard and more than ready to go.

Her taut little tummy rested on the mattress, the rest of her hidden by the sheets.

“You’re the only man I’ve ever been with,” Bailey whispered. “You’re the only man I want to be with. I want you to own me. Own me the way both of us were talking about on the app.”

As she spoke, Bailey tugged down the waistband of my boxers. The fabric ground against the head of my cock, sending a jolt through me, then it was down and I was free. My dick sprung to full attention, so hard that it hurt.

Bailey locked eyes with me, desperate with need. “Tell me what to do. I promise I’ll be a good girl—and if I’m not, you can spank me after…”

Holy shit. Images flashed through my head: every time I’d tried to get a blowjob out of Debbie and been shot down. Every time my ex-wife had prioritized her own pleasure over mine.

Something dark and dominant surged inside me. “Put it in your mouth.”

Bailey cocked her head to the side with the exact right amount of brat. “What did you say, Daddy?”

“I said put it in your mouth,” I growled, maybe a single decibel louder than before. “And don’t stop until I cum down your throat.”

With Debbie, those words would’ve led to me sleeping on the couch that night. When Bailey heard them, she lit up like a fucking Christmas tree.

“Yes, sir,” she whispered, lowering her lips to the underside of my crown. “Fuck, this dick is so perfect. I love having it in my mouth.” She peered up at me through her lashes. “How many times did Debbie kiss it like this, Daddy?”

My words were cut off by a groan as Bailey pressed her soft lips against the underside of my hardness. The tip of her tongue snaked out to trace a tiny S along my shaft, and my rod gave an involuntary jerk against her face.

“Not enough,” I rasped.

Bailey’s smirk looked so sexy it almost made me reconsider the ‘no photos’ rule. “It couldn’t possibly have been as many as you deserve,” she agreed. “Daddy?”

If she didn’t stop talking like that, I was going to wind up erupting all over her face before we got this party properly started. “Yes, babygirl?”

She pressed her face against my length. “Try not to cum,” she whispered, the words hot against my member. “I want to know I earned your load. Fuck, I wanna savor this…”

Before I could say a word (which would absolutely have been ‘yes’), Bailey opened wide and swallowed me whole.

I’m almost ashamed to say how difficult it was to fulfill her request. I don’t know if it was the sweetness of her confession along with the absolutely filthy image of the woman I’d practically helped raise wrapping her lips around my cock like a call girl, but when Bailey’s lips reached the bottom of my shaft and grazed my balls, the fact that I’d already cum in and on her three times today didn’t mean a goddamned thing. My eyes rolled back in my head, toes curling and hips arching upward. Only quick thinking at the last second kept me from groaning loud enough to wake the whole house.

Bailey wasn’t kidding about savoring me. She worked her lips up and down my prick with a slowness that was almost maddening, swirling her tongue around the head like she was trying to tie a cherry stem in a knot. She kept her eyes focused on me the whole time, watching me watch her. Those brilliant blue orbs pierced me in ways that made my heart ache, even as the way she hummed around my length made me feel like a fucking caveman.

She sucked and slurped me with gusto, the sounds of her gentle gags barely audible over the fan. I ran my fingers through her blonde hair, marveling at her. This filthy, needy little slut I’d had living under my roof without the faintest idea of what she really was. This fucking angel who’d blown open my understanding of what a relationship could be like.

The pressure built at the base of my spine, despite my best attempts to hold it back. When Bailey slid the fingers of her free hand beneath the hem of her puffy pajama pants, gently stroking herself at the same rhythm she was using to bob up and down on my cock, I knew it wasn’t going to be long before I lost the fight and tumbled into bliss.

In an effort to distract myself, I glanced around the room. And had a realization that turned me on twice as much as I’d been a few heartbeats ago.

Bailey felt it—the way I stiffened, the feeling of my cock jerking and swelling against the back of her throat. She pulled off of me with a wet little pop, her eyes widening a fraction at the sudden noise. “What’s going on, Daddy?”

“Fuck,” I groaned, guiding Bailey’s mouth back to me. “This is my bed, angel. This is the bed Debbie and I shared for two decades…”

Bailey pulled back one more time, grinning like I was one of her cheer friends who’d just figured out a difficult move. “That’s what I’ve been telling you, sir,” she purred, stroking my dick with her slick fingers. “It’s so fucking hot. I can’t wait until I can curl up next to you every night. When you wake up in the middle of the night, I’ll be right there and you can just slide my panties to the side and… nggh oh fuck I’m gonna cum…!”

Oh shit. My hand came down on the back of her head—she swallowed around me reflexively, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Me too,” I rasped. “I want you swallowing it while you cum, babygirl. Show me how much you fucking love it…”

Bailey took my words as permission to throw caution to the wind. She buried me all the way down her throat, going from demure to porn star in a single stroke. My hips thrust upwards to meet her, the bliss so strong it threw sparks. My vision blurred as I hit the peak, and then I was coming—the dam bursting inside of me, cock jerking and stiffening like granite as my balls emptied into the mouth of a woman half my age.

Who must have been waiting for that exact moment to let her fingers send her into the stratosphere.

Every muscle in Bailey’s body went taut as she came, sobbing and shuddering and swallowing again and again as she drank down my load. In retrospect, it was a lucky break that I had my dick in her mouth—without it, the sound of her orgasm would undoubtedly have carried all the way downstairs.

I came down from my peak slowly, with Bailey’s mouth still providing its hot suction around my cock. She didn’t swallow the last few spurts right away—instead, she kept them on her tongue, groaning with bliss for a dozen rapid heartbeats before finally pulling off of me and flexing the muscles of her throat.

When she was done, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, looking like a cat who’d just downed an entire bowl of cream.

“I need you to fuck me,” she whispered, barely audible. “Right now.”

Bailey straddled me, pulling off her concert t-shirt and tossing it to the floor. She didn’t have a stitch on underneath—she didn’t need it—and her perky little titties looked absolutely mouth-watering, flushed with afterglow and topped with her achingly stiff nipples.

“Bailey,” I groaned, a note of warning in my tone.

But my body was already way ahead of my brain. My hands went to her waist, not holding onto her pajama pants but helping her peel them down her thighs. Despite her line about ‘pulling her panties to the side’ in the middle of the night, she wasn’t wearing any—her tight little slit shone with juice, still smooth and hairless from last night’s fun.

“Shhh,” she giggled. “Weren’t you the one warning me about having to be quiet, Daddy?”

She took my cock by the base and guided it inside of her. The crown ground against the roughness of her inner thigh before finding something wet and hot waiting for me. The moment I pushed into her walls was no less sweet than the first, and made both of us open our mouths in silent cries of bliss.

“Fuck,” I whispered, biting back a groan. “How are you even real?”

Bailey leaned in close, her breasts against my chest. I leaned up against the headboard, holding her in my lap in a way that felt all kinds of fucked up considering the way our relationship had changed in the last week and a half. “Tell me,” she whispered, her eyes shining with lust and devotion. “I want to hear it, Daddy.”

How did she know what I was thinking? I had no clue. We just clicked that well—the two of us were on the exact same wavelength, two radios tuned to the same frequency.

Resonating with the exact same tone.

“I had no idea a woman could be this tight,” I growled against her ear, thrusting upwards to hit that special spot deep inside of her at the same time. “Jesus Christ, babygirl, you feel like heaven. The way your walls grip me feel so fucking good…”

“They love your cock just as much as I love you,” Bailey whispered, somehow managing to make it sound almost innocent. “I love riding your cock so fucking much, Daddy. It makes me feel like the most important girl in the world. Can you feel how fucking wet I am for you right now? I bet Debbie never got this fucking wet, did she?”

God, why did Bailey comparing herself to my ex-wife turn me on so goddamned much?

“Never,” I admitted, picking the pace.

“My pussy’s better than hers,” Bailey whimpered. “My everything’s better than hers, Daddy. Even when she was my age, she was nowhere near this hot. I’ve seen pictures! She didn’t love you like this, I make you feel so much better than that cheating slut ever could—"

My hand clamped her mouth closed.

“Babygirl, you are getting dangerously close to waking my daughter up right now,” I hissed, fucking her harder to sweeten the frustration. “You keep this up, I’m going to have to gag you.”

I should’ve known that would make Bailey go off like a firecracker. Yuhh prmmse? I heard her mutter against my palm, nodding like a bobblehead at the prospect.

Fuck, what a wild child. I never expected the quiet, book-reading girl on my back porch could be like this in the bedroom.

I thrust into her harder, deeper, my hand still over her mouth. Bailey met my gaze with challenge, impaling herself on me with every stroke until I was bottoming out inside of her and hammering her back walls. Her ass bounced up and down, jiggling so hard I could see it from the front.

I flexed one thigh muscle, then another, testing the angles. Bailey shuddered around me, groaning into my palm, only the whites of her eyes showing. The sound of skin on skin filled the room, the only noise beside the warm rumble of the fan—

Until suddenly it wasn’t.

It was my fault. I lost control; I thrust too hard into Bailey, wrapping an arm around her waist for leverage to go deeper. As she slammed herself down on me, letting out a high-pitched squeal that was muffled by my hand, the headboard knocked into the wall. Once.

Hard.

The sound echoed, a muffled thud that made us both freeze.

Bailey’s blue eyes went wide. “Oh shit,” she whispered, pulling back from my palm. “Oh no, you don’t think…?”

Both of us froze. One moment became two, the tension ratcheting upwards like a string being drawn taut. At any second I expected to hear McKenna’s voice calling from the basement. Or for Savannah to come bolting up the stairs, calling my name and asking if I was alright.

The thought of one of them standing at the bedroom door while I had my cock buried inside of Bailey nearly snapped me from my trance. I held her close, fighting the urge to tell her to scramble under the bed.

Five seconds, then ten, then fifteen. Nothing.

Oh thank God.

Bailey started to laugh. “Wow, that was close—"

I scooted backwards against the headboard, pinning it against the wall, and pulled Bailey to me. This time when I thrust into her there was no noise, even as her back arched like a bow and her long blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders.

Sweat beaded on my Babygirl’s breasts as we fucked. I licked and sucked her tight, perky little orbs as she neared the peak, her pussy boiling over as juice dripped down my cock.

As she neared the peak, Bailey leaned in and buried her face against my shoulder. Her gasps came ragged and fast, and as she reached the point of no return she suddenly bit down, burying her teeth in my flesh to stay quiet.

I won’t lie, it hurt. But in the moment, I was kinda into it.

When I felt her cum a few thrusts later it was almost entirely silent. Her whole body trembled as she rode out her bliss, her lips going from the bite mark on my shoulder to my lips as she kissed me deep and loving.

Bailey hugged me tight as I neared my own climax. “Cum inside me, Daddy,” she begged, her words hot against my ear. “Please, I need to feel you cum. I need you to fill my cunt, Daddy, I need you to pump my tight little pussy full in Mommy’s bed like a good little girl…”

As the pleasure went blinding, I thought of every time I’d fucked Deborah in this bed. All at once she was gone and it was Bailey, beautiful Bailey, the desperate and eager girl with absolutely no limits milking me dry. The two of us moved in perfect sync, her hips rocking in tight circles as I hit the peak and crashed right over.

I buried my face in Bailey’s tits as I came, not trusting myself to stay quiet. I shot deep inside her, filling her pussy with hot, thick ropes of cum. She gripped me with her thighs as I emptied inside of her, whispering filthy encouragement into my ear. How good it felt for my cum to be spraying against her walls. How good it was that we could finally do this every day.

As I came down from my peak, I accepted a truth that I’d begun to realize that night at the Armada. I was never going to be able to stop myself from doing this.

It was just too good. Sex with Bailey was so much better—so much more satisfying—than anything else I’d ever experienced. I was addicted.

Even if it cost me everything, I was never going to stop fucking this girl’s brains out. Because it was worth it.

Everything turned slow and sweet as the two of us came down from our peaks. Bailey lay against my chest, her hot cheek pressed against my skin, her arms encircling me in a hug.

“Love you, Daddy,” she murmured, tilting my chin down to give me a kiss. “So much.”

“You too, angel,” I said. I couldn’t help but grin—I felt too fucking good right now. “That was the most reckless orgasm of my life.”

“Two orgasms,” Bailey whispered with glee. “We’re getting away with it. We’re going to keep getting away with it.” She glanced between my legs. “Are you going to be ready for another round by Debbie’s party?”

“If you let me get a couple hours of sleep, I might be,” I chuckled.

Bailey slipped out of bed and grabbed her pajamas. I was a little sad to see her back in her pajama pants and t-shirt, but if she got caught sneaking around the house it was definitely better for her to be dressed. Even if a blind man could tell she’d just cum her brains out.

She gave me one more kiss, then sashayed to the door. At the threshold, she turned around and grinned. “No take-backsies, Daddy,” she whispered. “Don’t be a big nervous. N’kay?"

I knew that joke. "Do betcha," I whispered. "Go get some sleep, babygirl."

Bailey winked.

Then she slipped out of the bedroom, as quiet as a ghost.

I'd like to say I lay awake, wondering about the enormity of what I'd done. That I chastised myself about the fact that it took less than twelve hours for me to go from fucking Bailey in a hotel to fucking Bailey in my marital bed with the rest of the household sleeping right downstairs.

It was awful. I should have been ashamed.

I was out in thirty seconds.

With a big smile on my face.


Chapter Four


The drive to the nail salon took seventeen minutes. It felt like an hour.

Bailey sat in the backseat the whole drive over. Every now and then I glanced in the rearview mirror to see her staring back at me, her face filled with a mix of frustration and amusement. Frustration, because this little afternoon tryst was already going a hell of a lot differently than we’d expected.

And amusement… well, for the same reason, really.

“Okay,” Savannah said, glancing up from her phone. “I’ve narrowed it down to two possibilities. I’m either going to go with the pedigree pink—classic, exactly what Mom would expect—or just jet black on all ten fingers. Like turning your profile picture into a black square on social media because someone died. Except in this case, what died is our respect for Debbie.”

“That ship sailed a long time ago,” Bailey said, watching the traffic roll by out the window. “You know, your Mom doesn’t really do subtle, Savannah. Getting fuck you painted across your nails might send a clearer message.”

Savannah smirked over at me. My daughter had waited until the very last second to ask to come with us on Bailey and I’s outing, then called shotgun so fast that neither Bailey nor I could argue with her. Now she was riding with her legs up on the dashboard, scrolling through social media for nail ideas as we cut our way across town.

It would be rude to say I didn’t want her to be here. But both Bailey and I had been looking forward to making this a one-on-one thing.

Now I had Savannah in tow. The one person who could under absolutely no circumstances ever find out about what was happening between Bailey and I. To say I was worried about slipping up was a major understatement.

“Maybe I could do something that’ll piss the boyfriend off,” Bailey suggested. “What do we know about him, anyway?”

“Mom says his name is ‘Kevin’,” Savannah said from the passenger seat. “None of us have met him—she’s been super secretive about him for some reason. She hasn’t even posted any pictures of him on social media yet.”

“That’s not like Debbie,” Bailey said, frowning. “She usually flaunts everything on social media.”

“Yeah, well not this.” My daughter shrugged. “We’ve just heard her gushing about how great he is. Even odds he turns out to be some kind of weirdo.”

“Girls, we need to go into this with an open mind,” I grunted. The traffic light wasn’t turning green and didn’t look it was planning to any time soon. “Savannah, just because your mother thinks this is a good guy doesn’t mean he’s going to turn out to be some kind of snake—"

“You’re doing it again,” Bailey said.

I blinked. “What?”

“Defending her,” Bailey said, her voice hard. “I hate it when you do that, Tom. She doesn’t deserve it.”

I started to protest—only to fall silent.

Maybe Bailey had a point.

“I’m not happy about it either,” I admitted, glancing at Bailey in the rear-view mirror. “You’re right, I’m not going into this with an open mind. I’m actually pretty damned biased, when you get right down to it. But if we go in there and sulk, Deborah’s going to win. She’ll get to pretend she’s the bigger person, and we’re the ones who won’t let the past go.”

“Good point, Dad,” Savannah said. “Oh hey, McKenna’s texting.”

The group chat. God, I’d almost forgotten about it. Operation Get Dad Laid.

Well, it had worked, hadn’t it?

Just not in the way anyone who wasn’t Bailey had intended.

My phone buzzed in the cupholder. Savannah was already looking at hers, reading what her other bestie had sent us. “McKenna says she’s narrowed it down to three different Kevins based on Mom’s Instagram,” she said. “One of them’s the GM of a tractor supply company—real cowboy type.”

“Sounds like Debbie,” I muttered.

Savannah paused. “Um, one of these guys is apparently like twenty-three,” she whispered, glancing into the backseat to evaluate Bailey’s reaction. “How do we feel about that?”

Not good, apparently. “Are you kidding me?” Bailey snapped, scrolling through the message chain. “No way. It couldn’t be.”

I felt about the same, but I grit my teeth and tried to hide it. “I’m not exactly blameless on that score either, angel.”

“Yeah, but you deserve it,” Bailey said, ignoring the strange look Savannah gave her at that. “This is insane. It can’t be this guy.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, pouting as she stared out the window. “If we show up to the dinner tonight and some guy who’s young enough to be Savannah’s brother opens the door, I am going to scream.”

“I’ll be doing the same thing,” I admitted. “Just, you know, silently.”

It broke some of the tension. Both Bailey and Savannah laughed, and as the light turned green, I found myself laughing, too. The irony wouldn’t have been lost on me—if Debbie turned out to be a cradle-robber too, we’d have something in common.

Of course, I doubted she’d see it my way if she knew the full story.

In truth, I didn’t have to worry. Debbie’s beau wasn’t younger than me—in fact, he wasn’t any of McKenna’s three suspects at all.

But by the time I met him, I was going to wish that he was.

The mall was surprisingly empty for a Sunday afternoon. The nail salon was just past the food court, sandwiched between a Books-A-Million and a store that novelty t-shirts and posters with anime girls on them. This is where we would’ve dropped McKenna off if she were here, I thought. The sign over the door announced the place as Sakura Nail Salon; the interior had a vibe that almost matched the nerd apparel place next door. I could see the same customer visiting both.

The inside smelled like warm acetone and cedar. A small diffuser sent puffs of fragrant smoke into the air on a shelf next to the Bluetooth speaker, which quietly played instrumental math rock from the speakers as we stepped inside. The floor was tile, checkered black and white like a set of dice, and a half-dozen stations studded the sales floor with vanities and comfortable-looking chairs. A small waiting area sat at the front, half-covered in months-old magazines.

No sooner had we entered than a young Japanese woman stepped out from a bead curtain leading to the back room. “Good afternoon, welcome to Sakura, do you have an appointment…"

She paused, seeing Bailey for the first time. In the blink of an eye, her professional manner fell away—I revised my mental estimate of her age from thirty to maybe twenty-five. “Oh my gosh! What is up, Bae-bae?”

Bailey stepped forward like she’d been waiting for her cue. “Hi, Miki. You’ve met Savannah before. This is her dad, Tom.” She gestured at me. “Tom, Miki.”

I have to admit, when Bailey told me she had a nail appointment at the mall I’d pictured some stately matron with almost as many grandchildren as wrinkles. Miki was not what I’d expected. She was short—barely an inch taller than Bailey herself—and dark-haired, with a streak of blue dyed through the front that swung as she moved. When she turned in profile I noticed a single stud in her right ear, a little glittering star that was technically an earring but felt more like the punctuation mark at the end of a particularly joyous sentence. She was in leggings and a faded t-shirt for some band I didn’t recognize—the words ‘potential is the drug’ were scrawled across her breasts in a font so indecipherable I was only half-sure I was reading it right.

“Tom,” Miki said with what felt like genuine warmth. “Savannah’s told me so much about you.” Her gaze flickered up and down for a moment, her smile widening a touch. “I see which side of the family you get your good looks from, boo.”

“Oh, stop!” Savannah laughed. Now that we were here, my daughter was in her element. “He’s not getting his nails done, Miki. There’s no need to butter him up for a tip.”

“You two told me he was handsome,” Miki said smoothly. “You undersold it a bit.”

I coughed.

Suddenly all three women were laughing. “Both of you sit down,” Miki said, gesturing at both Savannah and Bailey. “Pick out your colors. Which one of you is going first?”

Savannah sheepishly raised her hand. “Thank you for getting me in on such short notice, by the way.”

“Oh yeah, I’m super busy today,” Miki chuckled, gesturing around the room. “Honestly, I could paint your dad’s nails if he wanted me to.” She tilted her chin in my direction. “You want to go all-black, Mr. Cottrell? Like Ozzy?”

What an idea. I could only imagine what Mark would say if I turned up to the office on Monday looking like that. “I think I’m just going to make myself comfortable,” I said. “You girls have fun.”

I found the couch and had a seat. None of the magazines caught my eye, other than to wonder who Susan was. Apparently, her subscriptions to Better Homes and Gardens and Teen Vogue had been forwarded here without her knowledge. Although not a single magazine was less than six months old, so maybe she’d sorted all that out by now.

I picked one up and pretended to read, not parsing a single word. Just watching.

Savannah went to the color rack and examined it, moving with the practiced ease of someone for whom this was far from their first rodeo. She picked a handful of colors in rapid succession, discarding them almost as quickly as she looked them over ("Too pink. Not pink enough. Oh, that one’s just gross…”) before landing on a pale fuchsia nearly the same tint as her skin. Miki frowned slightly at the sight of it—I understood, to me it looked like she wouldn’t be wearing nail polish at all—but shrugged and took the bottle.

“What are you going to do, Bails?” Savannah asked as she hopped into the chair.

“I’m not sure yet,” Bailey said. But she sounded like she was lying to me. She was scrutinizing the wall of different shades in a way that did not feel like someone who was confused and looking for inspiration. More like she had something very specific in mind and was trying to find it.

Savannah didn’t notice. “You should go with pastels,” she suggested, grinning. “Mom really hates pastels.”

Miki got to work, turning the Bluetooth speaker up a single notch before getting started on Savannah’s nails. The procedure looked more complicated than I’d expected—there was a lot of cleaning and sharpening and dealing with cuticles. I watched while trying not to look too interested in the whole thing, mostly keeping an eye on Bailey—

Who gave a start like she’d just found what she was looking for.

“Here,” Bailey said, taking a bottle off the rack. “I want this one, Miki. This one exactly.”

She held it up—and my heart skipped a beat. I knew that shade.

Debbie had always called it chartreuse.

She’d maintained that yellow-green color for the entire last three years of our marriage. The bold shade was Debbie’s way of pushing back against aging—to prove that she was still young and ‘with it’, instead of a dowdy middle-aged woman wearing basic colors. Long before our marriage fell apart, I’d stopped seeing the color as a choice entirely—they were just my wife’s hands. The default setting she went with in public.

Bailey’s gaze met mine. Her grin turned feral.

Oh, I thought. Oh, you gorgeous little disaster.

It was a shot across the bow. One that Debbie would never understand. It used to be my wife’s shade—and now it was Bailey’s. Just like my shirt was hers, just like our bed now belonged to her.

This girl was staking her claim. Saying ‘he’s mine’ in a way that would fly straight over my ex-wife’s head.

Hell, Debbie might actually look at it as a compliment.

And Bailey would take that compliment, accept it, and then spend the whole night giggling about it inside of her head.

Miki glanced up from her work, her eyes tracking the bottle and sizing up the shade with a professional’s eye. “That is a choice,” she said, sounding like she wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or horrified. “I don’t see that shade very often. Are you trying to match something specific?”

Bailey set the bottle on the ledge next to her chair. She was silent for so long I felt certain she wouldn’t speak.

Then she did. “Yeah,” she whispered.

The catch in her voice didn’t escape either woman’s notice. “Oh my God, girl, dish,” Miki said, grinning. Somehow, she managed to keep working on Savannah’s nails while glancing down about once every twenty seconds—she’d performed the task enough times that her brain could handle the fine details on autopilot. “What’s the target? Can’t be someone’s eyes, ‘cause wow that would be a heck of a color to see in someone’s face.”

“Definitely not eyes,” Bailey said.

Miki paused, pursing her lips. “Is it a guy’s shirt?” She looked at Bailey like she was hoping to hear something good. “Please tell me it’s a guy’s shirt. Girls who match their nails to a guy’s shirt are my favorite clients.”

Several seconds passed. Savannah was watching now, caught somewhere between amusement and confusion.

“It’s… just a thing,” Bailey said, blushing at last. “It’s not something I’m matching as much as it’s something I’m hoping will happen. Kind of like, sending good vibes out into the universe, you know?”

And she smiled right at me.

Miki, thankfully, didn’t notice that part. “Careful what you wish for, cause it might just come true,” she said, pointing a perfectly manicured nail at my daughter’s best friend. “Whatever it is, I hope you get it.”

“I think I just might,” Bailey whispered with a secretive smile.

Miki finished up with my daughter in what felt like record time—partially because of the simplicity of her request, but mostly because I could tell she wanted to get Bailey in the chair and interrogate her further. She left Savannah’s coat to dry and went to the other station, putting on a pair of glasses as she pulled up a stool and perched on it.

