

Sweetheart Secret (Sweethearts #3) (His College Harem Book Three)

Mia Winters & Neil Bimbeau


Copyright 2026 Spiral Shard Press

All Rights Reserved

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner.

All characters depicted are 18 years old or older. For adults only.

Cover Art: Griz T Orc

All Words Written By: Mia Winters & Neil Bimbeau

Remember: if you liked this hot story (or even if you didn’t), remember to leave a review! I want to write what YOU want to read, and your feedback is the best way to help me do just that. Thanks!


Contents


1. Chapter One
2. Chapter Two
3. Chapter Three
4. Chapter Four
5. Chapter Five
6. Chapter Six
7. Chapter Seven
8. Chapter Eight
9. Chapter Nine
10. Chapter Ten
11. Chapter Eleven
12. Thanks For Reading!



Chapter One


"Debbie did WHAT!?”

On the other side of the kitchen table, Bailey and McKenna shared a worried look. The atmosphere in the room—tense already—thickened to almost unbearable levels. I don't think either of them had expected the emotion in my reaction to Bailey's confession. The sheer anger.

Not that I was angry at either of my daughter’s best friends. Far from it.

Just Debbie.

Bailey didn't sign herself up for the Sweetheart app. McKenna's words bounced around the inside of my skull, echoing but refusing to fade. Debbie made her.

Debbie made her?

What the hell?

McKenna bit down on her bottom lip. "I know it sounds bad," the auburn-haired coed said. "That's because it is bad. Really bad."

"Kenna," Bailey said in a warning tone.

"I'm not..." I trailed off, my brain trying and failing to process it. It was too much. Too big. Too awful. "Babygirl, what is she talking about?"

Poor Bailey looked like she was going to be sick. Her nails—still chartreuse, that shade she’d stolen from my ex-wife the way she stole me—drummed the top of the kitchen table, twitching with worry. I could tell she wanted to bolt from the room, which just made me want to pull her into my lap and hold her close and never let her go.

“It’s really complicated, Daddy,” she said, unable to meet my eye. “I should’ve told you before now. I just…”

I barely heard her. Possibilities unspooled in the back of my mind like a film reel, none of them good. What the hell had Debbie done to these girls?

I was about to learn the truth. It was worse than what I was thinking—although in a way, it was going to end up better than I’d hoped. Reality was funny like that sometimes.

But first, there was something I had to do.

“Babygirl.”

The way the word came out silenced both women sitting across from me.

“Hold that thought,” I grunted, reaching for my phone. Without having to look, I thumbed the familiar number for my department at CreditCore, the place I was due to show up for work in about twenty-five minutes. I obviously wasn’t going to make it—and McKenna had suggested I let them know.

She was right. I needed to move everything off of my plate right now that wasn’t this.

Bailey and McKenna exchanged another look as I held the cell phone to my ear. This time, their faces were tinged with disbelief. This was how I’d chosen to react to the news?

The call connected on the second ring. “Hello?”

It was Brenda, my supervisor. I figured she’d be at her desk this time of morning.

“Hi, Brenda,” I said, my voice eerily calm. It surprised me—I felt like shouting, raging, throwing things. “I’m going to be late to work today.”

No preamble. No fake cough, which was the kind of thing I would’ve done before BlueJay19 woke me out of my stupor. The people-pleasing Tom Cottrell who would’ve groveled in the service of his PTO wasn’t in the building right now.

In his place was a very different sort of man.

I could tell my bluntness surprised Brenda, too. “Um, alright, Tom. Is everything okay—?”

“It’s a family matter,” I said, not bothering with an elaborate cover story. What was the point? “I’ll be in by eleven, most likely.”

The old Tom would’ve peppered her with excuses. Fallen all over myself to apologize for taking up too much of my employer’s space. But right now, I just didn’t give a shit.

And honestly, I was starting to wonder why I ever had.

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Sure, Tom,” Brenda said, sounding a little rattled. “That’s fine. I’ll put it in the system for eleven—”

“Great, thank you,” I said. “See you soon.”

And I hung up.

When I glanced up from putting the phone in my pocket, both coeds were staring at me. “Holy shit,” McKenna said, sounding like she wasn’t sure whether to be frightened or impressed. “That was low-key terrifying, Tom. I think your boss might have wet herself.”

“You didn’t lie,” Bailey whispered. “You just… laid down the law.”

I had. Twenty-one years of asking permission from everyone I knew, and for the life of me I couldn’t remember why I’d ever given them so much power. My boss. My church.

Debbie. Always Debbie.

“Okay,” I said, leaning forward. I took Bailey’s hand and squeezed it, which just about made the blonde coed start crying again. “We’ve got the morning.” I met her eye. “Babygirl.”

Now Bailey was crying. “Yes, Daddy?”

McKenna didn’t even flinch at the D-word, which would’ve told me something if I’d been paying more attention to anything that wasn’t my daughter’s best friend. “Babygirl, nothing you say in the next thirty minutes is going to change what you are to me. I’m not going to love you any less, okay?” It was father figure mode, running on overdrive, and with these two it completely unraveled their defenses in a single instant. “So just say it. I’m here.”

Bailey swallowed hard. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Her hand trembled in mine. “God, Daddy, I love you so freaking much.”

“You picked a good guy,” McKenna said with a snicker. “To be fair, it’s not like you had to go very far to find him.”

That brought the ghost of a smile to Bailey’s face. Mine, too.

“Okay,” Bailey said marshaling her courage. Her hand never left mine. “The Sweetheart app.”

I nodded. “You told me you heard me and Mark talking about it during the barbecue and decided to try and see if you could connect with me on it.”

“I did,” she admitted. “And I did hear you and Mark talking about it, but that’s not the whole truth. The truth is, I already had an account.”

It was impossible to keep the grimace off my face. I remembered my very first conversation with ‘BlueJay19’, the one where we’d both been feeling each other out right before we fell head-over-heels in love with each other.

I’m new to this site. I’ve never done this before…

“So you were meeting up with strange men?” I asked. “Before me?”

Bailey’s eyes widened like saucers, and I knew even before she opened her mouth that I was wrong. “What? No! Of course not, Daddy! I wasn’t lying about that—I didn’t go on any dates with anybody! I didn’t do anything with the app before I matched with you, I promise!”

“She’s telling the truth,” McKenna chimed in. “Trust me, she was not into it.” She elbowed her bestie in the ribs. “Not until she found the guy she really wanted to match with.”

I ignored that. “Then how did it happen? How did Debbie force you into it?”

Bailey hesitated. “There’s something you need to know about Debbie,” she said.

I was already nodding. “I know. She’s awful.” I put a hand on my forehead, sighing. “If I didn’t know that before the divorce, her behavior over the last eight months has absolutely convinced me I made the right decision in getting all of us away from her—”

But Bailey shook her head. “No, not that. Daddy, Debbie is broke.”

I heard the words. But they didn’t register.

“What? No, babygirl, that’s impossible.” I chuckled to myself, thinking about the absurd stack of paperwork we’d both had to fill out at the realtor’s office when ownership of the split-level was officially transferred to me. “I paid Debbie half the value of this house when we got divorced. I’m not trying to startle anyone, but it was a lot of money. Even if she got addicted to the Home Shopping Network or something, there’s no way she could burn through all that in eight months…”

I trailed off. Both Bailey and McKenna were staring at me like I was the most naive, trusting man who’d ever lived.

“She did, didn’t she?” I asked in a small voice.

Bailey laid it all out for me. “She’s been spending money like she gets a prize for it,” my babygirl said, her voice crackling with bitterness. Her waffles sat half-eaten on her plate, untouched and forgotten. “The McMansion, the renovations, the whole “letting Pastor Kevin live there rent-free while his house is sitting in escrow” thing. There’s supposed to be an influx of cash when the sale of Kevin’s house finally goes through, but they’ve both been borrowing against it for months.”

McKenna leaned in close, grinning like a fox. “The fancy food at Debbie’s dinner?” she said with relish. “Linda cooked most of it. The champagne was Costco, and they put it on a store card.”

I blinked. Spending a ton of money to look richer than they were at dinner was… well, that was par for the course where Debbie was concerned. Still, I had trouble accepting it. Unlike the girls, I knew exactly how much money I’d paid my ex-wife out in the divorce settlement. Even losing all of that, I’d managed to keep my financial house in order.

Evidently, she hadn’t.

“Her cards have been declining for weeks,” Bailey whispered, her voice catching. “She’s been losing it, Daddy. Post-divorce life isn’t working out at all for her the way she hoped. I think she thought dating Pastor Kevin would solve all her money woes, but he’s just made them worse.”

“That nitro beer system or whatever the hell it was down in the basement,” I said, remembering. “The seventy-five-inch flatscreen for the man cave.”

The nursery.

Jesus, the nursery.

“She got desperate.” Bailey glanced to the side. “And that’s when I got involved.”

Something told me I wasn’t going to like this one bit. Not because of Bailey’s behavior—because of whatever it was Debbie did to get my babygirl to co-sign on this bullshit.

“Tell me more,” I grunted.

Bailey blinked. “You sound like Miki when you say that.”

“Don’t change the subject, Bailey.” Suddenly I was very, very glad my daughter Savannah had already left for her morning classes. I could only imagine how she would react to this news.

Bailey nodded. “I don’t know how Debbie found out about the Sweetheart App,” she explained, her hand gently squeezing mine. “Probably the same way anybody finds out about it. I don’t know if she was using it herself before I got roped into it. But she had the scam pretty much down pat, so it wouldn’t surprise me—”

My eyebrows shot skyward. “Scam?”

“Sweetheart is… God, Daddy, I don’t want to say this out loud.”

She was afraid of hurting me, I could tell. “Babygirl, I can handle it.”

“It’s full of lonely guys,” she whispered. “Lonely, older guys, with lots of money and lots of shame. They’ll pretty much talk to anybody who matches with them, especially if they’re younger and have really sexy pictures.”

“You didn’t have any pictures, though,” I remembered.

“That’s right, I didn’t,” Bailey said, giving more credence to her claim she hadn’t actually used the app before matching with me. “The scam is simple: you talk to the guys, you string them along. You never actually deliver—you just ask for stuff. Help with tuition, with getting a plane ticket, with anything you can think of. The fact that they want you gets them to pay, and the fact that they’re ashamed of the whole thing keeps them from ever telling anyone about it.”

Jesus. I remembered Mark’s attempts at warning me about scams on the Sweetheart App. I guess I had no idea how deep the rabbit hole could go.

“You said Debbie has been doing this?” I asked.

Bailey’s face told me I’d hit a bullseye. “She coerced me. She blackmailed me, Daddy. She pressured me for weeks, told me she’d help me set up a profile, that she’d walk me through it. Told me I could make so much money doing it, and I wouldn’t even have to work very hard.”

“Obviously, she didn’t do it,” McKenna said.

Bailey shook her head. “I sand-bagged her. I couldn’t go through with it. I didn’t want to be her good little goddamned pawn, the way I’d been my whole life. The good influence on Savannah.” She scoffed. “What a fucking joke.”

It clicked. “Then the barbecue happened. And you heard Mark talk me into signing up for the app. That’s when you found out I was going to be on Sweetheart.”

Bailey bit her lip. “And I finally made a profile. Partially so I could tell Debbie I’d done something and get her off my back for a while. And…”

Spots of color rose to her cheeks. Her nails (chartreuse, Debbie-shaded, so much like hers but so much better the way everything about Bailey was better than my ex-wife) dug into my palm so hard it hurt.

“I… I hoped for you,” she admitted, a weight lifting off her shoulders. “That you’d find me. I wasn’t lying. I’m fucked up. I wanted this.”

I was pretty fucked up, too. I’d learned that about myself over the last couple of weeks.

“You wanted to exploit a lonely middle-aged man for money?” I teased.

Bailey’s expression fell. “No! I told you I didn’t want your money. I… I wanted you to rescue me, Tom. The way you always did when Savannah or me or McKenna were in serious trouble.” Her eyes took on a faraway cast. “Like a knight in a storybook. You’ve always been there for me when I really needed you, Daddy. I shouldn’t be surprised the universe put us together when I needed you the most.”

“You knew it was me from the beginning,” I said.

