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Chapter One


I guess you could say I went a little crazy after the divorce.

In my defense, mine was rougher than most. Discovering that your wife was unfaithful to you is never an easy thing, but when said wife was both your high school sweetheart and the only woman you'd ever made love to, it has a tendency to undercut everything you thought you knew about yourself. After twenty-one years of marriage I'd considered my relationship with Deborah to be bulletproof; a fortress no enemy could infiltrate, no matter how clever or determined. I was wrong.

Of course I didn't see it coming. Later on, I found out that guys like me never do.

I should have seen the signs. When Debbie started dropping weight, hitting the gym multiple times a week right after breakfast, I ought to have seen it for the challenge it was rather than thinking how lucky I was to have a wife who still cared so much about being in shape at her age. When she started spending more time at work, fussing with her appearance in ways she hadn't before or 'joking' about getting a boob job for my birthday, there should have been alarm bells going off in the back of my head. But there weren't. I'd grown complacent. I'd thought our vows meant something. And, if I'm being totally honest with myself, I'd gotten both out of shape and a little boring.

Not that that made her sleeping with her fitness instructor any better.

Or her boss.

God, what a cliché, right? The only thing more cliché was the script she gave me when I finally confronted her. We'd 'gotten married too early,' she told me. She'd missed out on so many experiences during college that hitting the big four-oh made her realize how badly she wanted to avoid ending up in the nursing home with memories of only one guy in her mental romantic rolodex.

Up until the second the ink was dry on the divorce papers, I think Debbie believed she could save our marriage. She tried everything: giving me a hall pass to do a little 'exploring' of my own, becoming the perfect housewife and mother around our home, surprising me one afternoon in a set of naughty lingerie and telling me I could do 'anything I wanted' to her until Savannah—our daughter—got home. I almost gave in to that last one—right up until the moment I pictured her doing the same thing in her manager's office at work.

The look I gave her then must have told her everything she needed to know, because she burst into tears and started begging me not to leave her.

She didn't want me to throw away the life we'd built together.

And I had to explain to her, slowly and repeatedly, that I wasn't the one who'd thrown everything away.

She was.

When the bargaining phase failed, she moved on to anger. Fortunately she wasn't able to do too much damage—Savannah knew the truth early on and sided with me over her. That didn’t stop Debbie from spreading all kinds of vicious rumors about me to Savannah and all of her friends, but fortunately they knew me well enough to not believe them. She was an adult now, anyway, so it wasn't like we needed to go to court and hammer out a custody agreement.

With Savannah in college I didn't mind buying out Debbie’s half of the house, either, though I certainly shed more than a few tears the day I put the last box in storage and found myself standing in a living room stripped of all the things we’d surrounded ourselves with during the good times. Deborah did, too, and it nearly broke me to see her crying over it. Though she certainly wasn't tearing up when the money from the buyout landed in her checking account.

Maybe I should have taken that money and lived it up a little, but after having my world rocked by the divorce all I wanted was security. With my name as the only one on the mortgage, I could do whatever I wanted with the family home—and what I ended up wanting was to renovate it to the point that it felt like a completely different house.

By the time I was done, our little split-level on the side of the hill was now essentially two homes: one above ground level, one smaller one underneath it. The bottom floor wasn’t anything terribly fancy, but it had two bedrooms, its own bathroom with a shower, a kitchen and what used to be the entertainment room.

I took the upstairs for myself, built a door at the bottom of the stairs to turn the basement into its own unit, and told Savannah the rest of the house now belonged to her. That she could use it for as long as she wanted—and that she was welcome to bring company.

As it turned out, she wanted to bring two people along. Her two best friends.

And let me tell you, that worked out better than I could have ever dreamed.

There's very few things you can give a trio of college girls they'll love more than a roof over their heads with a private door. With the front door on my level and the back door on theirs it was almost like I'd given them a little dorm of their own: a place where they could feel safe, keep their stuff, and come and go as they pleased. No need to sneak into the house after curfew—not that I would have done anything to three grown women, anyway.

Savannah took the bigger room for herself—naturally—and Bailey moved into the one next door. Bailey was my daughter’s best friend since sixth grade, when she and Savannah had been paired together in English and became more or less inseparable on the spot. She'd been a fixture at our old house through most of high school: raiding the pantry, staying for dinner without warning, spending Saturday mornings dissecting whatever TV shows they’d watched the night before at the kitchen counter. Her biological father was in jail, and she’d had what Savannah euphemistically called a “rough home life.” I got the impression our family gave her a hell of a lot of stability she’d have desperately missed otherwise.I didn’t mind in the slightest. By now, she felt almost as much a part of the household as Savannah herself. She was quiet, studious: ‘a good influence,’ Debbie had called her, when she bothered to notice her at all.

McKenna was a slightly different story. She and Savannah had both gone out for the cheerleading team in high school and were briefly rivals before becoming friends. She was as wild as Bailey was quiet: the mischievous one, the instigator, the girl who'd taught Savannah how to sneak out of the house after Debbie and I went to bed—something I was not supposed to know about, but absolutely did.

McKenna still had her dorm across campus and refused to give it up until the semester ended, but she treated the downstairs den like a third bedroom, immediately colonizing it and turning the space adjacent into a movie and game room. She jokingly told me she was sorry for stealing my 'man cave', but I didn't care. I was much happier having them around than any pool table or neon beer sign could have ever made me.

All three of them told me in no uncertain terms that Savannah’s mother was never, ever getting a key. It was the first time I could remember laughing since signing the divorce papers.

I'd been worried how Deborah and I would handle things with Savannah, but it turned out Savannah was far more worried about handling me. I might have lost my wife, but I'd gained the kind of relationship I hadn't had with my daughter since those teenage years when she decided Dad was way too uncool to hang out with. She kept me sane through the darkest days—Bailey and McKenna helping right along with her—throwing enough game nights, Sunday dinners (takeout from a local Mexican place) and impromptu movie screenings downstairs in the den that I rarely had to worry about coming home to an empty house.

But sometimes I still did. And I won't lie, those nights hurt. Hard.

What hurt even more was how quickly Debbie jumped back into the dating game. Things with her affair partner didn't work long-term—forbidden fruit is only sweet when it's forbidden, after all—but the little snippets I'd seen every time I felt like torturing myself by glancing at her social media gave me the impression she hadn't been shy about accepting male attention.

Savannah never brought it up in my hearing, but I could tell it irritated her, too. As if tearing out my heart and stomping on it once hadn't been enough.

I won't lie—a few times, during those long, cold nights, I'd reach for the tablet Savannah had gifted me for Christmas and pull up one of those websites I used to block on the family router. But Internet porn had never done much for me when I was married, and it didn't hold all that much greater of an appeal now.

The one exception to this was a certain search term, which I'd never dared tell anyone about—not even Deborah. Our divorce probably would have happened a cool decade earlier if I'd ever confessed to her my attraction to that particular fantasy.

But even that couldn't keep my attention for long. It wasn't real, for one thing—and thinking about it just made me bitter about Debbie. How we couldn't communicate. How I never really felt I could show her the real me, instead of the always-grinning, suburban workhorse Dad everybody had been relying on for twenty-plus years.

Part of it was my upbringing. Which had become a big problem lately.

You see, when most guys watch the moving trucks pull away and tuck the key to their new bachelor pad into their pocket for the first time, they usually go in one of two directions with it. Some guys decide the sum total of their previous experience with women was enough for them and become a monk, choosing restoring classic cars or going fly fishing over chasing skirts. And some go in the complete opposite direction, downloading every dating app known to man and making a fool of themselves trying to pretend they're still twenty-one.

I was doing the first. I was raised to be the first. But what I wanted was the second.

And what really started to surprise me, after the initial shock of the divorce wore off and I began the next chapter of my life, was just how many opportunities seemed keen to fall into my lap.

As it turned out, there were more than a few women interested in a forty-three year-old man with a paid off house, a decent job, and a good enough relationship with his daughter that his divorce probably had an explanation that wasn't a red flag. Savannah was responsible for some of that (I figured out pretty quickly when we kept 'running into' faculty members from the college who just happened to be single and around my age that it wasn't a coincidence) but a shocking amount of it just came from living my life.

Doing my shopping at the grocery store, or having a drink at the campus bar after visiting Savannah and watching one of the college basketball team's games. Part of it came from working out—McKenna turned the downstairs laundry room into a home gym shortly after moving in and I'd been using it almost as much as her—but not all of it.

Women I never thought would have been interested in a guy like me came right up, fiddling with their hair and smiling and eventually looking at me like they were just waiting for me to ask for their number.

I didn't.

For a while, I could use the excuse that the divorce was too raw, too recent. But as weeks turned to months, those justifications started to wear thin. My daughter’s friends teased me, while my coworkers openly wondered when I was going to put myself back out there. The church probably would have been the worst, except church had always been Deborah's thing, and she took pretty much that entire wing of our friend group with her when she left. I guess they treat that forgiveness stuff pretty seriously.

Why turn down the advances of these women? Why look a pretty well-put-together thirty-something divorcee in the eye (to avoid staring at her low-cut athletic top or her skintight yoga pants, good God they make those revealing these days) and change the subject when she starts flirting about how "lonely" the house must get? Why deflect every good-natured attempt by Savannah—and Bailey and McKenna, who found the whole project equally amusing—to get me out of the house with some professor or administrator at their college?

Look. The flesh was willing. Very willing.

But the spirit? Well, the spirit was something else entirely.

The irony was that Deborah was probably the only person who understood my problem—and she was the last person I could talk to about it. Debbie and I got married right out of high school; and unlike her, I never strayed. I didn't have flings, I never picked up a working girl on a business trip (no matter how easy it would have been). In short, Deborah was the only woman I'd ever slept with. The only person with whom I'd ever been intimate, in pretty much every sense of the word. And when the only sexual partner you've ever had becomes a cheater, a stranger and your ex-wife in rapid succession, the idea of hopping into bed with someone new is the kind of thing that makes sweat break out on the backs of your palms.

Yeah, I had the jitters. It was like by stepping out, Debbie had turned back the clock right to the moment our relationship began. I felt like a goddamn sixteen-year-old whenever I tried to talk to the opposite sex. The thought of actually connecting with someone—someone who could possibly hurt me, could break me like Debbie did—made me want to dig a hole in my backyard and bury myself at the bottom.

It made me feel like a character from Saturday Night Live, which Savannah and I had been watching together for years (with occasional accompaniment from Bailey during sleepovers). There was this weather girl who showed up on the fake news show in the middle of the episode a few times, only the joke was that being on camera made her so anxious that she ended up talking in a kind of gibberish that sounded like what you'd hear if you listened to the news half-asleep. It had the right cadence, but the actual script was just stuff like it's a big nervous, n'kay? and Do betcha! and Hap!

The last one became a catchphrase in the Cottrell household for a bit. That's how the thought of entering the dating game after twenty years of marriage made me feel.

It's a big, big nervous. N'kay?

A couple months after the move-in, I threw a barbecue. Some friends from work, a couple old pals from college who'd reached out and reconnected after the divorce, and of course the girls. It was there that I got the answer that ended up changing my life forever.

I don't think the guy who suggested it even realized what he was doing.

"Dude, you're killing me," Mark said, taking a swig from a bottle of Labatt Blue as he watched me flip another burger. "What do you think's gonna happen if you go out on a date, Tommy? The world's gonna end?" He glanced across the patio to make sure none of the girls were in earshot and dropped his voice. "You afraid you're gonna jizz in your pants or something?"

I aimed a withering glance in his direction. "I don't think it would even get to that point," I said. "You haven't seen me talk to the opposite sex, Mark. I'm a wreck."

Mark and I had been friends for years, though only at work. We'd both come up through the ranks together at CreditCore, starting in the same training class down in the call center mines and eventually working our way up to middle-manager positions in the banking sector.

I was one rung higher on the ladder than Mark (which he never let me forget), but the department he'd transferred to was partially bonus-dependent, and Mark never got anything other than the maximum yearly sales bonus. I had a little more prestige, he had a little bit more money.

He liked to spend it, too. Those gold chains he liked to wear weren't cheap.

The two of us were out on the back porch, grilling. Down in the yard, someone had brought one of those cheap inflatable above-ground pools and filled it up to the brim with water from the hose. A few of the guys from work had younger kids, and they were having fun splashing around while the adults chatted and drank. Inside, I could see just enough through the window to know McKenna was kicking some of the other guests' asses at the new Mario Kart.

Gamer girl, I thought with a smirk. And competitive as hell.

I glanced further across the patio. Bailey had claimed a corner chair with a bottle of sparkling water and a paperback, a pair of dark sunglasses on her face and her feet up on the little plastic table. It was just like her to stay close enough to keep an eye on things without actually having to make conversation.

And at the far end of the yard, near the pool, Savannah was laughing at something Lina had said.

Lina.

Her friendship with Savannah was shorter than the one she had with Bailey and McKenna, but more than made up for it in intensity. They’d been teammates since sophomore year of high school, two of the better girls on the gymnastics squad, and where one went the other generally followed—same college, same team, same plan to be each other's bridesmaids one day. Lina had been at our old house almost as often as Bailey and McKenna during the high school years, though I hadn't seen much of her since the divorce. Part of me was surprised she hadn’t moved in downstairs along with the rest of the girls, although I’m sure she had her reasons.

"That doesn't sound like the Tommy Cottrell I know," Mark insisted, snapping me back from my thoughts. "Aren't you the guy who talked us out of trouble with corporate when that new guy set up a porn-sharing network in the server room and accidentally broadcast his freak shit over the whole intercom system?"

"That was work," I said. "And also, what the hell does that have to do with talking to women?"

Mark shrugged. "There were a lot of women talking that day," he said, his eyes flashing with mischief. "Of course, most of them were moaning and talking about wanting Daddy to—"

"Hey!" I snapped, the word coming out louder and angrier than I'd intended. "The girls are right over there."

Mark held up both hands, the neck of the bottle between two fingers. "Sheesh, sorry man. Didn't mean to hit a nerve."

He probably didn't. But he had. There was no way he could have known, but what he was joking about reminded me uncomfortably of those nights with the tablet. Of searching up that forbidden fantasy, only to be frustrated by it.

"Sorry," I said after a second. "I'm wound up tight lately."

"Shit, who wouldn't be?" Mark leaned in, grabbed the second pair of tongs and flipped over a strip steak about twenty seconds too early. "All this shit with Debbie, trying to keep Savannah out of it, moving into a new place…"

"It's a lot," I agreed. "I've been stressed. But things are clicking into place."

His grin widened. "Not everything though, right?"

He had a point. "No."

"You know what I think, dude?" He leaned in even closer, wary of raising my ire. "You need to get laid. In the worst way."

I let out a scoff. "I already told you—"

"Not like that, dude. Not on a date." He took another sip, keeping me in suspense.

He knew he had me on the hook now.

Half the floor of our building was hooked on Mark's tales of debauchery. Unlike me, he'd never married—and if he had been, he'd have 100% been the type of guy to become a major fuckboy after his divorce. A fast-talker and a major peddler of bullshit, he changed girlfriends almost as often as he changed the oil on that Fast and the Furious-looking monstrosity he put in his private parking spot at work.

At least he wasn't a dummy. I'd only had one coworker dare to try and hit on Savannah or one of her friends, and it nearly became an HR complaint from the way I'd backed the guy up against a wall. Mark might have been a bit sleazy, but he knew better than to try and shit where he ate. He'd never even looked at any of them that way.

Back in the present moment, Mark pointed a finger like he'd just solved a complex math equation. "Miami," he said with relish.

"What about it?" I asked, though I already knew.

"The company's got that field office they opened in Miami last year," he explained. "They've been looking for guys from our end of the business to go down and train the new people. Remember me telling you about it?"

"You went a few months ago," I said, nodding. The work sounded about as fun as a root canal, but Mark had come back raving about the sun and the sand and the quote-unquote 'thick Latinas'.

That last part got said outside of working hours.

"I never told you about the best part," he chuckled, turning a burger patty. "I met this girl down there—you'd have thought she was a model, Tommy. The lingerie kind." He grinned. "Twenty-three, blonde, legs for days. The shit that came out of this girl's mouth in the hotel room, that fuckin' porn server sounded tame by comparison. And I got to spoil her on the company dime."

He said that last part so casually that you could have missed the implication.

Unlike most of the guys Mark hung out with, I wasn't fooled.

"You telling me you paid her?" I asked.

Mark shrugged, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

"So what? It's a win-win: I help her put herself through med school or whatever the fuck it is she's doing down there, she helps put me halfway through the fucking mattress with how she rides me." He spread his arms with a grin. "I'm telling you, these girls do everything. Sugar babies, man."

I shook my head. "You really are a degenerate," I said.

Mark made a scout's honor gesture. "It's all above board," he insisted. "They've got this website—you submit your info, they do a background check, it's almost like getting hired at CreditCore all over again. You put your profile up with what you're looking for, and the girls come to you."

The girls come to you, I thought.

"You went to Miami," I said flatly. "And you hired a prostitute."

"It's not prostitution," Mark insisted. "It's… a mutually-beneficial arrangement. Symbiotic. Like that show with the fungus zombies."

"Uh huh." I made a show of flipping a steak. "You bring some of that fungus home with you?"

Mark's expression fell. When he next spoke, the jokey tone was gone from his voice. He sounded… well, not serious. But as close to it as he ever got.

"I'm telling you, it's the perfect way to get this shit out of your system," he insisted. "There's no pressure, because fuck—it's not like you're going go on a second date with her, right? You tell her what you want, up front, and she does it. Hell, you can probably even tell her the truth."

"The truth?"

"That you're a horny divorced guy looking to work out his pre-dating pool jitters," he said, clapping me on the shoulder. "How Stella Got Her Groove Back, except it's you instead of that smokeshow Angela Bassett."

Outwardly, I was laughing at the idea. But on the inside? It sounded…

Not perfect. In fact, the thought was more than a little sleazy.

But you could find a girl who'd do what you want, a voice whispered in the back of my brain. Some pretty young thing more than willing to wrap her legs around your waist and beg Daddy to go deep—

I slammed the door on that thought. It was the old thought. Debbie would kill me. The old shame.

Except Debbie wasn't here anymore, was she?

"And this sugar baby website," I drawled, making it sound like the least appealing thing possible. "I'm assuming it's based in Miami?"

"Shit, no!" Mark glanced around to make sure none of the other partygoers were looking, then pulled out his phone. "Hang on, I've got the app somewhere in here. I stuck it in a couple of folders after the last time Tina got suspicious."

I bit back a sigh. Tina was Mark's latest girlfriend. I got the impression things weren't great between them—not that that ever upset Mark very much.

Time for another oil change, I thought.

Mark found the app and opened it. To my surprise it looked pretty professional—almost like Tinder or one of those other dating doohickeys. A search bar dominated the top with a map of the US beneath. Photos of girls 'in your area' ran down one side, nearly all of which showed a lot of cleavage and no face.

"They don't like to show their faces on the apps," Mark explained when I asked. "Hookups with older guys are one thing, but the Internet is forever." He nodded sagely, as if this was some wisdom Confucius had forgotten to impart. "See?"

I saw. Dots filled the map—clusters of sugar baby and sugar daddy activity. Most of it centered around big cities like New York and Miami, but there were more than a few dots around our location. A couple hours north in DC was a bigger cluster of dots, glowing like stars.

And every one of them was a girl potentially willing to make my wildest fantasies come true. For a price.

"I don't know about this," I said.

"Hey," Mark chuckled. "Just think about it." He closed the app and tilted the screen, letting me see the icon: a graphic of a bee layered on top of an icon of a heart. "It's called Sweetheart. I think I get a bonus if I get a referral…"

Just then, McKenna came out onto the porch, triumphant. She'd whooped the competition and looked ready to eat.

"I'll think about it," I told Mark. "Maybe." "Let me know," he said, his voice slipping into neutral. "'Cause I'm definitely not going to talk about it with the kids around—"

My phone vibrated in my pocket. I took it out and stared at it.

It must have shown on my face. “You okay, Tommy boy?” Mark asked, frowning. “It’s not the cops, is it?”

He was trying to joke with me. Under other circumstances, it might have worked.

“Not the cops,” I muttered. Honestly, it was worse than that.

It was Debbie.

The name sat at the top of my phone. A weight settled in my gut.

“I need to take this,” I said, stepping away. For some reason, I didn’t want to be anywhere near Savannah when I took this call—or any of her friends. As if they could be contaminated by it somehow. “Keep an eye on the grill?”

“Will do,” Mark said.

I was already walking away.

I moved to the far side of the patio, as far away from everyone else as I could get. “Hello?” I asked.

“Tom! Hi.” Debbie’s voice crackled down the line, saccharine and faux-pleasant the way it had been every day since the ink was dry on our divorce paperwork. “I’m not catching you at a bad time, am I?”

I glanced over the side of the deck at the kids jumping in the swimming pool. “No, not at all,” I said, keenly aware of the fact that I was having a much less nice time than I’d been thirty seconds ago. “Is everything okay? What’s going on?”

“Oh, nothing much. I was just doing some cleaning at the new place. Finally going through all the boxes in the garage.” She paused for effect, as if she had some grand secret to drop on me. “I found a box.”

“A box?”

“Your box. Has your name on it and everything in Sharpie.” Her tone was diplomatic and faintly baffled. “I really have no idea how it got mixed in with my stuff—the movers must have put it in the wrong place. Once I realized it was yours, I stopped going through it. I saw some tools on the top?”