“Okay, sweetheart,” Miki said, breezing forward the way I sensed she did with just about everything. Her energy and enthusiasm was infectious. “Let’s get you set up. What’s the occasion tonight, by the way? You got a date?”

“Miki!” From her chair, Savannah had the temerity to blush. “Ohmigawd, we’re going to my Mom’s house for dinner! We have to meet her new boyfriend. It’s going to be so awkward.”

“Divorces are tough,” Miki agreed, glancing over her shoulder at me for the briefest of moments. “Hey, Tom?”

I glanced up from the magazine that I was pretending to read. “Yeah?”

“Is it cool with you if I pretend you’re not here right now?” Her grin was so inviting it kind of made me want to change my mind about that manicure after all. “I wanna have some girl talk with your little ladies. You’re deaf for like the next ten minutes, agreed?”

I held up the magazine like a shield. “Bailey and Savannah are grown women,” I said, suddenly making a show of paying attention to a six-month-old interview with Anne Hathaway. "Talk about whatever you want to talk about. I can't hear you from over here anyway."

"That's the right idea," Miki agreed with a chuckle. She turned back to her work, leaning in close. “Okay, Bae-Bae. Tell me about your love life while I make these nails sparkle.”

Bailey laughed. Savannah perked up, giving the stylist a confused look. I held the magazine very still and tried to act like I was somewhere else entirely.

“What makes you think I’ve got a love life?” Bailey laughed.

Miki gave the blonde the kind of look that compresses paragraphs into a single gesture. “Please,” she whispered. “I see you, girl. You’ve been walking on a cloud since the second you stepped in here.”

This time it was Bailey who had the temerity to blush. “It’s kind of complicated,” she admitted.

“Tell me more.”

Savannah sat up. “WAIT. Bailey. You’ve got a boyfriend!?”

“He’s not a boyfriend,” Bailey insisted, her blush deepening. “He’s just… I’ve seen him a couple times, that’s all.”

Savannah glanced back at me like she was expecting me to come jumping off of the couch. To be honest, I was, though not for the reason she would’ve expected. “When were you going to tell me about this?”

Bailey nibbled her bottom lip. “Miki, you’re going to get me in trouble,” she whispered.

She had that right. Potentially a lot of trouble.

“Sounds like you’ve been doing a little bit of that to yourself already,” Miki murmured. “This not-a-boyfriend guy, he someone you have classes with?”

Bailey was already shaking her head. “He’s… a little older than that,” she said, looking excited and terrified all at once. “Savannah, you really can’t tell anybody—"

“I’m not worried about me,” Savannah said, making a zip-the-lip gesture. “You know I’m a rock, boo.” She leaned in closer, dropping her voice. “Bailey, my Dad is sitting right over there…”

Your Dad already knows, sweetheart, I thought, swallowing hard.

“My father’s chill, but I don’t know if he’s that chill,” my daughter finished with a significant glance.

A more polite father would have taken this moment to excuse himself from the room. But I had to hear what Bailey was going to say.

I needed to be able to step in, in case what she said ended up being too much.

“Hey, I’m happy for you,” Miki said, giving Bailey a little fist-bump. “Older guys are the best.” She glanced in my direction for the briefest of instants. “You wouldn’t happen to know any single ones, would you?”

This time it was Bailey’s turn for the coughing fit.

“Okay, enough about that,” Miki said, chuckling. “How was your week at school? You still killing it with the academic stuff?” And then, to Savannah, without missing a beat: “Tell me more.”

Savannah launched into it, filling me with relief at the conversational shift. My daughter was a chatterbox when she got up and running, dishing to Miki about the last gymnastics exhibition and the group project she’d finished last week that was supposed to have three people working on it but functionally ended up ninety percent her.

Miki nodded in all the right places, prompting Savannah to continue via a well-placed tell me more in the conversational lulls. If she wasn’t genuinely interested in these two girls, she was doing a hell of a good job at pretending.

But something told me she wasn’t pretending.

Gradually, the work on Bailey’s nails began to slow. Savannah’s first coat had already dried, and Miki busied herself touching that up while she waited for Bailey’s nails to be ready for their finishing touches. I just focused on trying not to think too much about the fact my daughter had just had her best friend confess to her that she was seeing an older man.

They’re almost done, I told myself. A few more minutes and you’ll be out of here, Tom.

Maybe. But after we finished up here, it would almost be time for Debbie’s dinner. Even with Bailey by my side, with our new relationship to cheer and excite me, I wasn’t looking forward to it in the slightest.

Miki rose from the stool and stretched. “Okay, both of you are just about done,” she announced to all and sundry, grinning. Then she did something I didn’t expect.

She turned around and looked right at me.

“Get over here, Dad.”

I put down the magazine. There was no point in pretending I was reading it now. “Me?”

Miki put a hand on her hip. “Yes, you! You want to look your best tonight, right? Got that big dinner with the ex?”

Part of me wished that aspect of it had never been brought up. I must have stopped paying attention at some point during all the gossip, because they were on that again. “I’m fine,” I said. “Really.”

Miki gave me what could only be described as a look. “Do you want your ex-wife looking down at your hands in the middle of dinner and thinking ‘oh, thank goodness I got rid of him?’ Or do you want her going ‘damn, he’s had a freaking glow up since I walked out the door?’”

I couldn’t help it—I laughed. “You’ve got a point. But look, I don’t want anything fancy.”

“Good, because I wasn’t planning on fancy,” Miki said, gesturing at a third station. “Hop on up, Tom.”

For the life of me, I don’t know why I said yes. Maybe it was just Miki’s enthusiasm. Or maybe, her words had a germ of truth in them. I did want to look my best in front of Debbie. Maybe I wanted to rub her nose in my new life a little bit.

Miki set to work, humming along to the Bluetooth speaker. She grabbed a tiny remote and turned it up a couple notches, filling the salon with the bass line of an old Talking Heads song. David Byrne shouted something about the world moving on a woman’s hips, and I silently agreed.

“Alright, let me get a look at you,” the nail tech murmured. Her fingers tugged at my cuticles, a sensation that wasn’t exactly unpleasant but probably first cousin to it. “Yeah, these could definitely use a little work.”

“A little?”

Miki glanced up at me with a smile, the little star earring in her ear sparkling in the salon lights. “You’re streets ahead of most guys where nail hygiene is concerned,” she said with a wink. "You just sit back and let me take care of this. This is your first time doing this, so I won't ask you to make any big decisions. We'll keep it simple."

"Simple is good," I said.

She got to work, cleaning my nails and peeling back the cuticles. I had to admit, she was doing a pretty good job. Not that my nails were terrible or anything when I first came in here, but even a minute or two of work showed definite improvement.

I was still staring when Miki started to speak. "So what do you do for a living, Tom?"

"I'm in banking," I said. "Manager over at CreditCore."

"A company man," Miki said, grinning without looking up from my nails. "Tell me more."

I thought about it. "There's honestly not all that much to tell," I said.

"Well, it's the weekend," Miki said, the streak of blue in her hair bobbing as she turned to me. "You're going to be going back to the office on Monday, presumably?"

I nodded.

"What's a Monday morning look like for Mr. Tom Cottrell?"

Lately it's a lot of thinking about BlueJay19, I told myself. But that definitely wouldn’t work as an answer.

"Honestly? E-mails and meetings." I thought about Brenda, knocking at the doorframe of my office and asking if I had the week's spreadsheets available for the sales team. "And the meetings could usually have just been an e-mail."

Miki laughed at that—genuinely laughed. It was the kind of sound a man could get used to, especially when it turned into an endearing, nerdy snort at the end. "That's great," she said. "I think I'll stay in business for myself. But if I'm ever in the market for a cubicle, I can hit you up?"

"I'd be more than happy to give you a reference," I said, matching her energy.

I was so into the conversation (and what Miki was doing to my nails) that I didn't see Savannah elbow Bailey in the ribs behind me. Didn't see the smirk on my daughter's face as she gestured at the nail tech with her chin and gave a little nod.

Most of all, I didn't see the confusing mix of feelings on Bailey's face.

But I'd hear about it soon enough.

"Alright," Miki announced, giving my hands a final inspection with a practiced eye. "Nothing fancy today. You're not going to walk into that dinner looking like you just had a spa day—you're going to walk in looking like a man who takes care of himself. These babies are going to shine."

She reached for a small black jar and worked a pea-sized amount of something into the surface of each nail with her thumb, buffing it in with a soft cloth in small, efficient circles. The result gave them a soft, gentle sheen—nothing flashy or noticeable. Just clean.

By the time she was done, she'd shaped my nails with a subtle, healthy finish that somehow managed to make my hands look like they belonged to a different, slightly better version of me.

"There," Miki said, setting down the cloth with a small air of satisfaction. "Buffed and sealed. You're going to get to watch your ex seethe in real-time. Because they're absolutely going to look nicer than her boyfriend's." She gave me a little smirk. "Or I'll give you your money back."

Somehow I doubted she'd have to do that.

I flexed my fingers experimentally. The nails felt smooth and even. Not polished in any way that would read as strange on a man, just... well-groomed. Intentional, like someone had said: this man matters enough to maintain. Except that someone was me.

It was a strange feeling. A good one.

Why the hell had I never done this before?

"That's actually really great," I admitted.

"Of course it is," Miki said simply. "Let me finish up the girls, and then you can all get out of here."

After that, the rest of the work went swiftly. Bailey's nails looked exactly the way I'd always remembered Debbie’s—which sent all kinds of feelings through me. When she noticed me looking, Bailey met my gaze with a challenge—like she was daring me to call her out.

I didn't. Instead, I took a different tack.

"Those look really nice, Bailey," I said. Only a quick save at the last second kept her name from shifting into babygirl in my mouth.

She smiled. "Thank you, Tom."

At the front counter, the dynamic immediately became a minor argument. Savannah had her card out of her purse before Bailey could even reach for hers, sliding it across the counter with the kind of cheerful finality that didn't invite debate. "Don't even think about it," she told Bailey.

"Savannah—"

"Bailey. Stop." Savannah fixed her with an expression of theatrical severity. "You are my best friend and you let me jump on this nail appointment with, like, zero notice. The least I can do is cover this for you. This is not up for discussion."

Bailey looked like she wanted to protest further, then thought better of it. "Okay," she said, and I could hear the reluctant warmth underneath it. "But you're letting me buy next time."

"Obviously," Savannah said, sliding her card back into her wallet with an air of total victory.

I stepped up beside them as Miki rang everything through and pulled up a second receipt for me. "What do I owe you?" I asked.

“It’s thirty-five for the basic men's service."

I had my card out before she finished the sentence. "Worth every penny," I said, meaning it.

Miki smiled. "You like it."

I nodded. "I really do. It's not something I ever thought about, but... I mean, they look nice."

I caught myself glancing at my nails again as I waited for the receipt to print. I'm going to have to keep up with this. I'd just found a minor life upgrade I wasn't aware I'd been missing. I'd be back in here in three weeks.

Maybe two.

The receipt printed. Miki tore it off and folded it once, neatly, before sliding it across the counter toward me.

"Thanks for the business, Tom," she said. The smile she gave me was warm and easy and just a fraction too interested to be purely professional. "And thank you for being such a good sport about all this."

“Thank you," I said. "Genuinely. You made the whole thing a lot more..." I searched for the word. "Well, it was a lot more comfortable than it had any right to be."

"That's literally my job," she said. Then, before I could pocket the receipt: "Hey. Don't lose that, okay?"

I looked at her. She looked back at me, expression perfectly pleasant, giving nothing away.

I still noticed.

"Right," I said.

She was already turning back to her station, reaching for something, moving on in the easy, unflappable way she had. "See you girls soon!”

I followed Savannah and Bailey toward the door, feeling oddly light.

The afternoon sun shone down on us the moment we pushed outside. Savannah immediately launched into a discussion of which colors she would get next time, while Bailey walked quietly at my elbow. I tucked the folded receipt into my pocket and forgot about it for the next thirty seconds.

Then, at the car, I pulled it out again—wondering what was up with Miki—and unfolded it.

The total was printed clearly in the top half.

Below it, in cheerful, confident handwriting:

If you really want to thank me, take me out to dinner sometime? :)

And a phone number.

I stood there for a moment in the parking lot with the afternoon sun on the back of my neck, staring at the note like I'd never seen a phone number before in my life.

"Oh my GOD!"

Oh shit.

Savannah appeared at my elbow from absolutely nowhere, craning her neck to read over my shoulder with zero shame. She gasped loud enough for the people in the handicapped spaces to hear it. "Dad. Dad! Miki gave you her number?"

"I can see that," I said.

"She is into you!" Savannah gave my shoulder a punch with a look like Christmas morning. "Okay. Holy shit, you're calling her, right? Please tell me you're calling her?"

The nail tech's face flashed through my mind. She was cute, and I loved her energy. If the last two weeks of my life hadn't happened, I probably wouldn't have thought twice about it.

But they had. And now my life was awfully complicated.

"I don't know," I said automatically. I folded the receipt again and pocketed it, because I could see Bailey standing on the other side of the car with her hand on the door handle.

She was looking at the roof of the car. Not at me.

"Bailey—"

"We should get moving," she said. Her voice was normal. Almost. "McKenna's probably wondering what’s taking us so long."

She got in. I exchanged a glance with Savannah, who looked torn between delight and diplomacy, and then we all got in, and I started the engine, and nobody said anything else about it on the drive home.

Which passed for me in a total blur of nails and 'tell me more's and girls wearing my dress shirt with a ribbon around their neck.

McKenna met us at the front door in a state of organized chaos that could not have been more different than the easygoing girl we’d left a few hours before. She had rollers in her hair, mascara wand in one hand, and the rest of her in total disarray. She took in the three of us in a single sweeping glance like a general on a battlefield—or maybe like the squad leader in one of her video games—and immediately started issuing orders.

"Okay, I'm most of the way done getting ready," she said. "Savannah you've got your bathroom, Bailey you're sharing mine—don't make that face, there's plenty of counter space. Tom, you've got twenty minutes before the hot water goes. Let's move, people. Debbie is going to be passive-aggressive if we show up as anything other than our best!"

After she spent a few moments oohing and ahhing over our nails, McKenna headed off to finish getting ready. The house dissolved into the productive noise of four people prepping themselves in parallel. I caught Bailey on the stairs, just for a second, when Savannah and McKenna had already peeled off toward the other bathroom.

"Hey," I said.

She stopped.

"Look, babygirl." I kept my voice low. "She was flirting with me. That's all it was. It's not going to lead to anything."

Bailey looked at me for a long moment. There was something moving behind her eyes—something I couldn't quite parse. Not hurt, exactly. But not exactly not hurt either. Something more complicated than either one, something that had to do with Miki's laugh and the note in my jacket pocket and the night we'd spent together and some private calculus I didn't have all the numbers for yet.

"Daddy, I—" She stopped. Glanced down the stairs to make sure no one was overhearing her, then pressed her lips together. Started again. "We can talk about it more after the dinner, okay? You should go get ready."

"Bailey—"

"Tom." Her hand found my arm for just a second, squeezing once. "Daddy." Something passed across her face that I really, truly did not know how to read. "Just—go get ready. We'll talk later, okay?"

She headed back down the stairs. I watched her go, my lips pressed into a tight little line.

We'll talk later.

She didn't sound angry about it, though. If anything, Bailey sounded like she wasn't bracing for a hard conversation—more like she'd already had the hard conversation internally, somewhere on the drive home, and had come out the other side of it into something else.

Something that—if I was reading it right, and I could not for the life of me be certain I was—sounded less like hell no than like something she hadn't figured out how to say yes to.

I hoped so, anyway.

Because as if dinner tonight couldn't get complicated enough on its own, now I was going to spend the whole thing wondering what my babygirl was really thinking.


Chapter Five


Almost time, Tom, I told myself. Remember—this too shall pass.

Since McKenna had warned me the hot water was already on its last legs, I decided to hit the shower before anything else. It stayed mostly warm, and I ran a razor down my cheeks afterwards to take care of the five o’clock shadow that had begun to develop on my face. Looking good, I thought.

The Mickey Mouse watch from our decade-old family vacation sat on the counter. I strapped it on as I checked myself out in the mirror, making sure I looked like the best version of myself I could be. My nails, at least, were spectacular.

From downstairs, I could hear the sounds of the girls getting ready—Savannah yelling something about Debbie’s address and the GPS, McKenna and Bailey arguing over some stylistic choice one or the other had made for this evening’s event.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Even now, girls would be girls.

There was no way I could wear the same suit I’d taken with me to the Armada—it was still in my travel bag, where I’d tossed it after stripping down with Bailey on Saturday night. I was forced to go with ‘old reliable’—the charcoal-gray button-down suit jacket I always thought made me look like a college professor and Debbie once unfavorably compared to ‘TV static’.

I hung it on a hook and looked at it as I buttoned my dress shirt. Debbie won’t like it, I thought, frowning. She’s sure to look askance at me in that.

But did it matter? I thought I looked good in it. Savannah liked it, too.

And I already knew what Bailey would say.

The corner of my mouth curled in a smirk. “Fuck it,” I chuckled, slipping it over a shoulder. “If it fits, it ships.”

Tonight, after twenty-one years of being the better man, I was all about petty.

I’d wear it specifically because I knew Debbie didn’t like it. And because frankly? I did look pretty damn good in it.

Now, did I need a tie? The question was more complicated than it seemed. A suit jacket and a tie said ‘this is an event that I am treating with solemn formality,’ while going without made me look looser and more casual. A cocktail date instead of a black-tie affair.

I tried not to think too hard about Bailey on the word affair.

I decided against the tie. I unbuttoned the top of the dress shirt, examined my reflection in the mirror, then buttoned it again. No. That was too casual. Mark might have been able to get away with that look, but I didn’t have any gold chains underneath to show off—

Someone knocked on my bedroom door.

“Hello?” I asked, turning.

“It’s me,” a voice said. Bailey. “Are you decent?”

That was quite the question these days, wasn’t it?

I grinned. “Come on in, sweetheart. I’m just putting the finishing touches on my battle attire…”

I trailed off as the bedroom door opened. Bailey stood in the doorway, all dressed up and ready to go.

It was the second time I’d seen her standing outside my room like this in the last forty-eight hours. And it hit me nearly as hard as the first.

Because my babygirl looked gorgeous.

She obviously wasn’t dressed in the same outfit she’d worn to the Armada, but what she had chosen to wear bordered right on the edge of propriety. I wondered if that dress was what she and McKenna had been arguing about downstairs. It was sleek and black, knee-length but hugging her curves so tightly it made her look very much like a woman in touch with her body. The neckline was so low that my heart skipped a beat.

But it was the ribbon that slayed me. That same white ribbon Bailey tied around her throat when she’d decided to become mine—she’d put it back in her hair, forming it into an elegant bow that held her long blonde locks in place.

To anyone else it was just an accessory. To me, it was a promise.

She stepped inside and closed the door behind her. The click of the lock was barely audible, but it hit me like a gunshot all the same.

“Hi, Daddy,” Bailey whispered, giving me the kind of look that brides gave their grooms on their wedding day. “Gosh, you look so handsome. I love that suit.”

I did a silent fist-pump inside my head. “Thank you, babygirl. You…”

I trailed off, my mouth going dry.

Bailey did a little twirl in her heels. “Is it okay? Do you like it?”

Like it? It was taking everything inside of me not to peel that dress off of her right then and there. From the way she was grinning at me, she knew it, too.

“Jesus, babygirl,” I grunted. “How are you even real?”

She took a step forward. “I wanted you to see it before everyone else,” she said in a smoky whisper. “Before Debbie sees it.”

She guided my hands to her hips. They felt so natural there that I almost managed not to think about the fact that I’d practically raised this girl.

Biting her bottom lip, Bailey tilted her gaze to the mirror.

Not checking herself out. Checking out us.

“We make a really cute couple, don’t we, Daddy?”

My brain switched back on with a thunk that felt almost audible. “Babygirl, Debbie is going to have opinions about that dress.”

Bailey grinned. She lifted her hands, fanning her chartreuse nails. The same shade we all associated with the woman I used to be married to—the one that had adorned the hands of Deborah Cottrell at every school function and holiday dinner and quick getaway to run off and cheat on me with some schmuck.

The shade that now belonged to Bailey.

“Oh, I know,” the coed said, sounding about as wicked as I’d ever heard her. “That’s why I’m wearing it. That’s why I stole her shade.” She stepped into my arms, going on tiptoe. “The same way I stole her man—”

Her lips were on mine before I could think twice about it. I felt the exact moment she came apart against me—the groan she made into my mouth, the way her hands made fists in my shirt like she was afraid she might go flying off into the air if she didn’t have something to hang onto.

My hand went to her lower back, lifting her to me in a way that made her squeal. One of Bailey’s legs snaked up my thigh, the hem of her dress sliding up her hip, and suddenly the kiss went from warm to desperate in the space of a single heartbeat.

When we broke the kiss Bailey’s pupils were blown, her lipstick smeared.

“Fuck me,” Bailey whimpered. “Right now, Daddy.”

The part of my brain that was still capable of rational thought started blaring an alarm. “Babygirl, we can’t. Not here.”

Bailey giggled. “We already did it here, Daddy.” Her voice dropped. “While everyone thought we were both napping.”

“Everyone else was napping, too,” I whispered, trying to sound reasonable. “Babygirl, McKenna and Savannah are downstairs and they are awake right now. The slightest noise—”

Bailey’s hand cupped me through my slacks.

And whatever else I was going to say died in my throat.

“Five minutes,” Bailey groaned. Her palm pressed—slow, deliberate, so fucking eager that I had to bite back a caveman growl. “Please, Daddy. Pin me up against the door if you’ve got to—that’ll keep anyone from getting in.” Her hips rolled against me, so sweet it hurt. “Or just throw me on the end of the bed and pull my panties to the side.”

“Babygirl—”

“Two minutes. One minute.” Her mouth found my ear. “I just need to feel you inside me, Daddy.”

I tried to remind her of all the reasons this was a terrible idea. I failed.

"I need to spend three hours at Debbie's dinner with your cum inside me and a smile on my face while she sits right across the table with no fucking idea what a bad girl I am.” Her lips moved to my jaw, her teeth raking my skin in a way that felt almost feral. "That's what I need, Daddy. That's all I need. Fill me up and I'll be so good for you, all night. I'll smile at Savannah’s Mom’s stupid boyfriend. I'll ask questions. I'll be Debbie’s perfect little goddamned surrogate daughter.” Her hand moved. “Just fuck me first, Daddy.”

The alarm in the rational part of my brain sputtered out and went silent.

Leaving nothing but a gorgeous, needy girl in my arms and the urge to do something very, very stupid.

“This might be the worst idea we’ve ever had,” I groaned into Bailey’s slender neck. “And that’s really saying something…”

“Bailey?”

She froze in my arms.

“Are you up here? We’re just about ready to head out.” That was McKenna’s voice. “I thought I heard you come up the stairs.”

Oh. Oh shit.

Bailey paused for the briefest of moments—as if asking herself whether the frustration of leaving my side was worth it—before sliding out of my arms. She smoothed down her skirt, glancing at herself in the mirror to make sure nothing was out of place.

McKenna stopped at the door, her raps hesitant. “Tom? Are you decent?”

“I’m in here,” Bailey said, already unlocking it from the other side. “Just giving Tom a last-minute pep-talk. Making sure he’s good to go.”

I had to hand it to her. She almost sounded normal.

The door opened. McKenna stood in the hallway, dressed to the nines. The athletic wear the coed favored was nowhere to be seen, replaced with a set of high-waisted plaid trousers, a fitted turtleneck, and a pair of loafers I’d never seen her wear before in my life. It made her look… grown up. Like a serious young woman, using formality to put distance between herself and the easily influenced, borderline juvenile delinquent she used to be.

I had no time to comment on it. McKenna glanced at me, and then at Bailey, her brow furrowing slightly. For just a second, her brow furrowed with confusion—then she fully processed what she was seeing. Her jaw hit the floor.

“Bailes!” McKenna gasped. “What is that dress!? Holy shit!”

The tension drained out of me. Another near-miss. I wondered how many of those Bailey and I were going to get.

The blonde did a little twirl, the hem of her dress swirling around her thighs. “What, this old thing? You don’t think it’s too much, do you?”

McKenna looked her bestie up and down. “Wow. Wow. Jesus, you’re really going in there loaded for bear, aren’t you?”

“I wanted to look my best,” Bailey said without shame.

“You definitely do,” McKenna replied. “Whoever Debbie’s new boyfriend turns out to be, he’s not gonna be able to keep his eyes off you—”

“McKenna!” I snapped, slipping into dad voice.

She just grinned. “Sorry. I just mean, if you’re trying to intimidate the hell out of that woman, it’s going to work.” She glanced at Bailey’s hands, realization dawning on her face. “Is that why you stole Debbie’s nails? ‘Cause she’s totally the kind of woman who’ll see you walking around like that and think you’re trying to make her look bad.”

“It’s something like that,” Bailey said with a cute little smile. “You don’t think I went overboard with it, do you?”