She smiled. “I was ninety-five percent sure as soon as I saw SecondChance82,” she said. “It turned into one hundred percent when you said the thing about being cheated on. There was never any scam, Daddy—not with you. I was just a girl talking to the man I was in love with and hoped loved me back.” She leaned in, dropping her voice to a whisper. “The guy I’d been fantasizing about giving my virginity to from about six weeks after my eighteenth birthday.”

Jesus. My life was completely insane.

“I’m gonna pretend I didn’t hear that part,” McKenna snickered. But her smile told me she’d be thinking about it for a hell of a long time.

I was already thinking about the contours of Debbie’s scam. It was heartless and cruel—and probably pretty fucking efficient. But there was one big problem with it. It couldn’t help but collapse the second it touched something real.

I couldn’t help but hear Bailey’s words in my head, even though they’d been given to me as a text: You don’t have to give me a dime. I just want YOU.

Bailey was supposed to bleed me dry for my ex-wife. Use shame and guilt to turn me into a blank check, a way to balance Debbie’s bank accounts. I have no idea how many men Debbie had planned to ensnare and trap—but I could imagine the way she’d have crowed to realize that it was me. And it made me shudder to think of the way the old Tom—the pre-Bailey Tom—would’ve fallen right into that trap.

Shame, guilt… yeah. Yeah, I’d had those things in spades.

Jesus. The app was called Sweetheart. And Bailey’s sweet heart was the only thing that saved me from becoming another sucker.

“Babygirl,” I said, my throat suddenly dry. “There’s something very important you haven’t told me. The main thing, I’m guessing.”

Bailey froze. Next to her, McKenna did the same. I think both of them knew this was the real hard part. The bit they were worried was going to change the way I saw my babygirl—and would damn sure change everything I thought I knew about Debbie.

I waited a heartbeat, then asked the question. “What does she have on you, babygirl?”

Because Bailey wouldn’t have done this out of the goodness of her heart. I knew that.

Both she and McKenna hated my ex-wife. For either of them to run interference on a scam like this for her wasn’t just beyond the pale, it was honestly insane. Whatever it was that Debbie knew to force Bailey to go along with this had to be bad. Very bad.

Neither girl spoke for a few moments. “She tried the family thing first,” Bailey muttered, glancing over at McKenna. “You were a guest in my daughter’s home, we took you in when nobody else would, you OWE me. All that shit.” She snickered without a trace of warmth. “It’s funny: she’s been calling me ‘sweetheart’ in the texts she’s been sending me for ages. But it’s never been a term of endearment.”

I made a mental note: whatever happened between Debbie and Bailey, there were texts.

“Babygirl, I’m not asking what she tried to do. I’m asking what worked.”

“I know,” Bailey whispered. “I’m trying to work my way up to it.”

I waited.

Her mouth worked soundlessly for several moments. “It’s… it’s Dad,” she said at last, drumming the nails on her free hand across the table top. “It’s my father. My real father.”

Bailey’s Dad? I barely knew the man. He’d been in jail for a long time, for what I gathered were very good reasons. Honestly, the little I’d heard about her home life before she started having week-long ‘sleepovers’ with Savannah left me convinced she’d been better off in the Cottrell Residence than she would’ve been at her own place.

I’d thought that at Debbie’s dinner, too, when Kevin’s brother mentioned his position on the state parole board. That girl’s better off with us, I’d told myself. With ME.

Yeah, the thought was a little possessive. But so what? This was a young woman who’d explicitly told me she wanted me to tell her how to dress, what to eat, who to be. We’d barely scratched the surface on Bailey’s kinks, and I couldn’t wait to find out how many of them turned out to also be my kinks.

Something else clicked. “Rick gave me his card,” I said, remembering. “He was talking about maybe letting you make a plea to the parole board on your Dad’s behalf.” Acid filled my gut. “And Kevin shut him down.”

Bailey’s tone was sepulchral. “Debbie’s known about the parole thing for months,” she explained. “She said she can make sure he gets out. If I do what she wants. And if I don’t…”

She didn’t need to finish it. “She can exert pressure the other way, through Kevin,” I muttered. “And make sure he never gets out.”

Honestly, I wouldn’t have been too upset about that. But Bailey clearly was.

“I know you don’t like him,” Bailey said. “Nobody likes him. But he’s my father.” Her lips compressed to a tight line. “If you were in jail and it was Savannah, wouldn’t you want her doing everything she could to get you out of that place?”

I thought about it. Honestly. “Not if it meant dancing to Debbie’s tune,” I said. “I wouldn’t do that to my daughter, babygirl. And I wouldn’t do it to you, either.”

“Or me?” McKenna asked, lightly teasing.

“You know I wouldn’t,” I told her. I still wasn’t used to McKenna flirting with me. Even knowing the three of us were going to be in a hotel room together on Wednesday, that I was going to have my first threesome with two of the hottest women I’d ever met in my life, treating the coed like a potential sexual conquest was something I was still adjusting to.

Bailey didn’t look convinced. “You don’t understand,” she whispered, her face going the color of ash. “Dad, he… I was…”

Hmm?

What the hell? Bailey was trembling—full-body trembles, like someone had picked her up and tossed her out into the middle of a snowstorm. Her nervousness when she’d been talking about Debbie was nothing compared to this.

There’s something else, I realized. The parole thing is part of the story, but it’s not the whole thing. Debbie is holding something else over her head. Something worse.

I had no idea what could be worse.

And I wasn’t about to learn that morning.

Because McKenna chose that moment to lean over and drape her arm over her best friend’s shoulders, holding her close. “It’s okay, Bailes,” she whispered, her tone telling me she both knew exactly what Bailey was about to say and knew just how much saying it was going to cost her. “Tom is a good guy. He’s the best guy. You can tell him.”

Bailey hesitated at the brink. “That’s it,” she blurted, shaking her head like she was a little girl trying to get out of tasting a new food. “Really, that’s all. Isn’t that enough?”

It was. And I could tell whatever was going on under the surface distressed my babygirl something fierce.

So I made a choice. I decided not to push her. Even if there was a locked door at the bottom of all of this, I wasn’t going to force it open. Not now. I’d just watched Bailey put her hand on the knob and flinch away like the thing was on fire. It could wait.

I couldn’t blame her for wanting to wait.

Hell, I’d waited twenty-one years to become the man I was always meant to be.

“It’s okay, babygirl,” I told her, meaning it. “Whatever it is, you tell me about it when you’re ready. Or not at all. Either way, I’m in your corner. Always. Okay?”

Bailey wiped away tears. “Yes, Daddy. Fuck, thank you so much. So so much…”

“God, you sound submissive,” McKenna grinned. “No wonder Tom’s over the moon for you.”

I shook my head. Now that the tough part was over, a new emotion was already stirring in my chest. One I’d never quite felt before.

Not rage. I was familiar with rage. I’d spent more than enough long nights alone in the house that was once my family’s home to understand the contours of that emotion. This was almost the same thing, and at the same time so different it almost didn’t deserve the name.

Rage was white-hot. What I felt for Debbie was colder than ice. Like an empty grave.

“This ends,” I growled, looking from one woman to the other and back. “Now.”

McKenna grinned from ear to ear. Bailey looked like she was going to throw up.

“Daddy…”

“What she did to me, I survived,” I said. “What she’s doing to you… babygirl, you don’t just do that to a twenty-year-old whose only crime was not having a safe place to stay when she was a kid. That’s fucking cruel. That’s…”

I broke off before I said what I was really thinking. But what almost came tumbling out:

That’s predator shit.

Because it really, really was.

And if I started saying that out loud about my ex-wife, I was going to hit the point where I drove to Debbie’s perfect little McMansion and burned it to the ground with her and Kevin Beaumont both inside.

“But… but my Dad,” Bailey said, suddenly looking very young. “Rick can get him out, Tom. Debbie can get him out of there.”

I was already shaking my head. “She’s never going to do that, babygirl.”

The hope in Bailey’s eyes was almost too much to take. “But she said she would! She’s going to have Rick put in the word with the parole board as soon as I land the whale—”

“I told her it was bullshit,” McKenna whispered.

I blinked. “The whale?”

Bailey looked like she’d swallowed a bug. “I’ve been stalling her,” the blonde admitted. “I told her a version of the truth—I’d found someone on the Sweetheart App, a middle-aged guy with a big heart and a lot of money.” She grimaced. “I just didn’t tell her it was you—or that I’d fallen in love with you.”

“Fuck all of this,” McKenna suggested. “We burn her down. Today. We go to the police with Bailey’s story. We let Kevin’s church know about it. Fuck, we hire a fucking skywriter to put it in the clouds over Debbie’s job—”

“And my dad stays behind bars for the rest of my life,” Bailey protested.

“She’s right,” I said.

McKenna did a double take. “She is?”

Not about Bailey’s Dad. I wasn’t sure if I wanted that criminal back in my babygirl’s life. But the other thing. “Going to the police won’t help,” I explained. “I’m guessing everything on the Sweetheart app is in your name, Bailey?”

She nodded.

“Then Debbie can point to it and say she had no idea,” I muttered. “The one thing that might sink her is those texts—if you and her really talked about scamming middle-aged guys in them, releasing them could get her in a lot of hot water and wreck her reputation—”

Bailey was already going pale. “No. She’s careful never to put anything incriminating in writing.”

I kind of figured Debbie would be. She was a bitch like that. But clever.

I thought it over. Picturing the Sweetheart app; thinking about my ex-wife manipulating a woman half her age like a puppet. Explaining the ‘scam’ so she could run it on lonely men and make Debbie money.

She intended Bailey to take the fall, I knew. Her pictures, her interactions. Doing it herself must have gotten too dangerous…

Oh. Oh shit.

“I know what we’re going to do,” I said.

Both women stared at me, waiting. “Daddy?” Bailey asked.

“You told her you have a whale?” I asked. “Someone stupid and ashamed and lonely willing to spend any amount of money necessary to get with you?”

Bailey’s cheeks burned. “Not in those words, exactly, Daddy. But the spirit of them.”

God, that really did describe the man I’d been before the divorce, didn’t it?

“Let her know things are moving forward,” I said, the wheels turning in my head. “But that you need help to land this one. You’re young, you’ve never done this before. She’ll believe it—the same way she’s believed you dragging your heels for weeks. Hell, when she sees how much money is involved, she’s going to be salivating at the thought of helping you.” I shook my head. “I know Debbie. God help me, I do know her.”

McKenna got it. “You’re the whale.”

I nodded. “We catfish the catfish. Get Debbie involved, get her in writing, if we can, get her on video admitting to the scam if we can’t. In her own words and undeniable. The kind of thing that will destroy her reputation even if it doesn’t hold up in court.”

Bailey blinked, slowly. “And then?” she asked, almost too frightened to hope.

“Then I confront her,” I told the girls. “Quietly. And I tell her that I’m going no contact with her, and you two are going no contact with her, and Savannah is going no contact with her. And that Rick is going to be free to help your dad with the parole board as much as he pleases.”

McKenna whistled. “She’s not going to like that.”

“She won’t. But if she doesn’t, I’ll show everybody exactly how the pastor’s future wife pays for her key lime pie.” I paused, the thing so much like rage flaring in my chest. “If she doesn’t do what I say, I will ruin her fucking life.”

McKenna and Bailey shared a look. “That just might work,” McKenna whispered. She was looking at me with even more fear—and longing—than she did when I called my job and told them I was going to be late without any excuses.

“One other thing,” I said, fixing them both with my gaze.

God. I was pretty sure if I’d told both of them to bend over the table and undress each other in that moment, they’d have done it with a smile. This was a Tom Cottrell neither of them had ever met before—that Bailey had only seen flashes of over the last week.

And they liked him. A lot.

“Savannah can never know,” I told the pair. “The blackmail, the scam—none of it. Ever.”

McKenna choked on air. “But Debbie—”

“Is her goddamned mother,” I grunted. “There is no version of ‘your mother did this to your best friend’ that will not break her in half. I need you to hide this even better than we’re hiding what’s happening between me and Bailey.” Ice filled the pit of my stomach. “I’m serious. My daughter can never know.”

Slowly, both of them nodded. “Okay, Mr. C,” McKenna said.

“Yes, Daddy,” Bailey added, squeezing my hand.

After that, there was little left to say. “Alright, I need to get to work,” I told the pair. “I’m in enough trouble as it is—something tells me Brenda’s going to be pissed…”

Both of them laughed.