My hand went to my forehead. I knew exactly which box Debbie was talking about. I’d spent an hour or two searching for it when I moved into the split-level, then wrote it off as lost. I’d already replaced everything that had been inside.

You could have texted me this, I thought, irritated. You could have left it at my front door. Hell, you could have donated the whole thing and I wouldn’t have cared.

But that wasn’t Debbie’s way. Debbie never sent an e-mail when she could make a phone call, and she never made a phone call when she could rope someone into a face-to-face errand. Maximum drama, minimum respect for other peoples’ time: that was my ex-wife to a tee. It took me a long time to notice that—it wasn’t until I saw her doing it to Savannah as a teenager that I really realized the depths of her main character syndrome.

From the other side of the patio, Bailey put down her book and glanced at me over her sunglasses. Are you okay? That gaze seemed to be asking.

I waved. “I can come by and grab it,” I said. “No problem.”

“That would be great.” Another pause, more meaningful than the last. “Actually, that’s kind of the thing. Could you come over before next weekend? We were hoping to get this taken care of before then—I’ve got a little trip coming up.”

My stomach sank. Now I understood the real reason Deborah made this call.

We.

One word. Present tense, dropped as casually as one of the SNL weather girl’s updates.

With the real meaning about as garbled.

This was a power play. Debbie got bored, wasn’t getting enough dopamine hits from social media and wanted to twist the knife a little bit. Maybe she was also fishing to see if I was seeing someone else by now. But I doubted it. This was mostly about her.

I decided not to give her the satisfaction of asking. “Sure,” I said, as breezily as possible. “Just leave it on the back porch and I’ll grab it.

“Text me before you come and I’ll unlock the garden gate.” Debbie sounded faintly disappointed that I hadn’t risen to the bait. “Say hi to Savannah for me, okay? She hasn’t been returning my texts lately—”

“I’ll let her know,” I snapped, my composure slipping at last. “Talk to you later, Deb.”

I hung up before I did or said anything else that might give my ex-wife pleasure.

My fingers gripped the phone tight as I slipped it back into my pocket. We, snuck into an otherwise innocuous sentence like a pill you’re trying to get your dog to eat. Or a bit of poison you’re trying to get your target not to notice they’re imbibing.

She’d said it like she wasn’t even thinking about it. Which meant Debbie was absolutely thinking about it. She’d put a little storm cloud over my head on the day of my barbecue, and I was pretty sure she’d done it on purpose.

Fucking hell, I thought, shaking my head.

I turned around and walked back to the grill. Mark had actually done a perfect job babysitting the steaks: maybe seeing me in obvious emotional distress got him to focus up.

He raised an eyebrow as I took back the tongs. “Everything okay, Tommy?”

“I have a box in the garage,” I sighed, sharing a look with him. “And apparently there’s someone in Debbie’s life serious enough for her to use the word we to describe what they’re doing. Which is the real reason she called.”

He nodded. “She’s such a peach,” he said.

“Seriously, don’t even start—”

“I’m just saying,” Mark whispered. “You get some sweet young thing giving you nookie on the side, the former ball and chain’s not going to be able to rattle you the way she does. Think about it, Tommy boy.”

I was. Way more than I’d been a few minutes ago, in fact.

The rest of the party went swimmingly—pun intended. By the time we’d served the first wave of burgers and steaks, the dark cloud had dissolved and I wasn’t thinking quite so much about Debbie and what she might be planning.

Savannah and Lina slipped out early: they had a gymnastics exhibition two hours north first thing the next morning, and the drive meant an early night. I walked them to Lina's Civic in the driveway, gave my daughter a hug, and shook Lina's hand, which made both girls laugh for reasons I didn't entirely follow. Then I went back to the grill and didn't think about it again until the last guest had driven off.

The problem came while Bailey, McKenna and I were cleaning up.

"I've got an exam super early in the morning," McKenna explained, looking more than a little regretful. "If I knew I wouldn't slam the snooze button on my alarm or get stuck in traffic, I'd stay the night. But I can't afford to miss this."

I told her I understood. School was important—and unlike Bailey, McKenna didn't live at the house full-time. She still had her dorm until the end of the semester, at least.

What surprised me more was Bailey. "I've… got a thing," she said, tucking the last of the dishes in the dishwasher. She wasn't quite meeting my eyes as she said it. "A study group thing. We'll probably run late."

Something tickled at the back of my mind—some detail that didn't quite line up. I couldn't put my finger on it. But my mind was elsewhere, and Bailey was a twenty-year-old woman, not somebody I needed to keep tabs on.

But I almost pushed it.

And things might have been very, very different in the days to come if I had. If I'd made even the most basic inquiries into where she was actually headed. If I'd pushed back even the slightest bit.

But I didn't.

And maybe a night alone wouldn't be so bad for once.

So I said goodbye to both of them, wished McKenna good luck on her test, and watched Bailey's car pull out of the driveway without any real idea of where she was headed. As soon as both cars were out of the drive, I locked the front door, closed the windows, and grabbed my laptop from out of the office.

I checked my VPN just to be on the safe side, making sure it was set to the same state but a different IP address than my home one. A man couldn't be too careful with his information security.

Especially when I had plans like these.

I found the Sweetheart website with no problems. The interface was slick, almost corporate, and the sign-up process turned out to be easier than I'd anticipated. In about fifteen minutes I was all set up and good to go, ready to peruse a buffet of young sugar babies looking for a man to take care of them.

Perusing was all I intended to do. At least that's what I told myself.

The profiles ran the gamut. Some of them were demure, showing girls in buttoned-up shirts with just enough hair hanging into frame to tell if they were blondes or brunettes. A few even listed their college majors, as if this were some kind of internship program. Others were as lewd as anything you'd find on a porn site—breasts nearly exposed, back arched, profile a simple, blunt statement: "Help with tuition in exchange for companionship" or "Travel-loving girl desperately seeking Daddy."

I scrolled until my eyes burned, picturing the faces of every girl behind those clever photographs. Most of them didn't quite click with me, but plenty did. And of those that attracted me, so many of them used that one word. That special word…

Fuck it. I was single, right?

Ready to live my best life?

It's not real, I told myself as I typed. It's just a laugh. I'll show it to Mark tomorrow and we'll both chuckle about it before I delete the app from my laptop and phone.

That's what I thought, anyway.

Because that dark, lonely night, I was already planting the seed that was going to change my life forever. Already writing the words that had been written across my heart for two decades—the ones I'd never dared share with my wife, for fear she'd think I was some kind of pervert. A predator.

Instead of a man willing to take what he wanted.

I slammed the laptop shut like a guillotine when I was done. I nearly opened it again to delete the profile I'd just created, then stopped myself. You've done enough damage for one night, Tom, I told myself. Let's just see what tomorrow brings.

Probably nothing would happen. Probably.

I took a shower, brushed my teeth, and went to bed.

And all the while, on some server run by Sweetheart, on some page run by the app company, a little message lit up the darkness. A new profile, marked as 'single and ready to mingle', sitting at the bottom of whatever newsfeed passed for a list of new subscribers.

SecondChance82: Recently-divorced and looking for a babygirl to spoil, snuggle and tie to my headboard. Let's make each other's darkest fantasies come true. I've waited long enough.

P.S. You MUST call me Daddy….


Chapter Two


I'd like to say that the next morning, I forgot the whole thing.

But that would be a lie.

Almost as soon as I opened my eyes, I found myself rolling over and reaching for my phone. The Sweetheart app was right where I left it on my home screen, the little bee-and-heart icon the first thing I saw when I punched in my passcode. I clicked it without thinking, a tiny ping of dopamine washing over me as the app loaded.

There's not going to be anything there, I told myself. Don't get excited…

There were twelve notifications.

Twelve. Notifications.

I sat bolt upright in bed, the phone nearly slipping from my hand. I pressed my thumb so hard against the screen that it hurt, pulling up the notifications so that I could scroll through them.

A bunch of different impulses warred within me. First, distrust: these had to be bots, automatically programmed to message lonely new guys on the app to try and catfish them or sell them crypto. Then panic: for there to be that many notifications, someone at work must have seen the profile, put two and two together between the 'recently-divorced' in my profile and the '82' on my username, and told all my coworkers about it. It was only as I scrolled, my heart rate slowly returning to normal, that I realized the truth.

No one from work knew a thing about my Sweetheart profile.

And these responses…

Well, they certainly weren't bots.

The first notification I clicked let me know that a girl had 'liked' my profile. When I went to hers, I found a photograph of a girl in a Harvard sweatshirt, the hem of the fabric pulled up over her creamy thighs and just enough red hair peeking out around her throat (the photo didn't show her face) to let me know what I was getting into. If that didn't do it, the little flash of black panties between her thighs certainly did.

But my excitement curdled as I read her profile. It listed rates and her dates of availability, as cold and impersonal as the sign on a business. There was nothing about her on there, nothing that separated her from one of the working girls I could have picked up on a business trip if I'd been the kind of guy who could have cheated on Debbie. Nothing that gave me that spark I'd heard in Mark's voice when he talked about the girl he'd met in Miami.

Nothing that made me think: Daddy's home.

But I had plenty of other options. For the first time in a long time, I was spoiled for choice.

Not a single photograph from my notifications showed a face or anything identifiable, but these girls weren't shy about showing off in pretty much every other sense of the term. One of the profiles showed a girl on all fours, her ass sticking up at the camera and a leash running from the corner of the screen to trail across the ground. Another went for the cute, innocent look, her profile pic showing her surrounded by stuffed animals while wearing a skintight pink leotard. Both of those I was interested in, right up until I read their messages and realized their openers were so close they felt practically copy-pasted.

Something about that didn't sit right with me. Call me picky, maybe. But I didn't just want some pump-and-dump with a girl who treated her client like a John. Okay, technically I was a John—but I didn't want to feel like it.

I wanted something more.

Something difficult to describe.

And then I clicked the seventh notification.

The username was BlueJay19, and the first thing I noticed about it was the total lack of a profile picture. A gray square with the silhouette of a person loaded where it ought to be—the default provided by the app. The profile itself was sparse, only the most basic biographical details filled out. Almost like the person who'd made it hadn't finished it yet.

I was about to delete it and flip to the next profile when I noticed the opening message she'd sent me: It sounds like you've been waiting a long time to be the real you, Daddy.

My mouth went dry. The message was short, but something about it spoke to me. It didn't feel like a copy-paste job or something she'd sent to a dozen guys already that morning.

And something else about it appealed to me, as well.

I'd just been thinking about how tough it was to describe what it was that I really wanted. And she'd just said it like she knew already.

Be the real you.

That's exactly what I wanted.

I started to type, then hesitated. What the hell should I say? Even back in the days when I was courting Deborah, I'd never had much of a texting game. The things I wrote always came off as too corny or too desperate, with too many emojis and parentheticals.

Relax, I told myself. Be direct. This girl already knows what you want.

I deleted the first few words to try again.

And three dots flickered at the bottom of the screen.

A few seconds later, another message appeared: I woke up thinking about your profile, Daddy. It made me smile. Are you there?

She must have seen me typing, then saw me stop. Like on Discord, when I joined McKenna sometimes to play Playstation games together. Jesus.

She said she woke up thinking about me—was she lying in bed right now? Did she wake up and immediately roll over to check the app the way I had, then sent a response when it looked like I was chickening out?

The thought of some sweet, barely legal girl lying beneath the sheets as she texted me made me throb. Before I fully thought out what I was doing, my fingers flew: I'm here, babygirl, I wrote. I really liked your message. Trying to figure out a way to say it's just what I'm looking for without coming off like a creep.

I regretted the words the instant I hit SEND. It was too much—the 'babygirl', the self-deprecating way I talked about myself—I knew it made me look awkward and needy. I was striking out big time.

Debbie would laugh her ass off if she could see this, I thought. What a field day—

Three dots. I don't think you're a creep, Daddy. Your profile wasn't creepy at all. You sound like a man who knows exactly what he wants.

Okay. Wow. Maybe I wasn't as awkward as I thought.

While I was still thinking of how to respond, another message came through. Sorry I don't have a profile pic, it read. I just signed up for this site—I'm new. I've never done this before.

Hmm. That almost sounded like a scam. The more practical part of my brain told me to be wary around this girl—but my heart told me she wasn't lying. She felt real in a way these other profiles didn't—there was something authentic about her. Something I already liked.

I've never done this, either, I wrote back.

There was a pause. Too scared?

I thought of lying. Fuck it: go big or go home.

My wife would have killed me, I wrote.

The reply came fast, like BlueJay19 had been waiting on pins and needles for my response. I know what that's like, she wrote. I'm all fucked up and nobody knows about it.

What? Fucked up how?

I decided to be bold: What does that mean, babygirl?

The response came a beat slower this time. I have fucked-up fantasies, she wrote. Ones I can't tell anybody about. They'd FREAK.

My pulse quickened. Tell me, I commanded. Now.

The dots blinked. Stopped. Blinked again. Whatever BlueJay19 was writing, she kept going back and forth on it. Like she was unsure how much of herself to reveal.

Daddy fantasies, she finally wrote. But not, like, dirty talk stuff. WAY more than that.

I swallowed hard. My cock was aching now, straining against the fabric of my boxers. I was tempted to reach for it, to start stroking while we talked, but I held back. Because this conversation, as hot as it was, wasn't just about lust.

This girl… she got it. She understood. At least I hoped to God she did.

Babygirl, you can tell Daddy anything, I wrote, unable to believe how bold I was being. A few sentences ago I'd been worried about being too corny—now I was full-on seizing the bull by the horns. Use your words. I know you can do that for me.

OMG, she wrote back instantly.

Oh yeah. We were on the same wavelength.

I want to be Daddy's good girl, she wrote, the sentences coming faster and faster. 24/7. Not just roleplay. Three more dots. I want you to pick what I wear, what I eat, what time I go to bed—and punish me when I don't do it. I want to hear you say you're SO proud of me when I'm a good girl for you.

Holy fucking shit. This was intense.

I want to sit in your lap and feel your hands in my hair, she wrote. I want you to fuck my brains out then buy me ice cream and take me stuffed animal shopping. I want to watch Disney movies with you while you're inside me. A longer pause. Nobody in my life knows what a sick little slut I am, Daddy. They all think I'm such a good girl. You'd be the only one I'd feel safe enough to be bad with. To let me be the REAL me, the way I know you wanna be the REAL you.

I stared at the screen, stunned. And so ridiculously hard it was a miracle I didn't fill my boxers right then and there.

A few seconds later, the three dots appeared at the bottom of the screen. Omg I can't believe I just wrote that, BlueJay19 said. I am so fucked up. I understand if you don't want to talk to me anymore.

Shit. Shit. I could not fumble a woman like this. Not after reading all that.

Babygirl, I wrote. I have been waiting twenty-one years to hear someone say that.

When the next text came through, it sounded almost relieved. Really?

I don't think you're fucked up, either, I wrote. Or if you are, I'm fucked up, too. Because I've wanted to do those kinds of things to a woman for as long as I can remember.

The three dots flickered. Your wife said no?

Huh? It was kind of weird to bring my wife into it. I never had the guts to ask, I wrote. But I'm tired of being that person. From now on, I'm taking what I want.

This time, the pause was so long I honestly thought I'd lost her. She sounds… uncool, came the eventual reply. Is that why you two got divorced?

Again with the personal questions. Some little voice in the back of my head told me I should be concerned by how interested BlueJay19 was by this part of my life, but I was too hard to think much about it. Besides, this girl and I clicked. Bailey and McKenna would have called it 'vibing'.

She cheated on me, I wrote, wondering if I'd just fumbled. Do you think less of me, knowing that?

The response came almost on top of mine. No, Daddy. I think more of you for being the better partner.

Suddenly my eyes went watery. Were those tears? It was silly, but… hell. Even the therapist I saw a couple times after the divorce hadn't put it in those terms before. That I was the better person.

You're not like these other girls, I wrote. Are you, babygirl?

She sent me back a laughing emoji. You're not like the other Daddies, she wrote back. I only talked to like two other guys before you, and they were TOTALLY wrong. Super creepy.

A surge of jealousy welled up within me. I don't want you talking to anyone else, babygirl.

A pause. Okay, Daddy, she said. I won't. I promise.

Just like that.

And suddenly, I no longer felt like some divorced guy messing around on a sugar baby app. I was a man who'd just been handed the key to a door he'd spent decades of his life pretending didn't exist.

The realization was still washing over me when BlueJay19 sent me a new message. I have to get up and get ready for school, Daddy, she wrote. Don't worry, it's college classes, I'm legal ;) Can I talk to you again tonight? And maaaaybe we could send each other a couple of pics?

Pictures. Oh my God yes. I needed to see what this girl looked like.

I did a bit of mental math. Nine o'clock, I wrote back. That work for you?

Yes, Daddy, she wrote back almost instantly. I can't wait to get to know you better. Kisses.

The little green dot next to her profile icon went gray. User is Offline.

I stared at the phone, reading back over the messages. Amazed. Horny. Yearning.

We never even talked about money, I realized belatedly. Fuck, I bet that means she's going to cost a fortune.

But that didn't matter. I was willing to throw down whatever it took to get BlueJay19 in a room with me. I was going to spoil that girl rotten and show her exactly how much she meant to Daddy.

I needed to get out of bed and get ready for work. First, though…

I'm gonna be walking around with a tree branch in my pants all day if I don't take care of this. I tugged down my boxers, scrolling back to the part about how hard BlueJay19 wanted to get fucked by her Daddy. My fingers reached for the base of my cock, wrapping around my girth, pumping—

The sound of footsteps echoed on the stairs.

I sat up, the covers falling around my chest, and managed to assume a less compromising position seconds before a figure appeared in the doorway. It was Bailey, looking disheveled in a tank top and puffy pajama pants, her blonde hair a messy halo around her face. Her cell phone hung loosely in her hand.

"Mr. C? Why aren't you up yet?"

"Me?" I blinked, shifting under the blankets. The last thing I needed was for Bailey to see the state I was in. "What are you doing here? I thought you had a study group thing?"

Bailey's eyes flickered to mine, and just for a second, I saw something there—guilt? Surprise? Maybe she didn't think I remembered what she'd said.

"It wrapped up early," she said, glancing away. "I got in late last night. Are you mad?"

She sounded like she expected me to be upset she came home after curfew or something, like back when she was a teenager and I’d catch McKenna helping Savannah sneak out of the bedroom window. Not that I'd ever had any real authority over Bailey—she wasn't mine to give or withhold curfews from, and even if I had, two decades of suburban parenthood had probably beaten the urge out of me anyway.

"I'm not mad at all," I said. "You're a grown woman. If you want to spend a night out, that's your business."

She smiled. "Thanks, Mr. C. I was about to make some breakfast before I head to class. I figured you'd be up, but—did you sleep through your alarm or something?"

Or something, I thought.

I knew there was no way I could tell Bailey about what I was doing—she'd never have understood. She and McKenna had been trying to get me out of my shell and back into the dating game for a couple months now, but this was most certainly not what either of them had in mind.

Jesus, I thought, a spasm of guilt clenching in my gut. This girl I'm talking to is probably Bailey's age. McKenna's. Maybe Savannah's.

I felt a little wrong about that. But only a little.

"I was just getting up," I said, sliding my feet over the side of the bed at last. My 'little' Tom had finally gotten the hint and gone back to bed. "Shit, I do need to move, don't I? I'm gonna be late.”

"Do you have time for eggs and toast?" Bailey asked, sliding her phone into her pajama pocket. "I can make it while you're in the shower?"

"I… I might have to take it to go," I admitted, glancing at my watch: a battered old Citizen I bought during the trip to Disney World I took the family on a decade or so ago. Mickey Mouse's hands pointed at the eight and the three, telling me I didn't have long before I needed to be on the way to work. "You don't have to do it if you don't want to. I can grab something at the cafeteria—"

"Mr. C," Bailey said, putting her hand on her hip. "I like taking care of you. We do, McKenna and me. Savannah, too. You really should let us do that more often."

"I…" I'd been about to protest, then caught myself. "Alright, sweetheart. Thanks."

"No problem," she said, already heading back down the hall. I sat there for a moment, still faintly trembling and covered in sweat.

I am going to be thinking about that girl all day, I realized.

Then I went to hop in the shower before heading to work. I needed to burn off a little steam if I was going to make it to nine o'clock.


Chapter Three


My commute to work passed in the blink of an eye.

I didn't see the cars around me—barely registered the road. People honked at me when I stayed idling at stoplights gone from red to green, and I hardly cared. I wasn't thinking about them. I wasn't thinking about work.

I was thinking about her. BlueJay19.

Every few seconds, I had to fight the urge to fish my phone out of my pants and re-read those initial texts we'd sent each other. Part of me wanted to see if she was still offline—if she really had gone off to class, or if she was sitting somewhere with the app open hoping I'd come back and talk some more.

Even without the words at hand, though, they kept flickering through my mind. I want to be Daddy's good girl. 24/7.

Jesus Christ. How was this girl even real?

By the time I pulled into the CreditCore parking lot, I was hard again. Thinking about the work I had ahead of me—meetings, spreadsheets, keeping my small team on an even keel—didn't help in the slightest.

"I am not going to get a bit of work done today," I muttered, staring up at the faded quad of brick buildings that formed the company's local offices. "I should have called out. God damn…"

Monday mornings always crawled at CreditCore, but this was a thousand times worse than normal. By ten AM, I caught myself checking the clock every few minutes, willing time to speed up and move a little bit faster. I kept zoning out, picturing BlueJay19 and all the filthy promises she'd made me.

Sitting on my lap. Being my good girl.