McKenna was already shaking her head. “It’s exactly enough. Debbie’ll be steamed, but you’ve got plausible deniability.” She reached up and touched the ribbon in Bailey’s hair, running the lace between her fingers. “That’s really pretty.”

Bailey subconsciously reached for her throat. I thanked God that McKenna had no idea what that gesture really meant. “Thanks,” she whispered. Then she snapped back to attention. “Tom was just telling me I ought to put on something more appropriate.”

McKenna snorted. “Of course he would. Point of advice, Tom? Don’t fight this one.”

“No?” I asked, my mouth dry.

She turned to Bailey. “Are you kidding me? You’re so hot.” Then she grinned at me. “I do wish Josephine could’ve come, though. Imagine the four of us walking through the door with Tom’s new girlfriend draped over his arm. Debbie would go nuclear.”

Bailey was practically vibrating with the attempt to hold back laughter. The other girl had no way of knowing it, but she was looking at ‘Josephine’ that very second.

“She’s not my girlfriend,” I said. “Honestly, it’s probably a good thing. As much as you three seem to enjoy needling Savannah’s mother, this evening will go a lot smoother if we all keep our heads down and play nice.”

“Yeah, but where’s the fun in that?” Bailey asked.

I didn’t have a good answer for her.

Just then, I heard the sound of someone else at the top of the stairs. “Y’all okay up there?” Savannah asked. “Are we doing this?”

Bailey paused. “Go start the car,” she told McKenna. “I need another minute with Tom. We weren’t done talking.”

I expected her to balk at that, but McKenna nodded like it was no big deal. “Finish your pep-talk,” she said, giving the blonde a nod. “And Tom? You’re gonna do great tonight. We’re all in your corner, okay? Me and Bailes and Savannah. We’re not going to let her make any passive-aggressive comments about you.”

“I appreciate that, honey,” I said. “Also, I can drive—”

“Oh no, you’re going to need a drink or two to get through this dinner,” McKenna laughed. “We already agreed I’d be DD tonight. Hell, if you wanna do a shot of something beforehand, I wouldn’t blame you.”

“I think I’ll be fine,” I said. “But thank you.”

The moment McKenna was back down the stairs, Bailey closed the door and turned around, bracing her ass against it. “Thirty seconds,” she begged, already hiking up her skirt. “Please, Daddy—”

“Babygirl, there is no way,” I said, gritting my teeth. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I was frustrated, too. I’d just had Bailey’s hand on me, and those absolutely filthy words she’d been saying were still bouncing around in my brain. “If I fuck you right now, you’re going to go downstairs with your face flushed and that ribbon hanging out of your hair and McKenna will know. My daughter will know. You know they will.”

Bailey met my eyes, the muscle of her jaw flexing. “Fuck.”

“Yeah,” I said, letting out a sigh. “I’m sorry, babygirl. I know you wanted—”

Bailey kissed me, quick and impetuous.

“It’s still going to happen,” she said, sounding as certain of it as she was that the sun was going to come up tomorrow morning. “Don’t worry, Daddy. I’ll make it work.”

What? “Sweetheart, we’re going to be at Debbie’s—”

“Are you two coming!?” That was Savannah, her voice echoing from downstairs. “We’re going to be late if we don’t leave now! You know how Debbie will get if we’re late!”

Shit.

Bailey adjusted the ribbon in her hair with a grin, then opened the bedroom door. “We’re doing this,” she whispered, giving the bulge between my legs one last squeeze. “I’m sitting across from Debbie with your cum inside me. It’s going to happen.”

All I could do was shake my head.

This is the worst idea we’ve ever had, I thought, escorting the coed out of the room. Or at least it’s in the top three.

At the bottom of the stairs, I made a small amendment: the worst idea we’d had so far.

McKenna had the car running by the time Bailey and I got outside. Savannah had already called shotgun, so Bailey and I piled into the back. McKenna put on something loud and French—a video game soundtrack, I assumed—and peeled out of the driveway.

Almost immediately, Bailey put her hand in mine. She leaned up against me in the backseat, clutching me in a way that was just barely on the ‘okay’ side of friendly.

Neither Savannah nor McKenna noticed. McKenna was too busy driving, while Savannah had switched off the OST and was leafing through the list of McKenna’s recent podcast episodes on Spotify. After fiddling with it for a while, she put the phone back in the cup holder and stared out the window.

The car was silent.

I cleared my throat. “I know none of us really want to be doing this,” I said, glancing around the cab. “Thank you girls for being in my corner. And in Savannah’s. I don’t know what she’d do without you.”

McKenna snorted. “Us? We’re the ones who should be thanking you, Tom. You had a better excuse than the rest of us to RSVP ‘no’ to Debbie’s thing. You might think we’re here for your emotional support, but really, you’re the only reason I didn’t decide I was getting a ‘head cold’ at the last second and cancelled…”

She trailed off. It took me a second to realize why.

I could see McKenna’s eyes in the rear view mirror. Her gaze was half on the road, and half on the backseat.

Where Bailey sat practically curled up in my lap, her fingers laced through mine and her other hand tucked into my elbow.

Oh no, I thought, panic welling up within me. No, McKenna, it’s not what it looks like…

McKenna’s expression flickered for a quarter-second, then her eyes went back to the road. I tried to pull away from Bailey, but she gave me a squeeze and refused to budge.

I had to say something. “Sweetheart, it’s really going to be okay,” I told her, trying my best to sound like a concerned patriarch instead of something else entirely. “I promise, I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

Savannah noticed my tone. “Everything okay back there, Dad?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder. If she noticed what McKenna already had, she gave no sign of it.

I cleared my throat. “I think Bailey’s just having a moment,” I said sheepishly.

“Don’t be a baby,” McKenna said, her voice curiously flat. “We both know Deb hates that.”

“I’m not a baby,” Bailey whispered. “I’m just… sad.”

“Sad?” Savannah asked.

Bailey glanced up at me, her eyes as big as a doe’s. “I don’t want Debbie to be a bitch to you,” she said. “I don’t want her to be a bitch to Tom, either. You know how much I care about you two.” She paused, her bottom lip trembling. “And I know she’s gonna.”

I put a hand on top of Bailey’s head and tried not to think of how I’d made a similar gesture at the Armada. “I can take it, sweetheart,” I promised her, holding her close. “None of you need to worry about me tonight, alright? You look after yourselves.”

“I’m already half-checked out in my head,” Savannah said with a little nod. “Nothing Mom said is going to stick. I plan to let it all roll right off my back…”

McKenna looked less sanguine about the whole thing. “Snap out of it, Bailes,” she said, her tone verging on unkind. “You’re acting weird.”

Now Bailey got the hint. She consciously let go of my arm and straightened up, sliding back to the center seat rather than positioning herself halfway into my lap. She smoothed down her skirt, spots of color rising to her cheeks.

“Sorry,” she murmured. “You know how I am about all this family stuff.”

A beat passed. When McKenna spoke, her voice had softened considerably. “Yeah, I know.”

The rest of the drive passed in silence. A couple blocks later Bailey dared to hold my hand, but she kept it low and didn’t move any further than that.

For which I was grateful.

Debbie’s new house was in a neighborhood it felt like she’d precisely calculated was ten percent nicer than the one she’d lived in when she was married. The houses were slightly bigger, a few of them verging on McMansions, and the lawns were all well-maintained and had fancy little shrubs and trees in the yards. Her house was three stories tall, not a split-level like the old Cottrell family home, and it was a much newer development. The paint looked so fresh you could smell it if you put your nostrils to the siding. It even had a little streetlight on a pole illuminating the driveway.

Which was currently… full?

It was full. What the hell?

Several cars filled the driveway: Debbie’s Range Rover of course, but also an Audi and a big gunmetal-gray pickup truck I almost felt like I recognized. A sporty little Kia sat directly in front of the mailbox, blocking the poor postman.

McKenna slowed down, pulling behind this last car. “What the fuck?”

“Oh God,” Savannah whispered. “Mom, what did you do?”

Bailey scooted forward, filling the space between the driver’s seat and the passenger seat. “Who the hell are these people?”

I craned my neck to see. “Debbie didn’t mention a crowd.”

Bailey, barely audible, muttered: “Debbie never mentions the crowd.”

Wonderful. We hadn’t even started the dinner yet, and it was already off on the wrong foot. Debbie had guests—guests we hadn’t been told were coming and whom we knew nothing about.

Except that truck felt awfully familiar. Where had I seen it before?

“Alright, everybody brace yourselves,” McKenna muttered, giving my daughter a significant glance. “This isn’t what we thought it was going to be.”

“What do you want to bet she told whoever these people are that the dinner’s a half-hour earlier than it is?” Savannah scoffed. “Just to make sure they got here first.”

I wouldn’t have put it past her.

We got out of the car and made our way up the drive. The lights were on inside the house, and even from the front porch we could hear music playing inside. Bailey walked beside me as we took the steps, her left arm exactly six inches away from my right.

Showtime, I thought.

I went to ring the doorbell.

Only for it to open before I could reach it.

“Tom!” Debbie’s voice was at least ten decibels too loud. “You’re here! Savannah, darling it’s so good to see you! Bailey, McKenna—I’m so glad you could make it!” She gave me the world’s briefest hug, then took a step back and gestured for us to enter. “Come in, come in, everyone’s dying to meet you!”

“Everyone?” Savannah asked, stiff-armed on the welcome mat.

My ex-wife had always been a good-looking woman. We hadn’t won both ‘cutest couple’ senior year in our high school yearbook for no reason. Divorce, I had to admit, looked good on her—the workouts and weight loss she’d been obsessed with in the months before the divorce had continued, and now she was probably in the best shape of her life.

It blew my mind that I used to think I was lucky to have a wife who took such good care of herself.

Debbie had chosen her battle armor well. Her gold cocktail dress matched her long blonde locks perfectly, and she’d matched her nails to the same shade (I let out a mental sigh of relief that she’d retired the chartreuse). She held a literal flute of champagne in her free hand, like this was a New Year’s Eve party and not a casual Sunday dinner with what used to be her family.

She had a new blowout and a beaming smile, and she looked at the four people standing on her welcome mat the way a spider looks at a group of flies slow and stupid enough to wander into its web.

“Oh!” Debbie made a show of putting a hand to her cheek. “I forgot to mention—some of Kevin’s family flew in for the weekend and I invited them over! You don’t mind, do you? It’s just his brother, his brother’s wife and their daughter. Oh, and his mother, of course. Nothing formal!”

She beamed at me like the change in plans was the most normal thing in the world.

I cleared my throat. “Well, they’re already here, so I suppose you can’t kick them out.”

Debbie laughed like I’d said something uproariously funny. “Please, all of you come in! I’ve been so excited for Savannah to reacquaint herself with Kevin!”

Reacquaint?

That worried me.

But what upset me even more was how Debbie was doting on Savannah while leaving Bailey completely in the cold.

No, she wasn’t Debbie’s daughter. But she’d spent enough time sleeping under our roof during the bad days of her father’s trial that everyone else in the Cottrell resident considered her part of the family. Only Debbie could look at all the dinners and ‘sleepovers’ that lasted for a solid week between her and her daughter and conclude that there was absolutely no reason to treat her as anything other than a stranger.

She grinned at her biological daughter, her smile fading only a touch when she saw Bailey’s dress and nails. “My goodness, dear, that is a striking outfit! Where did you even—”

“Thrift store,” Bailey lied, meeting Debbie’s gaze with a smirk. “Gorgeous, isn’t it?”

I couldn’t help but be proud of her. Good girl, I thought.

Debbie looked thrown off her game for just a moment. “Well, I’m sure it’s only brought out for special occasions!” she said, every part of her smiling except for her eyes. She gave me a little look like what she really wanted was to rake me over the coals for letting the girl she’d once begrudgingly called a ‘good influence’ on her daughter dress like a ‘slut’, and I just smiled.

You have no idea, Debbie, I thought. God willing, you never will.

Hell, at the rate we were disturbing Debbie, tonight might actually be fun—

“Is that the family?” a male voice asked.

A figure stepped into the doorway and slid an arm around Debbie’s waist like the two of them were already married. My excitement curdled in my stomach. Savannah froze like she’d been turned into a statue. Next to me, I could hear Bailey and McKenna’s gasps.

They knew this man. And so did I.

Now I knew why that goddamned truck in the driveway looked so familiar.

Because it had been parked in the front row of our church every Sunday.

“Tom,” Kevin said, extending a hand. “It’s so good to see you.”

Debbie’s new boyfriend wasn’t tractor-supply Kevin or college-age Kevin.

It was Kevin Beaumont.

Pastor Kevin.


Chapter Six


“Thomas,” Pastor Kevin said. “It’s been too long.”

I had never been more invested in a handshake in my entire life. There was no chance I was going to let this man’s grip beat mine. I shook hard, matching his fake grin with one of my own, trying to look like I was doing anything other than what I was actually doing. “Pastor Kevin. I have to admit, I’m a little surprised to see you.”

Surprised was putting it mildly. Kevin Beaumont was the head of the congregation at Elevate Church, the big non-denominational house of worship we’d all gone to for six years until my divorce shattered everything. Debbie had always been into the church stuff more than the rest of the family, and it had been no surprise that she’d wound up with all the church friends once we broke up. I said they took that ‘forgiveness’ stuff pretty seriously once, and I meant it.

Apparently, I hadn’t realized how seriously.

“I’m really sorry,” I said, frowning deeply. “I’m a bit confused. You’re the ‘Kevin’ that Debbie’s been talking about?”

“I am,” he said, flashing another one of those Sunday-perfect smiles. “Listen, Thomas, I want you to know that there are no hard feelings here from your Elevate family. Debbie has told me all about your time together, and—” here he lowered his voice to that ‘man-to-man’ register I’d heard him use while dispensing guidance, “—I have tremendous respect for everything you’ve been through, and tremendous respect for the father you’ve been to Savannah. And taking that other girl in—really selfless stuff. It means a lot that you’re here tonight. Truly.”

Fuck you too, I thought, matching his smile with my own.

“I must just be a bit behind,” I said. “Aren’t you married, Pastor Kevin?”

His smile froze on his face. Next to him, Debbie looked mortified.

“I see you haven’t heard,” he said quietly. “A few months ago, my wife informed me that she wished to separate and file for divorce.”

“A terrible thing,” Debbie said, sounding over the moon about it.

“I requested marriage counseling; she declined. She abandoned our family home and our daughter, leaving both in my care.” He cleared his throat, staring at point somewhere past my shoulder. “I submitted a letter of resignation to our church board, of course. But they agreed that because Deanna willingly and permanently abandoned the faith and her duties—citing Matthew 5:31 and 32, of course—after discussion and review, they determined the situation did not require my resignation. In fact, through my struggles I may be even better equipped to handle the needs of my congregation.”

Jesus, you sound like a press release, I thought. Who talks about their wife walking out on them in such a bloodless way? I could never have spoken about my divorce in that register.

Something told me Pastor Kevin had rehearsed this speech plenty of times.

And that his wife probably had an entirely different one if you asked her what had happened.

“Kevin and I have both been through so much this past year,” Debbie said, taking the man’s hand. “It’s really been amazing that God has put us together in the same place at the same time. Such a blessing.”

“Absolutely,” Kevin agreed. “By the way, Tom, you don’t have to call me ‘Pastor’. This is a casual gathering, not a church small group.” He nudged Debbie in the ribs. “Although Deborah has been an incredible help in taking over the one Deanna used to run…”

“Oh, stop,” Debbie said. “I’m blushing!”

She was not blushing. Not once in twenty-one years had I ever seen my ex-wife blush.

As we stepped through the doorway, McKenna’s hand went to the small of Savannah’s back, brushing it in a gentle, friendly ‘I’ve got you’ sort of way. As we stepped in behind them, Bailey reached out behind herself to lace her pinky through mine, squeezing it.

We can do this, I thought. It’s one night. How bad could it be?

Then we stepped into the living room, into the chaos, and I found out.

The couch was already full; half the chairs were, too. Kevin’s brother—a man who looked almost exactly like Kevin except clean-shaven—occupied the former with his bleach-blonde wife and a girl who had her nose buried in a tablet. The rocker nearest the TV—where a football game played at a low volume—had an elderly woman sitting it in it wearing the thickest sweater I’d ever seen and a big silver cross around her neck. That must be the mother, I thought.

Debbie made the introductions. “This is Rick,” she said, indicating Kevin’s brother. “His wife Cecily and their daughter Kiera. The woman knitting over there is Kevin and Rick’s mother, Linda.”

Rick rose from the couch, brushing off his hands. Behind him, his wife gave me a tight little smile, sizing me up in a way I found more wary than friendly. “Nice to meet ’cha, Tommy,” he said, taking my hand a little too enthusiastically. “Deb’s told us all about you.”

“All good things, I hope,” I said, knowing they weren’t.

Linda rose from her rocker with a smile, already spreading her hands. “Let me get a look at you!” she said, practically falling across the room to where Savannah, Bailey and McKenna stood. “Debbie’s so proud of that daughter of hers!”

While my girls bravely endured the scrutiny of another man’s mother, Rick bumped me with an elbow and gestured to the drink cart in the corner of the room. “Can I get you a bourbon, Tommy?” he asked.

I thought about McKenna’s offer to be designated driver. Yes. Absolutely.

“Sure,” I said.

“Ha! Yeah, something tells me you’re gonna need it, champ. Right this way.”

Rick fixed it up lickety-split. No sooner was the first taste of it against my lips, though, then I felt a finger tapping my shoulder. When I turned, I found myself staring into Debbie’s face.

“Can you help me with something in the kitchen?” my ex-wife asked.

I froze. For a second, it was like I was married again, back in the bad days at the end of our relationship. The urge to cringe, to flatter, to do whatever I could to keep from being yelled at—it welled up within me, as familiar as the groove in an old record.

I turned, mouth opening, already hating myself.

And saw Bailey standing next to Kevin’s mother.

We locked eyes. She smiled.

And the feeling dissolved.

I waited. Took my time. The liquor burned the back of my throat and sent a warm feeling spreading through my gut as it settled. Debbie watched me do it, watched me standing there, her face flipping through several different expressions as she went from why isn’t he doing what I say to oh shit, he doesn’t HAVE to do what I say, does he?

I won’t say it was glorious. But maybe it was the next best thing.

And it was the least of what she deserved.

I smacked my lips in a gesture of pleasure I knew would irritate her, then wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Sure. Be happy to help.”

Debbie led me away from the group and into the kitchen. She closed the door about three-quarters of the way: enough to muffle the sounds coming from the living room as everyone got acquainted, but not enough that anyone could think something untoward was happening between us.

As if it could.

My ex-wife—or somebody else—had clearly been hard at work. The smell of cooking food filled the kitchen, and a casual glance at the oven confirmed a rather large-looking roast was inside, toasting its way towards perfection. A nearby table contained several trays of party snacks: charcuterie, crackers, those little cocktail shrimp Debbie had always been so fond of.

It was the kind of meal I’d seen her make maybe three or four times during our entire marriage. To see her working herself this hard for the pastor of my old church turned my stomach a bit, though I kept my opinions on the matter to myself. Not my problem anymore, I told myself.

“What’s up, Debbie?” I asked, suddenly weary. I took another sip of the bourbon and let the warmth fill my gut.

If I’d expected the mask to slip as soon as we were alone, I was wrong. Debbie gave me what almost looked like a warm smile, setting her champagne flute to the side and taking my free hand in both of hers. Lines crinkled around her eyes as she looked me up and down.

“I want to thank you, Tom,” Debbie said. “Really. I know this is strange. It means a lot to me that you’re supporting this for Savannah.”

Instantly I was on my guard. Debbie being nice never came without strings attached.

“I’m… doing the best I can,” I said slowly. Waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Debbie cleared her throat. “So am I,” she said, glancing at the partially-open door. “Which is why I was hoping you could help me with something.”

Oh boy, I thought. Here we go.

“It’s Savannah,” Debbie said, her gaze still lingering on the kitchen door.

I blinked. “What about her?”

“She hasn’t been returning my calls.” She crossed her arms underneath of her breasts. For a moment, she looked less like a middle-aged woman than a bratty teenager. “It’s like she doesn’t want to talk to me!”

That’s because she doesn’t, I thought. And I can’t say that I blame her.

“Debbie, our daughter is a grown woman. Savannah is allowed to process things at her own pace.”

“I was just hoping you could say something to her—”

“And she’s allowed to make her own decisions,” I reminded her.

She didn’t like hearing that one bit.

“What about Bailey and McKenna?” I asked, unable to resist. “Have they been returning your calls?”

I didn’t need to hear the answer. The way Debbie had snubbed both girls at the front door said more than enough. They weren’t failing to return her calls—because Debbie wasn’t making any calls to them in the first place. I wondered if the dinner invitation wasn’t the first time she’d reached out to them in months.

I watched the sideways accusation wash over her. Debbie managed to keep her composure, if only because this was her home turf and the sound of yelling would carry into the living room, but even a blind man could see the way her expression froze and her eyes flickered with an edge of something angry.

“You’ve always been too soft on her,” Debbie accused. “You were always the ‘fun’ parent, and left me to do the disciplining. No wonder she likes her Daddy better than me! No wonder they all want to stay with you!”

That was one thousand percent not true. If anything, I was the one who had to handle most of the discipline because Debbie couldn’t be bothered. That’s what my ex-wife could never see.

If you had one parent who cared and one who was completely self-absorbed, there was only one place for their kid to channel their affection.

But arguing it wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere.

And, the more I stood there listening to my ex-wife, the more I realized I didn’t need to argue.

“I’ll mention that we had this talk,” I said, sounding as non-committal as possible. “But they’re their own people, Debbie.” I stressed the plural, trying and failing to make her feel bad about the way she’d been treating Bailey. “You picked your own path—you can’t be mad at our daughter for doing the same thing.”

Debbie’s brows shot skyward. “What do you mean?” she hissed.

I was already shaking my head. “I’m not having this conversation with you,” I said. “I didn’t come here to start a fight, and I’m not letting you push me into one.”

But Debbie wasn’t hearing it. “You’re saying I picked myself over our daughter? Over those girls!? When I gave everything to my family?”

I didn’t say anything.

“I bet you’re all laughing behind my back, talking about how quickly I moved on. Nobody has the slightest idea how much I’ve suffered!”

The old me would have mollified her. But Bailey had made me bold.

“Is that what you told your boss?” I asked, affecting a tone of curiosity. “Or was that line exclusively for the fitness instructor?”

Debbie’s face drained of color. Her jaw dropped, and for a moment—one of the few during the entire time I’d known her—she was truly speechless.

Then she was in my face, a finger pressed against my chest.

“You think those girls are so innocent, don’t you?” she hissed, her voice raising to a dangerous level. “You were always so fucking unobservant, Tom. If you knew half of what those brats have been up to—”

The kitchen door opened.

“Is everything alright in here?” Pastor Kevin stuck his head into the room, followed by the rest of his body. He had a beer in his hand and a concerned expression on his face. “You doing okay, honey?”

The change in Debbie was truly something to see. In the blink of an eye, she was back to her faux-sweet self, stepping back from me like we’d just accidentally collided. “Of course, sweetheart,” she said, beaming at the man. “Tom and I were just discussing a matter related to our daughter. Nothing to be worried about.”

Kevin came over and took Debbie’s arm. “I appreciate that, dear,” he said, lowering his voice. “But you know what it looks like when you sneak into another room with this man, yes?”

Holy cow. Debbie looked almost panicked. “Kevin, I wasn’t—”

He lifted a hand. “Did you two work out your issue?” he asked me.

It was odd—I could have tossed Debbie under the bus. I’m not sure why I didn’t. Maybe I didn’t like that look in Kevin’s eyes.

Later on, I’d probably wish I did. She deserved it.

But in that moment, I felt almost protective towards her. A ghost of the old affection.

“We’re all good,” I said, holding up my free hand. “You know how it is. The whole co-parenting thing… it gets complicated after the split.”

Kevin took a sip of his beer. “I wish,” he said with just a trace of bitterness. “Deanna hasn’t responded to a single one of my messages. Poor Charlotte’s been inconsolable.”

Charlotte must have been his daughter—the one currently off playing laser tag, if Rick was to be believed. I didn’t blame her—I’d much rather have had a weapon in my hand right now, too. I hoped she was having more fun than we were.

“I’m sorry,” I said, not certain whether or not I meant it.

Kevin shrugged. “Are we almost ready for dinner?”

Debbie plastered her smile back onto her face. “It’ll be ready presently!” she promised.

“Wonderful.” Now that things were back on an even keel, Kevin looked pleased as punch. “Come on, Tom. My brother wants to ask you a couple things about how to get his credit limit increased…”

I managed to make it through another few rounds of bland conversation before it was time for dinner proper. Rick and Cecily turned out to be mostly normal—although maybe it was just that anyone would look normal standing between Kevin and Debbie. Either way, we exchanged pleasantries—me talking about CreditCore, Rick talking about his love of restoring antique cars. Kevin held court, traveling from station to station and glad-handing in a way that made me think of Sundays after the sermon was done.