“Something tells me she’s not, Daddy,” Bailey giggled. “I think you might get a little bit more respect in the office today than you’re used to…”

Maybe she was right about that.

As I turned to leave, McKenna raised a finger. “Point of order,” she said.

I waited. “Yes?”

The auburn-haired coed grinned. “Wednesday. It’s happening.”

Bailey and I shared a look.

“We are not letting that woman take one single thing more from us,” McKenna said, sounding more aggressive than I’d ever heard her outside of an intense Arc Raiders session. “You and Bailey set up the catfish thing, cool—bait the hook, get that bitch in 4K. But your Wednesday stays free.” She crossed her arms under her breasts. “I already bought body glitter and lingerie.”

I blinked. “Glitter?”

She grinned. “You’re gonna fucking love it, Tom. Trust me.”

Behind me, Bailey snorted. “She’s not serious, Daddy. She just doesn’t want to spoil the real surprise.”

Either way, if I showed up to the office covered in glitter on Thursday, at least I’d have one hell of a story for Mark.

Shit, I was going to have to lie to Mark today, wasn’t I? He wanted to know all about the Armada.

I’m going to have to do a lot of lying if I’m going to catch Debbie out, I thought. You ready to be a secret agent, Tom?

I’d been sneaking around for over a week now with Bailey, hiding the best thing that had ever happened to me. Now I’d be doing it with an even more important purpose.

One that had the potential to change all of our lives forever.

I was halfway out of the kitchen when I heard the buzzing. Bailey took her phone out of her pocket, no doubt expecting a text from either Lina or my daughter Savannah. From the way her face went pale when she read it, I could tell it was neither.

“Speak of the devil,” she muttered.

I took the phone.

Sweetheart! The word looked almost too friendly. Checking in on our project. It’s been WEEKS! Let’s get coffee later this week, just us girls. So much to catch up on!

With a little grinning emoji at the end.

“Debbie,” I grunted. I could have ripped the fucking phone in half.

“I told you,” Bailey whispered. “She always talks in code.”

Maybe. But I’d seen my ex-wife’s smiley faces and passive-aggressive texts before. I’d been dealing with them for twenty-one years before the divorce.

And this was the first time one of them had ever looked desperate.

“We’re going to get her,” I told Bailey, feeling totally certain. “Book it.”

She smiled. “I will.”

I gave my babygirl a kiss. Then, when she protested, one for McKenna.

After that, it was time to head to work.


Chapter Two


If I’d pushed myself, I could’ve arrived at CreditCore at 9:35. Instead, I found myself pulling into the parking lot at eleven o’clock sharp.

I couldn’t even really tell you why. Probably it was because I’d already said it: I’ll be in by eleven, and going against something I’d told my supervisor wasn’t in my nature even when I was explicitly going out of my way to do things that weren’t in my nature. Instead, I went to a coffeeshop and got a drink. After that, I visited a bookstore. It was nice. Really nice.

And so it was that I walked through the front door of my office building at 11:00 and found myself late for work for what was probably the fifth time in nineteen years. The sales floor was all hustle and bustle by the time I made it to my office, and no one even looked my way as I poured myself a cup of coffee from the galley before taking a seat at my desk and switching on my computer.

No sirens and no complaints. Just me showing up a couple hours later than normal.

I’d spent two decades treating this building the way I’d treated Debbie, the way you’d treat a demigod you needed to appease with constant sacrifice. As if dropping the ball, being late—being human—was some kind of mortal sin.

And of course it wasn’t.

I’d just started sifting through my e-mail when a knock on the doorframe made me glance up. It was Brenda.

“Hey, Tom,” my supervisor said. There was a tightness around her eyes that could have been from me or from something else entirely. “You doing okay? Everything get sorted out?”

Had it? McKenna’s voice echoed in my skull. Debbie made Bailey sign up for the Sweetheart app…

“For the most part,” I said, nodding. “Not entirely out of the woods, but things are looking up.”

Brenda blinked. I think she’d expected me to demur: to insist that nothing had been wrong, to apologize for being late. The fact that I didn’t surprised her.

But didn’t seem to upset her, I noted.

“Good,” she said with a brisk nod. “I hate to do this to you the second you walked in the door, but the sales-numbers meeting this afternoon got moved up to—” she theatrically checked her Apple Watch, “—about ten minutes from now? I know we usually just give the team your deck, but since it’s not ready yet, can you do a quick presentation? It’s in Conference B. I’m heading over there now.”

A spike of fear erupted in my gut. Public speaking had never been my forte, and I didn’t have the numbers in front of me. Maybe if I’d rehearsed, I wouldn’t feel so nervous, but the thought of standing in front of Mark’s department and talking about a bunch of sales figures I didn’t remember gave me hives.

“I…” I started.

Then I closed my mouth.

Oddly, it wasn’t Mark or Brenda I was thinking of. It was Miki. The nail tech.

Sitting across from me as she worked my cuticles, asking so what do Monday mornings at the bank look like for Tom Cottrell?

What had I told her?

Meetings. Meetings that could have been e-mails.

I laughed.

It was about the last thing Brenda expected. I saw her hand tighten on the doorframe, confusion filling her features. “If you can’t do it on such short notice, I understand,” she began. “I’m just kind of behind the eight ball here—”

“Did you send me the agenda?” I asked.

Brenda was looking at me a little bit like she’d never seen me before. I could see the unspoken question on her mind: what happened to you this morning?

“I did not,” Brenda admitted. “Sorry.”

I already had my e-mail open. “Never mind, I’m sure it’s the same as it always is. It’s just the same agenda every week with the dates changed, isn’t it?”

When I glanced up at Brenda, she actually chuckled.

“I do just change the date,” she admitted. “I probably shouldn’t be admitting that to you, but it’s true…”

I was already flipping through my files. “Cancel the meeting,” I said.

Brenda’s chuckle turned nervous. “Tom?”

“I’ll have the sales numbers to the team in the next thirty minutes,” I assured her, making sure the work was close enough to done that I wouldn’t have a problem hitting that deadline. Then I sat up straighter, turning away from the computer, and gave her the full force of my gaze. “Brenda, between you and me, the salespeople hate those meetings. Mark hates those meetings, and they’re mostly for him. I’ll bet you twenty dollars he shows up thirty seconds after you send the cancellation e-mail to thank us both.”

“Tom—”

“This whole thing should’ve been automated months ago,” I said. I frowned. “I should’ve taken the lead here and done that. It’s my responsibility.” A note of wonder entered my voice, as if I were just realizing this for the first time. “I put being a people pleaser over respecting the time of this department. Over respecting your time, Brenda.”

Brenda’s mouth worked soundlessly for a long moment.

“Let them know that the agenda is the same and that the deck will be delivered in a half-hour,” I told her. “And that ‘if anything needs a decision, Tom’s door is open until five.’ You can use those exact words.”

I watched the wheels turn soundlessly behind my supervisor’s eyes. She weighed the consequences of cancelling the meeting on such short notice, versus the relief of never having to sit through another boring Monday-morning quarterbacking again.

And I saw her come to the same conclusion that I already had.

She let out a chuckle. “That’s good initiative,” she said, thumbing the message into her phone’s e-mail client. She glanced up at me. “You can really get it out in thirty?”

“It’s three-quarters done already,” I told her.

She tapped the screen of her work phone. “Sent,” she said, giving a little laugh like we’d both just gotten away with something. “You’ve just made the next ninety minutes of my life a lot easier, Tom. Thanks for handling that.”

I nodded. Somewhere in my gut, I half-expected the explosion. For the ceiling to come crashing down on my head, for a dozen angry e-mails to flood my inbox chiding me for daring to change the way we did things at CreditCore.

A couple of heads emerged from cubicles, popping up like prairie dogs. Mark’s people—the salescritters—checking to make sure Brenda and I hadn’t lost our minds. When they realized the meeting wasn’t happening, they sat back down and got to work.

How about that? I thought. I was a lot less powerless than I thought. I’d been behaving like a man drowning in the ocean when I’d really been floating in a fish tank. Brenda wasn’t mad at me—if anything, she looked grateful to see me taking something off her plate. To be taking initiative.

And again, the thought hit me: was it always that easy?

To change the things about my life I couldn’t stand? To stop listening to the nagging voices assuring me I needed to be a good, loyal doormat?

To reach for the girl I wasn’t supposed to have and make her mine?

I was still thinking about it when Mark’s head appeared in my office doorway. “Yo, Tommy! Good to see you, man. Hope the weekend was dynamite.” He shot me a smile that said he knew exactly what I’d been doing at the Armada Hotel on Saturday night. “You two finally turned that boring Monday meeting into an e-mail, huh? Past time.”

Brenda stared at Mark, dumbfounded.

I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “You owe me twenty dollars, boss.”

“I…” Brenda started to chuckle. “I never took that bet!”

“You two are betting and you didn’t tell me about it?” Mark asked.

“It’s nothing,” I told him, bailing Brenda out instead of throwing her under the bus even more. “Just a joke.”

“Cool.” Mark pointed at me. “Lunch at 12:30, eh? Not the cafeteria—I’m taking you to Perk.”

Perk was a boho coffeeshop a couple blocks away. Half the sales floor got their coffee there on the way in from work. The only reason I hadn’t gone there this morning was because I’d have gotten spotted. But then, would it have mattered?

“As long as you’re buying,” I said.

Mark laughed. “Thanks again for saving me the trouble of corralling the herd,” he told Brenda. “And Tom—you owe me a story, man.”

I knew it. “Twelve-thirty,” I told him, turning back to the spreadsheet.

“It’s a date,” he said.

Brenda looked like she’d swallowed a bug.

Then I was alone in my office, working on the reports. The process was second-nature to me by now—a good thing, because if it wasn’t I’d never have been able to finish in time. I had way too much on my mind.

Mostly Debbie.

I ran the whole conversation with Bailey and McKenna back in my head as I worked, dotting the I’s and crossing the T’s on what I’d send to Mark and the team. Threading the needle. Making connections.

Debbie was broke. Broke and running a scam on lonely, middle-aged men—one dangerous enough that she’d coerced her daughter’s best friend into acting as a patsy so she wouldn’t lose face with the church and her new beau if the truth came out.

I tried to tally it up in my head. My mind worked through what I remembered of the settlement numbers as I typed in sales figures, making guesses at how much she’d paid for her new place and how much Pastor Kevin had probably bilked from her while his own home was ‘in escrow.’ I didn’t want the numbers to add up—but they did.

Which meant that everything that had happened on Sunday was a performance. I mean, I’d known it was a performance, but now it was a performance with a maxed-out credit card sitting behind it. Fancy champagne and hardwood floors. A man cave with a massive television and a ‘nitro cooling’ system for beers that tasted disgusting.

The whole thing was a calculated attempt at intimidation—for me and Bailey. A stage play, built to support a narrative about the living the good life that ran contrary to reality.

And I slept with Bailey in the middle of it, I thought with a chuckle.

But the mirth was short lived. Because something else had just occurred to me.

If not for my ex-wife, none of this would have happened.

I kept picking the thought up only to recoil from it like it was covered in spikes. The app that brought Bailey to me was a weapon Debbie used to rob men with my exact profile. I owed my entire new life—the women, the mindset, the love—to the worst thing Debbie ever did. Or at least the worst thing I knew about.

If she’d been a better person, I never would’ve run into Bailey on Sweetheart.

Never would have swapped pictures with her.

Never would have booked that room at the Armada and had the greatest night of my life.

And that was the bitch of it. It chilled me to the bone. That I had Debbie to thank for all of that, even though she’d never meant it and would probably be horrified at what she’d accidentally unleashed inside of me.

I couldn’t square that circle, no matter how hard I tried.

I’d promised Brenda I’d get the deck to the sales team within thirty minutes. It took less than ten, but I waited a few just so I didn’t look like quite as much of a show-off. Once it was done, my list of tasks for the day looked a little lighter. It surprised me how easy it was to get caught up, but maybe it shouldn’t have. I was only two hours late to work, after all.

The meeting time came and went. Nobody went to Conference B.

About twenty minutes before Mark came to collect me, my phone vibrated. I fished it out of my pocket, holding it behind the desk. I figured it would be a text from Bailey, making sure I wasn’t freaking out too hard about our conversation from this morning. I was wrong.