Not talking to anybody else, because I'm her Daddy and I'm the only one who owns her…

"Tom?" It was my supervisor, Brenda, knocking at the doorframe of my office. "We've got a meeting with sales in ten minutes. Did you get those quantitative reports to your team yet? They're going to need them."

Shit. I was so far behind.

"Just finishing them up," I lied. "You go on ahead and I'll meet you.”

"Sure." She frowned, looking me up and down. "And maybe pour yourself a second cup of coffee?"

Coffee wasn't going to help me. But she had no way of knowing that.

Meetings. Reports. Normally I was happy in the boredom, thriving on the knowledge that I was both in a comfortable position within the organization and doing work my peers were proud of. But today, that didn't feel like enough. In fact, it felt like I'd been bored to tears for most of the last decade. I was beyond ready for something exciting to happen.

All I could think about was nine o'clock. Texting BlueJay19 again. Seeing what she actually looked like.

By twelve-thirty, I was crawling up the fucking walls. I took my lunch break a half-hour early and hit the lunchroom, grabbing a zero-calorie soda from one of the cases and fixing a salad at the self-serve station before putting some strips of grilled chicken on top. I was proud of how much weight I'd lost since the divorce, but something about the possibility of meeting BlueJay19 had me mad to see how much more attractive I could become.

I took a seat and devoured my meal, ignoring the sounds of conversation around me. Right up until I couldn't.

"Yo, Tommy!" Mark's voice boomed from across the cafeteria. "Come over and sit with us, man!"

I glanced up from my salad to see him sitting across the room at a table with a couple of his underlings from the sales department. All of them had that slightly predatory look I associated with people who made their living selling you something—particularly something you might not actually want.

Mark I wouldn't have minded hanging out with. Them, not so much. But he was gesturing at me to join them, and it would have been rude not to.

"You looked like a ghost in that sales meeting, man," Mark said as I took a seat. "You know Brenda came to me after and asked me what the fuck's up with you?"

What? She had?

"I'm just a little distracted," I said quickly. "It's nothing to worry about—"

"Oh, I took care of it," he said, grinning. "Besides, I already know what the deal is."

Oh. Oh.

A few minutes later, the underlings rose from the table, making excuses. "Yeah, yeah, get back to work," Mark said, making a funny crack-the-whip motion. "Go get those contracts!"

Once the two of us were alone, he turned to me and lowered his voice. "Alright, man, spill it. Tell me everything!"

I tried to play dumb. I really did. "Tell you what?"

He elbowed me in the ribs. "Come on man, I know that look." He glanced around the room to make sure no one was within earshot, then leaned in a little closer. "You're on the app, aren't you?"

"Mark—"

He let out a low whistle. "Oh shit, you are. My man!" Mark gave me a little attaboy clap on the shoulder, then dipped one of his fries in ketchup and wolfed it down. "Tom Cottrell, slayer of barely-legal pussy. Dude, I am so glad you decided to jump in feet first and hook up with some chicks…"

"I haven't hooked up with anyone yet," I said, holding up a hand. "I'm just browsing."

"Window shopping," Mark chuckled. Then he shook his head. "Nah, you've done more than that."

"I'm still figuring things out."

His brows furrowed together. "What's there to figure out? You find a girl who gets the old motor running, you haggle over the terms, you go have your fun. It's easy."

Haggle. What a way to put it.

"I'm talking to someone," I admitted, feeling sheepish. "It's progressing."

"Progressing?" Mark looked confused. "Tom, my guy, maybe I didn't explain the purpose of this app well enough to you during the barbecue. It's not for making friends, man. It's for getting pussy way hotter than guys like us could get otherwise."

Something about the implication of that made my hackles raise. "Maybe I want to make a connection with a young woman before I take that step," I blurted, irritated. "Is that so wrong?"

I regretted the words the instant they left my lips.

"Tom," Mark said. The worst part was how sympathetic he sounded. "These girls aren't on that app to connect with guys like us. They want money, plain and simple."

"I know that—"

"Do you?" He leaned forward, dropping his voice to a whisper. "Because right now, dude, you're sounding more than a little like the guy at the strip club who thinks the girl with a bunch of twenties tucked in her g-string 'really likes him'. You feel me?"

My stomach sank. What if Mark was right? What if BlueJay's whole good-girl with a bad side thing was an act? A persona she put on to snare lonely middle-aged guys?

I'm new to this, I thought, remembering her opening texts. Jesus, how could I be so gullible?

Mark must have sensed the change in me. "Look, I'm not telling you how to live," he said in a kinder tone. "I'm just saying—if you're looking for love, you're barking up the wrong tree. These girls are great, and they'll do whatever the fuck you want—getting tied up, taking it in the ass, the real freaky shit—but they all want something from you. You start thinking differently, that's when you get yourself fucked." He glanced around. "And not in the way you need to get fucked, Tommy."

"Yeah," I said, rubbing the back of my neck. Suddenly I wasn't feeling quite as excited as before.

"Here's my advice. This girl you're connecting with—figure out how much she wants, pay it, and tell her to expect company. Then grab another girl who's down for a little bi-sexy fun and bring both of them to your suite." He grinned. "Make them fight over which one gets the biggest tip at the end of the night. You wouldn't believe some of the shit these girls will do…"

That sounded sleazy as hell. Not something I would do—not ever.

Mark apologized a few more times for bursting my bubble and we went back to work.

But I barely noticed the rest of my shift. All I could think about was BlueJay19. Was Mark right? Was I getting swept up in some kind of scam, falling for a stranger because some pretty girl with daddy issues told me what I wanted to hear?

We never even talked about money, I realized. What could be a bigger red flag than that?

Jesus, I could be setting myself up to end up in a bathtub full of ice with no kidneys.

By the time I got home that evening, I was bummed—and on the verge of deleting Sweetheart. Mark's words hung over me like a little raincloud over my head, constantly drizzling on the excitement I'd felt when talking to BlueJay19. It was probably better to delete the app now, rather than wait for my sugar baby to inevitably start rolling out the long con. It would hurt less if I spared myself that.

I was still thinking about it when I headed inside the house. A wonderful smell washed over me as I closed the door and locked it. My gaze darted reflexively upstairs, but the kitchen was empty: whatever it was, it came from downstairs.

"Dad?" That was Savannah. "That you?"

"I'm home," I said, taking off my shoes and putting them on the little rack by the door. "What's that smell? It's delicious!"

I could feel her grin from the bottom of the stairs. "Come down! You're not gonna wanna miss this. McKenna's making dinner!"

What!? I couldn't help but chuckle. McKenna was more of a 'pizza rolls and Diet Coke' sort of girl, which was why she went so hard in the downstairs gym every day to make up for it. Seeing her make something from scratch would be a rare treat, indeed.

I headed down the stairs into the lower half of the house. The girls had really made this space their own over the last couple of months. They'd replaced the harsh fluorescent lighting with strings of multicolored LED lights, giving the whole space a cozy, almost Christmas-y feel.

McKenna's video game paraphernalia—she'd always been into them, even more than the boys—hung from the walls. Some of the items I recognized (pretty hard for even a middle-aged Dad not to know what the sword from The Legend of Zelda looks like) but most of them were a mystery to me. And a couple, like the oversized figurine of a half-naked android woman on the entertainment center beneath the wall-mounted TV, always made me clear my throat a little whenever I thought about it too hard.

Bailey lay curled up on the couch in front of the TV with a book, while McKenna stood at the little kitchenette they'd set up, stirring a pot of sauce on a hot plate. Savannah was perched on the kitchen counter beside her, still wearing her gymnastics team hoodie from the weekend, nursing a mug of something warm. She looked tired in a good way—the satisfied sort of tired you only got from doing something you loved.

She came over and gave me a hug. “Welcome home, Dad. How was work?”

I didn’t dare tell her how it had actually been. “Fine,” I said, glancing around the den. "Hi, Bailey. Hi, McKenna," I yawned, stretching as I waved.

McKenna gestured with her spoon. “Hey, Mr. C.” She must have just finished a workout—she was wearing the athletic set Savannah gifted her for Christmas, yoga pants and one of those sports tops that looked like a bra—and sweat stood out on her forehead, matting down her reddish-brown hair. "No, you didn't hit your head and fall into a coma. I'm making dinner. Get used to it."

"I'm thrilled," I said, meaning it. "To what do I owe this pleasure?"

All three of them shared a look. "We wanted to do something nice for you," Savannah said. "Since you've been working so hard lately."

"Uh huh. What did you do, and how much is it going to cost for me to bail you out of it?"

An uneasy smile spread across McKenna's face. "There has to be a reason for me to cook my best friend and her Dad a decent meal?"

I sighed and took a seat on the opposite side of the couch from Bailey. "Girls, you're terrible liars," I said with a laugh. "You always have been."

Bailey set down her book with a worried look. "Mr. C, we need to talk to you."

For a moment, I convinced myself they knew about the Sweetheart app. That this was some kind of intervention.

But the truth was worse.

McKenna turned the heat down on the pot. Savannah set down her mug. "Deborah called me today," my daughter said.

My jaw tightened. "Just because we got divorced doesn’t mean she stopped being your mother,” I said.

"We all wish it would," Bailey muttered. "She's a raging narcissist."

I blinked. That was almost out of character for someone as quiet as Bailey. I never realized she’d felt so strongly about Deborah—then again, I guess I should have.

There were a lot of things I should have realized.

"Narcissist or not, she's still Savannah's mom," I told them. "You can all be civil."

They looked at me as if to say: do we have to?

I sighed. "Okay. What did she want?"

"She wants me to come over for dinner on Sunday," Savannah said, her voice carefully neutral. "There's... someone she wants me to meet."

"Her boyfriend," McKenna said, the way you'd say 'her hemorrhoid.'

I kept my expression neutral with an effort. I was thinking about a phone call and a box sitting in my ex-wife’s garage. About the word we, and how it had been dropped into the middle of an otherwise unremarkable conversation like a depth charge.

"I see." I wasn't an idiot. I knew Deborah was dating. I'd seen the evidence on social media, even if I tried my damndest to avoid those sites these days. But something about the way all three of them were looking at me—and the way Debbie talked to me over the phone the other day—told me this was different.

"Sounds like more than just a boyfriend," I said quietly.

"It's apparently pretty serious," Savannah said, gritting her teeth. "Mom didn't say the E-word, but anyone who talked to her for more than thirty seconds can tell she's thinking it."

"The E-word?" I asked.

Savannah was quiet for a moment. "Engaged," she whispered.

Oh. Oh God.

"That's… that's great," I said, rubbing my temples. "If she's found somebody, I'm glad she's happy—"

"I'm not!" Savannah nearly sprung off the counter. "You two got divorced like six months ago! It's bad enough that she broke everything to pieces with her selfish bullshit, but now she wants me to accept that she's getting married again? She thinks I'm just going to be cool with that!?"

"It is so shitty," McKenna agreed.

"She thinks I'm just going to roll over and be nice to her again!" Tears formed in Savannah's eyes; she wrapped her arms around herself the way she used to when she was small and upset. "That if she gets married, she can have her old family back but with some new guy!"

"She's moving way too fast," Bailey said quietly. "She thinks she can make everything all better." She shook her head, her expression turning intense. “That woman is a monster.”

Monster?

My daughter looked at me, trembling. "But I picked you, Dad. I'm not going anywhere! Not for her!"

"Oh, sweetheart," I said, all my protective instincts kicking in at once. “Come here…”

In an instant, Savannah was in my arms. She held it together for a moment, then buried her face in my chest, sobbing.

"I don't wanna go," she murmured, tears soaking into my shirt. "She can't make me. If I go, it looks like I'm okay with what she did. Like I just accept it…"

"Oh angel," I said, holding her against me. “It’s okay. I’m here.”

I became aware, through the blur of the moment, of Bailey perching on the arm of the couch nearby—close enough to rest a hand on my shoulder, warm and steady. Both her and McKenna watched me with a strange ferocity, as if they were both protective of their best friend and a little jealous of her. I supposed I could understand that—they had feelings about Deborah, too, I was learning.

"Babygirl, it's alright—"

Bailey stiffened slightly at that, though I didn't notice at the time.

"It's not alright," Savannah said, looking up at me. "It's weird."

I forced out a smile, even though I didn't want to. "Your mother is trying to make the best of a bad situation," I said, tousling Savannah's hair. "We both are. There's no roadmap for how this sort of thing ought to work."

"I hate it when you do that," Savannah said, sniffing hugely.

"Do what?"

"Make excuses for her," McKenna said for her friend. "Say that it's alright, when it clearly isn't. Put everyone else's comfort over your own."

"I'm glad Debbie is happy," I said, shaking my head. "I promise. You ought to go, Savannah. Really."

"I told her no," Savannah sulked.

"And I told her she was gonna regret that once she talked to you," McKenna chided.

I chuckled. "Maybe I do let a few too many things roll off my back," I admitted, ice forming in the pit of my stomach. "But I do it for you. Because you are way, way more important to me than anything she can put me through."

Savannah nodded, wiping her eyes. "Whatever happens, I'm not leaving," she said. "You're stuck with me, Dad."

"And us," Bailey added. "For what it’s worth."

McKenna nodded in agreement. "Totally. You have any idea how much rent is in the city?"

All four of us laughed. Some of the tension dissolved.

"Actually…" Savannah picked at the sleeve of her hoodie. "Would you guys come with me? To the dinner." She looked between Bailey and McKenna. "I don't want to do it alone." Then she turned to me. “Dad?”

The question caught me off guard. “Sweetheart, I don’t think Deborah would be particularly happy to see me at her dinner…”

Bailey scoffed. “Of course she would. She wants to rub it in your face. Like she did with that phone call the other day.”

I wondered how she’d heard about all that. “I will go if your mother allows it,” I promised. “I don’t want to make things stranger than they already are.”

It wasn’t a yes. Not really. And yet I felt certain I’d committed to something I didn’t really want to do.

But then I looked at Savannah, and the relief on her face. I’ll put up with it for her, I thought.

“What about you two?” I asked.

McKenna's expression softened. "Obviously," she said, like the answer was so clear-cut it barely needed saying.

Bailey squeezed Savannah's knee. "Of course. You think we'd let you walk into that without backup?"

Savannah let out a small, shaky laugh. "Mom might not be thrilled to see you two."

"If she can't handle us," Bailey said firmly, "that's on her. We're your people. That's the deal."

“Thanks,” Savannah said, still holding onto me. “For the dinner, and for a lot of other stuff, too.”

“What, living here?” McKenna flashed a lopsided grin. “Savannah, I wouldn’t care if Tom tried to charge us rent and my dorm was free. I'd still pick this place."

"I appreciate that," I said.

“We love living here,” Bailey said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Really.”

I turned and found myself staring into her brilliant blue eyes. They held mine for a moment, something flashing in them I didn’t understand—then she looked away, her gaze flickering to her book like it was an escape hatch.

I was still thinking about Deborah too much to notice. "Your mother… she's a handful. You're allowed to be upset at her. You're certainly allowed to set boundaries. But she is allowed to move on."

I swallowed hard, the words tasting bitter on my tongue.

All three of them stared at me.

"Da–?" Bailey asked—then seemed to catch herself. Spots of color rose to her cheeks. “Mr. C?”

Something about the way she'd said it made me want to pull her close, too. "Yeah, angel?"

For a moment I thought she wasn't going to say it. Then she marshaled her courage and spoke. "When are you going to move on?"

"Yeah, Tom." McKenna chuckled, but there was an edge to it. "Don't let us stop you. You can totally turn the upstairs into your swinging bachelor pad if you wanna."

"That’s hardly appropriate, girls. I don't want to talk about that—"

"I would be really happy if you found somebody," Savannah said, squeezing my arm. "I mean it.”

Bailey leaned forward. “And if there's anything we could do to help make that happen…"

"We tried setting you up with your professors," McKenna said, her lips compressing. "Maybe… some of our friends?"

My brows shot skyward. "Girls!"

Bailey shielded her eyes with her hand, but McKenna didn't back down. "Could you imagine the look on Deborah's face?" she asked, holding up her spoon. "All of us showing up at her place for Christmas, and Tom walks through the door with a girl half his age hanging off his arm?" She grinned. "Her head would fly off!"

"We really wouldn't give you any grief about the age gap," Bailey said, taking my hand. Her gaze filled my view, still brilliant—and strangely intent. "You know, if you're really in love—if you're really, really head over heels for someone and can't imagine life without them—you can make almost anything work. Anything." She swallowed. "Think about that."

I was. Thinking about BlueJay19. About my earlier pledge to delete the app.

And about my ex-wife, who'd already moved on with someone new and was hoping to poach what remained of our family back into her good graces.

Imagine. Someone half your age. She'd go insane…

"I'm… I'm working on it," I said. "Stay tuned."

Bailey didn't say anything, but McKenna's brows shot skyward. "Wait, what!?” She glanced at my daughter. “Savannah, did he tell you about this? When were you going to tell us about this?"

Savannah looked as confused as them. “I didn’t hear anything…!”

"There's really nothing to tell," I promised. "Not yet."

Not that you'd believe, at any rate.

McKenna served dinner a few minutes later. It was delicious, but I couldn't rightly say that I tasted much of it. All I could think about was Deborah. Deborah with some other guy, practically on the cusp of getting engaged six months after signing the divorce papers.

I couldn't help but wonder how long they'd really been together. Did they really meet after we were through? Or were they sneaking around behind my back, hiding from me and my daughter while Debbie put herself first like always?

I would have liked to say I didn't care. That I was above all of it, that I’d found my own personal zen and could accept Debbie’s potential engagement without flinching.

But that would have been a lie.

"Think I might turn in early-ish tonight," I told the girls after dinner. I was already glancing at my watch, checking the time—a little after eight. "It's been a long day."

"Me too," Bailey said. "I've got a ton of studying to do."

"I'm exhausted," Savannah agreed, stretching until her spine cracked. "Two days of carpooling with Lina and I feel like I slept in a pretzel." She yawned. "She says hi, by the way. She was asking about you at the exhibition."

"Oh yeah?" Something in the back of my mind registered that with more interest than I would normally have expected it to. "Tell her I said hi back, honey."

McKenna looked between all of us. "You people are boring," she chuckled. "But that means none of you are gonna want the downstairs TV tonight, which means I can spend my evening having a hot date with the final act of Clair Obscur. I think I might beat it tonight."

"I want to play that when you're done," Bailey said.

I left the girls downstairs and headed to my room. When I got there, I shaved, threw on some comfortable clothes—then got into bed and plugged my phone into the wall.

Waiting.

Delete the app? Back down? Fuck that. I wasn't about to let Deborah win. If she could move on, then so could I.

And to do that, I needed to rip off this band-aid and get back into the dating world.

Which meant taking a chance on BlueJay19.

I watched as the clock ticked slowly towards nine o'clock. Before I went to bed, I'd know for sure whether she was the real deal or not.

I was already hard.

I could not wait to talk to her again.


Chapter Four


8:58 ticked over into 8:59 as I waited to load the Sweetheart app.

I'd calibrated everything down to the second. If I showed up early, it meant I was too needy—and that certainly wasn't good. But if I was late, and BlueJay19 sat in the app with no sign of me, she might get cold feet and bail…

Okay. Yeah. I was a mess. I sat on the edge of my bed like a teenager waiting to see if his girlfriend would call, watching the seconds tick down on my alarm clock as the Eight fifty-nine threatened to turn to nine o'clock on the dot. Every second felt like ten, the digital display moving in slow motion as my heart hammered against my ribs.

I hadn't been this excited—or nervous—in years. The last time I could remember feeling this way was all the way back in high school, when I'd worked up the nerve to cross the cafeteria and ask Debbie to come to the homecoming dance with me.

Sweat stood out on my forehead; I was glad I took a shower between saying goodnight to the girls and locking myself in my room.

Tonight, I was asking for something a hell of a lot more exciting than a prom date. Something I'd never had the guts to admit I wanted for my entire twenty-one year marriage.

The seconds ticked away. What if he's right? A little voice whispered in the back of my head. These girls don't want a boyfriend—they want money. What if this is some kind of a con?

I shook my head. If it was, then at least I was going into it with the knowledge that it could be a con. I wasn't some naive rube who was going to get tricked into giving this girl my credit card number: I was a forty-three year-old man who knew what a scam looked like and was ready to bail at the first sign of trouble. Who was smart enough not to get hoodwinked.

Mark's voice again: But isn't that what they all say, Tommy boy?

Maybe.

But something felt different about this girl. Like she truly meant what she said.

Like I could trust her.

And if she did ghost me the second I started asking questions about the money, I'd be no worse off than when I started. I'd just have to find a girl closer to my own age to date, that was all.

Except I really, really didn't want to do that.

I want to be Daddy's good girl 24/7…

The clock struck nine. And I opened the Sweetheart app.

The little icon of the bee and the heart went full-screen. For a moment as it loaded, I saw I had no active notifications—my heart jumped, and a feeling of anguish so sharp it shocked me detonated in my gut. Where was she? Running late?

But no, there it was. Right at the top of my screen.

The gray box with a silhouette of a person instead of a picture, with a little green dot glowing next to it. User is online.

She was waiting for me.

Before I could chicken out, I opened the messaging app and started to type. I'd spent most of the day trying to work out my opening line, and what I'd come up with still wasn't something I was totally happy with. But it'd have to do.

Hey, babygirl, I typed, my heart jumping into my throat. I've been thinking about you all day.

The three dots appeared almost instantly. Like she'd been staring at the screen waiting for the message to come through, just as nervous as I was. Except I didn't know how that could be possible. Who could possibly be more nervous than me?