“Alright, folks!” Debbie emerged from the kitchen wearing an honest-to-God apron and a little oven mitt on her free hand. “Dinner time!”

We moved into the dining room, which had obviously been decorated to impress. The drama with dinner started even before we sat down: as soon as we entered the room, we realized Debbie had put little place-cards at every station of the table, assigning us seats instead of letting us choose them for ourselves.

Which would have been fine if she hadn’t put herself, Kevin and my daughter at one end of the table and me all the way at the other.

I watched Bailey’s eyes widen when she realized my name was nowhere near Savannah. I’d been exiled to the far end in a seat next to Cecily, directly across from Kiera. My daughter’s best friend was wedged between Linda and Rick, about as far from the action as it was possible to be.

It was an insult. A calculated one.

With a sigh, I took my seat. “Guess you and I will have to make our own fun, Kiera,” I observed tartly.

The girl didn’t look up from her tablet. Hell. It’s going to be a long, awkward dinner…

“Sorry,” Cecily whispered beside me. Maybe she wasn’t so bad after all.

Bailey and Savannah shared a look. I watched a spark fly between them, like they’d just gone telepathic, then Savannah nodded almost imperceptibly.

As soon as Debbie went to get the roast, Bailey sprang from her seat.

She shot around the table like we were playing duck, duck, goose, the white ribbon in her hair fluttering. She tapped Cecily on the shoulder.

“I am so sorry—would you mind if we switched seats?” she asked.

Cecily glanced over at her husband, who sat a short distance away. Rick was already grinning. Maybe he wasn’t so bad, after all, either.

Understanding dawned on the blonde’s face. “Why of course, dear. I’d be happy to.”

No sooner had she gotten up than Savannah was out of her seat as well. “I bet you’d like to sit next to your Mommy, wouldn’t you?” she asked, tapping Kiera on the shoulder.

The girl looked up from her tablet. “Uh huh?” she asked.

Savannah gestured with her chin. “Go.”

Bailey slid into the seat next to mine. Her hand gripped my own beneath the table, hard, then she let me go and carefully plucked the name card from her station and tossed it into a trash can in the corner of the room. “Not letting her do this,” she whispered defiantly.

I couldn’t help but smile. “Proud of you, babygirl,” I whispered back.

I hadn’t meant the b-word to come tumbling out, but Bailey blushed crimson at it.

Savannah plopped down in Kiera’s seat. “We’re here,” she told me, flashing a lopsided smile in McKenna’s direction. The brunette waved from the other side of the table, not terribly happy to be exiled in Debbie-town but tickled pink at how we were getting over on my ex-wife.

Then she glanced over at Bailey. “What’s up with you?”

“Nothing,” Bailey said a beat too quickly. “We’re just all in trouble, that’s all.”

It didn’t take long for her guess to become reality. As Debbie brought in the roast, her expression went tight.

“Everyone’s moved around.” she said, her voice flat.

“Hmm?” Kevin glanced down the length of the table like he was noticing the change in seating for the first time. “Oh my, some of the name cards must have gotten mixed up—”

“Oh, let the kids sit where they want!” Linda said, radiating grandmotherly energy. “I remember how rambunctious I was at that age!”

Debbie’s smile looked almost pained. “I really wanted my daughter over here—”

“Sweetheart, it’s fine,” Kevin said. A flicker of something danced across his eyes for the briefest instant, and I wondered if not contesting this was his way of getting back at Debbie for running off alone with me. “Let the girls sit where they want. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up after dinner.”

Debbie bit back her words. It was strange, watching my ex-wife become this person in real time. It caused two very different impulses to fight within me. The first: amusement at watching her squirm.

And the second?

Bitterness.

Because she’d never been able to hold her tongue like this around me. Or the girls.

And wouldn’t it have been so much easier to do that every now and then, instead of completely blowing all of our lives up?

Debbie took a seat at the head of the table. The second her line of sight shifted, Bailey put her hand in mine. In her seat over on the other side of the table, McKenna gave me a look.

Something told me the whole Cottrell clan was thinking the same thing.

Let the games begin.


Chapter Seven


"Before we begin," Debbie said, "I'd like to say a few words.”

I took another sip of the bourbon. Rick had been gracious enough to refill my glass when he got up for another drink, and the more I drank, the more I appreciated the gesture. You're going to need it, champ.

Under the table, Bailey's foot worked up and down my calf slowly, applying gentle pressure, just reminding me that I wasn't alone.

"I am so glad that all of us can get together like this," Debbie said, her gaze traveling to the spots Bailey and Savannah would have been sitting at if they hadn't moved closer to me. "The past year has been a tremendous trial for all of us, and I'm just so grateful that we're all sitting together at the table and breaking bread."

Debbie's voice had that cadence I remembered from PTA meetings and parent-teacher conferences: that "I am very serious" tone that always brooked no discussion. Most everyone seemed to be nodding along.

"Because if there's one thing the past year has taught me," Debbie said, "it's that when God closes a door, he opens a window." She glanced down at Kevin, taking his hand as her voice went treacle-sweet and Sunday school-soft. "I don't believe it was a coincidence that he brought Kevin and I together when he did. Both of us needed help to sift through the ashes of what didn't work before—”

Good Lord. I took a long, long sip of my bourbon. Kevin’s family was still smiling politely, but every person at the table with the last name Cottrell was currently staring daggers at the family’s ex-matriarch. Hell, even Rick’s wife looked a little put out.

I didn’t blame her. Debbie was laying it on thick.

“…and now, as I look forward to our future together, I just want each of you to know how much it means to me that you’re here. Really. Because I know it hasn’t been easy!”

A polite ripple of laughter traveled through Kevin and his family. From the corner of my eye, Bailey gave me a look like can you believe this woman?

“I know there have been hurt feelings on every side, and I’m not going to pretend otherwise. That wouldn’t be honest, and the Lord knows I am all about being honest these days. And I want everyone at this table to know that I have done the work. I’ve cried over it. I’ve sat with my pastor—” this delivered with a syrupy look at Kevin that made my stomach turn, “—and worked through things that were said to me, and about me, that were not true and not kind.”

McKenna’s eyes widened like saucers. Savannah’s jaw looked like it might actually graze the floor.

Bailey’s nails dug into my palm so hard they nearly drew blood.

“We’ve all done a lot of growing this past year,” Debbie said. “And I want you all to know that I have left all of that behind me. Every closed door, every disappointment, every… every betrayal… it was all part of a plan I just couldn’t see yet. And I’m at peace with that now. Peace for myself, for Kevin, and for any of who are willing to meet me where I am.”

Her speech done, Debbie smiled like a woman who’d just handed the table an expensive present and expected to be thanked for it. I was speechless.

Betrayal? The betrayal was all on her side of the fence. To sit here and try to make herself look like the victim in all this was… was…

Well. It was classic Debbie.

“Thank you so much, honey,” Pastor Kevin said. “Tom, I’d just like to say—I know this whole experience has pushed you and your girls away from your church family. It would gladden my heart—and I know it would be a balm to Debbie—if you and Savannah could attend some Sunday.”

Savannah just stared at the man. Next to me, Bailey’s shoulders shook silently. No one but me and Debbie noticed it, but she was trying desperately to keep from laughing in Kevin’s face. Debbie’s expression darkened.

“No pressure,” Kevin added, like he hadn’t just brought this up in front of the whole family.

Her speech done, Debbie made a show out of serving dinner. Huge slices of the roast were passed across the table, along with enough sides and sauces to make your head spin. I had my suspicions about how much of this Debbie had actually made herself, versus what she’d fobbed off on caterers or Kevin’s mother. But even I had to admit, it looked good.

Kevin said a prayer (which actually went better than I’d expected) and we all tucked in. But if I’d been banking on the food to provide a conversational hiatus, I was sorely disappointed. It wasn’t even two minutes later that the questions began.

“Debbie tells us that you girls are in college,” Rick said, wiping his mouth with the corner of a napkin. “How are your studies going?”

Bailey and McKenna shared a glance. “Pretty okay,” Bailey said stiffly. McKenna just nodded.

Rick’s brow furrowed. “You’re a… psych major, right, Bailes?”

Bailey perked up the slightest bit. “Behavioral science,” she corrected, gesturing with a forkful of mashed potatoes. “But it’s in the same ballpark.”

“Bailey wants to help people,” McKenna said proudly. “A substance abuse counselor or a social worker or something like that.”

“You shouldn’t be thinking about that!” That was Linda, who glanced up from her plate like she was seeing us for the very first time. “You girls should be finding a good man and settling down! I got married when I was nineteen—best decision of my life!”

Debbie flashed a tight little smile. “It’s not the 1960’s anymore, dear.”

A smirk rose to Bailey’s face. “I don’t know, Mrs. B,” she said, oh-so-slowly running the toe of her heel up and down the back of my calf. “I’m pretty young. For me to get married before I even get out of college, he’d have to be someone really, really special…”

My heart jumped into my throat. Babygirl…

“I’d rather not think about that right now.” Debbie shot the girls a disapproving look, as if the way they were talking could rub off on Savannah. “You can do what you want, of course, Bailey, but I could never feel safe with a daughter who works with criminals.”

Rick laughed. “Hell, I work with ‘em all the time. I know you’re probably thinking of grad school, but if you ever want to talk corrections work, I’m your guy. I just got appointed to the state parole board this summer. Big undertaking—lots of responsibility.” He grinned. “We could always use folks with experience.”

Debbie set her glass down heavily. “Rick, that is not appropriate!”

“The pay’s appropriate,” Rick chuckled. He’d clearly had a couple extra drinks when no one was looking. “Not to mention state benefits. You should think about it.”

Debbie hadn’t noticed it yet, but Bailey had just gone very, very still. Across the table, so had Savannah.

Oh no. This was dangerous ground. I really hoped the table was doing this out of ignorance, and not malice. Bailey’s father was the kind of sore subject even I didn’t like to touch too often…

“That’s… really interesting work,” Savannah whispered, giving her friend a worried glance.

“Yeah, and despite what some people might say it’s not all lowlifes. Though there’s some pretty rough cases that come through the system. State-level adults, mostly. Some of those deadbeats—”

Rick’s wife elbowed him in the ribs hard enough that the silverware shook. Unlike her husband, she noticed the look on Bailey’s face. “Read the room, honey.”

Next to me, Bailey had gone ashen. Her food sat on her plate untouched, her fork lying crosswise where she’d dropped it the moment the phrase ‘parole board’ came up. I knew why, and so did Debbie, though Rick had yet to figure it out. His wife was quicker on the uptake.

“What did I say?” Rick blurted, stepping in it even further.

Bailey shook her head. “I, um. Look, I’m …”

Savannah looked like she wanted to jump out of her seat and throw an arm around her friend. “It’s alright, Bailes. He didn’t know.”

Comprehension dawned on Rick’s face. I could see the oh shit look fill his features. “You’ve got someone in the system?” he guessed.

I cleared my throat, drawing the attention to me. I figured Bailey didn’t need all those eyes on her. “Her father,” I explained, thinking about all the nights Bailey had spent having ‘sleepovers’ with Savannah that wound up being two weeks long. That girl practically grew up at our house, I thought. “For about the last seven years.”

Rick—who knew a stay of that length meant nothing good—was wise enough not to pry further. “That’s an awful situation for a young woman to be in,” he said, sounding like meant it. “You know…”

Pastor Kevin made a little sound.

Rick glanced at his brother. Something passed between them, though for the life of me I couldn’t figure out what. But when he continued speaking, Rick sounded a bit more guarded than before.

“I’m just saying that pleas from the family are always heard,” Rick said carefully. “Even if they don’t always affect the outcome. We hear a lot of cases on the parole board, and the ones where friends and family show up definitely have a different feel than the rest—”

“Perhaps you and Bailey can talk about this after dinner?” Kevin asked.

It was smooth, but blunt—like a brick wrapped in silk. He was giving his brother an out, but the message was clear: stop talking about this. Whether Pastor Kevin was just trying to keep the dinner conversation light or actively dissuade his brother from helping Bailey out, I wouldn’t understand until later.

“Sure,” Rick said. For a moment, I thought that was it, then he leaned in closer. “Hit me up later, honey.”

Bailey nodded. She sniffed hugely, blinking back tears. “Thank you.”

Jesus. I took Bailey’s hand under the table and squeezed it. I’m right here, babygirl.

I thought it helped, but I wasn’t sure.

Before anyone could say anything else, Linda leaned over. “Why are you crying, dearie?”

“Everything’s fine, Mom,” Kevin said, putting a hand on his mother’s shoulder. “Bailey’s just having a moment, that’s all.”

Linda just smiled placidly then turned to Savannah. “What do you do, honey?”

Savannah glanced at the woman, clearly glad for the change in conversational topic. “I’m in school with McKenna and Bailey, Mrs. Beaumont. I’m an English major—”

Linda gave the table a confused look. “Oh, you live at Debbie’s old house, too?”

It wasn’t Debbie’s house anymore—I’d paid a lot of money for that privilege. But I wasn’t going to bring that up, and Savannah didn’t, either.

“I do,” she said. “I’m… I’m Debbie’s daughter, Miss Beaumont?”

“Mom knows,” Kevin said beatifically. “She just needs a little reminder sometimes.”

Linda nodded, looking almost kindly. “Oh, of course! I’m so sorry, dear. I thought the other one was the daughter.” She trailed off, frowning, her gaze stopping on Bailey. “Which one of them did you say was the charity case again, honey?”

The whole room froze.

It was like Linda had dropped a live hand grenade in the middle of the table. Savannah and McKenna looked like they wanted to jump out of their seats and console the girl. Cecily’s nostrils flailed; even Rick looked taken aback. Debbie froze like a statue, her expression going from quiet satisfaction to horror in a fraction of a second.

Dear God, I thought, ice filling the pit of my stomach. Why?

“Oh, Mom!” Debbie leaned over and put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Bailey’s not—we just took her in when things got hard at home. She’s… she’s…”

Jesus. She couldn’t even say it.

Quietly and with deliberation, Bailey took her napkin from her lap and tossed it onto the table. The look she and McKenna shared could peel paint.

“What is wrong with you, Debbie!?” I said.

All eyes turned to me. To be honest, no one was more surprised to hear me talking like this than me. I could count on one hand the number of times I’d had to raise my voice at the dinner table. Despite the anger roiling through my core, the words came out almost too clear for the emotional turmoil that had just been unleashed. “She’s been Savannah’s best friend for nine years. She’s opened Christmas presents at our house.” I stared at my ex-wife, finally letting the contempt I’d been feeling for her for the last eight months show. “She’s practically family, Debbie. How could you possibly say a thing like that?”

Bailey bent over, her face nearly touching her plate. Her long hair framed her face, hiding her expression from view—but even someone half-deaf couldn’t miss the sobs coming from the coed’s throat as her shoulders shook. She was trying so damned hard to hold it together, to not break in front of Debbie and her family.

I was proud of her, even as my heart broke for her as I watched her struggle.

Maybe she would’ve weathered the blow if it were just that. But bringing her biological father up in the same conversation…

This time, Savannah did leave her seat. She was there in an instant. “Hey. Hey. I’m right here, babe…”

Debbie tried to recover. “Mom, I have no idea where you’d have heard a thing like that—”

Bailey’s head shot up like a whip. “We all know who she got that idea from,” she growled, her eyes watery and her voice crackling with barely repressed rage.

Savannah stared daggers at Debbie. “Yeah, what the fuck, Mom?”

Kevin sat up straighter. “Young lady, you should not be speaking to your mother like that.”

For a second, I thought the room was going to go nuclear. Even Debbie looked alarmed, grabbing at Kevin’s shoulder like she was trying to keep her soon-to-be fiancé from doing more damage to this dinner. “No, no, sweetheart, it’s okay—”

“I can’t sit here right now,” Bailey said, rising from her seat. “I’m sorry, everybody. Please excuse me—I need to use the bathroom—"

And before any of us could call her back, she raced out of the room with a stifled sob.

Rick downed the entire rest of his glass in a single gulp.

“Jesus.” Cecily massaged her sinuses with her fingernails. “That poor girl…”

Savannah turned on her mother before anyone could stop her. “That’s what you’ve been telling them? That’s what you’ve been saying about her?” Her voice cracked. “She’s been my best friend for nine years, Mom! What… what else have you been telling these people about her? About me!?”

Panic filled Debbie’s features. “Honey, I would never…”

She was already getting out of her seat, reaching for her daughter. For once, Kevin had the right idea—he put a hand on my ex-wife’s shoulder, restraining her. It would not have been a good idea for her to try and hug Savannah right now.

“Don’t honey me,” Savannah said, sitting down heavily. “Jesus, Mom!” She sniffed hugely, her rage sputtering out and giving way to tears. “That’s so messed up…!”

“Honey, I’m sorry,” Debbie said. To my surprise, she sounded like she meant it.

For a second, I was almost happy about that. Then it hit me. She wasn’t sorry she’d said it. She’d never have apologized to Bailey.

She was sorry she’d damaged her relationship with her real daughter.

Even now, Debbie couldn’t help but be anything other than selfish.

I was already scooting back my chair. “I’ll be right back,” I said.

Debbie stiffened. “Tom, she’s fine, sit down—”

“I’ll handle this,” I growled, dividing my anger between my ex-wife and her new man. “I think you’ve done more than enough. Both of you.”

I put a hand on Savannah’s shoulder as I left the room. “I’ve got her, sweetheart,” I whispered.

McKenna got out of her seat and put her arm around my daughter. “Go get Bailey before she breaks all of Debbie’s shit,” the auburn-haired coed said, her voice curiously devoid of emotion. “I’ve got Savannah.”

I gave them both a nod.

It wasn’t hard to track Bailey. She’d scrunched up the carpet with her heels as she walked, leaving every door she’d passed through half-closed behind her (or half-open, depending on the whole optimism versus pessimism thing). Later on, I’d realize that she’d done it deliberately—of course she wanted me to be able to find her—but in the moment, all I was thinking of was the hurt look on her face when she heard what Debbie really thought of the girl we’d brought into our home.

Fucking hell, I thought, following the hallway to the next corridor. The temperature was lower back here; an open door to the basement had a chill coming through it, though Bailey hadn’t gone that way. Way to go, Debbie. How could you even think a thing like that about Bailey?

I’d practically raised that poor girl. Savannah treated her like a sister, no matter who her parents actually were. Had Debbie just been trying to be mean, twisting the knife and badmouthing us to her new family? Or was that what she’d really believed about the girl all along?

If so, then her soul was even more corroded than I’d realized. Jesus, Debbie.

If I hadn’t already divorced her, I would’ve done it all over again.

I stepped into what looked like a guest bedroom. A tiny half-bath was connected to it, and the door had been left open a crack. “Bailey? Babygirl, are you okay…?”

Bailey was sitting on the edge of the sink, a wadded-up ball of toilet paper in her hand. Her face was flushed, tears streaming down her cheeks. Her mascara ran in messy smears.

She sniffed hugely when she saw me, her bottom lip trembling as whatever composure she’d managed to regain over the last few moments cracked and shattered now that I was here.

“How can she be so fucking hateful?” Bailey whispered, her hands trembling. “She told Kevin’s family I was a charity case? What the absolute fuck, Daddy!?”

There were no words that could have taken that sting away. So I didn’t try. Instead, I leaned in close, bracing a knee against the side of the sink, and pulled her into a rough hug. The door clicked closed behind me, sealing us alone in the bathroom.

“I know, babygirl,” I said, holding her close. “I know.”

“She’s a monster,” Bailey whispered, burying her face in my chest. “Daddy, if you only knew…”

She trailed off, glancing up into my eyes.

And at the same moment, it dawned on us where we were.

And what we were about to do.

I tried. I really did. I gave her a look of warning, because I wouldn’t have put it past Debbie to try and eavesdrop. “Babygirl—”

It was as far as I got.

Before I could say another word, Bailey’s mouth was on mine.

I knew it was a bad idea. But I couldn’t stop myself. Everything I felt for Bailey—the white-hot lust that coursed through me at holding a gorgeous, eager woman half my age, the urge to protect this girl that any man worth his salt would feel for a woman he cared that much about, the tenderness and the filthiness and the love—all of it combined into something that made me throw caution to the wind.

It was awful. Even if it was legal, it was the kind of thing that could shred my family and ruin my reputation.

But that didn’t keep it from being the best thing I’d ever felt.

One hand went to Bailey’s hair, holding her blonde locks tight at the roots. The other went right beneath that little black dress, feeling for her panties.

When Bailey sensed what I was doing, she spread her thighs and arched her back. “Yes,” she whimpered, her teeth coming down on my bottom lip. “I need you, Daddy. I need you so fucking much right now…”

“I know, babygirl,” I growled against her neck. “I need you too. You’re not a charity case, Bailey. You’re… God, you’re everything. I love you so much…”

As I said it, I tugged her panties to the side. Bailey was soaking wet underneath, and—of course, I don’t know why I expected anything different—freshly shaved. Two fingers pushed inside of her, rubbing against her folds, bringing a moan out of her that my shirt stifled.

“Yes, yes, don’t fucking stop,” Bailey whimpered, grabbing my head with both hands. “Oh fuck, Tom, Daddy, I’m gonna cum, I’m gonna fucking cum…!”

I don’t know if it was the closeness or the illicit thrill of doing this behind Debbie’s back—but either way, Bailey was there. A few swirls of my thumb around her clit as my fingers stabbed inside of her and she came apart, shattering beneath my touch. She buried her face in my chest and let out a stifled cry: one part grief at everything Debbie took from us, one part anger at what she’d just heard at the dinner table—and more than one part absolute bliss at having the man she loved most in the world holding her, assuring her with his strength, making her cum so hard with his fingers that she saw stars.

As Bailey came down from her peak, her fingers found my zipper. I was so hard it hurt, but I was already aware of how long we’d been gone. Surely they’d have sent someone to check on us by now?

“Babygirl,” I whispered, not sure if I was begging her to stop or not to stop. “Please…”

Bailey pulled me out of my pants. “Cum in me,” she whispered, making it sound like the only thing she’d ever wanted in her entire life. “You already got me off, Daddy—I’m so hot and tight for you. Just fuck me hard and fast and cum in me. Please, please, please fucking fuck your tight little babygirl—”

Bailey’s words broke off in a silent scream as I forced myself hilt-deep inside of her. Just that first stroke nearly unmanned me in an instant. Everything between her legs felt incredible, and the sight of her trying so hard to stay quiet as I bottomed out inside of her a stone’s throw away from the dining room turned me on more than I’d ever dare admit.

I thrust forward. Once. Twice. Bailey’s ass pressed against the sink, my hand in her hair, the mirror gently shaking behind us.

God, she was amazing. She was incredible.

I’d never felt more like a man.

“Fuck Debbie,” I growled, the words buried in Bailey’s hair as I fucked her. “Fuck what’s right. I love you babygirl. I fucking love you…”

“I love you, too, Daddy,” Bailey whispered, beaming like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. “Cum inside me. Please Daddy, please leave your babygirl dripping. Pump my tight little pussy full of your hot, sticky load.”

God. Oh God.

“I know you need it,” Bailey teased, her lips against my ear. Her soft perky titties heaved against my chest, her hips lifting to meet me every time I bottomed out inside of her. “I know you need to empty those balls, Daddy. I’m ready. I want it. Please, please, please pump my pussy full…”

This time it was me who had to fight to stay silent. The pleasure went blinding as I hit the peak and crashed right over, fireworks exploding behind my eyelids as I emptied myself inside of Bailey’s cunt. My mouth opened against her cleavage, teeth raking the top of one breast as a low, primal growl left my throat. Bailey kept her legs wrapped around me through it all, welcoming me deep inside of her, making sure my load stayed right where it belonged.

Afterwards, Bailey slid her panties back to the side and kissed me. We didn’t say anything—we didn’t need to. She ran the tap and we both shared a bit of water from it, me checking my belt in the mirror and Bailey checking her lipstick.

Once she looked satisfied enough that her appearance would fool Debbie, Bailey stepped away from the mirror. “You should look upset,” she told me, giving me a faint smile as her eyes flickered to my pants. “Like you just barely managed to talk me into coming back to the table instead of storming out of the house.”

I was already nodding. “Can do.” I smiled. “You think an arm around the shoulders might be too much?”

Bailey giggled at that. “I actually think it’d be perfect, Daddy.”

She pushed herself against my side as we exited the bathroom. Despite everything that had just happened, we were feeling pretty good. My head was clearer, my balls were empty, and Bailey was going to get to live out her fantasy of sitting at the table across from Debbie with my load inside of her after all.

Now we just had to figure out a way not to get caught.

I led Bailey back through the bedroom, my arm over her shoulder, holding her close. We had to separate for just a second to step out into the hall—she went first.

I nearly bumped into her on the way out. Huh? Why wasn’t she moving?

“Babygirl,” I muttered, “what’s wrong?”

Then I saw the figure standing in the hallway, glaring at us.

It was McKenna.


Chapter Eight


“McKenna?”

The coed stood in the center of the hallway, her expression totally unreadable. Her hands were balled into fists, and her lips twitched when she saw the two of us together.