It was from Miki.

Huh, I thought. Weird coincidence. A few minutes ago, I’d been thinking about her.

Apparently, she was thinking about me.

I won’t lie. That made me feel more than a little warm and fuzzy inside.

She’d sent a photo from the nail salon—Sakura’s current playlist on a little screen next to the Bluetooth speaker, her perfectly-manicured hand just barely visible on the side.

As I squinted and tried to zoom in on the songs, a text came in. soundtrack audition #1, Miki wrote, with a little emoji of a sparkle next to it. if you hate it, we can’t date. them’s the rules.

I shook my head, grinning like I was a teenager again. Game on, I thought.

A quick zoom-in confirmed the first half-dozen songs were all by the same band: some outfit I’d never heard of called t.t.p.v., all styled in lowercase the way Miki typed. Google told me they were an instrumental math rock band out of Massachusetts, currently on hiatus, with three albums to their name.

Curious, I loaded up Spotify. Shimmering arpeggios filled my office, with a slinky bass-line bouncing back and forth underneath them. Not bad. It reminded me of the stuff that had been playing when Bailey, Savannah and I arrived at Sakura, before Miki switched the Bluetooth speaker over to Talking Heads.

Which, I now only just realized, she’d obviously done for me.

And that gave me an idea.

I mean, it’s no Remain in Light, I wrote back, teasing her. Good soundtrack for a boring Monday at the office, though. Nice bass line.

For a second, I worried I’d gone too far. I was pretty sure she’d been joking about the whole ‘if you don’t like them, we can’t date’ thing, but what if Miki was the sort of person who took her music preferences very, very seriously?

I shouldn’t have worried. She sent me a wink, along with a link to the full playlist.

brave guy, exposing those office drones to music that’s not in 4/4, she wrote back. tell me more on friday. gotta let me know how the nails went, too.

Spoiler: they were perfect, I wrote back. Thanks for the tunes.

She sent me back an emoji of a face sticking out its tongue, a set of musical notes and a pair of headphones. least I can do to make your monday tolerable. might bug you with more sometime.

Something told me there was only one proper response to that. Tell me more, I wrote.

She sent back a laughing emoji and a sparkle. will do. ttyl, tom. can’t wait for friday.

I couldn’t, either.

“That girl is way too cool for me,” I muttered, turning my attention back to the computer. The music continued to play in the background, quiet and intricate and somehow delicate despite the weird chords and time signature changes. I caught myself bobbing my head along to it as I worked, even though I occasionally had to do it in three-quarters time.

When Mark appeared at the entrance to my office, I thought at first he had to be early. A quick glance at my battered old Citizen (with Mickey Mouse grinning up from the dial) shocked me: it was twenty-five minutes after twelve. Almost lunch.

Mark rapped perfunctorily on the door and took a step inside. “What are you listening to?” he asked, a confused smile stretching across his face as he heard what was coming from my speakers. “This isn’t even Savannah’s kind of music, is it?”

“Nope,” I admitted freely. “It’s, ah… something a girl sent me.”

Mark blinked. “The girl?”

I was already shaking my head. “This is something different. A date. Friday.”

Mark whistled. “Shit. You really are riding high, aren’t you, Tommy boy?”

I couldn’t exactly disagree with him.

“Where’d you meet her? Wait, don’t tell me—save it for Perk. And Tommy? I am buying, but only because you’re giving me all the dirty details. You still owe me a story.”

That I did.

I just hoped I could keep enough of the truth in it without giving away the actual truth.

I grabbed my jacket and followed Mark off of the sales floor.


Chapter Three


The line was practically out the door at Perk when Mark and I arrived. I managed to grab a table near the back while he placed our orders; once they were ready, I ran up and got them. I went with a pretty basic chicken Caesar wrap; he’d ordered some triple-decker monstrosity of a sandwich that practically needed a whole plate to itself separate from the chips.

The girl manning the espresso machine watched me go for just a beat too long as I made my way back to my seat, which made me wonder all kinds of things.

“Alright, Tommy,” Mark said once we’d settled in. The place was loud enough that we could talk without being overheard, which I figured was at least seventy percent of the reason he’d chosen the cafe instead of the Mexican place or the wing shop down the block. “Gimme the play-by-play, man. Obviously your weekend went well, since you’ve been strutting around CreditCore like you own the damn place.”

I let out a laugh. “I wouldn’t go that far—”

Mark paused, like a light bulb had just gone off over his head. I didn’t like the way his expression changed when that happened. “Oh hey, but I’ve got a different question first.”

I waited.

He leaned in, dropping his voice a touch despite the loudness of the cafe. “How’s Bailes?”

A finger of ice trailed down my spine. He knows, I thought, the words forming clear and cold in the back of my mind. I don’t know how he figured it out, but he knows it was her.

I kept my expression studiously neutral. I could not give anything away.

“She land okay? I’m just asking because she looked kinda shook on Sunday morning. I know you’ve gotta be the stern father figure sometimes because she and Savannah are so close, but I hope you didn’t rake that girl over the coals too hard.” He grinned sheepishly. “I mean, shit, when I was that age…”

Something inside of me relaxed. Jesus, he thought Bailey was shaken? Traumatized? He really had misread the situation, then. That Sunday had been the best morning of Bailey’s life.

And mine.

“She’s fine,” I said, swallowing a nibble of my wrap. “It was embarrassing, and awkward, but I talked to her and she’s basically okay.” I gave a smile of my own. “My days of grounding the girls are long gone, you know that.”

“You’d have to ground yourself too,” Mark said, chuckling. “She got you good with that ‘what are YOU doing here’ stuff, Tommy boy. Can’t hold onto the moral high ground when you rolled up at the Armada for a hookup, huh?”

“Yeah, something like that,” I grunted. “We’re past it now.”

Mark glanced down at his sandwich. “It’s funny,” he said, almost like he was talking to himself. “When I first saw her, I thought Bailey was wearing your shirt. My dumb ass figured she’d been wearing something inappropriate when you caught her and you tossed your button-down on her to make her cover up. But that doesn’t make any sense, does it? ‘Cause you didn’t even know she was there.”

Shit. This was dangerous ground. I was instantly on my guard.

“I don’t even remember what she was wearing,” I lied. “I was just so shocked to see her.”

He laughed. “Me too. You wouldn’t believe where my mind went.”

I just might, I thought, acid filling my gut.

“Just didn’t look like something a frat boy would wear,” he said, taking another bite of his sandwich. “I guess you hit a certain age, they hand that stuff out like a uniform, huh?”

“I guess,” I said, sounding bored with the whole thing.

“What the fuck am I talking about?” Mark laughed, shaking his head. “I’m all messed up lately, Tommy boy. Me and Tina are on the outs.”

Tina, I remembered, was his latest girlfriend. The one who probably didn’t know about the whole ‘sugar baby website’ thing. “Oh?”

“Yeah, it’s rough,” he said, a tiny sliver of his gold chain peeking from the neck of his button-down. “You gotta know something’s up when the girl keeps a go-bag in her trunk but won’t leave a toothbrush at your house.” He grinned, but there was a tightness to it. “Who’d have thought she’d be the one afraid of commitment, huh?”

Something about that felt almost genuine. “I’m sorry,” I told him.

Mark shrugged. “Eh. Like Alice Deejay said, I’m better off alone,” he said, glancing at the line. “Besides, more chances for both of us to pick up some of these girls with daddy issues together, right? Unless this thing you’re doing on Friday turns into something serious.”

“I doubt it will,” I said, just glad he’d moved on from Bailey. I really didn’t want to have to answer too many questions where she was concerned. It was a good thing he’d moved on—he’d been dangerously close to the truth.

I told myself that would be the end of it.

You’d think a man who’d been wrong about so many things over the last twenty-one years would quit telling himself things like that.

“Okay, Saturday night,” Mark said, grinning as he set down his sandwich. “Tell me about the girl. Tell me about the hookup.” He clasped his hands together like an old church lady. “Was it like the first time all over again?”

“Honestly… kind of,” I said, nodding. “It was wild.”

Mark leaned forward. “Spill it.”

And so I did.

I was no fool. I wasn’t about to tell him everything; just enough to sate his curiosity without opening the door to too many questions. As I spoke, I realized I’d been rehearsing all of this mentally for a while—in the bookstore, at the coffeeshop, while I’d been staring at my spreadsheets.

“We met in the lobby of the Armada, like you suggested,” I lied. In reality, Bailey had paced the lobby looking like a security risk while I’d been scoping out the room, and I’d invited her into the inner sanctum without a second thought. “She looked just like her pictures. And no, I’m not showing them to you.”

“Tease,” Mark chuckled. “You gotta at least describe her for me. Set the scene. Blonde?”

“Redhead,” I corrected, instinctively throwing him off the scent. God help me, but as I said it, I couldn’t help but think of Lina. Savannah’s friend, the one on the gymnastics team, the girl who’d grinned at me during the barbecue where Mark laid out the whole Sweetheart app thing for the first time. It was probably disrespectful, but I substituted her physical attributes for Bailey’s.

Later on, I’d realize how ironic that was.

“Gorgeous, obviously,” I continued, now the center of Mark’s attention. “College student, or at least that’s what she told me. Twenty-one. Sweet. Wild.” I laughed, actually enjoying spinning the tale. “More than a little wild, actually.”

“She sounds fun,” Mark chuckled. “She got a sister you know about?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” I said. “I didn’t exactly ask.”

Little did Mark know, Bailey had something much better than a sister. The image of her and McKenna in that hotel room on Wednesday flickered through me and I nearly lost my train of thought before catching myself.

“Fair enough,” Mark said. He leaned back in his seat and made a show of looking back and forth, as if our HR department might have been deployed to Perk to spy on us. Then he leaned forward, dropping his voice. “So. How did it go?”

I grinned, thinking of Bailey. “Amazing. Best night of my life.”

I gave Mark a truncated version of what had happened in the hotel room. I tried not to get too crude with it, but there were only so many words in the English language to describe the acts my daughter’s best friend and I had spent most of the night performing on each other. From the look on his face, I knew even that was farther than Mark had expected me to go.

“She was… into the whole older guy thing,” I said, watching him grin at me like a schoolboy. “Insisted on calling me the D-word all night long.”

Mark whistled through his teeth. “God damn,” he said, approving. “You’ve usually gotta pay extra for that.”

“She did everything,” I said, after giving Mark the full list. “But it wasn’t just the sex, you know? She made me feel desired. Wanted. Like that bed—and then the shower, and the counter in the bathroom, and all the rest of it—was the only place left in the world, and making me happy was the only thing that mattered.” I paused. “I don’t think I realized how badly I needed that after Debbie. After twenty-one years of… of you know. Of not being allowed to be that guy.”

I’d expected Mark to cheer. Instead, lines appeared on his forehead.

“Tommy, I don’t know how to tell you this,” he said gingerly. “I’m glad you had a great time, and it sounds like this chick you matched with was one hell of a good girl. But I warned you about falling in love.”

“I’m not…”

I trailed off.

Because I was in love with Bailey.

And that was shining through my story even when I hid all the details.

“She did all that shit because you paid her,” Mark insisted. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m mad jelly—making you coffee in the morning then banging you in the shower before she leaves? That’s service with a smile, my guy. That’s the kind of girl who definitely rates a second ‘date’ if you get the chance.” His smile faded a touch. “But don’t get it twisted. These are not the kind of girls you take home to Mama.”

“I wasn’t planning on that,” I drawled.

He chuckled, then reached for his coffee. “She sounds like a little spitfire, though. The ones with daddy issues are the best—she’s probably one of those girls who does it to spite Mommy and Daddy almost as much as for the money.”

I tried not to bristle. The barb hit a bit too close to home where Bailey’s parents were concerned. I’m all fucked up and nobody knows about it.

“You must have left her one hell of a tip,” Mark said. “And I’m not talking about your John Hancock, Tommy boy. What did it come out to, by the way?”

I blanked. Of all the questions I’d prepared an answer to beforehand, this wasn’t one of them. I hadn’t even thought about the monetary aspect of it—not since BlueJay19 told me she wasn’t going to take a dime from me.

I didn’t even know what number he expected.

My surprise must have shown on my face. “Really, it’s not a big deal,” Mark assured me. “I know it’s an unsavory aspect of the whole thing, but I gotta know what the damage was. I haven’t actually hooked up with a local girl yet—I’m curious whether they try to bilk you more than the babes down in Miami.”