Omg Daddy! The words sent a spike of pleasure through me. I almost texted you like fifty times today. But I didn't want you to think I was some kind of stalker or something.

I smiled, the fist in my gut relaxing a fraction. I could have gotten in trouble pulling up this app at work, I wrote back. But it would have been worth it.

She sent me a 'shocked' emoji. That's NOT HR appropriate, Daddy! I couldn't help it—I laughed. I should have been asking myself how it was that she already knew I worked somewhere with an HR department, but I was so happy just to be talking to her that it honestly never crossed my mind.

Probably it was just a good guess, anyway.

You can talk to me whenever you want, babygirl, I wrote, feeling bold. I like hearing from you.

A short pause. I like hearing from you, Daddy, she wrote back, sending a heart emoji along with it. How was your day?

I frowned a bit at that. As a conversational opener, it was almost a little too… bland? For the first time, I started to wonder if BlueJay19 might have started to get cold feet about the whole "exchanging pictures" thing.

Shit, was this a scam? I decided to poke a little bit.

Do you REALLY care about my day, babygirl?

The three dots appeared, and this time they stayed there for a while. Like she was really thinking through this question before she replied. I think you're the kind of man who never had anyone ask him questions like that, BlueJay19 wrote. And really wishes someone did. I bet your wife never cared.

Huh? She was back on my wife again. That should have set alarm bells ringing in my head, but I was so hard—and clicking with her so well—that I pushed on.

My wife's gone, babygirl, I wrote back, trying not to think about Sunday. And no, she didn't exactly greet me with slippers and a kiss when I got home. Why?

This time the three dots barely flickered before the message arrived. I want to know what she was like, BlueJay19 wrote, so I can be better for you than she was.

Oh. Oh wow. Okay, now I understood where she was going with this.

Babygirl, you couldn't NOT be better than her, I wrote back. Trust me.

I'd greet you every day at the door, she wrote. Wearing nothing but a smile.

Fuck. That sounded pretty great. I don't think I'd get any work done if I knew you were waiting at home for me, babygirl, I wrote back, my fingers flying across the on-screen keyboard.

The pause was longer this time. Yes you would, she insisted.

My job's boring, I wrote, throwing caution to the wind. Middle management at a bank. Spreadsheets and meetings and making sure my team doesn't lose their minds.

Fuck. Why was I writing about that? I was supposed to be seducing this girl. Jesus, Tom, way to whiff a sure thing. I must have been boring her to tears.

I bet you're really good at your job, BlueJay19 wrote back. You seem like the kind of man who knows how to take care of things.

Things like her, in other words. But even as I thought it, my chest tightened. How many times had Debbie dismissively talked about my 'cubicle' job, long after I'd gotten promoted to my own office? How many times through the years had she really been waiting to greet me after work—not naked, like BlueJay19 suggested, but just with a smile and a hug and a "welcome home?"

Not many. Definitely not enough.

Debbie made me feel like I wasn't good at anything. And I'd just realized that even now, six months after the divorce, I was still letting her expectations of me dictate the way I felt about myself.

I needed to hear that I was good at something. Thank you, BlueJay19, I thought.

Something told me I ought to repay like for like. God knows I wanted to escalate this conversation—needed it, the way a man dying of thirst needs a glass of water—but I wanted to know more about this girl. I wanted to connect with her.

This felt so… unlike anything Mark talked about. It didn't feel at all like commerce. It felt real.

What about you? I wrote. You said you're in college?

The pause was so long I almost thought she'd disconnected. Yeah, I'm a sophomore, she finally wrote back. Psych major. It's always the ones who are freaks on the inside who want to become shrinks, right?

A spike of guilt hit me in the gut. The girls in my house were around the same year—college sophomores, living their lives, probably sitting in some of the same elective courses this girl took. For a second I almost talked myself out of the whole thing.

But they're the ones who told me to get back out there, I reminded myself. They practically volunteered.

Maybe. But "get back out there" and "download a sugar baby app" were two very different things, and I knew it.

Daddy?

Shit! I'd been thinking so long I'd gone idle.

I don't think you're a freak, babygirl, I wrote back. I do think it's appropriate, though.

The three dots flickered so quickly they almost looked relieved. Why's that, Daddy? Because I want someone to put me in a straitjacket and shock me until I'm screaming?

What a mental image.

No, I wrote back, even though I kind of wanted to follow that train of thought. Because you understand people. Of course the girl who could read me like a book after two text conversations was studying how people's brains worked.

I understand what people WANT, she wrote back after a second. That's different, Daddy.

Every time she wrote the D-word, my heart gave a little flutter. And what do you think I want, babygirl?

I was into it now. Deep beneath the surface, sinking quicker with every message. I couldn't help it—BlueJay19 just seemed to get me. She understood. She was waiting for me, deep in the dark where we'd both always wanted to be. Where no one would ever be able to judge us for doing what we liked.

The three dots appeared, disappeared, then came back. BlueJay19—I was already starting to just think of her as my babygirl—was evidently giving my question some thought.

Finally, she answered.

You want someone who makes you feel like a man again, she'd written. Someone who doesn't make you feel guilty for wanting what you want.

Fuck. I'd just been thinking that. She took the words right out of my mouth.

I stared at the screen, my throat tightening. It felt stupid as hell to get emotional when my cock was so rock-hard in my boxers I could barely think, but I couldn't stop myself. How many years had I spent tiptoeing around this? Pretending I was someone I wasn't: with Debbie, with everyone?

I never should have had to feel guilty in the first place.

Babygirl, I wrote back, blinking away the moisture in my eyes. You are a wonder.

Three dots. I understand you better than she did, don't I?

Yes, I wrote back. There was no sense in denying it.

This time, there was no pause. You know what I want, Daddy?

A tiny part of my brain thought of Mark, and women who cared about your bank account a hell of a lot more than they cared about you. But I knew this wasn't that. I was sure of it.

Tell me, I wrote, yet again throwing caution to the wind. I was too deep to turn back. Tell me now.

I… I want to show you something, she wrote back. But I'm nervous.

Don't be nervous, I wrote. That's an order, babygirl.

She sent me an emoji of a smile. But what if you don't like me?

I almost laughed. I'd fallen harder for this girl in two conversations than I had with anyone in the last twenty-one years. Maybe even longer than that, if I was truly being honest with myself. At this point, it didn't matter to me what she looked like.

I thought of telling her that. But how could I possibly find the words?

Besides, I'd just gotten a much better idea.

I'll show you mine, I wrote, my heart thumping against my ribs like a kettle drum. Then you show me yours. Deal?

She sent me a wide-mouthed shocked face emoji. Yes, Daddy.

God, I could get used to hearing that.

I rose from the bed. "Okay, Tom," I muttered, glancing around the room. "First fucking picture you send to this girl. You've got to make it a good one…"

As I looked for the perfect spot, I heard Mark's voice in my head. These girls don't care what you look like, Tommy. They care about how big your bank account is.

I shook my head, banishing the words. That wasn't what this was about—and if it was, I honestly didn't care.

After trying a couple spots, I went into the master bathroom and stood in front of the mirror. The reflection staring back at me wasn't half-bad for forty-three: the months I'd spent in the downstairs home gym had done me a world of good. Modeling agencies weren't going to be beating down my door to put me on the covers of any romance novels, but I understood why so many of the women the girls had tried to set me up with seemed interested in more than just my emotional stability and my paid-off house.

I was wearing a white v-neck tee and gray sweatpants. For a second I thought of tucking my erection away, then decided to make it even more noticeable. Fuck it. This girl already knew I wanted her, right?

I lifted an arm in front of my face to hide it as I snapped a picture. The first one came out showing way too much, by the third, I had the angle I wanted. You could see my abs (not a six-pack, but respectable) through the shirt, and the bulge between my legs extended far enough down that even BlueJay19 might be impressed.

I got back on the bed. Okay, here it comes, I wrote. Don't laugh.

"Don't laugh?" Christ, like I could sound any more insecure.

Yet she sent me an emoji of a heart, like she knew I was admonishing myself. I won't, she promised. I'm, like, shaking over here, Daddy. I want to see you sooo bad.

Before I could convince myself otherwise, I sent the photo.

And waited.

The seconds stretched out, the three dots failing to appear. My exhilaration at sending the pic quickly turned to panic. Had I done something wrong? Had I shown too much? Was this some kind of blackmail thing, and now that I'd sent a picture they were going to threaten to send everything to my family and friends—?

The dots popped up.

Oh. My. God.

She wrote it just like that, as three discreet sentences.

Daddy, hooooly shit! The second message followed on top of the first, with a 'splash' and a 'purple eggplant' next to it. I knew what both of those emojis meant. I don't know if I can fit all that inside of me. You are… WOW, you're big!

Maybe it wasn't the most humble thing in the world, but BlueJay19's compliment made me feel like I was about ten feet tall. I decided to be even bolder.

I know you can take it, babygirl, I wrote back. I promise to be gentle right up until I'm not.

She sent me back an emoji with hearts in its eyes. Three of them.

Also, I thought you said you worked behind a desk, Daddy, she added, punctuating it with a wink face. Those are NOT desk job muscles. God, you look so strong, I bet you could pick me up like nothing…

I'll be the judge of that, I wrote back. I showed you mine, babygirl. Your turn.

There was a pause. You're right, she said. But YOU don't laugh either, okay?

Never, I promised.

The three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Then the photo loaded.

And my jaw hit the fucking floor.

The picture was dark—she must have taken it with the lights off, lit only by the camera's flash—and so I couldn't make out anything of the room around her. I didn't need to. I could see her, and that was more than enough.

She'd angled her picture a lot lower than mine. Her face wasn't just obscured—it literally wasn't in the picture, which started at the bottom of her collar and went down all the way to her legs. Even with the angle tilted, I could tell she was tiny—petite. I really could pick this girl up and throw her around like a rag doll.

And the instant I saw her, I wanted to. So fucking badly.

She wore a white t-shirt that had to be at least one size too small and a pair of puffy pink pajama pants with unicorns on them. She didn't have a bra on underneath the shirt, and the fabric was so thin that I could see her hard little nipples poking through. Her back was arched, her stomach toned and flat, her thighs spread enough that the drawstring of the pajama pants hung low on her hips.

She looked… God. She looked fucking beautiful. Sweet and innocent and aching for an older man to take control and ruin her.

I stared at the picture, my cock making a tent in my sweatpants. I'd expected her to be hot, braced for something to be obviously wrong with the picture, but this…?

This was so much more than I'd expected.

Daddy?

Oh shit. I'd been staring so long I forgot to reply.

Jesus Christ, babygirl, I wrote, any thoughts of playing it cool obliterated. How are you even real?

The pause was short, and felt almost… relieved on her end? I thought you ran, she wrote. That you saw something in that picture that scared you.

Scared me? That was a weird way of putting things.

I sat up, my hand going to my bulge. Send me another one, I wrote, growling as my fingers flew over the keyboard. Now.

She sent me back a wink emoji. You first, Daddy. Your move.

My move. Fuck it. I knew what she wanted, didn't I?

This time, I didn't bother to get up and go pose around the room. I tugged my sweatpants down, peeling them over my boxers. The thin black cotton underneath was damp with pre-cum, sticking to the crown of my cock. I didn't pull the boxers down, but I did pull them tight, adjusting myself to look as impressive as possible.

I snapped a picture, then sent it. You see what you do to me, babygirl?

Three dots. Oh fuck. Daddy…

Your turn, I wrote back, my hands shaking.

The photo came faster this time, like she'd been getting ready while she waited for me. This time she'd taken off her pajama pants, her bare legs long and smooth, with nothing over her pussy but a pair of lacy pink panties. She still had the t-shirt on but she'd pulled it up to her chin with her free hand, exposing the undersides of her small, perky breasts.

Jesus Christ. She was soaked.

More than anything else, that set off the beast in me. Because I'd done that. Tom Cottrell, a forty-three year-old divorced man, made the pussy of a girl half his age boil over with nothing more than dirty talk and a picture. Holy shit.

I still had it. My confidence levels had just shot off the motherfucking charts.

Babygirl, I wrote, you keep teasing Daddy like that and I'm going to take off these boxers and show you what's underneath them.

She replied seconds later, no hesitation: You promise?

Jesus. This girl. I was in love.

Or at least lust.

Before I could reply, she sent another picture. This one nearly sent the phone falling from my hand.

She was naked.

She sat curled up in bed, her head and face still just out of the frame. Even without it, I knew her cheeks must have been ablaze—a flush traveled down her collar, between her breasts, stretching almost all the way to her belly. Her legs looked slightly blurry, like she couldn't stop them from shaking. Her tits were free now, perfect and perky and topped with diamond-hard nipples that screamed for a mouth to come suck them, a pair of rough hands to come manhandle them.

But it was her pussy that undid me. Her legs were parted just enough for me to see her bare mound, juice glistening between her thighs as she used the fingers of the hand not holding the phone to spread her folds.

Even through a screen I could tell how outrageously turned on she was. I saw that pussy and I knew—I needed to have it. To claim it.

I was going to throw this girl over my shoulder like a barbarian and fuck her until she couldn't walk straight for a week. She was so beautiful, so perfect, so precious…

She's Daddy's babygirl, I thought, the words searing themselves across my heart.

All the things she wanted me to do: choose her clothes, her meals, fuck her until she was a sobbing, ruined mess then take her out for ice cream and stuffed animals—I was down. I was all-fucking-in on this girl.

My dick was out of my boxers before I could think twice about it. I gripped the base, hard, then took a picture and sent it to BlueJay19. I can't stop myself, babygirl, I wrote along with it. You have no idea what you've done to me.

The three dots flashed like an eyeblink. I wish I was there right now, Daddy, she wrote back.

What would you do with this big dick, angel?

No hesitation. Anything you wanted, Daddy. I want to do what you tell me to do. I want to be your good girl forever. This is what I've been begging for my whole fucking adult life, and you're finally going to give it to me.

I was already stroking, slowly. The friction felt amazing, and I felt the urge to flip back through the photos and get myself off. But I kept on talking. Because I wanted even more, and I knew I could get it.

Prove it, I wrote, the challenge dripping through the screen. Show me, babygirl. Show me how badly you need Daddy to fuck you.

I had no idea what she might send me in response. But a few moments later—like she didn't even hesitate—I got my answer.

And it nearly made my heart stop.

She must have had a tripod or something—she'd set the picture on a timer, turning around to face the headboard away from the camera. Her back was arched with her ass in the air, one hand between her legs with two fingers buried inside of her folds. The other hand rested on her lower back, fingers splayed like she was using them to balance herself and keep from toppling into the headboard. Her head was lowered, tilted down far enough that I couldn't see her face—just the impression of blonde hair.

Babygirl, you are perfect, I wrote.

The dots were already ready. I'm yours, Daddy. Whenever you want me.

The words made me dizzy. I fucking want you right now, I wrote. I wish you were here in bed with me this very second, babygirl.

The pause was a little longer, as if BlueJay19 were working up her courage. Then let's make it happen, she wrote.

Ah. Here it was.

My brain started to work again, just a little bit. My hand slowed at my groin, fingers stilling just under the head of my cock as I sat up a little straighter. I knew this was coming—I'd even been looking forward to it in a weird way: the actual moment I made my 'date' with my sugar baby.

My babygirl.

Because this was the moment.

I'd told myself I was all-in, but this decision was what sealed it. Up until right now, I could delete the app, forget I ever saw it, and go back to my ordinary, boring life. The moment where I either committed or backed out. Where I took what I wanted—or spent the rest of my life wondering 'What if?'

I took a second.

And then I made my decision.

The Armada Hotel, I wrote. You've heard of it?

It was probably the fanciest hotel in the city—and the most expensive. I didn't care about the price; I had more than enough in the bank to cover any number of weekend getaways. Hell, the girls had been suggesting I ought to get out and treat myself more often.

Yes, Daddy, she wrote back. I know where it is.

Saturday night, I wrote. Eight o'clock. I'll text you the room number. Be there.

It was perfect. I could make an excuse to get out of the house for the evening—and Sunday was dinner with Deborah, Savannah, and the 'serious boyfriend'. I could sleep in late, take my time with BlueJay19, and show up at that dinner a new man. Seeing Deborah with some sleazeball wouldn't bother me when I'd spent the previous night doing every dirty thing with this girl I'd never even dared to suggest to my ex-wife. I'd rock that dinner.

"Say yes," I whispered, watching the screen. "Please."

There was a long pause. I want to, Daddy, BlueJay19 wrote, I'm just scared.

Shit. Shit, what did I do wrong? I seized around for an answer and landed on the most obvious one.

I know we haven't talked about the cash yet, I wrote, my fingers tapping rapidly. Babygirl, I WANT to spoil you. Take care of you. Whatever you want, it's yours. I just want YOU.

I knew I sounded desperate. Probably like the biggest rube in the book. I was offering a blank check, waiting for her to name her price. But whatever number she threw at me, I knew I'd pay it.

I needed this. I hadn't realized how badly I'd needed this.

I waited, my heart in my throat.

And the other shoe dropped.

I don't want your money, Daddy.

I blinked at the screen, my hand leaving my cock. What!?

I don't want you to pay me, she wrote. That's not what this is.

I couldn't believe it. Was this real?

You don't have to give me a dime, she wrote. There's just one thing I need you to promise me, Daddy. If you swear it to me and mean it, I'll be there with bells on. If you don't, then we can't meet up.

A promise? That sounded odd. I felt the old hackles rise, the wariness at this being a scam filling the back of my mind. If this girl was planning to wind me up, now would be the moment.

What's that, babygirl? I asked.

The three dots disappeared for a few moments. I want you to fuck me, she wrote. No matter WHAT.

Huh?

Babygirl, that's not a promise, I typed. That's a certainty.

I'm serious, she wrote. Take me the second I open the door, Daddy. Don't think about it. Don't ask me if I'm sure. Don't even say 'hi'. Pin me to the bed and make me yours. Fuck me so hard I forget my own name.

Jesus Christ.

Do it no matter WHAT, she repeated. And I'll be there. But you have to promise me, Daddy. With your whole heart.

I blinked, thinking it over. That… didn't sound like much of a promise, to be honest. I was obviously going to bang this girl like a drum the second I had a locked door between us and the world. What was she so worried about?

It has to be her face, I thought. It sure as hell isn't her body.

Or maybe these were old pictures? They looked new, though. Was something wrong with her face, then? A scar, maybe? Glass eye? Something she's self-conscious about, I guessed.

I was wrong, but I had no way of knowing that. I just knew that whatever it was, BlueJay19 was afraid I was going to take one look at her and get cold feet.

I had no earthly idea why—honestly, if I'd been smarter, I should have asked myself exactly why she felt so adamant about this—but I didn't care. Even if the girl who showed up on Saturday night wasn't exactly like the girl in these pictures, or if I recognized her from somewhere, I was going to let out twenty-one years of pent up lust all over her gorgeous young body.

Because she was her. No one had ever been so perfectly babygirl before.

Okay, I wrote. I promise. No matter what I see when you open that door, we'll fuck.

The dots flashed. You mean it?

I couldn't help it—I laughed.

Babygirl, I wrote, I'm going to fuck you for DAYS. Trust that. You're not going to be able to get rid of me.

Good, she wrote. I don't want to get rid of you, Daddy. And I want to feel you for DAYS. I want to wake up Sunday sore and aching and remembering every second of what you did to me.

A second message, almost on top of the first: are you touching yourself, Daddy?

I was now.

I leaned back against the headboard, my free hand wrapping around my cock slowly and deliberately. Yes, I wrote. Are you?

She didn't respond with a text. Instead, she sent a picture.

BlueJay19 lying on her bed, her hips raised and her fingers buried in her tight little pussy. Honey dripped from her tight slit, staining her thighs and the sheets beneath it.

I've BEEN rubbing myself, Daddy, she wrote. I'm a bad girl. Tell me what you're going to do to me when I show up at your hotel room on Saturday.

It was an open invitation to be as raunchy as I wanted. I took it.

The second the door closes, I'm going to pin you to the bed, I wrote. Wear something you don't mind having destroyed, babygirl, because I'm going to rip your clothes right off your body. Then I'm going to spread your legs and taste you until you beg me to stop.

Fuck. Fuck.

I had to slow down or I'd bust in seconds.

Keep going, BlueJay19 wrote, like she saw me hesitating. Tell me. Fuck, I'm rubbing myself so hard for you, Daddy. I'm such a fucked-up little slut for you…!

My hand moved faster. Make you get on your knees for me, I wrote, my eyelids fluttering as my balls tightened. Use that sweet little mouth until you're gagging, ruining all that pretty makeup you put on to look cute for Daddy. Then I'll grab your hair and pull your head back while I slide inside you. Slow and teasing at first—just the tip. Until you're screaming, crying, BEGGING Daddy for more.

The dots flashed. OMG I'm so wet, she wrote. Please Daddy, omg please send me one more picture?

I was already there, snapping a shot as my fingers squeezed the underside of my crown. It jerked right as I hit the button, pre-cum oozing from the tip.

OMG, she wrote, punctuating it with a series of horny emojis. I want to taste it so bad, Daddy. Fuck, am I a good girl for you?

Always, I wrote. Jesus, babygirl, I'm trying so hard not to cum…

She sent me a smirk emoji back. Stop trying, she wrote.

Oh fuck!

Cum for me, Daddy, she wrote, the messages coming so fast that the triple dots didn't register. Cum thinking about your little girl screaming your name. Cum thinking about my legs wrapped around you, welcoming you deep into my cunt, your big dick stretching my tight little walls and filling me up with that hot load!