The worst possible thoughts filled my mind. How long had she been standing there? What the hell had she heard? How quiet were Bailey and I?

She knows, I thought, my arm tightening around Bailey’s shoulders. Oh fuck, she heard us. She heard Bailey moaning or she picked up on what I was saying to her and now she knows we’re doing something fucking unthinkable. In Debbie’s goddamned house…

I was going to jail. Once Debbie found out what I’d just done, she’d call the police. The legality didn’t matter. She’d say whatever it took to get me arrested…

A sense of resignation stole over me as I met McKenna’s eyes. So this is it, I thought. At least Bailey and I got to have a little fun. At least I got to feel what real love is like before having it all blow up in my face…

“Are you two okay?” McKenna asked.

Bailey’s shoulders shook like she’d been hit between them with a whip. A moment ago she’d been talking about pretending to look like she was on the verge of tears to fool Debbie—now, she was there for real.

“McKenna,” I said, holding up a hand. “What are you doing in here—”

Savannah stepped out from behind McKenna.

My heart nearly stopped. My daughter had clearly been crying, and what was just as clear was how hard she was now trying to look like she hadn’t been sobbing at the dinner table. The second I saw her hurting, all thoughts of being caught fell out of the back of my head. I went to her and hugged her tight, all my protective instincts activating at once.

“Are you alright, sweetheart?” I asked.

Savannah held it together for another second, then sobbed into my chest. “Sorry,” she blurted. “I… I was gonna say something really stupid to Debbie if I didn’t get out of there—”

McKenna turned on a heel and pointed in the direction of the dining room. “We came to get you back, Mr. C,” she said, looking at Bailey like she couldn’t believe what had just happened to all of us. “It is super awkward in there right now. I think it was best for all of us that we leave the room for a little bit. And we couldn’t stop thinking about Bailes.” She turned to Bailey. “How are you holding up?”

The fist of ice around my heart unclenched. Oh. Oh thank God. She hadn’t heard.

Bailey was practically speechless. “I’m… I’m better. Mostly.”

McKenna chuckled ruefully. “I get that. Debbie’s been apologizing on autopilot, which doesn’t make any sense because she’s also saying she didn’t say the shit she clearly said. Christ, what a Debbie move.”

Bailey’s jaw flexed. “I’m never going to forgive her,” she whispered. “Not for this. Not for any of it—"

I turned, an arm still around Savannah’s shoulder. “Are you okay? Nobody threw any punches in there, did they?”

McKenna shook her head. “It’s not like we all didn’t already know how Debbie felt about this whole arrangement. But hearing it out loud… shit. It sucks.”

“It very much does,” I agreed. “I’m sorry, girls.”

McKenna shot me a look. “You are the last person who needs to apologize to us,” the auburn-haired coed repeated, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Thanks for saying what you did. And thanks for keeping Bailey from breaking anything, I guess.”

“I wasn’t going to break Debbie’s shit,” Bailey said. “You’re the one who was always the juvenile delinquent, anyway.”

“Yeah, well, I’d hate to try and sneak out of this house,” McKenna snickered. “Three floors. You know Kevin’s going to give us the whole fucking house tour after dinner? He insists.”

“And we’ll put up with it,” I told the girls.

Both of them looked at me. “We’re not leaving?” Savannah asked, shocked.

Bailey and I shared a look. After a moment, the blonde shook her head, defiance in her eyes. No. Of course not. That would be conceding defeat.

“No,” I said. “We’re going to stay here and be perfectly polite and let Debbie stew in her awkwardness.”

All three of them stared at me.

“And then,” I added, dropping my voice, “when we get home, we’ll mock the shit out of her design choices.”

The girls looked at me like they’d never heard me say something like that about my ex-wife before. And with a start, I realized that maybe they actually hadn’t. I’d always taken the high road with Debbie—been the bigger person, the one willing to set things aside for the family and compromise.

But what if I just… didn’t do that?

Bailey and McKenna both started to giggle. After a moment, Savannah joined in.

“Alright, Mr. C,” McKenna said. “We’ll follow your lead.”

“I’m okay now,” Bailey added with a look at her bestie. “I’m sorry I ran off.”

McKenna shrugged. “Don’t be. That might be the first time I’ve ever seen Debbie feel bad for anything.”

It probably was.

The table was in perfect order when we made it back to the kitchen. Debbie and Kevin would never have let it show that there’d been some awful faux pas at dinner—especially when it made my ex-wife look like a lousy parent.

McKenna and Savannah slid into their seats. My daughter looked much improved from the wreck I’d seen outside the bathroom, though I still felt a stab of guilt at realizing I’d abandoned her to go chase after Bailey.

I took my seat. Bailey settled in beside me, a Mona Lisa smile playing on her features as she gently squeezed her thighs together. She looked like a woman who’d gotten away with something. Which was pretty much the truth.

“Are you okay, honey?” I asked Savannah.

She nodded. “Yeah, Dad. Bailey, are you alright?”

Somehow, Bailey managed to nod. “Much better now.”

“Terrible misunderstanding,” Rick muttered, earning a glare from his wife. “Can I get anybody a drink?”

We all declined. Debbie spoke for a bit while managing not to say a single word, then rose from the table to go and get dessert. “I hope you’re all still hungry,” she said as she disappeared into the kitchen, completely ignoring the fact that several people at the table hadn’t even finished their meals.

I’ll say this for what she brought back, though. Dessert was almost good enough to improve our moods.

The spread she’d planned for us was a lot. Key lime pie—the real kind, with the graham cracker crust and that filling that’s the perfect mixture of tart and sweet—plus a chocolate layer cake that had clearly come from somewhere fancy. She left again after setting it all down and came back with a strawberry cobbler in a ceramic dish, proper whipped cream in a bowl, and what I can only describe as a cheese plate that had arrived at the wrong party and was trying to make the best of it.

She set it all down with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd been planning this for days.

Everyone was impressed. Debbie’s arsenal included almost more desserts than party guests. A spread like that, after an evening like ours—it wasn’t an apology, especially because she couldn’t possibly have known how the night was going to go, but it was still the closest thing to an apology that anyone in Debbie's orbit ever got. She didn't say sorry. She dazzled you with key lime pie instead and expected you to forgive her, for the simple fact that she was every bit as great as she’d always considered herself to be.

There’d been a time or two in our marriage where that sort of thing worked. But this wasn’t one of them.

The key lime pie was delicious, though. I had three slices, which pissed Debbie off something fierce.

Blame it on Bailey. She’d helped me work up an appetite.

No sooner had we finished eating than Kevin tilted back his chair, giving the room a satisfied expression—like he’d been waiting for this moment all night. He clapped his hands once, startling the quiet conversations around the table into silence.

“Alright,” he said with relish. “Before we get too comfortable—you have got to let me show you what we’ve been doing with this place.” He was already standing. “With everything that’s been going on, focusing on the house has been… well, it’s a blessing. The second floor got the largest portion of the remodeling, but Debbie and I have such a wish list—”

“Remodeling?” I asked.

Kevin glanced at me, only slightly taken aback by the interruption. “The house my ex-wife and I shared is currently in escrow,” he explained a little stiffly. “We’re still waiting for the sale to go through, and, well—Debbie kind of took me in in the meantime.”

“It’s no trouble at all,” Debbie said, taking his hand. “I love having you here.”

“Bet it beats sleeping out of motel rooms,” Rick added.

“You should see what we’ve done with the master bedroom,” Kevin said. “I’m telling you, it’s impressive. It’ll make you wish you could buy this place.”

Nobody had asked to see it, but nobody needed to. It struck me that Kevin was probably the kind of man who interpreted the absence of objection as enthusiasm—which, in all honesty, kind of made him and Debbie a perfect match.

No one really wanted to get up, but we all did. The procession formed with the natural reluctance of people performing a chore under duress while full of too much food, but Kevin was already leading the pack with the same enthusiasm I’d heard him apply to any number of Sunday-morning sermons.

“We put the hardwood in ourselves," he said, gesturing at the stairs as we filed up from the first floor to the second. He paused. "Well, okay, the contractor did. But we picked it out. Debbie has an eye."

A step behind him, Debbie accepted the compliment with a nod.

Kevin hadn’t been kidding about the second floor. It looked almost completely different than the first, everything made sleek and ultra-modern in comparison to the first floor’s cozy warmth. Rick’s crack about hotel rooms came back to me—the decor up here reminded me of one of the fancier ones.

It must have done the same thing to Bailey. She elbowed me with a smirk as we dropped a step behind the rest of the group. “Armada,” she whispered.

Jesus. Just the name filled me with some absolutely filthy memories.

We fanned out as Kevin moved from room to room, pointing out this or that aspect of the remodel. Rick and Cecily followed, drinks in hand and their tablet-user left downstairs with her screens, while Savannah walked beside McKenna like the former was depending on the latter for strength. Bailey walked as close to me as she dared, doing that thing with her pinky where she laced it around mine like we were swearing a promise.

The second-floor tour had a pace that felt somehow rehearsed. One space was a guest bedroom, the next was Kevin’s pastoral office. “Still have to unpack all those boxes,” he said with a chuckle. A bathroom with brand-new tile had Debbie gushing about Pinterest patterns in a way that left her daughter and I rolling our eyes.

At some point, Bailey tapped me on the shoulder. When I glanced over at her, she was wearing a smile that had nothing to do with the house door and everything to do with what was slowly making its way down her inner thigh under her dress.

My jaw dropped. “Babygirl,” I whispered. I didn’t dare speak the next part aloud; I had to mouth it. Where are your panties?

Bailey shrugged, then winked. She crossed her legs slightly as she walked, then waited for a moment where no one was looking at us and ran her hand along the valley between her legs. When she pulled her hand back, a bit of me glistened on her digits.

I gasped. “Bailey…”

My heart nearly stopped as she brought them to her fingers and sucked, licking them clean with obvious pleasure.

When she was done, she gave me a look like she’d have already mounted me if there weren’t family present. “You taste fucking amazing,” she whispered, giggling.

Good Lord. I felt dizzy.

At the end of the hall, one door remained uncharacteristically closed. Debbie paused beside it, sharing a look with Kevin. “This one,” she said, looking almost nervous, “we haven’t done anything with, yet. But we have some ideas.”

A little niggle started in the back of my brain when she said that. I don’t think I wanted to understand what she meant—plus, I was still thinking about Bailey licking my cream from her inner thigh while standing practically within arm’s length of my ex-wife. I was going to be riding high on that for a while.

But if anyone could harsh a buzz, it was Debbie.

My ex-wife opened the door.

It was a small room. Good light. The first thing I saw when I entered was a pale yellow accent wall that had clearly been painted very recently and very carefully.

I heard McKenna gasp. Savannah let out a squeak. Next to me, Bailey stiffened. What…?

I turned.

And found myself staring at a goddamned crib.

For a moment I was sure I was hallucinating. Surely it was going to dissolve before my eyes at any moment, replaced with a pool table or a media center or anything other than what I was seeing.

Bailey’s hand found mine. Squeezed tight enough to bruise.

None of us dared say a word. I don’t know about the girls, but I was honestly worried about what might come out of my mouth if I did speak. Debbie, my ex-wife, stood next to what was clearly a crib in what was just as clearly going to be a nursery. All while her twenty-year-old daughter and the forty-three-year-old man who’d once been married to her stared at her, trying desperately to process this information, both of them wide-eyed and clearly in disbelief.

Debbie blanched. “Linda’s been helping me think about colors,” she said, gesturing toward Kevin’s mother. “We’re not—I mean, nothing’s happening. Not yet. But… better to be safe than sorry, right?”

Kevin gave a laugh that tried for patriarchal and fell about two yards short. “Deb is so humble.”

“Better safe than sorry,” Savannah whispered, keeping her expression completely blank.

Debbie cleared her throat. “Just thinking about the future, honey.”

Sure. And I was thinking about the fact that this ‘nursery’ wasn’t on the same floor as the master bedroom. Wouldn’t want a crying baby to disturb Pastor Kevin’s sleep, would we?

As Kevin led us out of the room, Bailey caught my eye. I hung back a step, dropping my voice so we wouldn’t be overheard. The shocked look had dropped from the coed’s face, and as she glanced at Debbie’s back, I watched her smile blossom into something truly devastating.

“Babygirl?” I whispered. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Bailey insisted, nibbling her bottom lip. “I’m having a very good time, Daddy.”

God. That word did things to me.

Bailey went up on tiptoe, pressing her lips to my ear. “Debbie is showing us her freaking nursery and I’m standing here with your cum dripping out of me,” she panted, sounding more desperate than I’d ever heard her. “I am such a bad girl right now, Daddy. I’m such a fucked-up little slut…”

“Shhh,” I said, half to stop her saying that and half to keep her quiet. “There’s nothing wrong with you, babygirl.”

Suddenly she beamed. “This is going to be the best night of my life,” she whispered, giving my hand a squeeze. “Come on, let’s catch up before they notice we’re gone. We can’t have them suspicious yet.”

Yet? I wasn’t sure what Bailey was getting at, but I was eager enough to catch up with the group.

We climbed the stairs to the third floor, just behind Savannah and McKenna. Rick and Cecily had somehow managed to peel themselves away from the main group, examining a ‘bonus room’ that was really just an excuse for them to go back downstairs and get refills on their drinks. I would’ve envied them if I wasn’t watching Bailey.

My babygirl really was having a good time. Even with the ‘charity case’ crack and the reminder of her father’s incarceration, she was. You wouldn’t have noticed it if you weren’t tracking her the way I was—constantly, involuntarily, maybe even a little possessively.

Some of her words from earlier unspooled in my head. I want you to tell me what to do. What to wear. I want you to punish me when I don’t listen…

I missed a step and had to catch the railing to steady myself.

The master bedroom was at the end of the hall. The third floor was smaller than the bottom two, and the master dominated nearly half of the available space. Kevin drew open the door like he was inviting us to enter his cathedral, which was appropriate given the circumstances.

Next to me, Bailey whistled as we stepped inside. “Nice,” she said.

It was nice. The room had a high, vaulted ceiling, along with set of huge windows overlooking the neighborhood. A king-sized bed with four posts filled most of the space, covered in ivory linens that looked like they’d never been touched by a human body. Through the archway on the far wall, I could see an en-suite bathroom: big glass shower, double vanity mirrors, the kind of tile that cost more than the rent on the first house me and Debbie lived in together.

“This is really the centerpiece of the whole place,” Kevin said with evident satisfaction. “That third-floor view can’t be beat—you can see the whole neighborhood from up here.”

McKenna maneuvered away from the group, craning her neck as she examined the far side of the room. “Oh wow,” she said, taking my daughter’s shoulder. “That is a closet!”

She hadn’t meant it as a compliment, but Debbie took it as one.

“It’s fantastic,” Debbie said, beaming proudly. “Here, let me show you…”

It should have been impossible in a room of that size. But Debbie stepped into the massive walk-in closet, followed quickly by Kevin, Linda, and then McKenna and Savannah. Suddenly Bailey and I were…

Well, not alone in the room. But it kind of felt that way.

The second we had the place to ourselves, Bailey gave me an impish smile. She gestured at the bed with her chin, wiggling her eyebrows.

I blinked. Wait. Was she…?

Babygirl, I mouthed, too nervous to raise my voice.

Bailey winked.

As the closet conversation continued (I could hear Debbie saying something about built-in shelving), Bailey wandered over to the en suite and flipped on the lights. She grabbed both sides of the archway and struck a pose, grinning, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. It was all so ridiculous, the way Debbie and Kevin were peacocking for the rest of the crowd.

Kevin and the others stepped back out about thirty seconds later, oblivious to the way the energy between me and the coed had shifted. Debbie looked vaguely put out that we hadn’t followed everyone else into that part of the house tour, but Kevin was surveying the group with the restless energy of a comedian who’s only halfway through his act.

“These are all the above-ground floors,” he said, already looking at the door. “But you guys have got to see the basement. That’s the real showpiece.”

“I didn’t realize there was a basement,” Savannah muttered.

Something shifted in Kevin’s gaze. “Yeah, isn’t your place a split-level, Tom? You’ve got a little below-ground floor too, don’t you?”

I blinked. “Technically, it’s a walkout. The girls have their own exit.”

Kevin guffawed. “See, I could never,” he said, shaking his head with what he probably thought was good-natured bewilderment. “All that floor space for three college girls? Debbie and I turned ours into a mancave.”

I just bet you did, I thought. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of Bailey’s tongue as she stuck it out behind the pair’s backs.

“Pool table. Wet bar. Seventy-five-inch TV. That’s what a basement’s for.” He grinned. “Come on—I’ll show you.”

He was already headed out of the room, Debbie hot on his heels. Savannah and McKenna cast one more look around the bedroom then fell into step with Linda.

Bailey didn’t move. She was staring right at me. Expectantly. Hopefully.

Now or never.

I didn’t realize I was doing it until I’d already done it.

“I’ll catch up,” I said. The fact that my voice sounded normal, casual even, surprised me. “I think I’ll check that closet out after all. Plus, this view…”

It was a lame excuse. I knew it was. They were going to call me out on it any second—

“Suit yourself!” Kevin chuckled, sounding like a man who knew he’d already won where it mattered. “I wouldn’t be shocked if Rick’s down there already…”

The sound of Kevin’s voice faded as the group made their way down the hall. He was chattering something about insulation and lighting, but I was no longer listening.

Behind me, Bailey moved.

She crossed the room with a stride that told me she’d been thinking about this from the moment she saw the master bedroom. She walked right into the en suite, her whole body shaking with nervous energy.

She locked the en suite door. Click.

Then she locked the bedroom door. Click.

It was suddenly very, very quiet. The sound of Kevin’s tour group descended the stairs, getting fainter—getting gone.

Bailey turned around and leaned against the locked door. Looked at me.

That look was fucking everything.

In that one moment, every excuse I might have mustered died in my throat. They couldn’t contend with a universe where Bailey was madly in love with me—so fucking in love with me that she couldn’t even keep her hands off of me in my ex-wife’s bedroom.

It didn’t matter if this ended up destroying us both. It was worth it.

I went to her.

One second I was at the window with the bland view of the bland street full of McMansions behind me, the next I was moving and all I could see was her. Bailey.

She pushed off the door and met me halfway. She threw herself into my arms so hard I nearly staggered, even as my arms lifted her off her feet and pulled her to me like it was the most natural thing in the world. One arm slid beneath her thighs, pinning her to me, while the other took the back of her neck and guided her mouth to mine.

We kissed. We kissed open and desperate and with the faint taste of key-lime pie on my babygirl’s lips. We kissed like we were going to burst into flames if we didn’t relieve the tension between us—and as the rational part of my brain screamed don’t do this you’re going to get caught against the flood of adrenaline, I realized maybe I wasn’t just being flowery with the whole self-immolation thing.

“Finally,” Bailey gasped, her nails digging into my scalp. I’d only heard her say that word in that tone one other time—when she came bursting into our living room one afternoon to announce she finally had her driver’s license after a painful year of waiting to take the test.

At the time, I thought Bailey had been looking forward to that more than any human being had ever looked forward to anything.

Now I knew I was wrong.

I carried her to the bed.

It didn’t matter that it wasn’t my bed. That it was Debbie’s bed, Debbie’s bed with the expensive sheets and the fabric softener that smelled like a shampoo commercial and the mattress who’s firmness I’d felt with my fingers when no one else was looking. That we’d already done this downstairs all of twenty minutes ago and trying it twice in the same dinner party was daring the universe to fuck us up at a level that felt almost cosmically inappropriate.

That, of course, this was a one-hundred-percent off-limits coed I was holding in my arms like both a bride on her wedding night and a little girl being comforted after a nightmare.

If Kevin came back upstairs to taunt me. If McKenna came looking for her friend. If anyone made a turn on the wrong floor at the wrong moment and somehow got those locked doors open. It would be the end of our lives as we knew them.

None of it mattered. Absolutely none of it.

Because I wanted this girl. I wanted her right here, right now, with every cell in my body. I wanted her in this room, on top of the bed that my ex-wife ordered with her terrible new boyfriend in the brand-new house she’d bought to try and replace the life she’d blown up in spectacular fashion.

Yes, it was personal.

After twenty-one years of putting up with Debbie, the universe owed me this.

I set Bailey down on the edge of the mattress, kissing her deeply. She was already moving, hiking up her dress and lifting her hips. The hot, feral tang of her horny pussy hit my nostrils and all the higher functions in my brain switched off like a circuit blowing. One heel slid from Bailey’s foot, hitting the carpet with a thud.

“Daddy,” she groaned, the word filled with so much longing I could cry. “We’ve gotta go fast.”

My hands were already at my belt. “Babygirl…”

I didn’t think Bailey could get any sexier. I was wrong.

She grabbed the pretty white ribbon in her hair and untied it in a single fluid motion. Then, with a grace that told me she’d been practicing this move in the mirror for days, she wrapped it tight around her neck and tied it, one-handed, the fabric caressing her throat the way my fingers had at the Armada. Her tits heaved against her dress, her cleavage nearly spilling out. Rays of evening light fell across her body from the window, catching the shine of the arousal glistening on her folds and inner thighs.

“I sat across from that awful woman with your cum dripping out of me,” she groaned, lifting her hips to grind them against me. “Now fuck me in her bed, Daddy.”

Her voice cracked on the word bed, going ragged.

“Fuck me better than anyone else is ever going to get fucked on this mattress,” she whimpered. “Savannah’s Mommy will never know you fucked my tight, wet, barely legal pussy right in the place she goes to sleep every night…”

Holy shit. If I hadn’t already thrown my morals in the trash, that would’ve done the job.

I didn’t undress. There was no time. I unlatched my belt and unzipped, tugging my boxers beneath my balls as I mounted the coed against the edge of Debbie’s bed. My shirt didn’t even come untucked as I ground my crown against her inner thigh, seeking that soft, wet channel that felt so much better than the one belonging to the woman I’d married.

Bailey grabbed my collar and pulled me in for a sloppy kiss. “I love you, Daddy,” she whimpered, the nails of her other hand digging into the back of my skull. “I love you so fucking much, please, ohmigawd I’m so fucking horny I need your cock in me—!”

Her words broke off in a muffled cry as I buried myself inside of her. The first thrust pushed me all the way inside of her, bottoming out all the way down to my balls, and the sudden heat and wetness nearly sent me over the edge right then and there. Bailey shot off the mattress like she’d been hit with a taser, the muscles of her back going taut beneath the thin fabric of her dress.

I’ll say this for Debbie—she did know how to shop. The king-sized bed didn’t make a single sound as I fucked her so-called ‘charity case’ senseless on it.

Good frame. Good construction. She ought to be proud.

Bailey bit down on her own palm to keep from crying out as my cock pumped inside of her. Within a half-dozen thrusts we were both scooting down the mattress, until Bailey was almost up against the headboard with her legs wrapped around me and her fists clutching the comforter.

Debbie’s headboard. Debbie’s comforter. Debbie’s fucking bed—

Every thought made the sex even hotter. I had no doubt that my ex-wife would have perfectly adequate sex in this room, but nothing this hot, uninhibited or kinky as this would ever happen without Bailey and I here. I grabbed her hips with both hands and rammed myself inside of my babygirl’s cunt, ringing her g-spot like a bell with the head of my cock.

Bailey’s eyes went wide, then wet, then locked onto mine with an intensity that scared me a little. She’d never been more present, never been more here. Never been more alive than she was right now, taking every inch of me like a good little girl.

The thought ran on repeat in the back of my head, like an annoying jingle trying to distract me. “This is Debbie’s bed, Tom, this is your ex-wife’s bedroom you are fucking your daughter’s goddamned best friend in your ex-wife’s bed—”

It must have shown in my eyes. Either that or Bailey was telepathic.

Because she sat up, her thighs tightening around me, and brought her lips to my ear.

“You’re fucking me in her bed, Daddy,” she moaned.

The words landed perfectly. The error message in my head sputtered and died, bringing me back to the current moment. To Bailey beneath me, her walls gripping me like a fist, her blue eyes filled with so much love there might as well have been little hearts in her pupils.

“You’re going to cum in her bed,” she whimpered. One hand grabbed my collar, clinging to me like she might fall off a cliff if she wasn’t holding me tight, and I saw them from the corner of my eye—Debbie’s nails, the same chartreuse shade as my ex-wife’s fingertips, the color Bailey chose both to diss the woman who’d shamed her at the dinner table and to lay claim to me—and then the hand was under my shirt, untucking it, raking my chest so hard it stung.

“Babygirl, fuck—”

“She’s going to sleep here tonight and she won’t know,” Bailey taunted. “They’re going to fuck in this bed as husband and wife and we were here first! Here better!”

Oh God. Oh God oh God—

“I’m gonna cum,” Bailey whispered. “I’m gonna cum all over your cock, all over my Daddy’s cock, because it’s my favorite cock in the world and it fits my pussy perfectly and I love it just as much as I love you.” She smiled like a cat with an entire bowl of cream. “Then you’re going to cum in me. In Debbie’s bed. Don’t pull out, Daddy—just fuck me. Fuck me hard and fast until you cum. Fuck the hot little slut who’s the perfect fit for that big, hard dick…!”