“I…” Static filled my mind.

“I mean, I’m assuming the two of you hammered out some kind of per-visit thing,” Mark said, glancing from me to his sandwich and back again. “God help you if that girl’s already got you handing out a weekly allowance, Tommy boy! I know you like to jump into things feet first, but…”

“No, it was a one-time thing,” I said, thinking fast. “I don’t really want to say the number.”

Mark nodded like he understood. He sized me up from the other side of the table, and I was suddenly reminded of the fact that my friend had spent the better part of the last eighteen years reading people from the other side of a sales desk.

“I’m not gonna tell anybody,” he said with a nod. “The hotel, the drinks, all that—ancillary. What was the gift, Tommy? Promise, I’ll drop it after that and we’ll never discuss it again.”

I swallowed hard, picking a number that neither sounded too high or too low. “A thousand.”

I thought he was going to choke.

“One thousand?” Mark’s eyes widened. “One thousand United States dollars?”

Oh shit. Wrong answer, I thought.

“You said we wouldn’t discuss it,” I insisted.

Mark’s teeth showed in a grimace. “I love you, Tom. I wouldn’t have this job at CreditCore if it wasn’t for you. I’d have gotten shitcanned after what happened in Manila. I’m not going to add insult to injury, and I want you to know that what I’m about to say comes from a place of brotherly love.”

God damn it, I thought, panic flaring in my gut. He knows. He knows that’s not a right answer, and he’s going to tell me he’s realized I’ve been lying to him this whole time—

Mark pointed a finger at me. “You, my friend, got ripped the hell off.”

The fist inside of my chest unclenched.

“I did?” I asked. My voice cracked a bit; hopefully Mark would interpret it as shock rather than the relief it actually was.

“Dude,” Mark said gently. “You paid, like, twice the going rate. And that’s for Miami, which is a way bigger market for this sort of thing.” He clucked his tongue, like he wanted to be upset at me but just couldn’t find it in himself. “And you splurged for the Armada. Jesus, that girl really got one over on you, Tommy boy.”

Fuck. Oh, thank God. Mark didn’t know about Bailey. He just thought I was an idiot—a naive rube willing to pay whatever price a pretty girl named in order to spend a night with her. Honestly, if this was a few weeks ago, he wouldn’t have been that far off the mark.

“This is why you should’ve let me help you make your profile to begin with,” Mark insisted. “Costly mistake, but one I know you won’t make again. Besides, from what you’re telling me…” He trailed off, looking almost wistful. “Hell, this girl sounds like she was almost worth it.”

“She most definitely was,” I said.

Mark ignored that. “So no second date with the redhead,” he said, waggling a finger at me. “Not when you’ve got her used to getting that kind of treatment. You and me, we’ve got to start hitting up the clubs, man. You’re finally coming out of your shell after the whole Debbie thing, I’ve finally got Tina out of my hair… it’ll be great!”

“Maybe,” I said, already knowing I’d turn him down when the time came. “I don’t know if I’m going back to Sweetheart. You’re right. It was great—it was amazing—but probably too expensive to be more than a one-time thing.”

“That’s probably the right mindset,” Mark said, looking chipper. “I wasn’t going to tell you this because I didn’t want to scare you off the whole thing right out of the gate, but there’s occasionally some unsavory types hanging around places like that. Wouldn’t want you to get taken advantage of, Tommy.”

Keeping my expression neutral took an effort. “You mean like… scams?”

“Ohhhh yeah.” Mark leaned back in the booth, putting his hands behind his head. “Some of them are insidious. Guys getting bled for months by girls who don’t even exist. Romance scams, they call ‘em. Places like Sweetheart are supposed to be clean, but you never know.”

I swallowed hard. Because I did know.

“You said it was no different than applying to CreditCore,” I said, remembering the barbecue. “That it was safe. They do background checks and things like that.”

“Sure, sure.” He waved a hand. “But scammers are gonna scam, Tommy boy. I’ve got a buddy down in the Miami office who got taken for eight grand. Eight freaking grand. Never even got a crumb of pussy out of it, either.” He shook his head. “Shameful.”

My stomach dropped. “Yeah,” I said, thinking of what I’d heard around my kitchen table that very morning. “Shameful.”

Mark must have misinterpreted it. “Hey, woah, I never would’ve let that happen to you,” he assured me. “This is why I kind of wanted to shepherd you through the whole thing in the first place. So you didn’t end up with emptied-out bank accounts or waking up in an ice bath with a kidney missing.” He grinned. “Just kidding. But you can be too trusting sometimes, Tommy.”

I nodded. I knew the scam ecosystem just as well as my friend did. Maybe even better.

“Well, if I do do anything else on Sweetheart, I’ll run it by you first,” I said.

“Cool.” He leaned forward, his gaze sharp with renewed interest. “Anyway, tell me about this date you’ve got on Friday. Sounds like it didn’t take much more than one night on the prowl for the old Tommy to come out to play, huh?”

I chuckled. “It’s a funny story, actually…”

I told Mark all about the visit to Sakura Nails: how Miki flirted with me shamelessly, insisted on cleaning up my nails and putting a clear coat on them, then slipped her number onto my receipt. He was laughing and shaking his head by the time I was done.

“That girl’s one slick operator,” he said, surreptitiously checking out my fingers. “She might be trouble. She does do good work, though. You really let her give you a manicure?”

I shrugged. “Nothing in this world’s just for girls, I guess,” I said.

“They look good,” Mark said, glancing at his own nails. “I can’t even make fun of you for it.”

We mostly made small talk after that. The lunch rush had mostly ended by the time we bussed our dishes, and Mark drove us back to work before peeling off to the sales floor while I retreated to my office.

The rest of the day, I was a model employee.

I cleared a backlog of approvals that had been rotting in my inbox since Thursday. Dug my way through my emails, clearing the whole inbox in about an hour and a half or so. When Brenda stopped with questions about the deck I'd sent the team, I had the answers almost before she finished her sentence. The look on her face was almost worth the years of being too timid to be this kind of man.

Mostly, though, I thought about lunch.

And I decided I'd navigated it.

Probably.

That was the word I kept landing on. Navigated—like Mark's questions had been a coral reef I'd steered through without crashing and capsizing. He'd gotten close—close enough that he'd made me sweat. But then he'd talked himself back from the brink, preferring to believe I was a kind-hearted rube who'd let a working girl bilk me for twice the going rate.

I'd been only too happy to let him.

That bit about the shirt worried me, though. I didn't like that that detail was still on his mind this far out from the Armada. I made a mental note to make sure that particular button-down stayed in the back of Bailey's closet for a while—at least outside of the bedroom.

All in all, though, I felt pretty good. All’s well that ends well.

You'd think I'd have learned by now to stop jumping the gun.

And then, a little after three, my phone buzzed. Not a text this time. A call.

As if thinking about Bailey had put her name on the screen.

Instantly, I knew something was wrong. Bailey's generation didn't make phone calls: in all the years I’d known her, I could count the times she'd actually dialed me on one hand. And every one of them had been an emergency.

I was up and moving before I could think twice about it, muttering a vague excuse in the direction of the cubicles as I took the door to the back stairwell. It was all concrete, always empty, although we'd had an employee a few years back who liked to come in here on his lunch break with one of those Alphasmart handheld word processors. Working on his novel, he'd joked. I'd never asked him how that had worked out.

I understood why he'd chosen this spot to work—the stairwell was dead quiet. I'd hear anyone coming. I put the phone to my ear.

"I'm here. Bailey?”

"Daddy?"

That word never failed to activate all of my protective instincts at once. "Babygirl? What's wrong?"

"It's Debbie." Bailey's voice was high and tight, right at the edge of cracking. "I just got off the phone with her. That lunch text? She's insistent about it. It's happening later this week."

That... That wasn't bad, actually. Getting Debbie and Bailey in the same room together was the first step in our plan—baiting the trap my ex-wife was hopefully going to fall into.

"That's okay, angel," I said, clearing my throat. "We'll be ready for her—”

"You don't understand." Bailey sounded distressed. "She wants me to bring the texts. All my interactions on the app. With the whale."

Oh. Oh.

"She won't help me 'close the deal’ until she's read them, and there are no texts, we don't really have a whale, I don't—"

"Bailey. Calm down and listen to me, babygirl. I know exactly what we're going to do."

There was a pause on the other side of the line. "You do?"

I hadn’t. Not until two seconds ago. "Tell Debbie you do have a whale on the line," I said. "And tell her his screen name is SecondChance82."

Silence on the line. Then, small: "What? You're sure?"

"I'm sure."

"But that means she's going to—”

"See our texts," I said, my heart jumping into my throat. “Yep. I know, babygirl."

We didn't need to fake anything. There was no need to build a whale at all. The texts Debbie wanted to verify were already real—every Daddy-this, every good girl-that. I pictured my wife of twenty-one years scrolling through the things I'd typed that entire first week, hunting for the sucker, the mark, the gross old man with more money than sense.

And I knew she would read every single word and never once see me.

She'd sat across a breakfast table from Tom Cottrell for two decades and believed to the depths of her soul the man she'd cheated on could never talk to a woman like that.

Not to a girl like Bailey.

She wouldn't suspect a thing.

And my texts would be the noose we used to hang Debbie from the fucking rafters.

“Okay,” Bailey whispered, something like wonder leaking in under the fear. "Okay. But what if she wants to see him? In person. What if she wants to set up a meeting between me and SecondChance82?"

I already had an idea of how we might make that work. I was thinking about scams—and the sorts of people who understood them intimately. I didn't dare speak it out loud, though, for fear of jinxing the whole thing.

"We'll come up with something, babygirl. I promise. I'll handle it."

And that was that. Because Bailey trusted me with her.

"Okay," she said, relief filling her voice. "I love you. All of this is insane and I fucking love you."

"Love you too, babygirl. I'll be home right after work, okay? We'll talk about it then."

"I'll get us all takeout," Bailey promised. "See you soon."

"Not if I see you first."

I hung up. Stared over at the concrete wall, thinking.

Then I slid the phone into my pocket and went back to my desk smiling, because for once in my life I wasn't the one getting played.

The game had finally started. And my ex-wife had no idea who was really sitting at the other side of the board.


Chapter Four


“Don’t take this the wrong way,” McKenna said with a smirk. “But do you think Debbie will recognize your dick?”

I winced. I was glad Savannah wasn’t around to hear that. It was evening, and Bailey, McKenna and I were downstairs in the girls’ section of the split-level. A video game (McKenna was working her way back through Expedition 33 to hunt down all the trophies) sat paused on the big wall-mounted TV, and each of us had half-empty takeout containers from the local poke bowl place. Bailey knew all of us well enough to order exactly what we wanted without having to ask, which was just the most Bailey thing imaginable.

My daughter was out with Lina from gymnastics, otherwise we wouldn’t have been able to talk so freely. With the house to ourselves, Bailey, McKenna and I had formed what my daughter’s best friends were calling the ‘war council.’ As if Bailey were about to go into battle, instead of to lunch with my ex-wife.

Honestly, the metaphor wasn’t that far off.

“I’m serious,” McKenna added, though her smile didn’t fade. “Both of us know Debbie’s going to go through these with a fine-toothed comb. Anything we don’t delete she’s going to see. And if she looks at the picture of that mess you made for Bailey and goes ‘oh my God, that’s my husband’s cum!’ then we’re all in a lot of trouble.”

Both girls giggled at the thought. I pictured my ex-wife digging through my texts with Bailey—seeing the aftermath of the orgasm she’d given me over the Sweetheart app by sending me pictures of her wet little pussy and dirty words about how badly she wanted to fuck me—and felt an illicit thrill run down my spine.

That’s not the Tom Cottrell you thought you knew, I pictured myself telling her.

“I don’t think it’ll be a problem,” I told the pair. I glanced over at the table beneath the TV, where the giant statue of the scantily-clad android woman seemed to be watching me through her blindfold. “Maybe we should delete a couple of those pictures. I’m not sure I want Debbie seeing one or two of them.”

“She’s gotta believe it,” McKenna insisted. “And she’s not going to know it’s you. She’s going to recognize Bailey, obviously. But you never showed your face.” She glanced at my wrist. “Or your watch, which is honestly almost as recognizable.”