I couldn't hold back any longer. I growled as my hips lifted from the bed, my cock jerking in my fist as thick, hot ropes of spunk sprayed over my fingers. I came so hard I saw stars, slumping against the headboard as the last few jets of come spurted from my crown.

Before I could think otherwise, I snapped a picture of the mess and sent it. You did that to me, babygirl, I wrote. Now cum for me.

A few moments later a text came through, obviously typed one-handed: omg thats so hot i'm so close

Then, simply: !!!

I smiled. Good girl, I thought.

The next message was a photo. It was my babygirl, lying on the mattress in a fucking puddle of her own juices. Sweat beaded on her skin, and while her face was still off-frame, the way her wrist disappeared at the top of the photo left no doubt as to what she was doing: sucking on her soaked fingers.

I came SO hard, Daddy, she wrote. Fuck, I'm still shaking.

Good girl, I wrote back. Saturday can't come fast enough.

There was a brief pause. I need to get cleaned up, she wrote. Give me two minutes?

I was more than happy to. While she did that, I grabbed a hand towel from the bathroom and did the same thing before tucking myself back into my pants. Strange; I was still half-hard. Normally at my age I'd have been down for the count after a cum like that. Must be the thought of her, I decided.

I'm back, Daddy, BlueJay19 wrote. That was *literally* the best orgasm I've ever had.

I didn't know if I could say the same—not just from my hand—but it was definitely up there. It won't be for long, I wrote, confident in the truth of that. Only until Saturday.

She paused for a few seconds. You still want me, even with post-nut clarity?

I chuckled. You're damned right I do, babygirl.

The three dots flickered. Good. Because there's no way I'm letting you go after tonight. And you'd better keep your promise.

I will, I assured her.

The conversation turned non-sexual after that. We exchanged a few more pleasantries, but I could tell she was just as tired as I was. Something about the intensity of that session had sapped the energy from both of us. But we were still clicking, still connecting. Ten more minutes of texting and I felt like I'd literally known this girl for years, rather than just a couple of days.

By the time we finally said goodnight, I was smiling like an idiot, lying in bed with my phone on my chest and staring up at the ceiling like a lovesick teenager.

Goodnight, Daddy, she wrote. I cannot wait for you to see me on Saturday.

Goodnight, babygirl, I typed back. Sweet dreams.

The green dot next to her name went gray. User is offline.

I set the phone down on the nightstand and closed my eyes. Saturday. Just two days away. Two days until I became the man I'd always wanted to be. Two days until my entire life was going to be exactly the way I'd dreamed.

As I drifted off, BlueJay19 was already snoring in her own bed somewhere closer than I'd ever dreamed.

I had no idea that in just forty-eight hours, nothing about my life would ever be the same again.


Chapter Five


The next two days were the longest forty-eight hours of my life.

With my meeting with BlueJay19 on the horizon, every sixty seconds felt like an eternity. Time hadn't passed this slowly for me since the week before my sixteenth birthday, when I'd been forced to wait in agony for seven days before going to take my driving test and gaining the right to take the family station wagon out on the road.

I almost called in sick Friday. The first thing I did when I woke up that morning was reach for my phone, intending to — only to find myself opening the Sweetheart app instead, praying that BlueJay19 had left me a message after we both said goodnight to each other. It was almost obscene how down bad I was for this girl; every second with her felt so exciting, so real, that the rest of my life felt drab by comparison.

There was a message waiting for me on the app, dated forty-five minutes before my alarm went off. Good morning, Daddy, BlueJay19 had written. You were the first thing I thought about when I woke up this morning. Had the best dream about Saturday night. Woke up with the BIGGEST smile on my face.

Any thought I'd had of playing it cool from now until Saturday was banished when I read that. Good morning, babygirl, I wrote back. You have no idea how happy that makes me.

Almost instantly, the green dot appeared next to BlueJay19's profile pic. The three dots flashed at the bottom of the screen, like she'd been waiting this whole time for me.

Also, I may have had to change my sheets this morning. Your fault, btw ;)

I laughed loud and long. I couldn't remember the last time I'd woken up feeling this good. It made me realize how gray and bland my life had become since the divorce: alarm, shower, coffee, commute, repeat. I'd been running on a treadmill since Deborah left, moving fast but not getting anywhere.

Tomorrow night I'd be stepping off that treadmill for once. Entering a world that was uncharted and new, with a young woman I couldn't wait to meet.

I'm proud to be the reason you have to change them, I wrote back. I'm tempted to make you change them AGAIN, but I've got to get to work.

I didn't want to go. What I really wanted was to stay in bed all morning and trade messages, until we got each other worked up again and did what we'd done last night. But the clock on my nightstand already showed time was passing too quickly, and my morning commute had been especially hellish lately. Besides, taking a day off wasn't going to help time move any faster.

BlueJay19 sent me an emoji of a heart. Go rock it, Daddy, she wrote along with it. Try and think of me every now and then when you're kicking ass. I'm going to be thinking of you ALL DAY. Kisses.

I sent her back a little emoji of a guy saluting, then hopped in the shower. My morning routine was still the same boring stuff, but now I had a fun little secret that made it all exciting. And some extra work to do.

I needed to book a suite at the Armada Hotel today.

The smell of eggs and toast hit me as I made my way down the hallway, doing up the last two buttons on my dress shirt (jeans and sneakers with it, though, thank God for casual Friday). To my surprise, Bailey was in the kitchen, her back to me, flipping something with a skillet. She wasn't dressed, unless her college had suddenly gotten cool with coeds showing up to class in an oversized t-shirt and a pair of puffy sleep shorts, and her blonde hair was pulled up into a messy bun. She hummed as she worked.

"I don't think I've ever seen you cooking in my kitchen before," I said.

She straightened up in shock, like someone had cracked a whip. "Mr. C!" she said, turning around with a smile. "You want your eggs overeasy or hard-fried?"

"Hard fried," I said, pouring myself a cup of coffee from the pot she'd already brewed. "You don't have to keep doing this for me, you know."

"I know." She glanced over her shoulder with a smile. "I want to."

"Aren't you late for class?"

"My morning class was cancelled," she explained. "Teacher's sick. And that hot plate downstairs might be enough to make pasta, but it's nowhere near large enough for eggs and bacon."

Oh wow, there was bacon? My stomach rumbled. Maybe I could take a few minutes and chow down before I hit the road.

It wouldn't kill me to be a half-hour late one time, I told myself. Mark's late like three times a week and nobody cares, as long as he's producing.

"Well, thank you for fixing breakfast," I said, taking a seat at the table with my mug. "I appreciate it — especially since I know you've got better things to do with your morning."

Bailey was already shaking her head. "I didn't want you to wake up in an empty house," she said, a muscle in her jaw clenching. "It's been too quiet around here lately, Mr. C. I used to love Sunday mornings when Savannah and I were in high school — we'd come upstairs and you'd already have coffee going and everybody would just end up at the table together. McKenna making jokes and Savannah stealing my orange juice." She shook her head, smiling at something I couldn't see. "I miss that kind of energy. It's too quiet without it."

She was right. I'd always liked it when the house was full — when Savannah brought her people home and the whole place just lived a little louder for a while. The quiet since the divorce had been harder than I'd expected. Although it had to be said, there weren’t as many of those good days as Bailey remembered. I could count on two hands the number of times Deborah had ever made everyone breakfast in the morning: more often, it was a bowl of cereal and a kiss on the forehead before she was off to work.

Those memories weren’t as golden as Bailey thought. And yet, our house had been a refuge to her. I knew more than Savannah thought about her best friend’s family, and I understood why Bailey wanted to stay here so often when the two of them were in high school. The last thing I’d have ever wanted to do was tarnish that.

"And I will clean up," Bailey insisted. "Or McKenna will — I'll make her. Don't worry about a thing, Mr. C."

I knew better than to argue. This was how she showed she cared — for the house, for all of them, for the life she'd built inside these walls over the past five years. McKenna did it through banter and movie nights and the competitive chaos of whatever game she was currently obsessed with; Bailey did it through care. By making sure I never felt alone in my own home. By showing up the same way she'd always shown up, since Savannah used to drag her over on weekends and I'd find them both asleep on the downstairs couch.

"Well, thank you, sweetheart," I said, my stomach growling as Bailey put a plate of eggs, bacon and toast on the table in front of me. "It does feel a little bit like old times."

As Bailey walked back to the oven, an unexpected spike of guilt hit me in the gut. I'm going to go visit a girl tomorrow night who's the same age as my daughter, I thought, swallowing my next sip of coffee a little too hard. Same age as Bailey, sitting right across from me. The same age as Savannah, who was probably already texting Lina about the logistics of Saturday's drive north.

What kind of man does that make you, Tom?

I shook my head. Bailey and McKenna wouldn't be upset about this — hell, they'd practically pushed the idea on me in the first place. The only thing I didn't dare tell any of them was how I'd met BlueJay19 — they could not find out about the Sweetheart app, no matter what else I did.

Maybe the guilt was why I said what I did next.

"Sweetheart?" I asked.

Something about my tone made Bailey stiffen. "Yeah, Mr. C?" she asked without turning around.

"There's something I've been meaning to ask you," I said, taking another sip of my coffee. "Something that's been on my mind since the other day."

She turned around. To my surprise, her face looked pale — and she was holding the spatula she'd been using to turn the eggs in the skillet like she might have to use it in self-defense. I thought I knew why.

"This isn't about the other night," I hastened to add. "I'm not mad at you for staying out late — you and McKenna are your own people. Have been for a while now."

"Then what, Mr. C?" she asked, a little catch to her voice.

Geez, she looked nervous. "This is kind of awkward," I said, rubbing the back of my neck. "But I keep thinking about that thing you and McKenna told me when we were talking about Debbie's dinner on Sunday. The whole… friends thing?"

Them suggesting to hook me up with someone they knew, in other words.

Bailey was quiet for a moment. "What about it, Mr. C?”

"I just…" There was no way around it but to come out and say it. "I know you and McKenna are one thing. You two aren’t related to me. But do you think my daughter would actually be okay with me dating someone younger? Like… college age?"

I cringed internally at the thought. If she judged me now…

Bailey put down the spatula. She turned the heat down on the oven, fixed herself a plate, and sat down across from me at the table. I couldn't tell if she was amused or upset—her expression looked downright unreadable.

"I guess first I'd want to know why you're asking," Bailey said, her tone too casual by half. "Did you want me and McKenna to try and hook you up with someone? Have you and Savannah already talked about this?"

No, sweetheart, I thought. I think I've already found the love of my life, and she looks like she probably sits next to you or my daughter in some of your classes.

But I didn't dare say that out loud.

"Not exactly, sweetheart," I said, shaking my head. "It's just a theoretical question, I guess. The truth is, while I'm not exactly against the idea of getting back out there on the market, the thought of it makes me… well…"

The corner of Bailey's mouth curled in a smirk. "It's a big nervous?" she asked.

I chuckled. "Hap," I said, slipping back into the old joke. "Honestly, honey, I'm scared shitless. Not just of bringing a new person into my life, but into Savannah’s. You and McKenna might be okay with it, and she might say she is—but that’s my daughter. My little girl. And that’s before dealing with what Debbie's probably going to say—"

"Deborah doesn't matter," Bailey said firmly. "You want to know what I think, Mr. C?"

I sat up a little straighter. "Of course I do."

Bailey leaned over and took my hand. "First of all, I don't think you need my permission to do anything," she said, glancing at the floor like she wished Savannah were here, too. "You said I'm a grown woman, and I'm only twenty. You're most definitely a grown-ass man. You get to make your own decisions."

"Bailey—"

"Not done," Bailey whispered. "I meant what I said about you being happy. If you find somebody who brightens up your life, I don't care who they are or what they look like. McKenna won't, either. And neither will Savannah." She paused, chewing on her words. "Well, Savannah might be more than a little shocked, no matter what she says," Bailey giggled. "But I think she'll get over it. Actually, I know she will."

"I wish I shared your confidence, Bailey."

Bailey shook her head. "We really just want you to be happy, Mr. C," she insisted, taking a bite of her eggs—scrambled, which meant she'd taken special care to make mine the way I liked. "You deserve it, after everything Deb put you through."

I felt a little bit lighter. I hadn't told Bailey everything—she didn't even know that I'd met someone—but now I at least knew that what she and McKenna told me hadn't just been them trying to make me feel better. They really would be okay with me seeing someone like BlueJay19.

"I can't lie," I said, swallowing a bite of bacon. "That thing McKenna said about bringing a woman half my age to Debbie's dinner party? I kind of liked that idea."

Bailey got a fit of the giggles. "Of course you would. She'd probably shit a brick!"

"Honey, language," I chided. Then I grinned. "But yeah, she absolutely would."

We kept on like that, chatting and sharing breakfast like we had back before everything changed. By the time I hit the road for work I was feeling better, and by the time I pulled into my parking spot at CreditCore I practically felt like a new man.

I was still useless at work, of course. Every e-mail Brenda sent me got resolved with a minimum of fuss—and an absolute minimum of effort. I was too busy dreaming of BlueJay19 to get much work done. On my fifteen minute break, I slipped out the back and placed a call to the Armada Hotel, booking a suite for Saturday night. It cost a pretty penny, but I felt certain it'd be worth every dollar. I was going to walk into that dinner party on Sunday evening with a smile, confident in the knowledge that Deborah wasn't the only one moving on from the wreck of our marriage.

After what had happened with Mark, I resolved to keep my mouth shut for the rest of my shift. But he ended up finding me.

"Hey, dude?" Mark knocked on the door of my office—open, of course—and stuck his head in. "You mind if I talk to you for a sec?"

I hastily minimized a window from the Armada Hotel's website. Even their advertising screamed "this is the kind of hotel you go to when you want to bang," filled with pictures of silk sheets and roses and grinning couples. I didn't want anyone to see.

"What's up?" I asked.

Mark wasn't a guy to whom humility came easily. But he looked about as chastened as I've ever seen him.

"I just wanted to say I feel really shitty about the other day," he said, shutting the door behind him. "I was just trying to keep you from getting taken advantage of, but I was still way too harsh about bursting your bubble. I forget sometimes that there are still actual romantics left in this world, you know?"

I was already shaking my head. "It's really okay," I said. "You gave me a reality check. I probably needed the cold water thrown in my face."

The fact that I hadn't actually taken his advice, I didn't need to say.

"Sure, man," Mark said, still sounding contrite. "I was thinking — and I probably should have suggested this in the first place — maybe I could help you out?"

I blinked. "Help me out?"

"You know, make sure your profile's up to snuff and shit like that," he said, glancing through my office's front window like he suspected Brenda might be listening in. "Help you navigate a couple convos with these hotties, give you some pointers. I fuckin' owe you, man — you saved my ass during that shit with the Manila trip way back when."

"I was saving my own ass," I snickered, smiling at the memory. "It was a joint presentation, and the guy from the sales team who was supposed to be up there with me got so bombed off his rear on lambanog he didn't know his ass from his elbow."

That had been Mark. "Officially, that was a 'stomach bug'," he said, doing air quotes. "And I learned my lesson. No Filipino liquor. Stick to the domestic stuff. Like Cuervo."

That wasn't domestic at all, but I wasn't going to argue. "I don't need any help," I said, unable to stop the grin that spread across my face. "Actually, I'm meeting someone from Sweetheart. Tomorrow night."

Mark's jaw dropped open. "No shit?"

"No shit."

He came over and slapped me on the back. "Tommy boy! That's the guy I remember from Manila. My man!"

"I'm a little nervous," I admitted.

"Nothing to be nervous about," he said. Then he paused. "You didn't pay her yet, did you?"

"No," I said. Technically, it wasn't even a lie.

He nodded, relaxing a bit. "Good. Remember, it's half up front, half after. Where are you meeting this girl?"

I opened my mouth to tell him it was none of his business, then thought twice. "A hotel," I said, keeping which to myself.

"Alright. I'm sure you know all this, but meet in the lobby first: not the room. Have a drink if you want, but don't get wasted. Don't bring anything you wouldn't be able to replace if it went missing—" his gaze flickered to my old Mickey Mouse watch before evidently deciding that didn't apply, "—and make sure someone knows where you are. Not saying anything's going to happen, but you can never be too careful."

I nodded. What he said made sense. I thought of Bailey and McKenna, but… yeah. No, they'd never understand. And Savannah was the last person I’d tell. "Can I text you?"

Mark laughed. "Sure. And just remember, Tommy. No matter how good the pussy is, a sugar baby is just a sugar baby, alright?"

I opened my mouth to refute him. To tell him about the connection I'd made with BlueJay19. But what would that do? Just convince him I'd lost my mind.

"I hear you," was what I said.

"Good. 'Cause I love you, Tommy, but you kinda strike me as the sort of guy to bring an engagement ring to one of these things. And that never ends well for guys our age."

"I'm not some kind of idiot—"

"You proposed to Debbie senior year of highschool," he said. "To Debbie. On your fourth date."

Okay, maybe I did have a habit of jumping in feet-first. But things with Deborah hadn't been all bad, had they?

"I'm just trying to keep you from making a mistake," he said. "Go. Have fun. Text me when you get there, and send me a fucking smiley-face emoji or whatever when you're done with the hottie. Break the seal and get those jitters out of your system." He pointed at me, grinning in a way that was only mostly funny. "But if I find out you took this girl to one of those drive-thru marriage chapels in Vegas, Tommy, I'm going to slap you upside the head."

"I will still be an unmarried man on Sunday," I told him. "I promise."

"Good." He squeezed my shoulder once, then let go. "Gotta get back to the sales floor. But hey, send me this chick's profile picture later, alright? I wanna know if the locals have anything on the Miami girls."

I almost opened my mouth to tell Mark that 'the girl' didn't have a profile picture, before realizing what a red flag that would look like. "Sure."

He opened the door and walked off, whistling. I let him go, shaking my head.

Mark didn't understand. He thought this was an itch I needed to scratch—that once I 'blew off a little steam' with this girl, I'd be ready to go back to a 'normal' life. That we'd start bar hopping together after he broke up with his current girlfriend; that we'd probably head down to Miami and pick up some hotties together.

And maybe at the beginning, I'd been thinking along the same lines, too.

But not anymore.

BlueJay19 wasn't an itch to scratch. Saturday night was a door I'd been standing in front of for twenty-one years, too nervous and self-deprecating to ever allow myself to open. And for the first time in my life, I was holding the key.

I pulled out my phone after Mark left and loaded the app.

BlueJay19 wasn't online, but I popped open our messages anyway. Her photos stared at me, so gorgeous and perfect they made my heart throb. I stared for as long as I dared, feeling something I hadn't felt in nearly two decades, then began to type.

Room's booked, babygirl, I wrote. Armada Hotel, suite 1425. Meet me in the lobby at eight.

The three dots appeared so fast she must have been staring at the screen, waiting.

You didn't have to do all that, Daddy, she typed back. I would have been happy with a Motel 6 as long as YOU were there.

I smiled. That's why you deserve the Armada, I wrote back.

The three dots flashed at the bottom of the screen. I can't stop thinking about Saturday, she wrote. I can't concentrate on anything!

Me either, I wrote.

I bought something to wear for you, Daddy. You're going to lose your mind.

Oh God. I was already losing it. Had been since the day we made our connection.

Tomorrow night, babygirl, I wrote.

Tomorrow night, Daddy, BlueJay19 typed, sending another heart.

And then: Remember your promise.

Then she was gone, the little green dot turning back to gray.

Leaving me with a raging hard-on and a fervent wish for a pill that would allow me to instantly travel twenty-four hours into the future.


Chapter Six


That evening, I came home to find Bailey and McKenna waiting for me.

The second I walked in the door, I heard the sounds of gunfire. Digital gunfire, not the real stuff — McKenna had some game cranked on the downstairs sound system, and from the sound of it she was deep in the action. The smell of food hit my nostrils, which told me Bailey had either commandeered the kitchen again or was fixing something in their downstairs space.

"I'm home," I said, hanging my coat on a hook by the door. "How's everyone doing?"

I couldn't remember a single moment of the second half of my shift. I knew I'd sat in a few meetings, filled out a few memos, but the details completely escaped me. After my flurry of texts with BlueJay19 I'd been unable to concentrate on anything that wasn't the Armada Hotel or the no-doubt outrageously sinful outfit my babygirl was going to be wearing for me. I wondered if she was going to slip it under her dress or do one of those classic 'buttoned-up trenchcoat' things you see in the movies.

I heard the sound of the game being paused downstairs. "Tom?"

I froze. That was McKenna, and she sounded… odd.

"I'm right here," I said, glancing upstairs. What I could see of the kitchen from the foyer looked empty, which meant the cooking was almost assuredly happening downstairs. "Is everything alright? Something wrong?"

"Come down here," McKenna said. "We need to talk."

Something about her tone set alarm bells in the back of my brain. Was she upset about something? Had something bad happened at college?

A little thought wormed its way into the back of my mind and refused to let go: they know.

No, there was no way they could know about the Sweetheart app. Nobody knew about me and BlueJay19 except Mark—and he didn't know the details.

Sweat broke out on my forehead. What if someone from the Armada called the house? But that would just mean they knew I'd booked a hotel room, not the rest—

"Tom?" That was Bailey, who sounded far calmer than McKenna. "I made dinner! Come down and have something to eat with us!"

Whatever was the matter, we could hash it out over dinner. I went down the stairs.