I nearly ended it right there. My hips lost their rhythm, Bailey’s eyes igniting with glee as I neared the brink, and I had to bury my face in her shoulder and think about spreadsheets to keep from finishing before Bailey could even show me her O face.

“Jesus, Bailey,” I groaned.

“I’m so fucked up, Daddy,” she whispered, grinning. “I want Debbie to lay in this wet spot tonight and have no fucking idea you and me made it. I wanna… I wanna… oh God, oh gawd, I’m gonna fuckin’ cum…”

She took my face in both hands, my eyes inches away from hers. Those perfect, blue, irresistible eyes.

“I want to marry you,” Bailey blurted.

My heart skipped a beat.

She didn’t stop. “I want to marry you and be your wife and be so much better for you than Debbie ever was! Please, Daddy, please promise me you’ll take me away somewhere and give me a ring, I promise I’ll be so good I’ll be a good girl forever if you just please oh my God—”

I slammed a hand down over Bailey’s mouth.

My babygirl’s eyes widened, a startled sound escaping her. For a moment, she looked at me with confusion—then she heard it, too.

Footsteps in the hallway.

We both froze. Bailey, her legs wrapped around me. Me, Tom Cottrell, with my cock buried balls-deep in a piece of nineteen-year-old pussy.

Bailey’s eyes filled with fear, even as the walls of her cunt kept pulsing around me like a second heartbeat. Her body hadn’t yet caught up to the fact that there was a genuine crisis unfolding. The urge to push into her was maddening, but I didn’t dare. One squeak, one groan, and it was game over.

We waited a beat. Two.

The footsteps shuffled closer. “Now which one did he say was the bathroom?”

It was Linda. Kevin’s mother. Her voice drifted through the door, aimed at no one in particular. She must have gotten lost. She’d seemed scatterbrained at dinner, so that was no surprise.

A door opened somewhere down the hall.

“Well, that’s certainly not it.”

I started to pull out of Bailey. Only for her to lock her ankles around me and refuse to let me go.

“Don’t you dare move,” she whispered. Her lips barely twitched. Her eyes were enormous, like something from a Renaissance painting. “Stay right here. Right. Here.”

Bailey’s fingers dug into my shoulders. My forehead was almost pressed to hers, and suddenly I was conscious of her weight beneath and around me. The way the fabric of her dress was bunched up around my waist. The aching hardness of my cock, still right there, the combination of terror and arousal doing something to my nervous system I was experiencing for the first time in my forty-three years of life.

“That’s not it, either,” Linda said. Her voice was very close now. “Three floors and you’d think a person could find a water closet…”

The footsteps shuffled closer. Paused outside of the bedroom door.

And turned the handle.

Which, thank all the deities that humanity had ever prayed to, stayed locked.

I heard a small, confused noise from the other side of the door. “Could’ve sworn this was open,” she muttered, completely unaware that she was standing maybe eight feet away from where I was buried inside a college student on her son’s bed. “Huh.”

The footsteps moved. Paused. Moved again, this time like the person who owned them knew what they were doing.

And after a final pause that felt approximately as long as my divorce proceedings, we heard it.

The thump of Linda’s feet as she made her way back downstairs.

I let out a sigh like steam escaping from a teakettle. My legs shook beneath me. Thirty seconds ago I was drowning, and now Bailey and I were back above the surface but still looking at each other like we weren’t sure we’d really escaped.

Bailey licked her lips. Touched the ribbon at her throat.

And then ground her hips down on me with an expression that was pure want.

“She’s gone, Daddy,” she whispered, rocking her hips in a slow, deliberate circle that made every nerve ending in my body stand at attention and salute. “It’s just us.”

“Babygirl, someone could come back any second—”

“Then you’d better fuck me fast,” Bailey giggled. Her walls clenched around me, squeezing me in a way that was as devastating as it was deliberate. “Finish what you started, Daddy. Fuck me like you own this bed.”

My restraint broke.

It shattered like a plate-glass window and everything came tumbling out: the frustration of dinner, the horror at hearing this girl in my arms referred to as a charity case, the insanity of what we were doing and the knowledge that I didn’t care and the realization that I’d been desperately suppressing since I set foot in this house that Debbie hadn’t just moved on but had somehow managed to forgive herself for everything she’d done to me and my family.

Now, finally, I was doing something back.

I pinned her wrists above her head and Bailey gasped, sharp and needy. Her legs locked around me tighter, the stiletto heel of the one shoe she still had on digging into my back as she slammed herself onto me for everything she was worth. The bed shook beneath us but none of it—not the beautiful posts, not the king-sized mattress, not the expensive headboard I knew Debbie was so proud of—made a single sound.

Instead, Bailey did.

One more thrust and the orgasm she’d wanted since the second she saw this bed washed over her, sending her into the stratosphere.

Her whole body went rigid beneath me as she came. Her back arched like a cat’s, and her free hand grabbed one of Debbie’s pillows and buried it over her mouth to stifle the sound of her ragged, blissful cry. Her eyes rolled back in her head, only the whites showing, while everything between her legs clenched in waves, rhythmic, her whole core screaming stay, please stay, don’t ever let me go and those nails the same shade as Debbie’s grabbing hold of me like I was the only solid thing left in a world that had gone completely mad.

It was beautiful. It was unhinged. I buried myself inside of Bailey one last time, watching the gorgeous agony written across her face, and let go.

It wasn’t the end of Bailey and I’s adventures. Far from it. Hell, if I’d have known the sorts of things that awaited me in the next few years of my life—even after taking this step with her—I’d never have believed them. Never thought they were possible.

But that moment? Shooting ropes so hard it was like the end of a marathon, watching Bailey pant and groan into the pillow and clench around me as she came around the cock of the man she trusted more than her own father? The knowledge that we were doing this in my ex-wife’s fucking bed?

That was the best sex of my entire life. Nothing else had ever been so perfect.

I pulled out of her as Bailey kissed me, slow and hard. Three floors beneath us, Kevin was showing off his wet bar to a bunch of people who didn’t care and Debbie was probably crowing to herself about how much better she had her shit together than her ex-husband.

And none of them knew that right here, in the afterglow of that incredible sex, Tom Cottrell and his soulmate Bailey were more in love than any two people they’d ever met.

Bailey’s lips moved against my collarbone. A single word spilled from her lips, so quiet it was barely there. A feeling more than a sound. Almost a prayer.

“Mine.”

She took my wrist. Drew my hand between her thighs, her blue eyes locked on mine all the while, and guided two of my fingers inside of her. I felt the warmth, the slickness, the unmistakable evidence of what we’d done that was oozing out of her pussy and all over Debbie’s sheets.

There wasn’t a single ounce of doubt in those eyes.

“Mine, Daddy,” she whispered, bringing my drenched fingers to her lips and licking them clean. “Always.”

I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t.

Because I’d heard everything Bailey had said to me while I was inside her. Including the thing she was a little scared of—the thing that, if I reciprocated, would change things between us in a way that I wasn’t sure either of us were ready for even under these insane circumstances. Something that would have been almost catastrophically stupid to say while lying on top of Debbie’s bed in the aftermath of our hard, primal fuck.

I didn’t say it.

But I felt it.

My hand went to her chin. “Mine,” I whispered back. “Always.”

Bailey grinned. “Absolutely.”

We stayed like that a moment longer, then she blinked. “We need to go,” she said, glancing down at the comforter. “Someone could come back up here.”

I couldn’t agree more.

While I got up and tucked myself back into my pants, Bailey did her best to make herself presentable. She produced her panties from a hidden pocket in her dress and slid them back on, then smoothed down her skirt and went for her heels. As she put them on, she looked back at the mess we’d made of Debbie’s bed with an almost loving expression.

She went over and smoothed the comforter back down, but did nothing about the dark, wet spot on the fabric. It was already settling in, growing paler as it dried. In a few minutes, it would be invisible to anyone who didn’t know where to look.

Soaking in. Becoming permanent, or at least the next best thing.

It would be there when Debbie went to bed tonight. When my ex spent her first night here with Kevin as husband and wife—because by now, I’d figured out that this whole dinner was a soft launch for the fact that he’d be popping the question soon. It would be there until Debbie stripped all the sheets and had the mattress cleaned—and even then, some traces would remain. Buried in a bed Debbie thought belonged entirely to her.

But Bailey and I would know.

Nothing in this place belonged entirely to Debbie while the future Miss Bailey Cottrell was around.

Bailey went into the en suite and unlocked the door. I did the same in the bedroom, then took a look at the bed. It still looked a little rumpled, but no one’s mind would have gone directly to sex.

At least I hoped not.

Bailey came and faced me, squaring her shoulders. “Do I look like I just got fucked?” she asked.

I looked at her. Really looked.

“A little bit,” I admitted with a chuckle.

“Shit.” She was smiling. “Okay, you go downstairs first. I’ll freshen up a bit more and join you in the basement in a few minutes. Everyone should be drunk as hell by now—they probably won’t notice anything.”

“Got it.” I hesitated. “Five minutes?”

“More like two,” she agreed. She batted her eyelashes up at me. “Daddy?”

I swallowed hard. Those words rose to the surface of my mind, unbidden: I want to be your wife.

“Yes, babygirl?”

Bailey walked to the en suite, then paused and looked at me over her shoulder. Her smile was half strategic victory, half feral sex goblin. The white ribbon around her throat only added to the effect.

“That was fucking amazing,” she whispered, grinning from ear to ear. “You’re amazing. Don’t ever let Debbie trick you into forgetting that.”

Before I could say a word, she closed the bathroom door.


Chapter Nine


I made my way downstairs like a man in a trance.

Somewhere around the second-floor landing, I ran into Linda and didn’t even bother to say hi. She shouted a question at me, that followed me down the stairs, and that I didn’t even hear.

I fucked Bailey in Debbie’s bed. The thought played on repeat, like that Beatles record where the final few seconds runs around the last groove in an endless loop. I fucked Bailey in Debbie’s bed and Debbie’s going to sleep in it tonight. Kevin will fuck her in it for the rest of their marriage. I fucked Bailey in Debbie’s bed…

I’d just won a war that my ex-wife had no idea was even happening. All of her snide little comments, her blatant manipulations, none of them meant anything to me now. They were water under the bed I’d fucked Bailey in, which just so happened to be Debbie’s goddamned bed.

Holy shit. I did that. I really did that.

I was going to hell. As McKenna would’ve said, I was going to the special hell.

And I couldn’t stop smiling.

I was so distracted, I almost walked past the door leading to the basement. Only Kevin’s voice made me stop, floating from the below-ground level with an enthusiasm that rang hollow after what had just happened upstairs. Everyone else at the dinner—with the exception of Bailey and Linda—were down there, listening to the so-called ‘man of the house’ rattle on about television size and picked it up at Costco of all places, can you believe that while Bailey and I had been in their bedroom having the best sex of our lives.

The door hung open a crack. I pulled it open all the way as I took my first step down the stairs.

Only to meet a figure coming up.

McKenna.

She’d been nearly at the top of the stairs, one hand on the banister like she’d gotten tired of waiting for me and Bailey to show up and had decided to come looking for us. Probably she had. I whispered a silent prayer of thanks that Bailey and I finished up when we did—another few minutes, and she might have caught us.

Her eyes swiveled up and down, taking me in the way she’d take in the contours of a map at the beginning of a round of one of her video games. Like someone going in for the kill.

She stared into my eyes quietly, cautiously.

“Hey, Mr. C.”

“Hi, McKenna,” I said. “Bored to tears down there?”

A faint smile spread across her features. “Something like that. Where’d you go?”

I glanced over my shoulder, partially to indicate where I’d been and partially because if I held McKenna’s gaze any longer I was going to blush and give myself away. “Third floor,” I said breezily. “That view of the neighborhood’s pretty impressive.”

“Uh huh.” She didn’t move. “Looked at it for a while, huh?”

“I guess, yeah.”

My heart skipped a beat. I could almost see the words forming on the back of her tongue: Tom, I know that’s not what you were doing…

“Cool,” McKenna said. “Trust me, you didn’t miss anything.”

I relaxed a fraction. “That was the idea,” I said, like we were sharing a private joke.

Her eyes ticked past me to the stairs. “Bailey coming?”

“She’s freshening up,” I said. “The thing with Debbie and Linda—she just needed another minute, I think.”

“Mmh.” McKenna made a noncommittal sound, but stepped aside.

I brushed past her as quickly as I could, not daring to look back.

The downstairs, I couldn’t help but note, was indeed impressive as hell. Kevin and Debbie had more space down here than I did back at the old family house for Savannah, Bailey and McKenna, although they weren’t using much of it. The basement was mostly open space, save for a recessed area with an L-shaped leather couch, the makeshift bar near the back of the room, and that mammoth television Kevin was so proud of mounted to one wall. A set of towering speakers—thankfully turned off—flanked this last item on both sides, implying that movies down here wouldn’t just look but sound overwhelming, too.

Kevin had a whole production going over by the bar. Rick stood with his elbow on the wood, clearly hammered to the gills. Next to him, Cecily looked like she was still running the drama from dinner through her head, wincing a little bit with sympathy pains and casting pained little glances in Savannah’s direction. Savannah herself had pulled herself together but was clearly still reeling from her mother’s callousness—McKenna must have been working on her down here while I’d been upstairs, and I could tell she was just kind of dissociating and waiting for the evening to be over.

I went to her, but Kevin saw me first. “There he is!” the man boomed. “Tom, c’mere. Look at this. Look at this!”

He gestured at a chrome doohickey on the wall behind the bar, framing it with his hands like he was unveiling the Ark of the Covenant. I put a hand on Savannah’s shoulder and whispered a few words of encouragement as I passed, willing some of my strength into her, and joined the rest of the group at the bar.

“This is a little beauty I bet no one else on this block has,” Kevin said, sounding supremely proud of himself. “Single-tap. Custom keg system—it’s hooked up to a line I ran myself. Turned the closet that used to be over there into the storage space for it.

“Wow,” I said. The word came out totally flat.

“It’s set up for the IPA right now,” Kevin said, gesturing at his and Rick’s glasses. “But you can swap out the keg for whatever you want, it’s all sealed, it’s temperature-controlled…”

“Wow,” I repeated, letting him go on his spiel. The whole time he talked, words unspooled in the back of my head. I just came inside of Bailey on the comforter you and Debbie bought at Costco along with your shitty TV. I shot my load inside of a nineteen-year old’s pussy while you were down here blathering about IPAs to a bunch of people who don’t give a shit…

Only a very great effort of will kept my mouth shut.

At some point, during a lull in the conversation, Rick shifted off of the bar and lurched in my direction. “Hey, Tommy. That thing, earlier, about Bailey…”

He gestured at the ceiling, probably meaning the dinner table instead of God, but he was drunk enough for it to be either.

“The system thing,” he added.

I went very still. Kevin hadn’t heard. “Yeah?”

He fumbled in the pocket of his blazer and pulled out a business card. “Will you give that to her, please? If she wants to talk parole, give me a call. Off the record, of course. Off the record, you understand?”

“Of course,” I said, nodding. A sour feeling spread through my stomach. Though the thought was unkind, I couldn’t stop it: she’s better off with her dad in jail. The man’s no good. She belongs here, with us.

With me.

I took the card. The state seal glistened at the top, with a serif font underneath. Richard Beaumont, Member, State Board of Parole. Then a number.

Not a switchboard—a direct line.

That was the kind of thing you gave someone when you felt like an ass for how you’d acted earlier.

“Appreciate it, Rick,” I said. “I’ll make sure she gets it.”

“Good.” He went for a man-to-man nod and shook like a bobblehead. “We’re all family now, right? I mean, sort of.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. “Sort of,” I agreed.

Kevin turned, his brows furrowing. “Everything all right over here?” he asked, his tone just a touch too sharp.

Before I could say anything, I heard the basement door open. Then close softly, followed by footsteps.

“Hey, everybody.” Bailey descended the last few steps, subconsciously smoothing down her dress as she reached the basement. “Sorry. I needed to freshen up a bit…”

She had. She looked good—and not at all like she’d had that dress hiked up to her hips a few minutes ago with her panties pulled to the side, cumming all over my cock and trying desperately not to scream from how incredible it felt. Her hair was smooth. Her lipstick was a different shade than the one she’d had on during dinner, but that could easily be explained. She looked like a young woman who’d stepped away from a long, difficult dinner and come back after composing herself.

I relaxed—and then I saw McKenna stiffen out of the corner of my eye. Her chin came up an inch, mouth twitching, and a look like I’d almost never seen before filled the coed’s face.

Something’s wrong, I realized.

It took a beat for it to land. When I realized what I was seeing, it took everything inside of me not to gasp and give the game away.

It was the ribbon.

The white ribbon she’d worn in her hair all evening was no longer in her hair. Because she’d taken it out of her hair upstairs right before she jumped into my arms and tied it around her throat, as tight as a choker, the same way she’d done at the Armada Hotel the first night we were together.

It looked… well, any straight man with blood in his veins knew how it looked. It looked sexy as hell.

Which was a huge problem. Because Bailey was supposed to be anything but sexy right now.

The room carried on around me—Kevin discussing the intricacies of something called nitro cooling, Cecily sneaking surreptitious glances at her Instagram feed—but I was no longer listening. I could hear my heartbeat thumping in my own ears.

Oh, babygirl. Tell me you did not forget…

I tried not to look at McKenna. And failed.

The auburn-haired coed had taken a seat on the couch next to Savannah. She was barely looking at my daughter now—her gaze had been fixed on Bailey ever since the blonde stepped into the room. Her eyes were locked on her throat. On that ribbon.

She stared at it like the weak point on a boss monster, her face completely unmoving. I watched her see it, process it—and knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that either Bailey or I were going to hear about it later.

Shit. Shit.

Bailey must have been oblivious. She crossed the basement and went straight to me, giving Cecily a little nod and leaning down to exchange a few words with Savannah before squeezing her hand the way I’d done with my daughter’s shoulder. In a flash she was at my elbow, looking like nothing more than a composed young woman.

“What did I miss?” she asked with a glance at the bar.

I thought of telling her to switch the ribbon and swallowed it. We were already past that now. “Nothing much,” I managed.

“Man cave,” McKenna said evenly.

Bailey turned and saw the way her bestie was staring at her. A flicker of recognition lit up her eyes, then her face went curiously devoid of expression. Her hand strayed to her neck, those chartreuse nails gently brushing against the silk ribbon at her throat.

Her eyes widened like saucers. She knows, I realized.

I saw the ribbon flex as she swallowed hard.

“Oh, wow.” Bailey forced down her shock, transforming it into ersatz appreciation for the decor. “Look at this place! It’s huge!”

“I bet you wish you were living down here instead of at the old house,” Debbie said with barely concealed relish.

The corner of Savannah’s mouth twitched. None of us responded to that.

We managed to get out of there about twenty minutes later. Linda managed to make her way back to the first floor around the same time we came back upstairs, and when she gave Savannah a peck on the cheek and apologized for earlier, it sounded like something genuine instead of a speech she’d been told to give. I wished she’d given it to Bailey, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Besides, she hadn’t caught us, so there was that.

Rick managed to shake my hand without missing. Cecily gave Bailey an even longer hug than Linda gave Savannah and whispered something in her ear that made her nod and smile. Kevin gave me another one of those bone-crunching handshakes, which I returned without either of us flinching.

Debbie escorted us out the door, her eyes glassy with champagne and triumph. “I am so glad you all came,” she whispered, doting on her daughter and pretty much ignoring me and the other girls.

I came in more ways than one, I thought.

Then she turned to me. “Tom. Thank you. I mean it. Really, I—"

“You don’t need to say anything,” I told her, keeping my tone as neutral as possible. The last thing we needed was a fight a few feet from the finish line. “It was… it was something.”

“It certainly was!” Debbie said, smiling. “Savannah, honey, please don’t be a stranger…”

Debbie trailed off. She’d just gone in for a hug, missing Savannah by a foot and a half, only to notice the ribbon around Bailey’s throat. Her smile tightened, and little wrinkles appeared in the corners of her eyes. She didn’t say anything, but I could tell she’d noticed.

I wondered what she could possibly be thinking.

She waved as we stepped off the porch. “Drive safe!”

“Designated driver,” McKenna muttered, holding up the keys.

“Don’t be strangers!” My ex-wife cried again, right as we got into the car. I watched the entire group flinch at it, then the front door closed and Debbie was gone.

We got in the car, McKenna behind the wheel. Nobody called shotgun; Savannah just kind of climbed into the seat and clicked the belt closed and no one had the heart to stop her. Bailey and I got in the back.

McKenna pulled out of the driveway without looking back.

We drove in silence through Debbie’s neighborhood. Bailey and I kept ourselves oriented forward, eyes on the road, our backs ramrod-straight and our bodies eight inches apart.

I figured we’d sit like that the whole drive home.

But then, something happened.

As we waited to pull out of the neighborhood, McKenna’s eyes met Bailey’s in the rearview mirror. Over in the passenger seat Savannah was already asleep, having sunk into unconsciousness as quickly as possible. It was just the three of us.

One of McKenna’s eyebrows twitched. It was almost imperceptible, but Bailey must have noticed it. She gave her bestie the tiniest nod I’d ever seen.

McKenna stared. Almost glaring.

And then she nodded back.

Something happened. What it was, I had no idea—but the tension in the car had just shifted. McKenna’s eyes snapped back to the road, and the car pulled out of the neighborhood and whizzed down a side street. Whatever crisis had just happened between the two of them, it had somehow been averted.

Except maybe not.

Because as soon as it was over, Bailey slumped against me.

She leaned across the center seat and rested her head on my shoulder, closing her eyes and taking my hand. She didn’t even bother to hide it. Her fingers laced through mine and stayed there, pulling me against her side, the chartreuse nails she’d chosen to send Debbie a message my ex-wife still didn’t understand bright against the black of her dress.

McKenna watched it happen.

And said nothing.

The blood froze in my veins. I had to say something. I had to make this look like anything other than what it looked like—

But suddenly I couldn’t move her.

Because Bailey was asleep.

Her shoulders rose and fell slowly, her face filled with an expression so peaceful it made my heart hurt. In front of me, Savannah started to gently snore, her brunette locks visible over the headrest.

Streetlights cut on across either side of the road as we drove, flickering in the fading evening light. McKenna took the next turn, flipping on the windshield wipers as a light rain began to fall.

Neither of us spoke for another block. Then McKenna cleared her throat.

“Everyone’s tired, huh, Mr. C?”

It sounded… normal, almost.

“Yeah,” I said, keenly aware of the fact that I was holding Bailey in a way that looked far more like the way a man held his girlfriend than how a chaperone escorted a young woman home. "I think dealing with Debbie and Kevin's whole thing peopled everybody out..."

McKenna nodded. "We'll let her sleep," she said, gesturing with her chin at Bailey. "But Tom?”

Something about the way she said Tom sent a finger of ice down my spine. "Yes, honey?"

"We need to have a talk when we get home. You, me, Bailey."

Oh God. Oh God oh Jesus oh fuck...

"Sweetheart," I said, trying for stern Dad and landing somewhere around teacher who just got caught in the broom closet with his own student. "Sweetheart, listen, I don't know what you think you saw tonight."

McKenna held up a hand. "When we get home. And once Savannah is in bed. Your daughter shouldn't be around for this." She caught my gaze in the rear view mirror. "Agreed?"

Agreed? Good God, did I ever agree.

I only wished it could happen without anybody.

That it could not happen at all.

But apparently, it was going to.

I am so dead, I thought, swallowing hard. Goodbye, world.

Bailey lay next to me, sleeping and oblivious and with no idea of the storm that had just formed over our heads. I held her tighter, ice forming in the pit of my stomach.

She smiled faintly, still out light a light. "Love you," she murmured.

I couldn't look at McKenna. "Love you too," I whispered, stroking her hair. "Rest, babygirl."

I stared out the window as the car sped through the night.


Chapter Ten


The atmosphere was tense as we arrived at the Cottrell residence.

McKenna got out of the car without a word while I helped Savannah and Bailey into the house. I made certain not to favor one girl over the other, not that it mattered now. My cover was blown regardless.

A light rain fell from the night sky as I made my way up the drive. Savannah barely noticed the drizzle; she was half-asleep against me, mumbling something about wanting to take her bra off and lie down for a year. After the night we’d all had with Debbie’s family, I didn’t blame her.

At some point, Bailey came fully awake. She blinked rapidly, the smile fading from her features as reality reasserted itself. I could tell by the tenseness in her stance that she remembered everything, though she hadn’t been awake to hear McKenna mention the ‘talk’ she wanted to have once Savannah was in bed.

The party split at the stairs. Savannah gave me a hug, then McKenna walked her gently down to her room, while Bailey and I headed up to the top floor. That should have been odd enough for my daughter to say something, but she must have been too tired to notice.

“G’night, everybody,” Savannah mumbled. “Love you all.”

“Love you too, Sav,” Bailey said, her fingers laced through mine. Despite her smile, her brows were furrowed with worry. “Get good sleeps, boo. You’ve got class late tomorrow.”