She had me there. I hadn’t looked at the pictures Bailey and I had exchanged over the Sweetheart app since our rendezvous at the Armada—there was no point in staring at pixels when I had the real thing available on tap. Seeing them now, far away from the lust-filled haze in which Bailey and I had dared the other to one-up the previous snap with the next one, made me realize just how far I’d gone so quickly with the girl who’d stolen my heart.

“Faceless isn’t everything,” Bailey reminded her bestie. “We’re sure Debbie’s not going to recognize the guy she was married to for twenty-one years?”

“A dick’s a dick,” McKenna said with a shrug. She had Bailey’s phone, which was currently showing the photo I’d sent Bailey of the bulge in my boxers right after she’d sent me her first topless pic. “Tom’s is a pretty nice one, though. That’s the kinda thing a girl might remember.”

“McKenna—”

“I’m gonna be seeing it up close and personal on Wednesday,” she said with a chuckle. “Don’t be such a prude, Daddy. Or is Bailey the only one allowed to call you that?”

My gaze flickered to the front door, even though we had the place to ourselves.

We need to be way more careful than we’re being, I thought.

Bailey must have been thinking along the same lines. “I think we cut most of Tom’s pictures,” she said, frowning down at the phone. “My shots, plus the dirty talk, should be enough to convince Debbie.”

“You don’t want her seeing your man?” McKenna teased.

Bailey rolled her eyes. “It’s not just his dick,” she explained, catching herself and blushing a bit at the word. It never failed to amuse me how a girl who gleefully got dirtier than anyone I’d ever met when it was just her and me could become so flustered at speaking that way in front of other people. “That’s Tom’s bedroom. It looks different since the divorce, but the bed’s the same. We don’t want her twigging to the fact that she’s been in the room where these were taken.” She hesitated. “It’s also the dick, though. I can’t speak for Debbie, but I’d recognize it anywhere.”

“You’re adorable,” McKenna chuckled. “Okay, we make the cuts. No unnecessary risk.” Her thumb hovered over the DELETE button, several pictures already selected. “This is all backed up on Tom’s phone, though, right?”

“McKenna!” Bailey cried.

“Just saying, it’s totally hot,” the auburn-haired co-ed snickered. “Pretty sure it’s a sin to delete sexts this panty-melting.” She hit the button. “Okay, what about the rest of it?”

We all shared a glance. Getting these conversations into a format where it would be safe for Debbie to look at them had turned out so far to be a lot more difficult than we’d anticipated. Primarily because we could delete texts and photos, but there was no way to go back and add anything new. Not unless Bailey and I wanted to text each other right now—and new texts that suddenly started contradicting older ones would look suspicious.

We decided to keep the divorced-guy framework. “It’s what Debbie expects,” McKenna said when I brought it up. “Besides, your story’s not that unique. No offense.”

“Debbie’s just uniquely awful,” Bailey grumbled.

That was no big deal. The big issue, of course, was the money.

Specifically, the lack of it.

I don’t want you to give me a dime. Those words were preserved in our text chain, tucked into the story of our romance like a flower pressed between book pages. The moment BlueJay19 made it perfectly clear that this was not a sugar baby hookup—that what was happening between the two of us was emotional, and physical, and real. It was the moment I realized how special BlueJay19 truly was.

So of course it had to go.

Bailey could not be on record refusing my money. Debbie would go nuclear.

“Which opens up a whole other can of worms,” the blonde coed said once we’d cleared the offending texts. “It now looks like you set up our first hookup without ever discussing money to begin with. What’s she going to do with that?”

I thought it over. “Knowing Debbie, she’ll probably chew you out,” I said. “You’re new at this—she’d expect you to make a rookie mistake like setting up plans with the mark without discussing payment beforehand.”

Bailey nodded. “What do I tell her about the Armada?” she asked, realizing. “There’s no way she’s going to think I’m still stringing this guy along when she sees the end of our texts.”

I’d already figured that part out. “Tell her you blew his mind,” I said, feeling no need to lie. “That he’s fallen hard for you, and that you’ve been keeping him at arm’s length ever since. That you need Debbie’s help to reel him in—to get the maximum amount of money out of him over the longest possible time.” I paused. “Debbie will believe that. She’ll believe it even more when she sees there wasn’t even any money chat in the initial connection.”

“Alright, Daddy,” Bailey said, nodding. “I’ll do just that.”

But she looked troubled when she said it. Both McKenna and I noticed.

“What’s wrong, babygirl?” I asked, putting a hand on her thigh.

Bailey swallowed hard. “I just don’t like talking about you this way,” she said, looking into my eyes. The sheer love and respect I saw there would’ve forced me to have to sit down if I wasn’t on the couch already. “I mean, I know it isn’t you, not really. It’s some weird guy we invented who doesn’t even exist, and who is nothing like you at all—”

“Walter,” McKenna suggested. “His name’s Walter, and he’s super rich and totally gross.”

“But it still sucks,” Bailey finished. “I would never have taken your money, Daddy. No matter what.”

“I know that, babygirl,” I told her. The hand on her thigh snaked around her shoulders, holding her close. “And I’m always going to know that, no matter what story you spin for Debbie.”

“You’re a good guy,” McKenna agreed. “I’m looking forward to Bailey getting to finally show off how good once we’ve got blackmail material on Debbie and can get her out of our lives forever.”

My head shot up. “That’s not happening,” I said firmly.

“But—”

“It’s not just Debbie,” I insisted, gritting my teeth. “What did I tell both of you? What’s the most important thing I said when I co-signed on this whole crazy arrangement?”

I didn’t need to remind them. They knew.

“Savannah can never know,” Bailey whispered.

“That’s right. My daughter would never understand this.” I held Bailey tighter, even as my gaze stayed on McKenna’s face. “You two are Savannah’s best friends. Bailey is her best friend, and has been for years. My daughter finding out what we’re doing behind her back would break her.”

McKenna frowned. “No one’s going to tell her,” she promised, making a little ‘cross my heart’ gesture. “But with all due respect, Mr. C, Savannah’s stronger than you think. And you can’t hide this forever. Can you?”

Bailey stiffened in my arms. She didn’t say it, but I knew exactly what she was thinking. What scene was playing across the backs of her eyelids as she leaned in closer to me and shut her eyes.

I knew because it was playing in my head, too.

I want to marry you. I don’t think Bailey even knew the words were going to come out until they did. I’d been inside of her, buried balls-deep on top of my ex-wife’s bed, and in that moment of near-total insanity, something buried deep in Bailey’s heart came bursting to the surface.

We hadn’t talked about it since. We’d been studiously avoiding that conversation.

But I knew what my babygirl felt. And I knew my own heart, too.

No, I told myself. Jesus, Tom, you’re twice her age. And she’s your daughter’s best friend.

My life would explode. Everyone would think I’d gone mad.

And they’d be right.

“It’s not just Bailey, either,” I said, more to convince myself than to convince them. “I spent twenty-one years married to Debbie, being a normal suburban Dad. A family man. Men like me… we go a little wild after the divorce, sure, but we don’t do things like this. That’s not the environment I raised my daughter in.”

“Your daughter’s a grown woman,” McKenna grumbled. “She—”

“Stop.”

To both of our surprise, it was Bailey who said that.

“I owe Tom everything,” she said, chiding her friend. “He practically raised me. He’s getting me out of this jam with Debbie.” She paused, her eyes filling with wonder. “He’s going to help me get my dad out of jail.”

McKenna looked uneasy at that last part. I knew I did, too.

“Respecting his wishes on this is the least we can do,” she continued, taking my hand as she spoke. “He doesn’t want Savannah to find out. He doesn’t want anyone to find out.”

Slowly, McKenna nodded. “I know that. And neither of us are going to tell anyone about any of this. It’s just—”

The front door swung open.

The sound of laughter filled the foyer, followed by footsteps on the stairs. I straightened up in my seat even though I hadn’t done anything wrong—the three of us had plenty of plausible deniability around what we were doing. Bailey grabbed her phone and shoved it in her pocket just as my daughter Savannah reached the bottom of the stairs and stuck her head in.

“I’m home!” she said, grinning. “Brought a friend with me…”

By the time she saw us, we’d switched over. The vibe was no longer 'war council’ but ‘besties having dinner together’: I stopped being Daddy and went back to being Dad so quickly it barely registered. Both Bailey and McKenna were looking at me with faint amusement, but they soon had something more important to look at.

Because that was the moment Lina came around the corner and joined the group.

The redhead stepped into the hall behind Savannah, her gym bag hanging from her shoulder. She’d obviously come directly from practice—there was something loose-limbed and vivacious about her, her young body practically crackling with energy from rehearsing those high-energy routines. Her smile was infectious and looked like it belonged in a beauty pageant.

And then there was her outfit.

Her gymnastics outfit.

Lina hadn’t changed after practice. She still wore the uniform of the local college’s gymnastics squad: a skintight white leotard cut low in the front, with a ‘V’ of white and gold tassels framing her cleavage. She’d thrown on a skirt for modesty’s sake, but it did nothing to hide her shapely rear.

The irony wasn’t lost on me—I’d spent my lunch break describing this woman to Mark instead of giving him the profile of the girl I’d actually met at the Armada, and now the counterfeit decoy was grinning in my basement like she knew a secret I didn’t.

She stepped into the den, her skirt swishing around her thighs. Her legs were long and tanned, and I was fairly certain her uniform was a half-size tighter than regulations stated it ought to have been. The things they let these girls get away with, I suppose.

She puts the ‘nasty’ in ‘gymnastics’, I thought, remembering what McKenna said about her. From the way the auburn-haired coed was grinning at the gymnast, I figured she was probably thinking the same thing.

“Lina gave me a ride home,” Savannah explained, her voice echoing from her room as she dropped off her backpack. “How’s everybody doing?”

“Great,” Bailey said, somehow managing to come off casual.

Lina looked around the room, her smile growing even wider. “There’s something different about this place,” she said, putting a hand on her hip. “Did you move some furniture around? Redecorate?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” I said, rising from my seat. “How was practice?”

“Practice is always great,” Lina said, sounding pleased. “No, but for real—what’s different about this place? It’s like there’s an energy in here all of a sudden.”

McKenna lifted the remains of her poke bowl. “Is it the takeout?”

Lina chuckled. “No, it’s more like… like you all just came back from vacation or something. Or at least like your dad did, Savannah.”

Savannah chose that moment to reenter the den. “I can tell you why,” she said, giving her friend a knowing look. “Dad’s started dating again.”

Lina’s face lit up. “He has, has he?”

Even a deaf man could’ve heard what Lina wasn’t saying there. “I went out on Saturday,” I admitted, keeping the details close to my chest. “I’m going to be going out again on Friday. The girls are right. Life’s too short for me to sit at home on the weekends for the rest of my life.”

Lina sized me up, her head cocked slightly to the side. “Wait. Why does it sound like the girl on Friday’s not the same girl who was on Saturday?”

To my surprise, Bailey spoke up before I could. “Because she’s not.”

Savannah came over and gave me a hug before Lina could react. “Oh, Lina, you’re not going to believe this. You know Miki? The nail girl at the mall? She gave Dad her number! Slipped it onto his receipt and everything!”

Lina’s brows shot skyward. “Wow, Mr. Cottrell. Miki’s a cool girl. Isn’t she, like, twenty-five?”

“Don’t you start,” Bailey snapped. I could swear she sounded a little protective of me. Which I didn’t need, but on some level couldn’t help but appreciate.

“I wasn’t judging,” Lina said, holding up a hand. “I’m happy for you, Mr. C. Whatever you’ve got going on, it looks good on you.”

I held my daughter a little closer. Being like this with Savannah—her refuge at the end of a long day, the place where she could live and learn and not have to walk on eggshells all day the way she’d once had to do with her mother—that meant everything to me. It was what kept me going through the dark times, when Debbie was running around with God-knows-who and I was spending my nights alone in the house where I’d once raised my family.

If I’d ever had any doubts about hiding what I was doing, that moment extinguished them. Nothing could come between my daughter and me. Nothing.

If that meant having to keep Bailey in the shadows, then so be it.

“Well, good luck on Friday,” Lina finished with a grin. “If you need any help decoding any of Miki’s Gen-Z lingo, just drop it in the group chat.”