The downstairs section of the house looked even cozier than usual. McKenna was on the big couch, her video game controller sitting abandoned for the moment next to her on the cushion, while Bailey was at the kitchenette with a plate of garlic bread, putting the finishing touches on some pasta. McKenna had been playing Cyberpunk — she must have finished Clair Obscur the other night while I was chatting up BlueJay19.

The sight of the two of them together down here warmed my heart, even as the tone I'd heard from McKenna made me wary.

“Where’s Savannah?” I asked, glancing around the den.

“Out,” McKenna said, turning her attention away from the screen. “Study session with Lina.”

“Those two have been close lately,” I mused. “You two aren’t jealous, are you?”

“Us?” McKenna laughed. “Never, Mr. C. I know how to share.”

Before I could reply to that, Bailey saw me and smiled. "Have a seat," she said, gesturing at the other side of the big L-shaped couch. "I'll bring you a bowl."

"Thanks," I said, watching as she filled mine with a generous portion and put two slices of garlic bread on top. "Everything else okay, McKenna? You sounded kind of stressed when I got home." I decided to throw out a guess, if only to distract from how I was really feeling. "You're not still worried about Sunday, are you?"

She shook her head. "No, I'm resigned to going to that freakshow," she said, glancing at her sister. "Savannah needs the moral support. Bailey's still trying to get out of it, though."

Bailey handed me the bowl and a Coke Zero. "McKenna," I said, "this is important to Savannah's mom. Just because she and I don't approve of everything she's doing doesn't mean we don't love her."

"I just don't like the fact that she's going to take it as us being okay with the whole thing," Bailey said, her lips tight. "But if you say so, Mr. C, I'll go. Besides, you’re going too, right?"

I wasn’t a fan of being reminded of that, but yes. "It's not approval," I said. "It's just… being there."

"That's not why I sounded like that," McKenna said.

Both of us turned.

"Bailey told me about the conversation you two had this morning," McKenna said, leaning forward. "About how Savannah and us would feel if you started dating someone younger?"

I blinked, trying not to recoil. "McKenna, that was just a hypothetical—"

"No it wasn't," McKenna said, grinning. "Who do you want to go out with, Tom?"

My mouth opened and closed slowly. “Listen, I really don't—"

She held up a hand. "Any of our friends would go out with you. I'm serious." She lowered her voice, sharing a look with Bailey. "Is it Lina? It's totally Lina, isn't it?"

"McKenna, that's Savannah's teammate—”

"And she's a redhead, and on the gymnastics team, and she absolutely told Savannah she thinks her dad is the most attractive one in the whole parent bracket." McKenna turned to me, laughing. "She puts the nasty in ‘gymnastics’, Mr. C. I'm not supposed to say this, but Lina would 100% go out with you if Bailey and I put in a good word—"

I couldn't let this go any further. "Girls, enough!" I held up my hands, silencing them both. "The truth is… ah, damn it…"

McKenna paused, as if realizing she might have gone too far. "Okay, I'm sorry. It's just that Debbie has no fucking boundaries and you always have. You've been standing still while she's been posting thirst traps for six months, and we want to help you after everything she put you through.”

Bailey added, “Just because I'm willing to go to this stupid dinner, it does not mean I'm the slightest bit less on your side!"

"That's not…"

Something bent inside of me.

"I'm going out Saturday night," I blurted.

Both of them froze.

"You're what?" Bailey asked, her hand tightening around a mug.

McKenna looked just as surprised. "Is this, like, a work thing?" she asked.

I shook my head. "No. It's not a work thing. I'm… I'm meeting somebody."

McKenna's jaw dropped open. Then she let out a sound somewhere between the cry of triumph she made when she won a round of Marvel Rivals and a fire alarm going off.

"Oh! My! God!" She was up and out of her seat in a second, nearly knocking the Playstation controller to the floor. "You're going on a DATE!? When were you going to tell us this!?”

"It's not a date—"

"Who is she?" McKenna practically vibrated with excitement. "Does Savannah know about this yet? Do we know her? Did you ask her out, or did she ask you? Is she hot?”

"Okay, that is not an appropriate thing to ask," I murmured.

"Fuck appropriate!" McKenna grinned as wide as Christmas morning. "I've been watching you live your life in Monk Mode while Deborah's been slutting it up all over social media for the last six months! Who is she? Where are you taking her? Oh my God, what are you going to wear–!?"

Questions flew from her as quickly as the video game gunfire I heard earlier. I started laughing despite myself, holding up my hands like I could ward her off. "McKenna, please. It's not that serious…"

"I knew it!" She pointed at Bailey, triumphant. "Didn't I tell you? I told Savannah, too! He's been acting weird all week!"

I blinked. "I have?"

"Checking your phone every five seconds," McKenna said, her smile widening. "Smiling at nothing like you just thought of a really good joke. I thought… hell, I don't know what I thought! Tom, I'm so happy you're finally putting yourself back out there."

Bailey hadn't moved from the kitchenette. She was leaning against the counter like a woman recovering from a blow, her brows scrunched together and her face unreadable. I couldn't quite decode how Bailey felt about all this—happy? Amused? Upset?

I hoped not upset. Not after the conversation we'd had over breakfast.

"Tell us everything," McKenna said, walking over and fixing herself a bowl of pasta as she spoke. "I want to know all the details." She glanced over her shoulder and grinned. "Okay, how much younger is she, really?"

I nearly choked. "Excuse me?"

McKenna glanced over at Bailey. "You had this whole conversation with Bailey this morning about younger women," she said, taking on the air of a detective solving a case. "And the whole time, you already knew you had this date lined up. Which means that you were nervous Savannah’s going to freak, because she's not much older than we are." She paused, frowning. "It's not really Lina, is it? I swear, we can smooth that over with Savannah—"

"It's not Lina," I said, shaking my head. "It's… it's somebody I've been talking to online. I really don't want to go into it any more than that. We haven't actually met yet in person, and I… I guess I don't want to jinx it."

"Legit," McKenna said, nodding as she took a bite. "Damn, Bailey, this is good!"

Bailey didn't hear. "Where are you going, Mr. C?" she asked.

Her voice was quiet. Careful. Nothing like McKenna's investigation—but nothing like her excitement, either. Maybe she was upset about all this.

"Just… out. Dinner and drinks, probably. Downtown."

Her lips compressed. "What time?"

"I'll leave around seven," I said, trying not to take the interrogation personally. I'd planned that out well in advance, checking the route Google Maps plotted between our house and the Armada. "Just to be on the safe side. If you girls had plans for us on Saturday, I'm sorry I'll miss them."

"Psssh!" McKenna batted that away. "We can game whenever. This is so cool! And right before the dinner at Debbie's?" She gasped, as if a light bulb had just gone off over her head. "You're not thinking you might bring her, are you?"

Honestly, there was a tiny part of me that had been hoping for just that. But I didn't dare think BlueJay19 might fall for me that hard, that quickly.

"I doubt she'll want to meet the family after a first date," I said, chuckling.

Bailey cleared her throat. "Is she nice?"

The question caught me off-guard. It was about the last thing I expected. How old is she, what site did you meet her on, how do you know any of this is real—those were the things I expected to have to answer for. Not that.

Leave it to Bailey to cut straight to what mattered most.

"Yeah," I said, my voice going soft. "She's really, really nice. I think… at least I hope… you girls are going to like her."

Bailey swallowed, and for a second, there was something like approval in her eyes.

"Good," she said, smiling. "You deserve someone nice, Mr. C."

"Anybody who's not Deborah is an upgrade," McKenna snarked. "Okay, first things first. What's in your closet right now that's clean?"

What? "My closet?"

McKenna's eyes narrowed. "This is your first date since you got divorced, Tom. We're not going to let you go out there looking like a dork. I swear to God, you weren't actually thinking of showing up in a polo and khakis like you do at the office, were you?”

Actually, I had. "I do have nice clothes, McKenna—"

"You have middle-aged Dad clothes," she countered. "I don't think you own a single button-down that didn't come off the two for $25 rack at Costco—"

"The blue one," Bailey said quietly.

Something about her tone made both McKenna and I fall silent.

"Sweetheart?" I asked.

Bailey's tongue worked across her upper lip. "The really nice one you wore to Savannah's state exhibition," she said, her eyes going glassy at the memory. "A few years back. Do you still have it, Mr. C? The light one, with the collar?"

I was one hundred percent sure it was hanging in the back of my closet. "Yeah, I do."

She smiled. "That's the one. You looked really good in it. Especially your eyes."

She met mine for a second, then glanced away. Back when the house was full, I thought, misinterpreting. Back when Savannah still dragged everyone up here on Saturday nights and the whole place felt… happy.

Yeah, I could understand why she’d think of that shirt in particular.

McKenna was nodding. "Yeah, that could work," she muttered. "And your gray slacks. With dress shoes, not your Vans!"

"I'm not a barbarian, honey," I grumbled.

"Cologne, too," McKenna said, tapping a few words into a note on her phone. "Bailey, the stuff Savannah got Tom for Christmas last year is still around, right?"

"The Dior?" Bailey perked up. "Yeah, he never used it. Should be in the bathroom cabinet."

Oh shit, I hadn't, had I? But then, I hadn't had a reason to.

"See? We've got you covered." McKenna snickered as she plopped back down on the couch, her bowl and her garlic bread in her lap. "Operation Get Savannah's Dad Laid is officially under way."

If I'd had anything in my mouth when she said that, I would have spit it out. "Oh no. Nobody's calling it that."

"Too late." McKenna giggled as she picked up the controller and flipped the TV to Netflix. "I'm totally calling it that. That's the name we're going with in the group chat."

My brows shot skyward. "Group chat!?"

"Just me, Bailey, and Savannah," McKenna said. Then she smiled. "And Lina."

"Oh God."

Bailey let out a laugh—a real one—and some of the tension in the room dissolved. "She's kidding about Lina, Mr. C," she said, shaking her head. "Probably."

“Please tell me you’re kidding about Savannah, too,” I muttered.

“She wants you to be happy even more than we do,” McKenna said breezily. “And on the Lina, thing, I'm just saying, we should have a back-up plan if this date thing falls through…"

We went back and forth after that, the girls giving me advice like I was one of their college classmates instead of a man twice their age. Despite everything—the nerves, the lingering guilt, the absurdity of taking wardrobe notes from people half my age before a date with a girl their exact age—I caught myself laughing along with them. I felt… free. Normal.

I was a man getting gently roasted by two people who loved him enough to respectfully tease him about being a middle-aged man getting back into the dating world, and it felt good.

And then came Saturday.

I woke up early, like my work alarm had gone off even though I hadn't set it. By nine AM I'd already done a workout in the downstairs gym, showered, shaved, and made a list of everything I hadn't picked up during my work break the way I'd intended to back on Friday. I'd written it on the back of the last envelope McKenna's college sent asking for money, because at forty-three I was nothing if not possessed with an odd sense of humor:

Pack an overnight bag—remember cologne. Iron shirt—light blue one Bailey picked. Toothbrush. Change of clothes. Condoms.

I stared at that last one for a long time after I wrote it down.

It had been a long, long time since I'd been shopping for prophylactics. Debbie and I had only used them during awkward teenage fumbling days—she'd been on the pill for pretty much our entire marriage, save for when we'd been trying for Savannah. The thought of standing under the too-bright lights in a Target or a CVS, trying to figure out which brand (ribbed for her pleasure? self-lubricating?) was right for a guy's first hookup with a girl half his age, maybe even having to get the goddamned employees to have to unlock the case—?

I shook my head. I had nothing to be ashamed of. It was pretty damned clear what was going to happen between BlueJay19 and I once we got a locked door between us and the world, so it would be better to have protection in case we needed it.

I'd told the girls I wouldn't be around Saturday night, but it turned out I wasn't around much Saturday at all: my day was a whirlwind of errands, as if getting enough done before reaching the Armada Hotel would somehow make BlueJay19 materialize early and become my exact dream girl. My usual barber was amused to see me squirming in the chair like a college kid getting ready for the homecoming dance, while the clerk at Target didn't even flinch as they put the box of condoms I bought into a plastic bag. Evidently buying those as a middle-aged guy was less embarrassing than doing it when you were a teenager.

Although it didn't feel that way to me.

Every now and then, I checked the Sweetheart app and found a text from BlueJay19 waiting for me. Getting my nails done, she wrote just after noon. What's your favorite color, Daddy?

I didn't care, as long as she was there. Surprise me, I wrote back.

A little after two: I'm so nervous I might throw up, lol. I really hope you like me, Daddy.

How could I not?

She seemed to agree with that. The next text was: You're gonna lose your MIND when you see me in this outfit, along with a series of splash, eggplant and devil emojis that left no doubt as to what was going on in my babygirl's mind.

So she said. But I'd already lost my mind. I lost it the night I texted her for the first time and woke up from twenty-one years of gray, good-boy misery. For the first time in a long time—maybe in my entire life—I was truly going to take what I wanted.

I resisted the urge to mention the Sunday dinner a half-dozen times. Something told me that, even as head over heels for me as she seemed to be, there was no way I could get BlueJay19 to agree to that without meeting me first. It was something I told myself I'd bring up later—once the two of us were lying in bed naked after our third or fourth round of blowing each other's minds.

I fixed a small meal at home, brushed my teeth and freshened up as best I could (including the cologne), then drove over to the Armada. Both Bailey and McKenna were already out of the house. They must have found other places to be that night.

I didn't blame them. I probably wouldn't have wanted to think about my date either.

The drive to the Armada was uneventful, but I still sweat every step of the way. This is it, I told myself, taking every turn and stop like I'd never feared getting a ticket more in my life. No going back.

I gave my car to the valet and stepped inside. The Armada Hotel was a stately building in the heart of downtown, designed with so much luxury in mind it couldn't help but make guys like me feel inadequate. The front foyer was marble, with a massive brass chandelier hanging from the ceiling like something out of The Great Gatsby. Light music—played by an actual pianist, not from speakers—wafted through the lobby, and the staff wore suits that were all nicer than mine.

I walked up to the counter with my overnight bag slung over my shoulder, doing my damndest to look like something other than exactly what I was: a middle-aged man about to spend a night committing sexual debauchery in one of their most expensive suites. "Checking in," I said, my voice coming out gruffer than I'd intended. "Cottrell. Tom Cottrell?"

The concierge—a fresh-faced young woman whose look let me know that I was far from the first person to use the Armada's facilities in such a fashion—took my ID, finalized my transaction, and got me my keycard and a coupon for the hotel bar. I figured the last was the least they could do, as the room cost nearly five-hundred dollars—a little more than that, actually, post-tax.

The elevator rose slowly to the fourth floor: evidently, it was the second digit of the hotel room that determined where you got off. 1425 was all the way at the end, the last door in a hallway with a plush carpet and walls so thick you could probably kill somebody without being overheard.

Good, I thought. You're going to fuck a girl half your age tonight, Tom. You need that.

The door to my suite opened onto a room that immediately made me feel better about emptying my wallet. A king-size bed dominated the far side of the room, with mirrors on the walls and even one on the ceiling. Floor-to-ceiling windows gave an enviable view of the city skyline, where the sun was just beginning to dip beneath the horizon. The minibar was fully stocked, and there was a bottle of inexpensive champagne cooling in a bucket of ice on the suite's desk—a 'present' from the hotel.

I sat my bag down, did a quick circuit of the room to make sure everything was in order, and checked myself out in the bathroom mirror.

"This is it, Tom," I muttered, splashing on the cologne. "This is real. This is the rest of your life, motherfucker."

I wasn't much of a swearing man, but tonight I felt it. That I was on the precipice of something new, that I stood at the threshold of the kind of life I'd always wanted.

"Alright," I said after I'd done all I could do. "Go down to the lobby. Get a drink. Wait for BlueJay19."

One of the last texts she'd sent me let me know what she was going to be wearing: a little black dress and heels, Daddy. White ribbon in my hair.

And she'd texted me the nails she was so proud of, too. Evidently, she'd gone with blue—nearly the same light blue shade as the shirt I was currently wearing.

I took that as a sign the universe was winking at me.

I was ready to head down. But first, I needed to send a text.

Mark, I wrote, pulling him up on my phone. Just want you to know I'm at the Armada Hotel. I'm about to meet the girl.

He replied just a few moments later. The Armada!? Jesus, Tommy, you got money left over to pay her?

I couldn't help but chuckle at that. Worth it, I wrote back. Tonight's my night, Mark. I'm going to live like a freaking king for once.

He sent me back a thumb's up emoji. Enjoy it, man! Just remember: don't get too attached. You don't pay 'em to sleep with you—you pay 'em to leave.

Ugh. That sounded like something he'd believe. Will do, I texted, not really believing it.

I was just about to head down when I got the bright idea to check the Sweetheart app one final time—just in case.

And got one hell of a shock.

I had three missed messages from BlueJay19. All asking where I was.

The second it showed I was online, the three dots appeared at the bottom of my screen. Daddy!

My fingers flew. Babygirl, are you okay? I was just about to head down to the lobby.

Jesus. I couldn't believe it. If she thought I'd gotten cold feet and bailed…

Well, I didn't want to think about that.

I got here early because I was nervous, she admitted, sending an emoji with a blush on both cheeks. I've been pacing around the lobby like a crazy person waiting for you. People are starting to stare.

I made an executive decision. Mark would have called it crazy—I could hear him in my head, insisting I meet somewhere public for the first time—but I didn't care.

Come on up, babygirl, I wrote. Now. I'm in the room.

A pause. Coming, Daddy, she wrote, punctuating it with a heart.

I put the phone down.

And the longest three minutes of my life began.

I know it was three minutes because I watched every second tick by on that cheap Mickey Mouse watch I bought during that family vacation a decade ago. Three minutes of standing in the middle of one of the most gorgeous rooms I'd ever occupied, fighting down a panic attack and willing my heart to stop hammering against my ribs like they were the bars of a cage it was trying to escape. Three minutes of cocking my head to the side and listening for any sign of footsteps, anything that could be heard through those nearly-soundproof walls.

God, it was happening. It was now.

I couldn't stop thinking about her photos. Her body. Her promise…

It sounds like you've been waiting a long time to be the real you, Daddy.

So have I.

I want to be Daddy's good girl 24/7…

"I'm in love with this girl," I whispered, shaking my head. "Jesus."

And that's when I heard the footsteps.

Soft. Uncertain. Hesitating as they made their way down the hall.

They stopped in front of my door. My heart nearly did the same.

And then: three short, sharp raps.

I was there in the blink of an eye. My hand found the handle. Turned it.

And in the last second before I opened it—the instant where the fantasy became reality and the life I'd lived for my first forty-three years became something radically different—I remembered the words she'd made me swear to. The promise I'd made her, the one she told me meant more to her than any amount of money could buy.

Take me the second I open the door, Daddy. Don't think about it. Don't ask me if I'm sure. Don't even say 'hi'.

I will, babygirl.

And I would.

I opened the door. Saw her for the first time.

And the world stopped fucking spinning.

She stood there on the carpet in the little black dress she'd described, the gorgeous white ribbon standing out in her blonde hair like the bow of a present she was begging me to unwrap. Black heels added three inches to her height and still left the top of her head barely at my chin. Lace peeked out from beneath her garment, not implying so much as screaming that she was wearing something truly sinful underneath.

I'd been bracing myself for her to look different from her pictures. But it was her: every little detail, right down to the shape of her body and the way she carried herself.

But none of the pictures had ever shown her face.

And now I could see it.

And my brain—my feverish, desperately hoping forty-three year-old brain that had spent the last week building a fantasy so elaborate it could have qualified for an architectural award—simply refused to process it.

Refused to believe it was real.

Because standing at the door of my hotel suite, with nails the exact same color as the shirt she'd picked out for me to wear to this date, was Bailey.

Bailey.

Savannah's Bailey. The girl I'd found asleep on my downstairs couch more times than I could count. The girl who'd been treating my home as a safe harbor for as long as I could remember, back when I was just "Savannah's dad" and she was just a kid who was a little too quiet with a good heart and a tendency to ask if she could stay the night again. The girl who'd made me breakfast yesterday morning while I sat three feet away and thought guilty thoughts about a woman her exact age.

Wearing a look that said she knew what she'd done, she wasn't sorry, but that she was scared to death at what my reaction was going to be.

And then she looked up at me, her hands shaking.

Her eyes met mine. Without flinching.

Without anything even close to an apology.

"You promised, Daddy…"


Chapter Seven


"Bailey!?"

No. It couldn't possibly be. Bailey was at home by now, playing Mario Kart with McKenna while they both texted Savannah about ‘your Dad’s big date.’ Or Bailey was out with Lina, eating ice cream and complaining about their exam schedules. Bailey was—

Bailey was in my arms.

Her body pressed against mine as the hotel door slammed shut behind us both. For a second I was a terrified man holding someone he knew better than almost anyone—and then her fingers were in my hair, her thigh sliding up and down mine, her lips hungrily reaching for my own. Something bent the wrong way inside of me, a barrier shattering as my hand went for Bailey's ass—

Jesus Christ, what!?

I stepped back, dropping her. She slid out of my arms, her eyes burning with lust.

"Babygirl…" the word left me before I could stop it. My brain refused to parse what I was seeing—it kept displaying an error message like a calculator asked to divide by zero. This was her, this was BlueJay19, young and gorgeous and so eager for me that it made my heart hurt just to look at her.

And it was Bailey. Savannah's Bailey. Her best friend.

The girl who’d been living under my roof for the last six months straight, and off and on for a hell of a lot longer than that.