“Good night, angel,” I told her.

Bailey and I took one look at the kitchen and simultaneously decided it didn’t feel right. Maybe it was the memory of all those family dinners, maybe it was something else entirely. Either way, we headed into the bedroom.

I sat down heavily near the headboard. Bailey settled in cross-legged a short distance away, glancing between me and the door with an anxious expression. “Did McKenna tell you she was coming up?” she asked.

I nodded.

Bailey swallowed hard. “Okay.”

It didn’t take long. I heard the sound of Savannah’s bedroom door closing, then footsteps coming up the stairs. She paused at the kitchen for an almost imperceptible amount of time, then went to the bedroom.

She entered the room and closed the door behind her slowly, watching us. Watching Bailey.

Watching me.

Silence reigned for long moments. McKenna crossed her arms beneath her breasts.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go.”

I waited.

Bailey opened her mouth to speak.

McKenna lifted a finger. “I’m going to talk first,” she said, her voice tight and controlled. “And you’re going to listen. Then, you and Tom can talk. Understood?”

Spots of color rose to Bailey’s cheeks. She nodded.

“First thing,” McKenna said. “Debbie’s party was a total shit-show. And while I was down in the basement listening to Kevin list the specs on that giant TV of his, something happened that neither one of you are telling me.”

I had to stop this. “Sweetheart, I—”

“Not done,” McKenna said curtly. “Second thing. You wore Debbie’s nails tonight, Bailey. Same shade, same style. You did it on purpose. You were sending a message.”

I could hardly stand to listen to this. McKenna ticked her way to a conclusion slowly and thoughtfully, like someone tracking down all the collectibles in a video game.

“Third thing,” McKenna said, her eyes flashing as she really got onto a roll. “Tom has been different lately. Not just today, either. All week.” Her gaze flickered to Bailey. “Ever since he started talking to that girl online.”

“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Bailey muttered. “Why do you have to ruin everything—”

“I know you better than anybody,” McKenna said, cutting her off. “And I know what your face looks like when you’ve done something you can’t believe you actually got away with. I saw it when Tom bought Savannah and us tickets to see Infinity War and we all snuck into Hereditary at the movie theater instead.”

“You watched Hereditary when you were thirteen!?” I asked the pair, aghast.

Bailey’s eyes widened. “That’s really what you want to argue about right now, Tom?”

McKenna cut us both off. “I saw it when we snuck out to Ronnie Ismail’s party your junior year and Debbie never found out about it. And I saw it tonight, when you came back from the bathroom and sat across from Savannah’s Mom like you’d snuck ex-lax into her champagne and were waiting for it to kick in.” She paused. “And that was before you came into the basement with that ribbon tied around your throat like a slutty Christmas present.”

Bailey’s jaw dropped open. “Kenna, what the fuck?”

“Exactly. What the fuck?” McKenna took a step forward, her shadow falling over the bed. “I’ve got one question for you, Bailey. Then you and Mr. C can say whatever the hell you want to say. But I’m going to know if you lie to me. You’ve never been able to lie to me, Bailes.”

Bailey straightened up, watching the other girl with something like defiance.

She looked beautiful.

“Ask,” she whispered.

McKenna’s gaze flickered to me, then back to Bailey. “Tom’s date on Saturday night,” she said, the shift in conversational topic so extreme it would have made no sense to anybody who didn’t already know where she was going with this. “Josephine. Cute college student. Really on his wavelength. Laughs at his jokes. Might see her again.”

I swore the clock on the bedroom wall was taking a full minute between each tick.

“Savannah and I told Mr C we hoped she’d come with us to this dinner,” McKenna said, leaning in closer. “It would’ve made Debbie spontaneously combust to see some girl our age on his arm. She’d have been green with fucking envy.” McKenna paused, looking the coed up and down. “But Josephine did come with us, didn’t she?”

My heart skipped a beat.

“Because I’m fucking looking at her,” McKenna whispered. “Because she’s you, Bailey.”

Game over, I thought. Fuck.

A thousand plans flickered through my mind and died just as quickly. Bribing McKenna, intimidating her into silence—even knocking her unconscious and running for the hills—they all popped into my head, only for me to realize they made no sense. There was no escape.

But I had to try.

I was already rising from the bed, my hands up. “McKenna, honey, that’s absolutely ridiculous—”

“God damn it, yes!”

I froze. Bailey was staring at the floor, her hands in her lap. Tears were already beginning to stream down her cheeks.

“I love him,” she whispered, raising her chin to stare at McKenna. “I love him, McKenna! And if you do anything to ruin this, if you tell Debbie or Savannah or anybody, I swear to God I’m going to end up behind bars and Tom will have to come give me conjugal visits because I will fucking kill you!”

McKenna stared right back. The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. I waited for the tears, for the shouting. The accusations. To be called a groomer, a monster, and worse besides.

None of it happened.

Instead, McKenna started to laugh.

“You biiiitch,” she said, shaking her head. “You absolute whore!”

Confusion filled me. The words were about what I’d expected McKenna to say—but why the fuck was she grinning at Bailey as she said it?

“Are you serious?” McKenna asked. “You cannot possibly be serious. You’re winding me up for something, aren’t you?”

“Don’t make fun of me,” Bailey said. “You have no idea how serious this is, McKenna.”

“Of course it’s serious! You fucked—”

McKenna trailed off, slapping a hand over her mouth like she’d just realized she was yelling loud enough to wake Savannah. When she spoke again, her voice was barely over a whisper. “You fucked Tom!”

Ice filled the pit of my stomach. “McKenna, listen, none of this is Bailey’s fault. This… we didn’t mean for this to happen, I know it’s not right for the two of us to be together, please you can’t tell anyone…”

McKenna wasn’t listening. “Holy shit, it was you,” she said, running her fingers through her hair. “I thought Josephine was really Lina! Or maybe that little skank Maggie Boucher who kept coming over to ‘watch movies’ last summer. Holy fuck, Bailey!”

Bailey looked like she was about to cry. “McKenna—”

“Tell me everything.” McKenna looked almost crazed. “How the fuck did this happen?”

Bailey looked at me for support. I nodded.

“Sweetheart,” Bailey explained. “The app. Mark told Tom about it, and he signed up to try and meet a sugar baby. I… I knew it was him from the things he wrote in his profile. From the way he talked. He was SecondChance82. I was BlueJay19.”

“Of course you were,” McKenna murmured.

“He didn’t know it was me,” Bailey said, sounding defensive. “Not until last night. Not until we met at the Armada. He opened the door and… and everything just kind of happened.”

McKenna put a hand over her mouth. For a moment, I saw her as horrified—then I realized that was just what I expected to see. She wasn’t. She was… it seemed impossible, but she looked almost delighted.

Like the two of us had played some brilliant prank on the world. McKenna was holding back laughter so hard her shoulders shook with the effort.

“So what the fuck happened at dinner, then?” McKenna wanted to know. “What, did you blow him or something?”

“McKenna!” I snapped, aghast.

Both of the coeds gave me a look. In their defense, getting angry over McKenna talking about sex probably made me the biggest hypocrite in the world right now.

“We fucked,” Bailey said, her eyes going faraway with the memory. “He came inside me and I sat across from Debbie with the world’s biggest smile.” She paused. “And then we fucked in her bed.”

McKenna gasped. Her hands went over her mouth as a sound like a strangled gasp escaped her.

“Oh. My. GOD.” Her eyes lit up and then she was wheezing, practically doubled over with laughter. “You… Debbie’s bed… you’re kidding? Holy shit, you’re not kidding. Holy fucking shit you two are INSANE…”

The laughter became contagious. A moment later Bailey was chuckling nervously, then laughing into her hands in spite of herself. I put my hand between her shoulder blades, stifling some half-mad laughter of my own.

McKenna gasped, coughing in the middle of her fit. “Oh my Jesus,” she said, tears streaming down her cheeks. “That is just so… holy fuck, she has no idea!”

“She can never find out,” I said, the reality of the situation creeping back in. “McKenna, if people find out about this, they’re not going to see me with some girl I happened to meet who happened to be half my age. There’s history there. There’s judgement. You and Bailey—I don’t know what would happen to you, but it almost certainly involves Debbie in some way and both of you know the hell she’ll make the rest of your lives if she knows what Bailey and I did—”

“Chill,” McKenna said, still chuckling. “I’m not going to tell Debbie. Jesus Christ, why the fuck would I do that, Mr. C?”

My heart jumped into my throat. McKenna’s silence—it was literally everything. It was the faint beam of light shining beneath the door of the prison cell I’d locked myself and Bailey inside of. It was my one chance.

“I’m not telling Savannah, either,” she said, nodding to herself. “I mean, hell—there’s no way she could handle a thing like that. You couldn’t torture that shit out of me. She and Bailes have been friends since, like, grade school. She could not possibly know about this and still be okay.” She glanced over at Bailey. “Are we both agreed on that?”

Bailey closed her eyes and nodded. A sigh escaped her like steam breaking from an overheated kettle, all pressure and barely repressed terror.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Nobody can know about this who isn’t in this room right now.”

“I will stop,” I promised McKenna. “This… sweetheart, we can move past this. All of this. I swear, it’ll be like it never even happened…”

“What!?” Bailey whirled on me. “Hell no! Fuck that, Daddy!”

McKenna’s brows shot skyward. “You call him Daddy!?”

Despair filled me. “Babygirl…”

McKenna was laughing again. “There’s no putting the genie back in the bottle, Mr. C. Not after you’ve stuck your dick in it.”

I bit back another ‘father figure’ reply. I was going to have to watch myself with those.

McKenna’s gaze traveled to the blonde coed. “I’m not going to tell anyone about this,” she repeated. “Obviously. Your life and Tom’s life would be so fucked if I did.” Her eyes traveled to me. “And I’m not going to tell you to stop.”

My jaw hung open. The first part of that sentence—the swearing to secrecy—I’d dared to hope I might hear come from McKenna’s lips when I finally came clean. But there was no universe where I believed that promise would come with anything other than an oath from me and Bailey to never be alone in the same room with each other. What McKenna was saying made no sense to me.

It would soon enough.

“McKenna…” I trailed off, unwilling to believe in this gift. “Thank you.”

She snickered. “Don’t thank me yet. That’s the easy part.”

Huh? What?

“What’s the hard part?” Bailey asked.

McKenna beamed. “My silence,” she said, “has a price.”

Oh hell. I thought. Here we go.

“What do you want?” Bailey whispered.

McKenna took her time, her gaze traveling between the two of us like she knew exactly how uncomfortable she was making me. "Two things," she finally said. "One from Mr. C—and one from you, Bailey."

I hesitated. "McKenna, if this is blackmail—"

McKenna laughed, loud and long. "It’s not. I would never do that to you, Mr. C."

"Good," I grunted. Even so, I was already tallying up the cost in my head. What the hell was I going to owe this college student in exchange for her silence? Whatever it was, I could tell it wasn't going to be good. Or cheap. "Just go ahead and tell me—"

I thought I was ready to hear her demands.

And I absolutely was not.

McKenna put her chin in both hands, gazing at me with a slow, knowing smile. "Fine. I want in."

I stared at her, not understanding. Not wanting to understand.

"...excuse me?" I said.

Next to me, Bailey put her head in her hands. "McKenna..."

McKenna was undaunted. "I said, I want in."

I knew individually what those words meant. But my brain refused to process the full sentence. It was like trying to divide by zero.

"In what?" I asked.

"You can't do this," Bailey groaned. "Kenna, I love him..."

"Yeah, you've made that super obvious," McKenna drawled. "Fucking in Debbie's bed? Holy hell, I had no idea you were that dirty, Bailes. Honestly, I've always kind of thought you were a prude. Turns out you're an even bigger slut than me—"

"Stop this," I said.

McKenna turned to her bestie and beamed. "I think we broke his brain," she whispered, holding her hand over the side of her mouth. "Poor Tom. He doesn't know whether to be horny or horrified..."

No. Hell no. This was not happening.

This wasn't possible.

I was already shaking my head. "McKenna, I don't understand…”

"Mr. C." McKenna made the same face she'd made when I tried to play that Marvel game with her and ended up shooting one of my own teammates by mistake. "You do understand. You just don't want to think things like this because you’ve known me since I was a little girl." She gave Bailey a significant glance. "Which is funny, because you haven't banging problem the other girl living under your roof like a drum—"

"McKenna!" Bailey's hands balled into fists.

"You fucked in Savannah’s Mom's bed!" she yelled, on the verge of laughter. She caught herself, aware of Savannah sleeping downstairs, and continued in a quieter voice. "You have officially lost the ability to tell me anything is off-limits, Bailes. You don't get to fuck Tom’s brains out and then act like I'm crazy for wanting in on the action."

"We're not just having sex," Bailey protested. "We're... I told him that..."

"Young lady, I'm going to need you to explain yourself right now," I said. I didn't have the faintest idea how I managed to keep my voice steady—residual Dad instincts, I guess.

McKenna crossed one leg over the other. "Okay. Sure. Like I said, I want in. Whatever this is. The thing you and Bailey have right now. I want to be part of it." She leaned in a bit. "I want a seat at the table. The one where she’s sitting across from Debbie grinning because the two of you just fucked and she has no idea.”

My mouth went dry. I was completely speechless.

"Look at her," McKenna whispered, gesturing with her chin. "She's arguing with me—she's been arguing since I came in here—but you know what she isn't, Mr. C? She's not surprised. Did you notice that?"

It dawned on me slowly. "You... you've talked about this," I said, turning to Bailey. "This isn't news to you, is it babygirl?"

Bailey sucked in her lips. She didn't speak.

"Were you in on it together?" I asked, amazed. "Did you help Bailey sign up for the Sweetheart app?"

"I didn't know it was the Sweetheart app specifically," McKenna said. "I knew it was something, but I didn't know what was going on until I saw you come down the stairs into Debbie's basement with that ribbon tied around your throat." Her face lit up. "Super subtle, by the way. Almost as subtle as stealing her nails."

"This is insane," I said, shaking my head. "You two can't be serious about this."

McKenna made a face. "We're weird. We grew up around Debbie, for fuck's sake. And yes, we're absolutely serious."

I felt dizzy. If I hadn't already been sitting down, I would've needed to. The world swam before my eyes. McKenna's features doubled, my eyes watering with the weight of it.

"I'm not asking to push Bailey out," McKenna said. "I would never. Never. I respect your relationship, and would never do anything to drive a wedge between the two of you." She grinned. "But you're already going to the special hell. Why not take a little bit more company with you?"

This was insane. None of this was happening. I'd fallen down the stairs and hit my head at Debbie's. We'd been in a car accident on the drive home and now I was hallucinating from a hospital bed, wrestling with my own (lack of) guilt.

I reached over and pinched myself. It hurt.

Nothing happened.

Bailey took my hand, gripping it tight. "I know how competitive you are," she whispered, watching her roommate warily. "You're really going to be able to share?"

"Scout's honor," McKenna said, making a gesture. Like the other girls in the house, she had never been a Girl Scout. "You know I don't want him for the same reasons you do." She grinned. "Besides. We can do the thing."

Reasons? The thing?

This was getting more unbelievable by the second.

Bailey tried to look angry. But something about her enthusiasm must have been infectious, because at that moment she was absolutely terrible at it.

"You're really going to go for this?" Bailey asked. "You sure you wouldn't rather just blackmail us both?"

"Hell no," McKenna said with a grin. "So… you're in?"

"Wait a second," I grunted, sitting up straighter. "She’s not the one who gets a vote here. This is me we're talking about, McKenna. I'm not... I can't..."

I trailed off.

"You can't do that with someone you know so well?" McKenna asked, her voice dripping with irony. “Someone who’s practically family, even if they’re not related to you? Really?”

I bit back a sigh. She had me there.

McKenna’s expression softened. "Look," she said, holding up both hands. "I'll give you an out. I'll make you a deal, Mr. C. The one you were probably hoping for when you walked into this room."

I waited, almost not daring to hope.

"If you want me to never bring this up again, I'll never bring it up again." She gave Bailey what could only be described as a look when she said that, but didn't push the point any further. "I will sit on it forever. I'll be the world's chillest roommate. I'll pretend I don’t see anything when Bailey comes out of the upstairs bathroom with her hair all messed up and you sneak out a few minutes later. I'll pretend Josephine is some girl I'm really excited for me and your daughter to meet someday."

Oh God. Oh thank you, I thought. I was going to get out of this. McKenna wasn't willing to blow all of our lives up over this. Not when it came down to brass tacks.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” I said. The relief inside of me was almost immeasurable. The horrible vision I’d seen: shunned by my friends and co-workers, my career ruined, Debbie knowing everything, all of it dissolved. “Thank you.”

Her smile said I ought not to thank her just yet. “You just have to tell me you don’t want this.”

And before I could say a word, she scooted across the bed and into Bailey’s arms.

I didn’t think I could get any more shocked. Bailey stiffened for the briefest of moments as her bestie’s lips met her own, then my babygirl relaxed into the other girl’s touch and opened her mouth. The kiss was long, slow, and deliberate—definitely not the first awkward kiss between two women who’d never done this before. McKenna’s hand went up Bailey’s neck, into her hair, gripping it tight the way I liked to do. A small, soft sound escaped Bailey’s mouth as her hands roamed over McKenna’s body, going under her shirt in a way that instantly switched off all the higher functions in my brain.

This was both a performance and something else, all at the same time. In the blink of an eye, every suspicion I’d kept to myself about McKenna’s sexuality hardened into a certainty.

McKenna broke the kiss oh-so-slowly. She brushed a lock of blonde hair out of Bailey’s face and giggled, then turned to me.

The man of the house.

Who’d just watched two girls he knew almost as well as he knew his own daughter make out in front of him.

And who was more turned on than he’d ever been in his whole damned life.

You are out of your depth, Tom, I managed to think. And there is no sign of land.

“We’re good girls for you, Daddy,” McKenna said, her eyes saying she already had me. “Bailey and I love each other so much. We’d do anything to make you happy.”

This was the thing. The thing McKenna said they could do if they shared me.

Good God.

McKenna broke the kiss with a messy sound and grinned at me. Her eyes danced with mirth in a way I don’t think I’d ever seen before, not even at her most competitive. “Okay, I told you,” she giggled, the mask slipping just a bit and the nerdy girl I knew so well reasserting herself. “This is totally his biggest fantasy, Bailes. The whole ‘good girls’ thing.”

“That’s every guy’s biggest fantasy,” Bailey countered. “She’s winding you up, Daddy.”

“Kind of,” McKenna chuckled. “But also? I kinda like it. It’s filthy, right?”

And before I could say a word, she leaned back in and locked lips with Bailey.

I couldn’t think. Couldn’t move. I’d just watched the coeds—the one I was madly in love with and the one who’d just admitted she wanted to jump my bones—as they made out hot and heavy, a thousand different possibilities filling my head. My dick felt like it might go off like a bottle rocket at any moment.

It was so amazing I completely forgot that McKenna had said she also wanted something from Bailey in exchange for her silence.

The makeout session felt like it went on for hours. In reality, it couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds—even as my brain finally began to process what I was seeing, McKenna pulled back from Bailey with a satisfied smile.

“So what do you say?” McKenna was beside herself with glee. “You still want to say no to this? Daddy?”

Words didn’t come easily to me. “I… girls, Jesus…”

Say this for McKenna—she knew exactly what was necessary to seal the deal. She ran her fingers through the other girl’s blonde locks, licking her lips like a businesswoman about to bring her pitch over the finish line.

“Tell him,” she whispered, gazing lovingly at Bailey. “Tell him you want this, Bailey. Or at least that you don’t mind it. We share everything, right? He can have both of us, at the same time. Two tight little pussies that’ll make him forget Debbie ever existed…”

In truth, the whole forgetting thing about Debbie had already mostly happened. But as I watched Bailey’s face change, something shifted in my chest with an audible thunk. She was going to say yes. This was really going to happen.

Slowly, Bailey nodded. “Y-yeah,” she stammered. “Yeah, I’m okay with this.”

Holy shit.

But McKenna wasn’t done.

“Uh uh,” the older girl purred, waving a manicured finger in Bailey’s face. “Tell him all of it, Bailes. Tell Tom the truth.”

The truth?

Bailey’s cheeks went as red and ruddy as apples.

“I want it,” she panted, looking from her bestie to me. “Okay?”

“What do you want?”

God, McKenna was enjoying this. So much.

Bailey wavered on the brink, like she knew that once she opened her mouth, there would be no turning back. I watched her marshal up the courage—and saw the moment when doubt became certainty in her eyes.

“I want Daddy to fuck us both,” she whispered, the words tearing out of her. “I want to fuck you in front of him until he’s so hard he treats us like a pair of whores. I want to be Daddy’s good girl, always, and that means doing everything he tells me and being the best girl ever—"

Her words were cut off by a quick kiss from McKenna.

“I knew it,” she whispered, grinning from ear to ear. “You are a dirty little slut! Fuck, I bet you’re so fucking wet right now, aren’t you?”

An entire week of processing couldn’t have prepared me for what happened next. Bailey’s blush deepened—but something about this situation made her bold. For the first time, looking in her eyes, I realized she might actually want this even more than McKenna did.

“My pussy’s so fucking hot right now,” she said without a hint of shame. “Do you want to see? Should I show you and Daddy what a bad girl I am?”

It was a miracle I didn’t drop dead on the spot.

For a second I was sure things were about to go into the stratosphere. That the three of us were about to break a boundary that could never be repaired—that would transform our lives into something very different than it had been just a few hours before. I was already reaching for the buttons on my shirt, visions of ‘disciplining’ Bailey for making a mess of her panties filling my mind.

But no sooner had I started to move than McKenna’s expression darkened.

“Not now,” she said, clearing her throat. Then, in a raspy whisper: “Not with Savannah in the house.”

That… made sense. Even with their friend passed out downstairs, there was still a chance Savannah could wake up and come up to our floor. That my daughter could catch us in the act. Especially if we were making the kind of noises I thought we would.

That was the nightmare scenario. Under no circumstances could that ever be allowed to happen.

Honestly, I was more than a little impressed by McKenna’s ability to think straight at a moment like this. I’d always thought of Bailey as the pragmatic one.

“You got BlueJay19 a whole-ass hotel room,” McKenna said, the corner of her mouth curling. “I think you can spring for a night’s stay somewhere nice for your first threesome, can’t you?”

I blinked. “My first…?”

Both girls started to laugh. “Oh, come on,” McKenna teased. “We know Debbie never let you do anything like that.”

“She’s not a sharing kind of woman,” Bailey added.

They were right, but they didn’t need to rub it in.

McKenna thought about it. “Wednesday,” she said, glancing between us. “I don’t have classes the next day after until almost noon. There’s some cheer stuff, but I can always play hooky.” A slow, sleazy smile spread across her face. “I can wear my uniform, though.”

“McKenna…”

“Oh my gosh, look how flustered you are,” the coed giggled. “Holy shit, this is going to be so much fun.”

“This isn’t a joke,” Bailey said. “It’s serious.”

“And you two can have your serious,” McKenna agreed. “While I’m expecting to get pounded seriously hard at whatever slutty hotel Tom books for us—”

“The Armada,” I said without thinking.

McKenna’s eyes went wide. “Daaaamn,” she said. “Is that where you took Bailes?”

I bit back a sigh. “I didn’t know it was going to be her at the time,” I protested.

McKenna was already shaking her head. “Luxury hotel room for a girl he’d never even met before,” she said, clucking her tongue. “That’s so you, Mr. C.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Don’t worry, you don’t have to shell out that much,” McKenna said. “Just something with a door that locks. And afterwards, Bailes and I will work out some kind of a schedule.” She was already rising from the bed, sighing and stretching. “God, I’m going to get laid so much this semester.”

And just like that, it was settled.

I’d expected McKenna to stay a while, but she apparently wasn’t a ‘cuddling and feelings’ kind of girl. Now that the deal had been struck, she wasn’t interested in further canoodling—or maybe she was just worried about getting caught.

“We’ll start a new group chat tomorrow,” McKenna said. “No Savannah, no talking about the thing directly.” Then she grinned. “We can still call it Operation Get Savannah’s Dad Laid, though.”

Bailey rolled her eyes.

“You can stay up here, but you should come downstairs eventually,” McKenna reminded the coed. “The last freaking thing we need is Savannah of all people blowing our cover.”

Bailey’s hand gripped mine a little tighter. “Please don’t tell me what to do and not to do with Tom.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” McKenna gave the coed a lopsided smile. “But for the record? I’d definitely have told you to get your brains fucked out on Debbie’s bed. That’s just too good.”

McKenna started to head for the door, then doubled back. “One more thing,” she said, leaning in close. “Can I get a goodnight kiss, Mr. C?”

Here it was. McKenna wanted to know if I could really do this. Seeing her with Bailey was one thing—having her in my arms was entirely another.

Could I do this? Really?

Tom, this is wrong, I thought. Bailey was bad enough. McKenna, too? You’re about to turn your whole house into a den of sin and iniquity—

McKenna’s mouth found mine.

And it was even better than I’d dared to hope.