Oh right. Operation Get Savannah’s Dad Laid. What a title.

“I wish you’d shut that group chat down,” I rumbled. “Or at least change the name…”

“Nah, it’s stuck that way,” Lina said, retreating to the stairs. “See ya at school, Sav. Don’t forget to tell your dad about that thing, huh?”

Hmm? There was a thing?

An important thing, if the way Savannah stiffened in my arms was to be believed.

McKenna and Bailey both relaxed once the gymnast was outside. Oddly, Bailey seemed more possessive, not less, with her gone. As soon as I sat back down on the couch she slid her hand on top of mine, clutching it tight. The look she gave me was the exact opposite of unreadable—I could see a dozen different conversations in it, some of which directly contradicted each other.

“What was Lina talking about, sweetheart?” I asked my daughter.

Savannah bit down on her bottom lip. “Yeah. Um, I wish she hadn’t done that. I wasn’t sure how to say this…”

Instantly, McKenna and Bailey’s mood changed. “Hey,” McKenna said, rising and putting an arm around her friend. “We’re here, Sav. What’s wrong?”

Bailey shot me a look filled with worry. It took a second for it to click—once it did, I knew my own expression looked much the same.

Had my daughter heard something? Seen something?

No. I would’ve felt it when I hugged her, wouldn’t I? Because if she suspected anything like the truth where what was happening between Bailey and me was concerned, she wouldn’t want to be anywhere near me.

“Listen,” Savannah said, giving each of her besties a look. “I love you both. But some stuff I just need my dad for, you know?”

I knew. “Girls, go to your rooms,” I snapped over my shoulder. “Savannah and I are going upstairs to have a private conversation."

The way McKenna snapped to attention was funny—the way Bailey melted at the command did something entirely different to me. She wants me to take control, I remembered. She wants Daddy to tell her what to do.

It would have to wait for a while. Savannah needed me.

Except I was going to have to wait for a while, too.

“Not right now,” Savannah said, her lips forming a tight little line. “I need some time to think. To process this.” She met my eye. “Can we do something tomorrow? Like, have lunch or something like that? Just us?”

I didn’t even need to think about it. Tomorrow was the day Bailey would be meeting with Debbie to show the texts and pictures from the ‘whale’, but I didn’t need to be physically present for that. In fact, it was a big risk.

While she lunched with Debbie, I’d be there for my daughter.

“Of course, sweetheart,” I promised. “I’ll pick you up between classes and we’ll go somewhere?”

She nodded. “Thanks. Alright, I’m going to do some laundry and tackle this homework. I see you guys all ate without me?”

“There’s some leftovers,” McKenna said, already reaching for the controller. “I’m gonna game.”

Only Bailey was still staring at me. Watching me with hope in her eyes, as if the growled command I’d given her and McKenna a few seconds ago were still active.

Like it could be the beginning of something beautiful.

She looked at me, hesitantly, then spoke. “I’m not sure what I’m gonna do,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Maybe she wasn’t. But I knew what she was really asking me.

I looked her up and down, heavily cognizant of the fact that my actual daughter was in the room. I was going to need to play this so carefully…

She can never find out, I thought. That’s more true than ever.

And if she did somehow know already?

She couldn’t possibly. Because if she did, there’s no way she'd be this calm. Not here, downstairs, surrounded by her besties, knowing that Bailey and I were doing something unthinkable.

Right?

I cleared my throat as Savannah disappeared into the laundry room. “You should call it an early night,” I told Bailey.

It was delivered in about as casual a tone as possible, but the words still struck my babygirl like a thunderbolt.

“You think so?” she asked, spots of color rising to her cheeks.

“Oh my God,” McKenna muttered. “Bailey, you’re too much…”

I didn’t listen. Neither did my babygirl.

“I know so,” I said, fixing her with a knowing look. “Shut your screens off, go run yourself a bath, and be in bed by ten.” I leaned in closer, dropping my voice as the sound of the washer clicked on. “That’s an order.”

Bailey’s jaw dropped open. “Yes, sir,” she whimpered, squirming in her seat. Then, so quietly that I more or less had to read her lips: “Which bed?”

I glanced through the wall at the laundry room. “Yours,” I said, feeling a pang of regret. “Get a good night’s sleep. You’ve got a big lunch tomorrow.”

It was a measure of what a good girl she was that Bailey didn’t argue. “Then that’s exactly what I’ll do,” she said, straightening up a bit and giving McKenna a look. “Thank you for the advice, Tom.”

McKenna rolled her eyes at Bailey, then smirked at me. “Watching you grow a spine has been the most fun part of this whole thing, Mr. C. The next time you run into Debbie, she’s not going to know what hit her—”

“And you,” I said, turning to McKenna. “Finish whatever battle you’re stuck on, save your game, and shut it down. You’ve been staying up half the night all week—tonight, you’re getting some rest.”

McKenna let out a disbelieving laugh. “You serious right now?”

I just stared at her. Waiting.

And after a few seconds, I saw it. A tremor—one that would have been incomprehensible to the old Tom, but was very familiar to me now—shot through the young woman’s body.

“Yeah. Sure.” She looked over at Bailey, a big grin on her face. “Wednesday,” she mouthed. “Gonna be insane.”

None of us disagreed on that.

The rest of the night elapsed quietly for me. I busied myself with a book I’d picked up during my morning hooky and wound up turning in pretty early myself. For most of it, I even managed to keep my mind off of whatever Savannah was going to want from me tomorrow.

Mostly.

The irony felt thick. Tomorrow, I’d spend my lunch break being a kind, caring father to my daughter. And at the same time, Bailey would be trying to con Savannah’s mother, building the case to destroy her and get her out of our lives once and for all.

And Savannah could never know about it.

I was lying in bed, contemplating the wisdom of switching the lamp and the book for total darkness and my Kindle when my phone vibrated. Text from an unknown number: one of those throwaway accounts people use for privacy. I opened it.

And saw Bailey.

She’d been slick, no doubt about it. The photo didn’t show her face—just her body, which was currently lying in the downstairs bathtub like a Greek nymph, covered in bubbles that were very much not strategically placed. I could see everything—her stiff nipples, her glistening pussy, the way her free hand spread her folds, the tips of her fingers hidden in the heavenly channel I’d spent every possible opportunity burying myself in since the Armada.

I know you said no screens, Daddy, she’d written. But I wanted to show you I’m following instructions. Am I a good girl?

My heart nearly stopped. Very good, I wrote back.

Bed at ten o’clock sharp, came the next text. If I set an alarm for after everyone’s gone to bed, can I come up for just a minute? Please, Daddy?

Jesus. This girl might actually be the death of me.

The way she wrote—less like a girlfriend than a full-time submissive—made me feel like a fucking king. Maybe that’s why I did what I did next. Because I’d spent my life avoiding audacious things, avoiding asking for too much—and maybe I wanted to prove to myself how much this girl loved me.

2AM. Mouth only. And you don’t get to cum, I wrote, picturing the look on her face. Wear pajamas and the ribbon. Take everything but the ribbon off before you get in bed.

Somewhere downstairs, though I had no way of knowing it, Bailey was squeezing her thighs together and groaning like she’d just taken a hit of the world’s most expensive drug. Her Daddy Dom had at long last come out to play.

Yes, Daddy, came the text after a few moments. Thank you, Daddy. I love you, Daddy.

And an emoji of a blue heart. For BlueJay19, presumably.

I love you too, babygirl, I wrote back. Be a good girl and finish your bath.

I closed the text—no faces, no names, nothing to connect me directly to Bailey—and put the phone away. I thought of setting an alarm for a few minutes before two, just to be on the safe side, but that would’ve ruined the surprise.

I couldn’t believe I’d written that.

And I couldn’t believe Bailey had thanked me for it.

Brave new fucking world, I thought, staring up at the ceiling. Debbie would’ve killed me if I’d tried to order her around like that…

But fuck it. Debbie wasn’t here anymore.

Tomorrow I had two lunches to worry about.

But tonight, at 2AM, my babygirl was going to take all my worries away.


Chapter Five


At 2AM on the dot, I woke to find Bailey naked in my bed with her lips wrapped around my cock.

She didn’t say a word. She just sucked and slurped me, obedient and submissive, her mouth moving up and down while her eyes watched me in the dim light from beneath the closed master bathroom door. She hummed around my length as she took me deep, her tongue swirling to savor me as her naked body lay atop the comforter.

I don’t know if it was her skill or the sheer novelty of rising from sleep mid-blowjob, but it took all of what felt like thirty seconds before the pleasure hit the breaking point. I grunted, eyes locked on hers, and reached down to run my fingers through her hair as fireworks exploded behind my lids. The orgasm felt harder than the ones when I was fully awake, like the subconscious part of my brain was cumming at the same time as the conscious parts.

Like a wet dream, almost.

Except the girl eagerly swallowing my load like it was liquid gold was very, very real.

Bailey kept me in her mouth as I came down from my peak, working her tongue gently and slowly around my crown. She swallowed repeatedly, drinking my load and the last few drops of post-orgasm seed she managed to milk out of me, then pulled off me with a wet little pop and wiped her mouth with a satisfied smile.

“Thank you, Daddy,” she whispered, beaming at me in the darkness. “I love the taste of your cum.”

Holy fuck, I thought. For a second, I was tempted to believe I was still asleep. My cock lay half-erect against my thigh, as if it too were trying to decide whether to drift back off or not.

Bailey was already shimmying backwards. “I love you, Daddy,” she purred, arching her back a bit as she reached the foot of the bed. “I’ll see you in the morning…”

“Stop.”

Bailey froze, one foot on the floor. Hope flared in her eyes.

“Come here.”

I’d just decided. I didn’t want her to go.

There was a certain strain of thought, dim in the back of my half-asleep brain, that might have argued I was making a mistake. That I’d ordered Bailey to come here in the middle of the night specifically to pleasure me, without any hope of getting pleasure in return, as a way to test her boundaries and make sure she was really ready to have the “babygirl” life she claimed she wanted.

That by rewarding her—letting her get into bed with me—I wasn’t properly using my authority.

To which I could only say: fuck that.

I was still hard. Bailey was still naked and gorgeous.

And I wasn't done with her yet.

“Yes, Daddy?” Bailey approached with hesitation, like her still being in my room was a fragile gift I could decide to take back at any moment. God, I loved the way she looked at me in moments like that.

I pulled back the blanket and patted the space beside me on the mattress.

Bailey let out an involuntary groan. “Oh Daddy, I don’t deserve that…”

“Let me be the judge of that,” I grunted, some of my tiredness retreating. “Come here, babygirl. Now.”

She did as I said. As she climbed in, I tugged my boxer shorts down and kicked them away—they were all I’d gone to bed in, knowing Bailey would be visiting. She pressed her naked body against mine with a little shiver.

I reached between her legs.

Oh my God, I thought, watching her eyes roll back in her head. She was so soft and wet that it was unreal. My fingers slid into her soaked, bald pussy, the index and middle stabbing deep while my thumb found her clit and swirled around the apex of the nub.

I’d never been so grateful to have a white noise generator. Even with Bailey burying her face in my shoulder, the sound of her moan as my fingers entered her was loud enough to carry. Her tits pressed against my chest, the nipples achingly hard, her back arching with bliss as I gave her back a fraction of what she’d given me.

As her moan ended Bailey licked her hand, then slid it beneath the covers. Her fingers found my cock and started to stroke. Fingering her had gotten me most of the way back to full mast, and that first touch around my shaft sealed the deal.

Bailey gasped. “Fuck, Daddy, you’re still so hard.” She pouted up at me theatrically, clearly loving the fact that she’d managed to go from blowjob dispenser to middle-of-the-night fuck. “Did I not do a good job with my mouth? Do I need more practice?”

“Babygirl, if your mouth was any better I’d be dead,” I told her, grabbing a handful of her ass with my free hand. “What happened is that you just reminded me that every inch of you belongs to me.”

Both of us were going hard now, my fingers pumping inside of Bailey while she stroked me with her whole hand under the blanket. It was like a race, like Bailey’d decided to be a little bratty and see if she could make me cum before I sent her over the edge.

Unfortunately for her she’d already finished me with her mouth. Add that to the fact that I was twice her age, and there was no chance she was going to win. One of her legs spasmed madly as her walls tightened around me, her eyes rolling back into her head until only the whites showed.