"What are you doing here?" I gasped, even though we both already knew the answer. "Bailey, this… no, honey, this doesn't make any sense…"

"You promised," Bailey growled, reaching for me. In the blink of an eye there was no space between us; she jumped into my arms, reaching for me the way a woman falling off a building reaches for anything that might break her fall. "Don't think about it. Just do it, Daddy. Fuck, I've been waiting for this all week—"

All week? I'd been waiting for this my entire life.

"—you said you'd fuck me no matter what," she said, her voice both haughtier than a whore's and shaking with so much nervousness it made me want to hold her tight. "Did you mean it, Daddy? Or were you all just talk?"

She reached for the zipper at the back of her dress. Found it. Started pulling.

Oh God.

The sound of her unzipping was obscenely loud in the quiet room. I caught a flash of lace, of skin—so much skin, pale skin that made me think of those naked pictures BlueJay19 sent me. Pictures I'd touched myself to. Pictures of her touching herself to me.

Bailey, I thought, the single word flashing like an error message across my brain. Bailey. That was Bailey…

I had to do something about this. A moment ago I was at the threshold, and I was still there—only now I was standing at the cusp of something so much bigger than I'd ever anticipated. This wasn't a new life—this was… oh God, this was my daughter’s best friend.

Someone I’d carried up the stairs when she passed out on my couch. Someone I’d held through the tears when she found out her biological father wasn’t getting out on parole.

For Christ’s sake, she was practically Savannah’s sister. What kind of man could do this?

"Bailey," I rasped, my throat dry as dust. "Stop—"

"Make me." The dress loosened. She rolled her shoulders, letting the fabric fall to her waist. As it caught around her hips, I had a second, staggering realization.

My babygirl had been right. Her outfit did blow my mind.

She was a vision in black lace, the contrast between her lingerie and the white bow in her hair making her look even more like a present desperate to be unwrapped. A black push-up bra hugged her torso, lifting her perky breasts and squeezing them together to form cleavage no straight man with blood in his veins could tear his eyes away from. The matching panties were barely a strip of lace over her pussy, so sheer that it was easy to tell that underneath she was freshly shaved. Gossamer-thin stockings ran up her thighs like a second skin, connected to a garter belt her dress had just barely managed to hide.

Every inch of her was designed to drive me wild. She looked like my every fantasy come to life, like the girl whose photos I'd fallen in love with, only real and a thousand times sexier in the flesh.

I looked at her and I crumbled.

"You told me you were going to pin me down and make me beg, Daddy," Bailey whimpered. She clutched me like she never wanted to let go, like I was the hottest thing she'd ever seen in her life. Her eyes flickered to my shirt—the same blue button-down she'd matched her nails to, right down to the shade, proof that she'd planned every last detail of this night—and then back to my face, teasing and bold. "Were you lying? Because I wasn't."

No. This was insane. This was absolute madness.

"Bailey, I—"

She kissed me.

And something inside of me snapped.

What happened next was probably the most shameful thing I'd ever done in my forty-three years on Earth. As a man with any sense of decency, I should have turned down Bailey's advances instantly, putting distance between us until we both calmed down. I should have explained to her that I was flattered by the attention, but what we were about to do—and what we'd already done, that night with the photos—was something that could never, ever happen again. And Savannah could never know about any of it. It would have destroyed her.

It’s what I should have done as Savannah’s father.

But it's not what I did as Bailey’s Daddy.

And—God forgive me, but it's true—the instant I gave in was the greatest moment of my life.

I caught Bailey around the waist and lifted her into my arms. Her legs wrapped around me as I put a hand on the back of her head and smothered her lips with mine, a groan escaping her as her tongue entered my mouth.

A little voice kept screaming like an alarm bell in the back of my brain—that's Bailey, Tom, that's Savannah's Bailey, the girl you've been feeding and housing for years, what the fuck are you DOING—but I wasn't listening. Neither was she.

I carried her to the bed and set her on the edge. Both of us stared deeply into each other's eyes, not saying a goddamned word. I'd never felt Bailey tremble like that before—she shivered like she'd been thrown into a frozen lake, but the look in her eyes told me she was not afraid of this.

She made a sound—half gasp, half laugh—and grabbed me.

We fell onto the mattress together. Bailey's fingers tugged at my shirt, unhooking buttons, reaching beneath the fabric to rake her nails against my chest. She bit down so hard on my bottom lip that I tasted blood, but it didn't stop me. Nothing could stop me.

A bomb had gone off inside me. That was the only way to say it that made sense. An explosion that ripped away twenty-one years of doing everything I could to keep a normal, stable household, twenty-one years of carefully maintained boundaries, of don't look don't think don't want more than you're given—all of it had been blown to smithereens.

The damage started the night I talked to BlueJay19 for the first time.

And the final detonation came the second I kissed Bailey.

She pulled back from the kiss, her tits heaving in her top. Her eyes were glassy with lust, her cheeks as red and ruddy as apples, and I had literally never seen her so happy before. Not ever.

She arched against me, grinding the most intimate part of her against the growing bulge in my slacks. She whimpered one word.

"Daddy…"

Oh Christ. I'm going to hell, I thought, half-remembering an old sci-fi show Savannah and McKenna had forced me to sit down and watch all of one Spring Break. I'm going straight to the special hell…

I took her wrists and pinned them over her head. Hearing that word from her lips, here, groaned as I clutched her hands and saw that perfectly blue shade of nail polish she'd chosen just to remind her of a time I’d made her feel so safe—it honestly rewired my brain. Altered it the way the first hit of heroin does to a junkie.

And like a junkie, I immediately needed more. "Say that again," I growled.

"Daddy," she whimpered, pupils blown wide with bliss. "Fuck, please—!"

I lifted her into my arms, my fingers tugging at her panties. For the blink of an eye I was back in the kitchen that morning—Bailey in her oversized tee and sleep shorts, humming while she flipped eggs, the smell of coffee and bacon in the air—and then I was back, holding her in a very, very different context.

I kissed her again, hard, and reached for her hip. The lace under my palm was so thin I could have probably snapped it with two fingers, but I tugged it down Bailey's pale thighs with a slowness that made her whimper. I could feel her heat against my palm, sense the way she was already moving against me, feral and needy.

"This is fucking insane," I growled, tossing her panties across the room. "Babygirl, we can’t be doing this—"

Bailey giggled. "You got to look," she whimpered, arching her hips. "Now you get to touch. I'm so glad you liked my photos, Daddy—"

Before I could stop her, Bailey took my wrist and slid it between her thighs.

Oh God. Oh God. She was bare, and real, and hot, and so wet my fingers entered her without the slightest bit of resistance. Bailey moaned beneath me, writhing like she'd been struck by lightning, her eyes rolling back until only the whites showed.

"You jerked off to me," Bailey groaned, sitting up and putting her lips to my ear as my fingers worked inside of her. "You stroked your dick thinking about the girl who's been living in your house, Daddy. Fuck, I heard the headboard shaking the whole time I was texting you. I came so hard I left a fucking puddle in the hallway…"

God, had she really? Had Bailey snuck upstairs and listened in while I jerked myself silly to her pictures? The thought made me weak. It was so wrong. So fucked up.

So hot.

"I jerked off so many fucking times to you," I growled, pumping my fingers inside Bailey's cunt like a piston. My thumb found the swollen nub of her clit and circled it, gripping her pussy so hard the bed shook beneath us. "You've been in my head every second this week, babygirl. Every meeting, every phone call, every goddamned moment I was pretending to be a normal fucking person—I was thinking about this."

"Meeee too," Bailey groaned. "Oh fuck, Daddy, ohmigawd, oh my God I love you so much…!"

Her walls clenched around me. She was right at the edge.

This is Bailey, Tom—Savannah's best friend, the girl you drove to gym practice and let cry on your shoulder when she fell off the balance beam, you CANNOT be about to make her cum you can’t—

"Daddy!" Bailey's nails dug into my back. "Fuck, Daddy, I'm gonna cum…!"

A moment later, Bailey threw her head back and howled with bliss. She shattered beneath me, her pussy boiling over as a white-hot orgasm tore through her body. The girl who'd made me breakfast that morning, who'd picked out my shirt, who I now realized had been silently begging me for this since the moment she moved into my new, post-divorce house—she broke like a plate-glass window, screaming and sobbing and shuddering in my arms as a pleasure she'd been building toward for six months finally crashed down on her all at once.

The next thing I knew, I was sitting on the edge of the bed, with Bailey standing between my legs. Her hot, hungry mouth on mine. Her fingers…

Oh God, her fingers were in my pants.

"I love you," Bailey groaned, her voice so much more relaxed after her orgasm. "I love you so fucking much, Daddy. I know you need this so fucking bad. You've needed it all fucking week, and I'm going to give it to you…"

I've needed it for twenty-one years, I thought.

As Bailey took off my belt, my hands went to her hair. For a heartbeat she stiffened, unsure of what I was about to do, then my fingers found the delicate bow in her hair and tugged. It came loose with a flourish, sending her blonde hair cascading down her shoulders in shimmering waves.

Then, before I could stop myself, I took the ribbon and tied it around Bailey's throat.

Her eyes widened as my fingers made a knot, spots of color filling her cheeks.

"Mine," I growled.

Slowly, Bailey's shock turned into the biggest grin I'd ever seen.

"Yours, Daddy," she purred, tugging down my slacks. "Always."

Bailey slid to the carpet, kneeling in front of me. The look she gave me through her long lashes was so innocent it made my heart ache, then so filthy my cock jerked against the fabric of my boxers.

"I want to taste you," she groaned, tugging the waistband beneath my balls. "I've been thinking about this for so fucking long—"

It was as far as she got.

I put my hand on the back of her head and Bailey took it as her signal to go crazy. Her fingers gripped me around the base, so tight I moaned, and when her hot, wet mouth enveloped the crown of my cock I felt like I'd just been named king of the fucking world. My fingers tangled in her hair, not pushing, just letting her feel my presence.

Letting her feel how proud I was of her.

Bailey hummed with satisfaction as she took me deep, bringing me all the way down her throat without ever breaking eye contact. I was literally spellbound at the sight of her—this gorgeous twenty-year-old I'd never dared see in this light before, not ever.

Ten seconds and I knew it was the best blowjob I'd ever had. The oral I'd gotten as a married man had been dutiful, birthdays and special occasions only. Bailey didn't just blow me because it had been a while, or because she owed me. She wanted to—she savored the taste of me, worshipping my cock with her lips and tongue as she groaned like she was the one getting off on this.

Her mouth left me with a wet little pop, a line of saliva connecting the head of my dick to the corner of her mouth. "I can taste your pre-cum," she giggled, her eyes half-crazed with lust. "Fuck, it's so addictive. I bet Deb never sucked you this good, did she?"

I managed to shake my head.

Bailey grinned. "Let me show you how much better my throat feels, Daddy," she whispered, giving the underside of my crown a kiss. "You deserve to have someone gag on this big, thick cock. Your babygirl's going to take it all for you. I'm going to swallow every fucking drop…"

Jesus fucking Christ!

She didn't ask for permission—she just swallowed me whole. Bailey opened wide and took me deep, going past her gag reflex like she'd never had one to begin with as my cock hit the back of her throat. I swore I could see myself bulging against that little white ribbon, so innocent and sweet around her slender throat. My hips jerked involuntarily; I let out a growl that they would've been able to hear all the way down the hall if it weren't for the thick walls.

Bailey's eyes watered, but she didn't dare stop. Her lips formed a tight seal around me as she sucked, her pillowy lips filling me with bliss as I thrust against her face. Every now and then my brain tried to form a protest, only for it to dissolve in a haze of heat and friction and pressure.

"I'm so fucking wet for you," Bailey groaned, parting her folds with her free hand as she pressed her face against my balls. "I've been fingering my tight little twat senseless thinking about this. Thinking about you holding me in your arms and making me feel like your good girl and your whore at the same time!" Two fingers slid inside her channel as she kissed me harder. "You promise you're going to fuck me after you empty your balls down my throat, Daddy?"

I opened my mouth to say yes, only for something I hadn't expected to come roaring out.

"On your face," I growled, feeling like I was about to tear open at the seams. "Debbie, she didn't… she never…"

A slight widening of Bailey's eyes was the only sign of her surprise. "Say no more," she giggled, humming around the head of my cock. "Cum all over my pretty face, Daddy. Cum all over your babygirl's face! I want it, Daddy, I want you to shoot it all over me! Fuck, I want to taste it…!"

I couldn't hold back any longer. As Bailey's fingers gripped my shaft and her lips caressed the underside of my crown, I hit the peak and fucking erupted. A tidal wave of bliss washed over me as my cock jerked and stiffened and shot, spurting thick ropes of hot, liquid lava all over Bailey's perky, smiling face.

She closed her eyes and groaned. "Fuck yes, Daddy! Oh my God, spray it all! I want it—I want you to make me pretty…!"

I couldn't have stopped if I'd wanted to. I kept shooting, getting ropes all over Bailey's face, down her chin, in the hollow of her cleavage. She made no move to get out of the way or clean it off in haste—both things I'd experienced in the past. She wore it proudly, like a badge of honor, looking free and sexy and slutty in a way my ex-wife never had. By the time I was done, I'd cum more than I had in my entire life—I'd literally never shot like that before.

Bailey took it all. Like a good girl.

As I came down from my peak she scooped up a thick gob of my semen and licked it off her fingers. "Oh my God, you taste so fucking good," she whispered, sounding a little awe-struck. "I wish I’d crawled into your bedroom and done this the night we were sending each other those photos, Daddy. Do you think making you wait all week for this made you taste so good to me, or am I just that fucking lucky?"

I shook my head, overcome. "Bailey, you…"

She stiffened. I couldn't help but remember the time she'd joked about "post-nut clarity" during our photo session—did she think my head had finally cleared and I was going to push her away?

The look in her eyes told me so. She looked like she was about to argue with me. Or like she was going to start begging me not to stop.

"You are such a naughty girl," I said, amazed.

Bailey's anxiety turned to joy in a heartbeat.

I hooked my fingers beneath the ribbon around her throat and pulled her to me. We kissed long and hard, my hands roaming over her perky tits and her round, heart-shaped ass. Bailey groaned, arching her back, straddling my knee, her bare pussy hot against my thigh. Except she'd never rubbed herself back and forth on me before like a needy little slut.

"Get on the bed," I grunted, my cock stiffening back to full-mast. I could tell that later, much later, I wouldn't be able to think about these moments without drowning in guilt—but right now, the little voice screaming in the back of my head about Savannah and trust and you taught this girl how to swim was as quiet as a whisper. "Hands and knees. Show your Daddy that pretty little pussy I've been jerking off to."

Bailey scrambled to obey. She climbed onto the mattress and faced the headboard, arching her back and thrusting her pert rear into the air. Her cunt (your daughter’s best friend’s cunt, how is she ever going to forgive you for this?) glistened with arousal, her soft pink folds shining with juice. She watched me over her shoulder, her legs trembling as I mounted her from behind.

"Oh fuck, Daddy, please fuck me," she whimpered. "Fuck me the way you've always wanted to fuck Debbie and she never let you! Fuck me so hard I forget my own name! Oh my God, oh my God I can't believe this is really happening…!"

Neither could I. The sight of her from behind was enough to obliterate my morality—to make hell seem like a fair trade for what I was about to claim. "You're so fucking gorgeous," I growled, running a hand over the swell of her bare ass. "You've been saving all of this up for me, haven't you, Bailey? Just for Daddy…"

I mostly just meant it as dirty talk. But when Bailey went as still as a statue, biting down on her bottom lip, the realization went off in my gut like a second bomb.

"Bailey," I groaned. "Honey, you've never—?"

She was already shaking her head. "No, Daddy. I'm a good girl. I've never let any boys inside me."

"Holy shit," I whispered. She was a virgin.

Bailey was a virgin.

“But you’re on the pill,” I blurted, frowning. “I’ve seen the little compact in the bathroom cabinet, sitting right next to Savannah’s…”

“Yeah, but I’ve never actually needed them,” she said, her expression changing for an instant. “I don’t want to talk about that, Daddy. Not now—not when everything’s so fucking perfect.”

For a second I was about to push back on that—there was clearly something here that I needed to know. And then Bailey arched her back, pressing herself against me, and I kind of stopped making thoughts for a while.

"I'm so glad it's you," she groaned, eyelids fluttering with bliss. "I want my first time to be with the person I trust most in this whole world. You've… you've always been my hero, Tom. My protector. My knight in shining armor. I love you so fucking much!"

Somehow, her words managed to warm my heart. "Sweetheart…"

"Please—please fuck me." Bailey's nails dug into the sheets. "Don't think about it. Just feel. Make me yours. I want you to be mine. My one and only, Daddy!"

I lined myself up, the head of my cock pushing into her folds. She was so outrageously wet that I was soaked instantly. Heat rolled off of her pussy, like she was overheating on the inside. She wrapped her legs around me and tried to pull me in, but I held her still, my hand on her lower back.

"Look at me," I growled.

Blue eyes met mine, dazed and desperate.

"Last chance," I growled, the tiny voice in the back of my mind making one final, desperate plea. "We can never go back after this, Bailey—"

She didn't even let me get the words out. "I don't want to go back! If you don't fuck me right now, Daddy, I swear to God—"

It was as far as she got.

I thrust forward, ignoring the guilt, getting off on how hot and wrong what we were doing was. With one hard, brutal stroke I impaled Bailey on my cock, pushing deep into her and making her a woman. My woman.

She was tight. So fucking tight.

She cried out and I froze, certain I'd hurt her. But then she grabbed my thighs, gasping, and pulled. "More," she whimpered, sobbing with bliss. "Please, oh my god more!"

I gave her more. Inch by inch, I filled her until I was all the way in, buried inside her all the way to the base. Bailey was so snug that the walls of her channel threw sparks around me, her body adjusting and accommodating with groans and sighs as I filled her.

This is how I die, I thought, the pleasure so great that I felt like my head was going to pop off and go flying around the room. They're going to find me buried inside my daughter’s best friend, her legs locked around me, still riding me into the stratosphere as my fucking heart stops.

It didn't stop. It kept beating. I could just barely hear Bailey over the sound, her whispered 'yes, yes, yes' and 'please, Daddy, please' like pleas to the kind of God who only listened to extremely messed-up prayers.

"Oh God," Bailey whimpered when I was finally all the way in. "It's so big! Oh fuck, you're so thick!"

"Shh, sweetheart. You can take it." My fingers tangled in her hair as my hips slapped against her ass. "You're doing that so well. You were made to take this cock, you know that? You're such a good girl."

"Thank you, Daddy," she whimpered, tears in her eyes. "Ohmigawd, thank you!"

I bottomed out, leaving myself buried deep. "Are you ready for me to fuck you now?" I growled, lacing two fingers through the ribbon around her neck.

Bailey only hesitated for a moment. "Uh huh," she groaned. "Please, Daddy—"

It was all I needed to hear.

I rammed myself hilt-deep inside of Bailey, going slow and deep until I knew she could take more and then picking up the pace. The bed creaked beneath us, the headboard slamming into the wall—even in a place like the Armada, that sound had to carry.

Bailey's moans turned to shrieks, then desperate little cries. "Harder, Daddy! Fuck your babygirl harder! Fuck me the way you fucked your fist when you got off to those naughty pictures I sent you! Fucking punish me with that dick—!"

I slammed into her, nearly sending her right into the headboard. Bailey clung to me for dear life, a flood of juice dripping down her thighs as I rearranged her guts with a fury I'd never realized I possessed in the bedroom.

I'd never had sex like this. I'd never fucked like this. Not with Debbie.

Only her. Only BlueJay19. Only Bailey.

Only my sweet, innocent, twenty year-old babygirl.

Bailey sobbed with pleasure, pushing back to meet me thrust for thrust. "I love you, Daddy!" she screamed, tears streaming down her face as her core pulsed around me. "Fuck, I love you so much—don't stop, don't ever stop…!"

I reached around and felt for her clit, rubbing it while we fucked. "Scream for me," I growled, letting myself go full beast mode. "Let the whole hotel know who's making you feel this good, babygirl. Do it right now!"

Bailey arched her back, her blonde hair a messy halo around her face. "Yes! Oh fuck! Daddy! Savannah's dad has his cock buried in me and I love it so. Fucking. Much—!"

Her words trailed off into a scream as Bailey came. Her walls spasmed around me, a high, broken wail tearing from her throat. "Fill me up, Daddy! Oh fuck, pump my cunt full! 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 smiling like I haven't got the faintest idea what kind of filthy little secret we're keeping! Oh, fuck please Daddy I love you so much…!"

In the end, it was that image that sent me over the edge. Not my load all over Bailey's face, or the incredible sight of her writhing and whimpering and cumming beneath me as I fucked her as hard, deep and savage as I'd always wanted. No, it was the thought of her sitting at the dinner table across from Deborah, her tight cunt full of my cum and a smile on her face like no one had the slightest idea what was going on under the surface.

The thought that Savannah’s gorgeous, twenty-year-old best friend was madly in love with me and had just given me the best sex of my life.

I buried myself hard and deep and let go, coming with a roar. The world shook apart at the seams as I shot, pulsing hot and thick inside of her as ropes of come splashed against her inner walls. I claimed her, owned her, marked her in the most primal way possible. It was the worst thing I'd ever done. It was the best thing I'd ever done.

My life was never going to be the same.

Bailey whimpered beneath me, milking me dry with her inner walls. Both of us stayed where we were for a long moment, every little motion of my cock inside of her sending bolts of pleasure up my spine, little aftershocks coursing through her tight body.

Then we collapsed together, sweaty and spent. She curled up against me, a hand on my chest, still wearing the white ribbon around her throat like a collar she was never going to take off.