There was none of the hesitation I might have expected. McKenna rammed her tongue into my mouth like a jock trying something with an inexperienced freshman, her hands roaming over my chest and between my legs as she gasped against me. Her nipples stiffened in her top, one leg grinding against my inner thigh as she planted a knee on the mattress and gripped me in a way that felt almost possessive.

Competitive as hell, I thought.

Oh, I had no doubt that McKenna and Bailey would get along beautifully on Wednesday night. But the unspoken rivalry between these women blazed in the way she kissed me. Even if McKenna didn’t want a relationship—even if she didn’t secretly dream of that thing Bailey blurted out as a confession when we were in Debbie’s bed—she had something to prove. She wanted it known that among the girls in my orbit, she was the dirtiest.

And honestly? I was ready for it.

Maybe what I was doing was awful. But let the record show that I hadn’t initiated either of these romances. Hell, when it came to McKenna, I practically had to be bullied into seeing her as anything other than a bright, slightly off-kilter young woman with a serious video game addiction. They’d started this—not me.

I doubted Mark would see it that way.

Debbie certainly wouldn’t.

But both of these women would have admitted it was true.

McKenna broke the kiss, then gave Bailey one that was every bit as deep and slow. “Oh, I cannot wait for Wednesday,” she purred, chuckling as she sashayed across the bedroom. “We are going to have so much fucking fun with this. Bailey, text later, alright? We’ve got to coordinate our outfits…”

A few moments later she was gone, leaving me and Bailey alone in the bedroom.

Neither of us spoke for a few moments. Bailey looked at me, her expression caught somewhere between wanting to cheer and wanting to scream into a pillow with frustration, and when she climbed into my lap and buried her face in my chest I wrapped my arms around her the way I would have comforted Savannah after she had a nightmare.

“That was…” I trailed off, the words refusing to come. “Wow.”

“Yeah,” Bailey murmured. “I didn’t… I didn’t realize she was going to do that, Daddy. We’d talked about it before, but—”

“You talked about this before?” I asked, amazed.

Bailey let out a little eep. “Not like this, Daddy,” she said, shaking her head. “But… yeah, we’ve talked about finding you hot. We’re both a little messed up, okay? I didn’t know she was going to make a whole thing about it…”

I didn’t see how she couldn’t. “Babygirl, when you talked to me on Sweetheart, you said nobody knew about the real you.”

Bailey nibbled her bottom lip. “Dad, if I’d said ’nobody knows what a fucked up little slut I am except my best friend and roommate, two things would’ve happened. The first is that you probably would’ve figured out it was me, and the second is that you’d have been so freaked out you’d probably never have spoken to me again.” Her hand went to my lower back. “This is better. The way we did it is better.”

I let out a long sigh. “I agree with you, babygirl. It’s just that things have just gotten a whole hell of a lot more complicated."

Bailey nodded slowly. “McKenna can be trusted,” she said. “If anybody can be trusted, Daddy, it’s her. She stands to lose just as much as we do if all of this comes out in public. She won’t say anything.” She paused, thinking. “The fact that she won’t even do anything with Savannah in the house… that’s honestly a lot more cautious than I expected her to be. She really respects your daughter.”

I appreciated that. But I had something even more important on my mind. “Babygirl… are you really okay with this?”

Bailey had the temerity to blush. “With what?”

I decided to tackle it head-on. “Sharing me. Showing up at a hotel room three nights from now and it’s not just us, it’s McKenna, too. I know she doesn’t want what we have, not exactly, but still…”

“It’s fine,” Bailey said. “Really, that part’s like the last thing you need to be worrying about. We get along perfectly well.”

“Maybe a little too well?” I ventured.

Bailey’s blush deepened. I’d hit a bulls-eye. And I didn’t know how I felt about that.

“When you and her kissed, I sensed a little… familiarity there,” I said, coughing politely. “Enough that I figured you’d done it before?”

Bailey was quiet for a moment. “Sort of,” she said, not meeting my eye.

“Sort of?”

“We’ve done… stuff,” she admitted. “But I wasn’t lying when I told you I was a virgin. We haven’t gone all the way. We haven’t even touched each other like that.”

I blinked, torn between the lingering guilt and the overwhelming desire to know more. “So when you say stuff—”

“We’ve done stuff with ourselves in the same room,” Bailey said, a hint of mirth in her tone at how much I was enjoying this. “Sometimes in the same bed. See who can go without getting there the longest, that kind of thing. She gets super competitive about it.”

“I’ll bet.”

A wicked smile spread across Bailey’s features. “She talks about you,” my babygirl admitted.

My brows shot skyward. “She does?”

“She knows it’s, like, my favorite fantasy. I mean, it’s not a fantasy anymore, but you know what I mean. Whenever she’d start to lose, she’d talk about how hot it would be to watch you fuck me. I’d totally, like, melt.”

“Holy hell.”

“You make me cum, Daddy,” Bailey whispered, snuggling closer. “It’s weird and it’s effed up, but you’re the only man for me. I love you.”

I held her closer. “I love you too, babygirl…”

I trailed off, because something was vibrating in my pocket.

I pulled out my phone, expecting a text from Debbie. Something sweet but passive-aggressive, probably, asserting her superiority in a way she thought was clever and subtle. For a moment, I wondered if she might have found the wet spot and was texting about that.

But she hadn’t. It wasn’t Debbie texting at all.

It was Mark.

“Who’s that?” Bailey asked.

My eyes scanned the screen. “Your Uncle Mark,” I said. He wasn’t really Bailey’s uncle, or Savannah’s, but he’d been my friend for so long we sometimes slipped into the term. “He’s reminding me that he wants all the dirty details from my date tomorrow.”

God, the date. That felt like another lifetime, even though it had been all of twenty-four hours since Bailey and I gave into our feelings for each other. Amazing how quickly someone’s relationship can go rock-solid when it’s the real thing.

“That shouldn’t be too hard,” Bailey said. “All you have to tell him is the truth.”

I almost choked. “Babygirl?”

“Not about me!” Bailey said, getting a fit of the giggles. “But the rest of it. You hooked up with a hot blonde half your age who called you ‘Daddy’ and did everything you wanted in bed. It was the best sex of your life. Tell him that. I’m sure he’ll be perfectly happy with it.”

I thought that over. “That’ll work for tomorrow,” I murmured. “Not for the long-term.”

Bailey took my hand, her chartreuse nails glistening. “I’ve been thinking about that,” she said. “I was going to bring it up, but the whole McKenna thing got in the way.”

I waited.

“I think you need some cover,” Bailey explained. “Especially now that McKenna’s in the picture. We’re going to do a good job keeping everything under wraps, but there will be slip-ups. And when there are, you need a different relationship to use as the scapegoat.” She paused. “As camouflage.”

I blinked. “Babygirl. Are you telling me I need to date another woman? On top of everything else that’s going on!?”

Bailey wasn’t fazed at all. Practical as hell, that girl. “I do,” she said, nodding matter-of-factly. “For a couple of reasons.”

“Tell me more,” I said. I didn’t even realize I’d stolen Miki’s tic—considering what Bailey was about to propose, maybe it proved we were even more on the same wavelength than we thought.

“You’re different,” Bailey explained. “More confident. You’re a new man, and people are going to notice. You need an explanation, and a new girlfriend is an easy one.”

“That’s not exactly a great reason…”

“I’m already going to be sharing you with McKenna,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “You should have someone else. Someone who’s not a part of all…” she gestured around the house. “This.”

I took her point.

“That, and I totally want to see the look on Debbie’s face when she sees you with someone half your age hanging off your arm. That’s going to be incredible.” She paused, thinking. “I think you should text Miki.”

It was the same thing I’d been thinking. “The nail tech?”

Bailey was already nodding. “I know her, and she’s awesome. Plus, she’s super cute.”

“But babygirl, I…”

Bailey sucked on her bottom lip. “What I said in Debbie’s bed… I meant it. I really, really did. And at the same time, I know you and I probably can’t ever really have that. Not for, like, a long time. If ever. People won’t understand it.”

“I know, angel.” My chest hurt ever so slightly. “Believe me, I…”

One of her hands went to my chest. “But I want you to have it,” she whispered. “Things between you and me are never going to change, Daddy. I love you, and I'm always going to love you. What we have is special." She cleared her throat, clearly screwing her courage to the sticking point. "But even before McKenna, I strongly suspected I wasn't going to get to have you all to myself." She frowned. "It's okay with me."

"Babygirl—"

"Just promise me one thing, okay?" Bailey's voice grew tight. "Promise me you won't ever make me leave, Daddy. Wherever you go, whoever you end up with, you take me with you. I'm either under your roof or right across the street."

I chewed on that for a moment.

"I'll be your dirty, fucked-up little secret," Bailey whispered. "I'll do whatever you want—all you have to do is tell me you want your babygirl and I'll be there with bells on. Just please, please don't tell me this ever has to end. Okay?"

I put a hand on the back of Bailey's neck. "Babygirl, of course not," I said, the hand moving between her shoulder blades to gently rub her. "You're not going anywhere, okay? I love you, too. So much."

"Good." Bailey smiled. "Then text her."

"Her?"

"Miki. Text her right now."

I did a double-take. "Babygirl, I should probably wait—"

"I saw her today, and I know you shouldn't." She patted the mattress. "Here, lay down. I'll help. If you need something to say, I'll tell you what to write. I know Miki."

I should've said no. Especially after the completely insane day we'd all had.

But somehow, I found myself a few minutes later exchanging texts with the gorgeous nail tech who'd given me my first manicure.

I unlocked my phone and pulled up the contact. Miki—Sakura Nail Salon, saved in the parking lot just in case I lost the receipt she gave me.

"'Hey, Miki,'" I said, narrating as I drafted the first text. "'It's Tom from earlier today—'"

"Way too formal," Bailey said. She'd propped herself up on an elbow next to me and was watching the screen. "You sound like you're confirming an appointment."

"I mean, I kind of am."

"You are not.” She gave me a playful punch on the shoulder. "Here, give me that."

Before I could stop her, Bailey grabbed my phone. Her fingers flew across the digital keyboard, typing so quickly it looked like a blur. When she handed the phone back, a text sat at the bottom, ready to be sent:

Hey, Miki. It's Tom. Haven't stopped thinking about that note all night.

"Babygirl, she's going to think I'm trying to sext her."

"Exactly. It's the right energy. Send it, Daddy."

I sent it.

The three dots appeared a few seconds later:

OMG HIIII

"She sounds excited," I murmured.

A second text popped up right after the first. full disclosure, I totally wasn't able to concentrate on any of my customers this afternoon.

I didn't need Bailey to help me with that one. Couldn't concentrate on my dinner, either.

It was true. Miki just didn't know why.

Another text appeared beneath mine: tell me more

"Now that would be a story," Bailey chuckled. "Okay, you've got her on the hook, Daddy. Focus. Move from flirting to concrete stuff. Time and date."

Concrete stuff, I thought. I can do that.

I typed slowly. Drinks Friday? You pick the spot.

The three dots took their time in arriving. I felt Bailey tense up next to me, her fingers lacing through the hand I wasn't using to hold the phone.

does it count as a yes if I say tell me a time?

And just like that, I was in.

Bailey let out a little cheer. "Oh my God, you're going out with Miki!"

Seven, I wrote, only slightly dazed at how easy that was.

The response came almost instantly. badass. the pavilion over on atlantic ave, 7pm sharp.

and then: welcome to my island, bitch.

With a sparkle emoji as punctuation.

Bailey grabbed the nearest pillow, buried her face in it, and squealed like I'd just won a prize.

Which I absolutely had.

"She said yes! Aaaaah!" Bailey's feet drummed the comforter, which made her look almost girlish. "Holy shit, this is going to be so freaking great!"

I stared at the screen, then at Bailey. "You're more excited about this than I am," I chuckled, shaking my head.

Bailey pursed her lips. "I am so excited. You have no idea."

I really didn't.

A few minutes later, Bailey and I were under the covers, snuggling. I'd cut the lights out and the fan on, and the combination of her warmth with the white noise made it almost impossible to keep my eyes open. Especially with everything that had happened at Debbie's.

"Babygirl," I muttered. "You should probably go back downstairs."

"Don't wanna," she whispered,

"Bailey—"

"I set my alarm," she promised. "Savannah won't catch us. I'll slip out in a bit, Daddy. I just wanna hold you."

I wanted to hold her, too.

So together, we drifted off into the darkness.


Chapter Eleven


The next morning, I woke up alone.

Bailey had indeed set her alarm. Some time between sunrise and me waking up, she'd gotten out of bed and slipped downstairs into her room in the basement, leaving nothing behind but a lingering warmth and the faint smell of her shampoo. My own alarm clock buzzed gently on the bedside table; I switched it off with a grunt, running my fingers through my hair.

Last night…

Good Lord. Last night was wild.

I thought about it the whole time as I got my clothes together for the day and hopped in the shower. I’d gone to Debbie’s dinner party and sat through her passive-aggressive barbs. Had sex with Bailey in the guest bathroom, then again in the master on top of the bed where my ex-wife sleeps. At the time, I’d thought that was the craziest thing that would ever happen to me.

And it wasn’t even the craziest thing that had happened that night.

I let the shower spray pummel my sinuses for a few seconds, the heat and the humidity opening up my nasal passages. Had any of what happened when I’d come home been real? God, it felt like I’d made it all up. Things like this didn’t happen to men like me. Solid, dependable men. Family men.

But solid and dependable had taken on a whole new meaning to me lately.

You’re playing a dangerous game, Tommy boy, I told myself as I scrubbed. Fooling around with one coed was playing with fire—doing it with two was completely insane. The chances of me getting caught had just doubled, even if both Bailey and McKenna played everything close to the chest. If we were going to get away with our threesome on Wednesday…

“Fuck,” I whispered, shaking shampoo out of my hair. I’d actually agreed to that.

A hotel hookup with both Bailey and McKenna. One room, two gorgeous women—absolutely no limits. I already knew Bailey would call me ‘Daddy’, and given her competitive nature, I felt certain it wouldn’t take McKenna any time at all to start trying to top her.

I was so screwed. This one hundred percent ended with my whole life blown up.

But what a fucking ride.

And you’re going out with another woman, I thought. On top of everything else.

Miki.

The bitch of it was, I really liked that girl. She obviously liked me, too—she hadn’t been the least bit shy about slipping her number onto that receipt she handed me at the end of my manicure. I dug her energy, and although we hadn’t had a lot of time to interact, I could tell the two of us were going to get along like a house on fire. If her in-person flirting game was half as good as her texting, we’d almost assuredly hit it off in a big way.

Which was kind of a huge problem.

Because this relationship was supposed to be cover to give me space to be with Bailey.

Wasn’t it?

God, everything was so complicated. Sunday morning my life had been fucked up, but simple: I was a man in love with a woman he was absolutely never supposed to see as a romantic conquest, but the two of us were willing to risk it all to make our unconventional love work. The arithmetic had been simple: Me + Bailey on one side of the equation, the entire rest of the world on the other.

Now there were a hell of a lot more variables. McKenna. Miki.

I told myself as I shaved that I couldn’t let things get too serious with that girl. I’d go out for drinks with her on Friday. Maybe we’d even end up at a club or something. But that was it. We’d have a second date, and a third, and then I’d find some pretext to end the relationship before it got too far off the ground.

The age gap, maybe. Or just not being ‘ready’ for a serious relationship so soon after my divorce.

She’d understand. I knew that.

And she’d never know the irony that I was already in one hell of a serious relationship.

But I knew one thing. I couldn’t drag Miki into this. Or any other women. Bailey and McKenna were here because they wanted to be, and because they were in a unique position to know what I’d been through over the last few years. But bringing someone new into the middle of that vortex…

Well, it was unfair. Because they’d never understand.

God, how naive I was.

Either that, or I’m just making all this up, I thought, smirking at myself in the mirror. Except I never would have considered myself perverted enough to dream all of this…

The smell of breakfast wafted into the master bathroom. I knew I wasn’t making that up. My mouth began to water and my stomach gave an undignified rumble. I wrapped up my shave a little faster than usual and went into the kitchen.

Where the whole crew was waiting for me.

Bailey must not have gone back to bed after slipping out of my room. She’d commandeered the upstairs kitchen once again, claiming it the way she’d claimed everything else in the house—with love and devotion. Savannah and McKenna were already at the kitchen table, devouring their meals—waffles this time, instead of bacon and eggs. Bailey was at the waffle maker, swearing gently as she maneuvered her latest creation to a plate with a spatula.

She turned and saw me, beaming. “Morning, Tom,” she said, putting a pad of butter atop the waffle and handing the plate to me. “How’d you sleep?”

Her smile told me she already knew. I wondered how Savannah could possibly not see it. McKenna certainly did.

“Fine,” I said, taking a seat across from my daughter at the table. “Everyone doing alright after last night?”

McKenna laughed knowingly. Savannah blushed, covering it with a sip of her orange juice.

“I’m really sorry I was so out of it last night,” she said, glancing between her two besties. “After that thing happened with Debbie and Kevin’s mom and Bailey at dinner, I just kind of… went away for a while.” She glanced down at her plate. “I know I must have been one hell of a shitty party guest…”

McKenna put her arm around the girl’s shoulder. “Hey. Hey. You’re fine, alright? Debbie’s the one who fucked up, saying all that shit to Kevin’s family. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

Bailey took the seat next to mine so naturally that no one but noticed it was the one my ex-wife used to sit in. She normally sat across from me, next to McKenna.

“I still cannot believe she said that,” Bailey said in a low voice. “I mean, I was there, I know it happened. But still…”

Savannah sniffed hugely. “You spent so much time here,” she said, looking around the kitchen. “Honestly, this place is home to you almost as much as your real home is."

"It totally is," McKenna said. "You're like a sister to us, Bailey. Seriously."

The girl gave me a look when she said that. Good lord, is she flirting with me?

She’s absolutely flirting with me, I realized. Right in front of my daughter.

I was going to have one hell of a time getting used to that.

“Seriously,” Savannah agreed. “You’re not a charity case, Bailes. You’re the furthest thing in the world from that.”

“Yeah, Debbie’s the charity case,” McKenna said with a snicker.

Bailey gave the girl a dirty look.

Huh?

Clearly there was something I was missing here. Some piece of the puzzle I’d failed to understand.

It’s because you bought out Debbie’s half of the house, I told myself. They probably don’t think she deserved that money.

That wasn’t it, although I had no way of knowing it at the time. I’d know the real reason before I headed to work that morning, but the house thing made sense to me and so I let it drop. I didn’t want to argue the point—not when everyone was getting along so well.

Besides, the girls accused me of defending Debbie enough already.

There was no need for me to feed into that.

McKenna leaned in closer. “Look, we did the thing,” she said, her foot sneaking beneath the table to snake up my calf as she shifted halfway out of her seat. “Debbie can’t say that we’re freezing her out—not now that we actually went to her stupid party. We can just tell her we’re too busy the next time stuff comes up. It won’t even be a lie.”

“What about when she gets engaged?” Savannah asked.

The table quieted down at that. Only I noticed the faraway look that entered Bailey’s eyes when my daughter brought it up—like she was thinking of an entirely different sort of wedding.

“God, I don’t even want to think about that,” Savannah groaned. “It’s so gross.”

“Shit, you don’t think it’s gonna happen soon?” McKenna asked. Then she caught herself. “What am I talking about, it’s totally going to happen soon. Those two are perfect for each other. Your Mom’s finally found someone who can make her even worse.”

I wondered about that. Some of the things I’d seen in Debbie’s house made me question if they were all that eager to tie the knot.

Not your circus, not your monkey, I thought. I didn’t go through all the heartbreak of my divorce from Debbie to still be sitting around wondering about her problems.

Besides, I had plenty of my own to worry about.

Savannah nodded, but the dolorous expression on her face refused to fade. “That thing she said about this house, that cut deep,” she whispered, glancing over at Bailey. “Maybe she’s right. Maybe it is weird that we all live here. Maybe Dad should have his own space…”

Bailey’s hand took mine beneath the table. A glance down at her fingers confirmed she hadn’t done anything about her nails—they were still Debbie’s shade, loud and proud. Her hand squeezed mine.

“That is absolute bullshit,” Bailey said, her voice filling with anger. “Debbie’s the last person on Earth who gets to tell us how to live, Sav.”

“Yeah. Besides, this place is a great deal,” McKenna added, giving her bestie a sideways glance. “I don’t see me and Bailey moving out until we’re done with college at the least—"

“I don’t want to ever leave,” Bailey said.

Savannah did a double take. Next to her, McKenna’s nostrils flared, a look filling her face like she’d just swallowed a goldfish whole. What the hell are you doing? that look said.

Savannah gave Bailey a sympathetic look. “I know what you mean,” she said, leaning over and taking Bailey’s other hand. “But you can’t stay here forever. We’ve gotta have our own lives.”

Savannah was wrong. She did not know what Bailey meant.

“Girls,” I said. “I’m not kicking anybody out. And I am perfectly fine with the amount of space I currently have. Debbie was just trying to wind everybody up, as per usual.”

Bailey started to speak then caught herself, giving herself a gentle shake. “I don’t know what I’m saying,” she blurted, looking over at me with a blush. “I need another cup of coffee. Anyone want a refill?”

Savannah and I both took one. The conversation calmed down considerably after that, turning to the week ahead. But neither Bailey nor McKenna stopped flirting with me. McKenna’s foot kept sneaking around beneath the table, while Bailey’s fingers migrated from my hand to the top of my thigh, pushing one nail at a time with gentle pressure that made me think of what else she could do with that hand.

By the end of breakfast, I’d been driven to distraction. I didn’t even notice the fact that McKenna and Bailey were both making excuses to hang back, while Savannah checked her watch and exclaimed that she needed to get to class.

And I needed to get to work. I pulled out my phone to check the time—I needed to grab my watch out of the bathroom, I’d left it on the counter—and found a pair of text messages waiting for me, like bookends on either side of my thoughts.

From Mark: Lunch is on me today. You'd better be ready to tell me everything, though!

I bit back a sigh. I was going to have to walk a tightrope with that guy. Too little and he'd suspect I was holding back—too much, and he might start to suspect the truth.

The second text was from Miki. A selfie, her at the nail salon just after opening. Half the chairs still had plastic on them, and there were no customers anywhere to be seen. She was flashing the camera a peace sign and the corner of her tongue protruded from the side of her mouth.

Let me know if you need those nails touched up before Friday, she'd written. Can't wait!

I couldn't help but smile at that. God, she was so eager. It almost made me wish my life was a hell of a lot less complicated...

I was still staring down at the photo, wondering how or if I should reply, when McKenna cleared her throat.

I glanced up from my phone. Bailey had moved, and now both she and McKenna were sitting across from me at the table. Bailey looked almost terrified, while McKenna watched me with a satisfied smile.

"Who texted?"

There was no sense in hiding it. I held up the phone, showing the picture of Miki.

McKenna whistled through her teeth. "Damn. You asked her out? That's awesome."

"Bailey helped," I admitted sheepishly. "She thinks Savannah’s mother's going to blow her top when she finds out."

"She's right," McKenna said, elbowing her bestie. "Call your work, Mr. C.”

My work?

"What do I need to call CreditCore for?" I asked.

McKenna crossed her arms beneath her breasts. "You're going to be late for work today," she explained. "Call in and tell them. Just a couple of hours."

My heart skipped a beat. I'd thought we were sealing the deal on this new arrangement on Wednesday, but if McKenna wanted to do it right here and now...

It must have shown on my face. McKenna snorted. "Oh my God, we've so broken his brain," she snickered, licking her lips like she was looking forward to the first time she could get a hotel room door between the two of us and the rest of the world. "No, that's not what I'm talking about. You sure as hell look eager for someone who claimed to be horrified by the thought of sharing us yesterday, though."

I didn't argue the point.

"If it's not that," I said, glancing between the pair of coeds, "then what?"

Suddenly Bailey couldn't meet my eye. She stared down at her half-empty plate, suddenly extremely interested in the remains of her waffle.

"I said my silence came with two strings attached," McKenna said matter-of-factly. "The first is Wednesday, and everything else that comes after it. This is about the second."

Oh, right! I'd completely forgotten. Watching Bailey and McKenna make out had kind of blown that right out of the back of my brain. What did McKenna say she wanted?

It was something to do with Bailey.

Oh.

Which was probably why Bailey looked like she'd rather have been anywhere than here.

"You owe me," McKenna told the coed "And frankly, you owe Tom. He's deserved to know the truth for a while now."

Bailey was quiet for a long moment. "I know," she murmured. "I just... I thought I was protecting him."

Protecting me? Protecting me from what?

I was the one who protected these girls, not the other way around.

"You thought you were doing the right thing," McKenna assured her. "But it's time to come clean."

"I don't understand any of this," I said. "What are you two hiding from me?"

The words flickered through my mind: girls, you've always been terrible liars.

"It's about the Sweetheart App," McKenna said.

Bailey blanched.

"What about it?"

Both of them watched me for my reaction.

"Tom, Bailey didn't sign herself up for the Sweetheart app," McKenna said. "Debbie made her."

END OF PART TWO
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