"I love you, Daddy," she whispered, planting a kiss on my cheek. "Always."

And I stared up at the ceiling, my heart thundering, my mind reeling.

What the fuck had I just done?


Chapter Eight


Somehow, we managed to fall asleep.

I'd never been a fan of the whole thing where people euphemistically call sex 'sleeping together' (who's sleeping?) but after what happened between Bailey and I, both of us passed out in each other's arms like we'd been hit with tranquilizer darts after running a freaking marathon. Any and all things I wanted to say to Bailey—good or bad—were swallowed up as the ground opened beneath me, pulling Bailey and I into the deep slumber of two people who'd well and truly tired each other out.

When she woke me up three hours later by climbing on top of me, I really should've stopped her.

I definitely should have pushed back at five am when I stirred from sleep to find her head between my thighs, her lips bobbing up and down like a cork on my member as she hummed happily about 'relieving Daddy's stress.'

But I didn't. Of course not. After the night we'd had together, I was interested in one thing and one thing only—pushing the moment when I felt the full weight of my guilt as far into the future as possible.

So it was that I rolled over in my plush bed at the Armada Hotel, fumbling half-awake for my watch to find out it was a little past eight-thirty. I blinked, the previous night a blur for several heartbeats. I remembered sex, lots of it, but I—

Everything snapped into place.

I froze. Sweat broke out on my forehead.

Jesus, Tom, I thought, the words like ice in my gut. You fucked Bailey.

Savannah's best friend. The girl who'd been living in your house. The girl you'd known for so long that you definitely should never have gone there.

I glanced across the mattress. The sheets lay bunched up next to me—Bailey was nowhere to be found.

I let out a sigh. Probably that was a good thing. The poor girl was probably so mortified by what we'd done, she'd woken up and fled the scene of the crime as quickly as she could. I wished I could do the same.

Maybe if we pretend none of this ever happened, we could still be normal, I told myself. God, she must be hurting so badly right now. I traumatized that poor girl. She's going to need years of therapy to get over this—

"Hey, Mr. C!"

I sat bolt upright in bed, the covers falling to my waist. Bailey wasn't gone—she was standing in the doorway to the bedroom section of the suite, leaning against the frame with a smile. She carried two cups of coffee from the room's Keurig, steam rising from the mugs. She—

She was wearing my shirt.

The light blue button-down she’d picked out for me—the one that she insisted I wear to my date with BlueJay19. The one I’d worn to Savannah’s state exhibition, back when all we’d cared about was cheering her on. The one she associated with feeling safe and protected—and the one she’d unbuttoned before she went down on me next to a hotel bed, saying some of the filthiest shit I’d ever heard in my life.

And now she was wearing it like a trophy.

Bailey was wearing it, and nothing else. Like she'd slain the final boss of 'Daddy issues' and was parading its armor around as a prize. The hem ended at mid-thigh on her, showcasing her pale legs. Two of the buttons in the middle were undone, letting me see her taut, flat little tummy.

I'd held those legs last night while I was inside her. I'd kissed that tummy before going even lower when we woke each other up in the middle of the night.

Bailey sashayed into the room like all of this was normal. Like I'd just woken up and she was fixing me a bite to eat before I headed off to work. "Morning, Daddy," she said, leaning down and planting a kiss on my cheek. "I made you coffee. I was thinking we could go down and get some breakfast once you get cleaned up—the restaurant attached to the Armada is supposed to do an amazing brunch spread. I worked up one hell of an appetite last night—"

I cleared my throat. "Bailey. Sweetheart, we need to talk."

Bailey's smile didn't falter. She took a seat at the foot of the bed, crossing one leg over the other, and took a sip of her coffee. I couldn't help but notice the way it made the shirt—my shirt—ride up her hips.

"Sure," she said, managing to look and sound innocent despite what we'd spent the last twelve hours doing. "What did you want to talk about?"

I blinked. Was she serious?

I ran my hands through my hair, trying to gather my thoughts. How did I even begin picking up the pieces from the mess I made of both our lives last night?

"Sweetheart," I began. "Last night was… Bailey, last night was a terrible mistake."

She didn't even flinch. She chuckled.

"No it wasn't," she said, taking another sip.

What!?

"Bailey—"

"Look at me with a straight face and tell me last night wasn't the best sex of your life," she said, peering at me over the rim of her mug. "Do that, and mean it, and we can leave this hotel room and pretend this never happened, Mr. C. But both of us will know you're lying."

I opened my mouth, intending to do just that. Then I closed it again.

The corner of Bailey's mouth curled in a smirk. "Exactly."

"Sweetheart, no. No no no no no. This is not… this can never happen again. This is not a relationship!"

"It is, and it will," Bailey said, as patient as a sphinx. "Of course it will. I love you. Last night was the greatest night of my life. I am so, so happy right now."

This was insane. Bailey couldn't possibly want this. With me? A man twenty years older than her, her best friend's father, someone who'd watched her grow up? No, she had to be suppressing her true feelings. I'd put her in an impossible position and she was telling herself she'd wanted it, just to cope with the weight of what we'd done.

"Bailey," I said, my fingers tightening around the mug. "I am Savannah's father. Do you understand what I'm saying? I'm the one person in the world who should never have—" I shook my head. "This is a betrayal. Of her trust. Of McKenna's trust. If anyone ever found out—"

"First of all, it's nobody's business but ours," Bailey said, frowning. "I'm not going to tell anyone. I know you're not either, no matter what you say right now. And what we did isn't a crime—we're two grown adults." She gave me a small smile over her coffee. "The only people who could genuinely be hurt by this are Savannah and McKenna. But they’ll come around. And we’ll be careful about this, Daddy."

I nearly spit out my coffee. "Careful? Bailey—"

"I'm just saying, consenting adults can make complicated choices without the world ending," she said calmly. "The hard part isn't legal. The hard part is the people we love. And I know that. I'm not pretending otherwise." She took a sip of coffee. "We’ll work on that together. What we can't work through is you deciding last night meant nothing. Because we both know that’s a fucking lie, Daddy.”

I was already shaking my head. "Bailey, this can never happen again. Could you imagine if Savannah found out about this? If Deborah found out?"

Bailey regarded me evenly, then spoke slowly and clearly. "Fuck. Deborah."

I wasn’t about to remind her to be civil under these circumstances. "Sweetheart, what we're doing has real consequences. I could lose everything: my relationship with Savannah, with you—"

"Your relationship with me," Bailey's voice was calm but firm, like there was steel girding her every word, "is already different than it was two weeks ago. It was different the second I matched with SecondChance82. And it’s even more different now.”

She had me there.

“You can't put the genie back in the bottle, Tom. So the question isn't whether things have changed. It's what you want to do about it." She paused, her lips compressing. "And I think you know what you want. You've just spent so long being Deborah's dependable doormat that you've forgotten you're allowed to want things."

I… I didn't have an answer for that.

Bailey rose from the foot of the bed, set her coffee down on the nightstand, and climbed into my lap. I stiffened, but I didn't try to push her away—not even when she guided one of my hands to her hip and kissed the knuckles of the other.

"That's not the real you," she said, batting her eyelashes at me. "What I saw last night when you opened the door of your hotel suite—that was the real you. The man you've been waiting your whole life to be." She shifted her weight against me, grinding herself ever so gently in my lap. "That's the man I love. The man I'm proud of."

I shook my head, trying to clear it. "All those things BlueJay19 said to me—"

"I meant them," Bailey said without hesitation. "All of them. I'm… I'm fucked up. I know that I am not normal, okay? But you're not normal either. All that stuff I said about wanting you to pick my meals for me, telling me what to wear, fucking my brains out and buying me stuffed animals—I want that. I want it from the bottom of my heart. And I know you want a babygirl who wants that, too, Daddy. I know this is what you've needed your whole life, and you've just never been brave enough to ask for it until you met BlueJay19."

I thought back to our conversations. "Did you know it was me the whole time?"

Spots of color rose to her cheeks. "When you said the thing about Deborah cheating on you, I was 100% sure," she whispered. "But I was, like, 95% sure it was you before that. You type the way you talk, you know? And the way we clicked—I knew it had to be you. There wasn't anyone else who interested me like that."

No one had ever interested Bailey in that way. Jesus, she'd been a virgin last night. I was the first man Bailey had ever been with. The first man to feel her tight pussy clench around his cock as she came shuddering all over it.

"What were you even doing on that site to begin with?" I growled.

She swallowed. "I could ask you the same question."

Something occurred to me. "You didn't hear about it at the barbeque, did you?" I guessed. I pictured her sitting on the patio with her dark sunglasses on—I’d thought she was out of earshot at the time, but was she? "Did you hear me and Mark talking about it and decided to download it, to try and see if you could match with me?"

Bailey's mouth worked soundlessly for a few moments. "Yes," she finally said, a catch entering her voice. "That was it, Daddy. I overheard and got curious."

I had no way of knowing it at the time, but Bailey was lying to me. It was just about the only lie she would ever tell me, so I couldn't be that upset at her about it, but we could have side-stepped no end of future unpleasantness if she'd been honest with me from the beginning about why she signed up for Sweetheart.

And who had pressured her into doing it.

But at that moment, I had no way of knowing she was hiding anything. "That's ridiculous, babygirl. You shouldn't have done that."

"I'm glad I did," she countered. "I am so happy we found each other, Daddy. I know you probably won't believe this, but I've wanted this pretty much since it was okay to want it. When you asked me last year what I wanted for my nineteenth birthday, I almost told you I wanted you to take me out on a date."

"You're right," I said. "I don't believe you."

Bailey met my eye. "I've been watching Deborah treat you badly for years," she said, refusing to back down. "Since Savannah first started bringing me home, I saw it. I saw it before I even understood what I was seeing. Nobody deserves happiness after all that more than you do, Daddy. Why do you think McKenna and I were so okay with you finding some college cutie to bring to Sunday dinner and rub in her face?"

"Savannah and McKenna gave me permission to date younger," I said. "Babygirl, she did not give me permission to date you."

"No, she didn't." Bailey's jaw clenched. "But she meant what she said about wanting you to be happy. And I make you happy. I've been doing it ever since I moved in." A smile spread across her face. "Making you breakfast, curling up on the couch together with movies, playing that awful horror game with you and McKenna where she always wants to be the doll from the Child's Play movies—every time I see you smile because someone in our house actually gives a damn about you, it makes me feel like the luckiest girl in the world. I know you better than anyone in your life right now, Tom. Maybe better than anyone ever has." Suddenly her voice was breaking, her eyes going watery. "I've been watching you be miserable for six months. Running in the hamster wheel—alarm, shower, coffee, commute, repeat—and pretending to be okay for Savannah’s sake. I've been in love with you the whole time. The only thing that changed last night is that now you finally know that."

I stared at her, like she was one of Brenda's spreadsheets and I needed to find the error that was keeping the whole thing from working properly. Wheels turned behind my eyes as I tried to poke holes in Bailey's arguments, to find the cracks in her logic that would let me convince her what she was trying to argue for was nothing but folly.

But I kept running into a problem.

There was a part of me that didn't want to convince her.

Because I liked the way she was looking at me. And I loved the way she'd been taking care of me and everyone in that house since the day she'd moved in.

You're losing it, Tom, a little voice whispered in the back of my head. You made a mistake—don't make another one. You cannot do this to Savannah.

"Bailey," I said, my voice hoarse. "Babygirl, what about Savannah? What happens when she finds out? What does this do to the two of you?"

Bailey was quiet for a long moment. It was the first time I'd asked a question she hadn't already worked out the answer to, and I could see her sitting with it honestly.

"Savannah loves us both," she finally said. "She's going to be upset. I know that—I'm not pretending it'll be easy, and I'm not pretending she won't have every right to feel whatever she feels." She lifted her chin. "But she also knows me better than almost anyone. She knows who I am and why I am the way I am. And she knows what kind of man her father is.” She paused, letting that sink in. "She'll be angry. And then she'll think about it. And then she'll come around. Because she loves you, and she wants you to be happy. And deep down, she knows I do too." Her voice dropped. "I really do, Daddy."

I stared at her open-mouthed. "You've really thought this out, haven't you?"

"It's all I've thought about," Bailey admitted. "I love you. I want you." She glanced down at herself. "The fact that I'm wearing this shirt right now and I smell like your cologne and I can still feel you between my legs is literally everything to me right now." She shook her head, grinning. "I know you feel awful about all this. Or you're trying to. But the truth is, this is the greatest day of my life."

The greatest day of her life. Holy shit.

She tucked a lock of blonde hair behind her ear—a gesture so familiar it made my chest ache. "I've been thinking about how we can make this work, and there are basically two options."

"I'm listening." For the first time, I really was.

Bailey held up a finger. "Option one: we pack our bags, we ghost everybody, we move somewhere new. Somewhere nobody knows our history or has any expectations of us. I'm not your daughter’s best friend: I'm just your much younger girlfriend. Later on, I'd be your wife."

My wife. The fact that she was even thinking in those terms floored me.

Bailey held up a second finger, making a peace sign. "Option two—and this is the one I want, Daddy, if you'll let me choose—is that we stay right where we are. In the house. I keep living downstairs with McKenna, I keep going to school, and we keep everything quiet, and I'm just… yours." She shrugged, nibbling her bottom lip. "Completely. Behind closed doors, I mean. Publicly I'm just Bailey, Savannah's best friend who lives in the basement of the split-level and doesn’t get charged rent." She stuck out her tongue on that last one. "Because I'm so stinkin' cute. And privately, you're banging me like a drum every night, Daddy."

Jesus. "Both are kind of crazy," I said. "What about McKenna? Can you even hide this from her? If she finds out, there’s no way she won’t tell Savannah immediately…”

A strange look flickered across Bailey's face. "I think you might be surprised how quickly things settle once the dust clears," she said in a low voice. "And you and I aren't the only people living in that house who got all messed up from Deborah's bullshit."

I wasn't entirely sure what she meant by that. Obviously, Bailey and I were going to have to have a conversation about it sooner or later. But not right now.

Right now, I had to tackle this.

"I don't know," I said. "I don't like the idea of hiding in plain sight, babygirl."

"We just have to be careful," Bailey said. "No pictures, no videos of us being anything but what we appear to be. We shouldn't talk about it directly in public, either."

"We shouldn't be doing any of this," I protested.

Bailey chuckled. "I don't want to give up being part of this family just because we're sleeping together. I love Savannah, Daddy. She’s practically my sister. And I love McKenna. I love our life in the house. I love Sunday dinners and game nights and making you breakfast." Her voice went soft, and she batted her lashes like a domestic pro. "I just also love what happened last night. I want it to happen again—a lot. And I think it can, if we're smart about it."

"Nothing about this is smart, babygirl."

She leaned in close, her forehead pressed to mine. "You're the smartest man I know, Daddy. We can make this work."

It still sounded insane. Impossible. Bound to end in disaster.

But sitting on a hotel bed with Bailey in my lap, her wearing my shirt like her personal battle flag as she outlined her plan for our secret relationship… well, I couldn't help but admire her. She'd walked into this room last night scared as hell, but with a plan. With every objection thought out in advance, every fear accounted for.

I'd been wrong about the therapy, and about her repressing things. This wasn't a scared young woman who'd made a mistake. This was a woman who'd made a choice.

You can't possibly do this, I told myself. Last night was an impulse—you being keyed up and horny from a week of texting your dream girl. Today's different.

Today I was sitting in the cold, clear light of day, fully aware that—

Oh fuck.

Bailey was grinding herself in my lap.

"I love you, Daddy," she purred, leaning over and kissing me in a way no good girl should kiss a man twice her age. "I know this is insane. I don't care. I just want you. Forever. Please?"

God. I could feel my resistance melting.

"Aren't I a good enough girl for you, Daddy?" she pouted, one hand sliding beneath the sheets. "Didn't I make you feel so much better last night than she ever did?"

She had. The bitch of it was, she really, really had.

"Babygirl," I groaned against her mouth.

"You're going to fuck me right now," Bailey purred, her hand slowly moving up and down my shaft. "You're going to fuck me because I'm horny, and I want your cum inside me, and both of us know it's the hottest fucking thing in the world for you to be buried inside someone you were never supposed to touch. And tonight, right before that dinner, you're going to do it again."

Christ. The dinner! "Bailey, that's tonight," I gasped, the reality of our schedule crashing over me like a wave. "Fuck, babygirl, we're going to be sitting there with Debbie and Savannah…"

"And McKenna, and Deborah's stupid new boyfriend," Bailey scoffed. "But I'm not going to let her bully you, Daddy. Or Savannah. We're going to that party, but it's not going to go the way Deborah expects. Not now that we're together." Her kisses traveled lower, trailing down my chest. "We’re on each other’s team, Daddy. We don't let her win."

"Jesus, babygirl…"

Bailey peered up from my lap. "Tell me you don't want to see me sitting across from her at the table with my pussy stuffed full of your cum," she said, somehow managing to simultaneously look innocent and like the dirtiest woman who'd ever lived. "Tell me it's not going to make you feel ten feet tall to smile over at me during dessert and know that last night, you had me bent over, rearranging my guts while I screamed your name." Her tongue ran down the length of my shaft. "That I gave you a morning BJ and let you blow your load all over my face the way she was always too much of a prude to do."

Words failed me. The special hell, I thought, watching Bailey take the crown of my cock between her lips and hum. But god damn it, it's worth it.

After I came all over Bailey's face, she dragged me into the shower and let me fuck her prone on top of one of the marble benches surrounding the perimeter of the stall. Afterwards we took our time scrubbing each other down, laughing and joking the way we did around the breakfast table. Bailey was still wet from the shower when I picked her up, set her on the bathroom counter and went down on her—after she came, screaming my name, we fucked doggy while watching ourselves in the mirror.

I put on the change of clothes I'd packed. Bailey threw on my button-down ("It's mine now," she informed me when I suggested she give it back) and a pair of jeans, then tied the ribbon she'd worn in her hair last night around her slender throat like a choker.

The sight of it made me think of all the things we'd done the previous night, which was probably why she'd done it.

Checkout wasn't until noon at the Armada. We had plenty of time for brunch. "You go get us a table," Bailey told me, planting a kiss on my cheek as she brushed her hair. "I'll be right down after you. Then we'll check out and you can drive me home?"

That sounded great to me. "We're… we're really doing this, aren't we?" I asked.

Bailey smiled. "Yes, Daddy. We are. But we've been doing it all week."

She was right about that.

I gave her one more long, lingering kiss before I headed downstairs to secure us a brunch table. "I love you, BlueJay19," I murmured, palming a handful of her ass.

"And I love you, SecondChance82," Bailey chuckled. "I'm really glad you were brave enough to reach for that second chance, Daddy. I promise you, you are never going to regret it."

I whistled a jaunty tune as I made my way downstairs. Despite the insanity of the last twelve hours, there was a spring in my step. I felt like a new Tom—a better Tom.

I knew sleeping with BlueJay19 would raise my spirits, I told myself as I stepped into the lobby. I just didn't know how much it was going to change the fabric of my life.

I was looking forward to brunch. Bailey and I would play it perfectly ordinary; just two people having a nice Sunday morning meal in a nice hotel restaurant with his daughter’s best friend. And all the while, no one would know that fifteen minutes beforehand I'd shot a load all over her face before eating her pussy out like a starving man all over the bathroom counter.

Jesus, it's a whole new world, I told myself, shocked at the thoughts I entertained now. Deborah's not going to know what hit her tonight.

The more I thought about it, the more I couldn't wait for that dinner.

The lobby was packed full of businessmen and couples checking out. I could see the glass doors of the restaurant on the far side of the building, half-full of breakfast diners. The place looked fancy, and like it would probably cost me a pretty penny, but I didn't mind all that much. Bailey was right: we really had worked up an appetite.

I was nearly to the door when I heard a voice call my name.

"Tom? Tommy! Man, there you are!"

I turned, frozen in my tracks. A familiar figure was cutting across the lobby, his hands in his pockets, a gold chain hanging from his neck.

"Mark!?" Panic welled up within me. "What are you doing here?"

He glanced around, grinning. "Man, I came to check on you. You were supposed to text me, Tommy, remember? To make sure you didn't end up in a fucking ice bath with a couple of organs missing?"

Oh, Christ. Now I remembered. I'd texted Mark to let him know I'd arrived at the Armada, and I was supposed to send him an all-clear once I was done with the girl I planned to hook up with. Only I never had.

"You… you came all the way down here?" I blurted.

He rubbed the back of his neck. "At first, I just figured you had way too much fun," he said, chuckling awkwardly. "But then I called you, like, four times this morning and you didn't pick up. I kept thinking about how you were there for me back in Manila, and if this hottie you picked up turned out to have drugged you or some shit, you needed someone to come bail you the fuck out." He grinned, spreading his hands. "I should have known you'd be okay. Had a little too much fun, I guess?"

I had to get him out of here. Now.

"Something like that," I said. "It was a crazy night."

He slapped me on the back. "I'll bet! Tell you what, let's get some breakfast. My treat, as long as you tell me every dirty detail of what you and that little hardbody ended up doing. Now that you're over your jitters and back on the market, you and I are going to have some fun fucking times—"

"Daddy?"

I froze. Mark froze.

He turned around, his eyes going wide as saucers. And saw Bailey standing behind us.

With that white ribbon tied around her neck like a silk collar.

Wearing my dress shirt.

Trembling slightly as she realized just who it was I'd been talking to. Looking like she'd gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

Mark's jaw hit the floor so hard you could feel it all the way in China.

"Tommy boy…" he whispered, going pale. "What the absolute fuck!?"

END OF PART ONE
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