“Fuck, oh fuck Daddy yes,” she whimpered, her gasps coming high and fast. She pressed as much of her body against me as she could, her face against my chest to muffle the moans. “You’re gonna make me cum. Oh my gawd you’re gonna make your little girl cum all over your fingers, Daddy. I can still taste your cum and I’m gonna… gonna… oh fuck Daddy I love you—!”

Bailey’s words broke into a stifled cry as she came apart in my arms. Her walls gripped my fingers like a glove, clenching in time with her rapid heartbeat as she rode out the throes of her orgasm.

The moment I felt her unravel, I rolled her onto her back and mounted her. Bailey was still cumming as I pushed my cock into her and buried myself all the way down to the balls, her pussy hugging me tight as my babygirl welcomed me home. She was so hot and slick that it drove me insane—so good that a previous orgasm and twenty-plus years of aging felt like nothing at all against the tide.

I reached for her neck as I fucked her into the mattress, touching the slender ribbon around her throat that was the only thing adorning her naked body.

“You’re mine,” I told her, my face inches from hers, my cock hammering her back walls.

“Yes, Daddy!” she whimpered. The fact that she managed to sound every bit as submissive as she’d been kneeling on my bed with the aftershocks of her orgasm crashing through her was a minor miracle. “I’m yours. All yours.”

Something about the way she said it unlocked a door inside of me. “This pussy’s mine,” I growled against her ear. “Say it.”

Bailey grinned against me in the darkness. “This pussy belongs to you,” she said, so proud of herself that I could hear it. “You own this pussy, Daddy.”

“You only cum when I tell you you can cum.”

The words tore out of me before I could call them back, like something from one of those movies I’d felt shame about watching on a tablet in those nights I was alone in my own house. Surely Bailey was going to laugh—either that, or tell me I was going too far.

She did neither.

She wrapped her legs around me and groaned so deep I could feel the vibration in my stomach. “If you keep talking like that you’re gonna make me cum again,” Bailey whimpered, impaling herself on me as hard as she could.

What?

She liked it.

Holy shit, she loved it.

“I’m serious,” I said, looping a finger between the ribbon and her neck. “You don’t touch yourself, babygirl. Not unless I give you permission.”

“Only when you let me,” she giggled, her nails digging into my back. “Yes, Daddy. I’ll be your good girl, I promise…”

I was doing this. I was doing this in the bed I used to share with my fucking wife.

“And if I tell you I want you to cum, you be a good girl and run into the nearest private room and rub yourself silly. Then send me a picture to show me you can follow instructions.”

Bailey actually gasped. “Um, yes Daddy,” she said, sounding like it was the best idea she’d ever heard. “Absolutely. I can totally do that…!”

Feeling a surge of something I couldn’t describe, I grabbed Bailey’s wrists and pinned them together. She let out a yelp—then melted against me like I’d just given her another orgasm.

“Can I cum, Daddy?” Bailey rasped. Each word came out as a ragged gasp; my babygirl was fighting hard not to go over the edge a second time. “Please, oh fuck, please can I cum on your cock? I’m trying to be a good girl, but you’re fucking me so deep and so fast…”

It should’ve been my cue to pummel her senseless—but this close to her, this locked in, I knew what she really wanted.

“Then I guess I’ll just have to slow down,” I taunted.

And I pulled way, way back, with just the head of my cock inside her heavenly pussy.

Bailey groaned with frustration. “What!?”

She writhed across my mattress, looking every bit the tamed brat that she so desperately wanted to be for me.

“Is that better, babygirl?” I couldn’t help it. This was too much fun. I pulled all the way out and let my cock slide oh so slowly over her clit, torturing her with that bright pinprick of contact. “You’re not about to break the rules now, are you?”

“Oh my God,” Bailey groaned. She didn’t sound coquettish—she sounded like she’d just realized she never really knew me before this moment. And maybe she didn’t.

I couldn’t really blame her. I never knew me, either.

“Wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, you’re mine,” I told her, barely believing the words leaving my lips. “If I tell you to come give your Daddy some stress relief, it’s your top priority.” I kept running the crown of my cock around her clit as I spoke, keeping Bailey on the edge but never allowing her the release she so desperately craved. “I tell you what to do, what to wear—who to be. Is that what you want, babygirl?”

“Yes!” she cried as loud as she dared.

“Is that what you’ve needed your whole adult life?”

“Yesss,” she whimpered, the word like steam escaping a kettle. “I love you, I fucking love you, I wanna be your good girl for the rest of my life please let me be your good girl…”

I smirked down at her. “Then cum for me, babygirl.”

And I rammed my cock hilt-deep inside of her.

Bailey let out a groan like she’d just crossed the finish line of a fucking marathon. Three hard thrusts was all it took to send her over the edge—into an orgasm every bit as intense and far more intimate than the first. She shattered beneath me, limbs wrapped around my body like I was a piece of driftwood in a shipwreck as she buried her face against my chest and sobbed and babbled my name and clenched in pleasure again and again and again.

Somewhere in there I had my own release, the world going white as I erupted inside of Bailey. Thick, hot ropes of spunk sprayed against her inner walls as I drained my balls, filling her to the brim and then some.

There’s going to be a mess in the morning, I thought dimly. But this isn’t the first bed my babygirl and I have marked like our territory…

Both of us came down from our peaks slowly. Bailey held herself against me, small and silent and somehow sacred as the real world slowly trickled back in. She tilted her face to mine and gave me a kiss, her body melting against mine.

“That was freaking incredible, Daddy,” she whispered when she was able. “Marry me.”

She’d managed to make it sound like a joke. But only just.

“That was definitely the best sex anyone’s ever had in this bed,” I said, stretching. “I’m tempted to make this a regular occurrence. The lost sleep would be worth it.”

Bailey smiled. “I just wanted to say thank you,” she whispered.

My brows rose. “For what?”

“For… doing what you just did,” she said. Somehow even in the darkness, I could tell she was blushing. “The stuff we talked about on Sweetheart. The Daddy and Babygirl thing. I know that’s a big change for a guy like you, and I just want you to know—I appreciate it. I love it, actually.”

“I was going to ask,” I said, my heart jumping into my throat. “I don’t have a lot of experience with this sort of thing, but I know aftercare is supposed to be important…”

Bailey snorted with laughter. “You’re a natural,” she said. “And I’m great. Really. You do not need to worry about me. That was exactly what I asked for, and it’s exactly what I wanted.”

I waited a beat. “So from now on, you’re not going to cum without permission?”

Bailey snuggled up against me, somehow managing to look innocent after everything that we’d just done. “I would never break the rules, Daddy. Unless I wanted to get punished.”

Oh. Oh. Oh wow.

This was going to be a big change.

And good God, I could already tell it was going to be so much fun.

Bailey expected me to take charge, and so I did. “I want you here,” I said, holding her next to me.

I swore Bailey’s heart skipped a beat. “Every night?”

How I wished I could say yes. All night, every night. “As often as we can. But Savannah can’t see you,” I told her, meaning it. “If you stay here, you have to get up before anyone else in the house. I’m trusting you to do that.”

“I promise,” Bailey said. I knew she meant it. “I’ll sneak back downstairs before Sav wakes up. I’ll be so quiet.”

I could count on her to do that.

“Good. Then sleep, babygirl,” I said, holding her to me. “You can stay tonight.”

You would’ve thought I’d told her she could have a pony.

“Yes, Daddy,” Bailey purred, squeezing me tight. “Thank you, Daddy. I love you so much!”

“I love you too,” I said, resting my head against the pillow. Two orgasms had left me more or less completely tapped out—my body had been yelling at me to go back to sleep since I woke up, and now I couldn’t help but comply. “Sleep now.”

Bailey closed her eyes and was out like a light in seconds.

Shortly after, so was I.


Chapter Six


“Okay, sweetheart,” I said. “What’s going on?"

Savannah had chosen a little hole-in-the-wall sushi place for our lunch meetup. The waitress had just finished taking our orders and made her way back to the kitchen, weaving between tables the whole way. From how crowded the place was, I figured this had to be the best place to eat on campus. Neither Savannah nor I had been interested in going far after I picked her up from class—I had the second half of my work day, she had her afternoon lectures, then some kind of hang out with Lina.

My daughter’s gaze flickered to the plate, then back to me. Her chopsticks sat unsplit next to her place setting, along with an unopened can of LaCroix. I couldn’t remember the last time she’d looked this nervous.

Hell, I was nervous, too.

Please don’t let the word ‘Bailey’ come out of your mouth, I thought, my jaw clenching. Don’t let that be the reason you asked me to come here today, sweetheart. If it is, we’re all in big trouble…

I told myself that wasn’t the reason my daughter had asked to meet with me. And that if she really knew that her best friend and I had started a relationship, she’d have brought it up at home instead of waiting for now.

But even if it wasn’t Bailey, it was something bad.

Fathers can always tell.

“Dad…” Savannah began. She trailed off, her bottom lip already trembling.

Oh hell. I leaned over and took my daughter’s hand.

“Sweetheart, whatever it is, we’ll get through it,” I said, sounding more certain than I felt. In a way, that was half of what fatherhood was—projecting the image of a stable, unchangeable rock in a world that was prone to flipping people’s lives upside down on any random Tuesday. It’s what I’d been doing since the beginning. “I love you, Savannah. That’s never going to change, no matter what it is you have to say to me today.” I hesitated, a spike of anxiety piercing my gut. “If there’s something I’ve done that’s made you feel uncomfortable, I…”

Savannah made a confused face. “It’s not you, Dad,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s… it’s Mom.”

I relaxed a fraction. She didn’t know about me, then.

“Okay, angel. What about your Mom?”

“Dad.” Savannah’s lips peeled back over her teeth. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

A horrible thought occurred to me. “Sweetheart, is this about Bailey?”

Savannah was already shaking her head. “Mom’s getting married,” she blurted.

Oh.

Oh, well.

My daughter froze, watching for my reaction. A pair of college students bumped the table as they passed, moving to avoid colliding with a waitress. The moment lengthened, the silence stretching out.

“Dad, I said…”

I let out a sigh. Suddenly I felt very, very tired.

“I know what you said, sweetheart,” I said, glancing to the side.

“Are you… okay?”

Was I? I searched my feelings. Pastor Kevin, the McMansion, the bed that Bailey and I had christened long before my ex-wife and her new beau got to spend their first night in it as a married couple. Did this upset me? Offend me?

It’s been all of nine months, a part of me whispered. Nine fucking months since the divorce. That should’ve pissed me off, even if nothing else did.

And yet…

“I’m… I’m okay, sweetheart,” I said, sounding like I’d only just realized it.

Savannah blinked. “You sure?”

I nodded slowly. “I think so,” I said, forcing out a chuckle. “I mean, I can’t really say I didn’t see it coming. That dinner your mother invited us to last weekend definitely felt like she was soft launching something. And her and Kevin seem very close.”

That was a diplomatic way of putting it.

“It’s so messed up,” Savannah said, shaking her head with contempt. “She’s the one who left you, and she’s the one who ripped our family in half. I mean, you’ve only just started dating again! And she really thinks I’m going to—”

Savannah bit down on whatever it was she was about to say. The waitress had just arrived with our appetizers: miso soup for Savannah, a little plate of potstickers for me.

When she left, my daughter remained staring at her plate. Through her plate, more like it. She was sitting right in front of me, and she might as well have been on the moon.

Do something, Tom, a voice whispered. It was the same voice that told me to cancel Brenda’s meeting—that said it was okay to have Bailey swear the promises she’d made last night in bed with me.

“Here,” I grunted, taking the chopsticks. The sharp snap sound they made as I pulled them apart brought Savannah back to reality. “I’ve got that for you.”

I also popped the cap on her sparkling water. Savannah shook herself a bit, like she’d been in a trance. “Thanks,” she whispered.

“Sweetheart, what is going on?” I asked. “I know you did not ask me to come out to lunch with you just to tell me Debbie’s getting re-married. Even if you wouldn't have said that in front of Lina, you would’ve told Bailey and McKenna as soon as she left the house.”

“Thank you for letting them stay with us, Dad,” Savannah whispered.

I sat up a little straighter. I shouldn’t have felt guilty, but shouldn’t and didn’t were two different words. “You don’t need to thank me—”

“Yes, I do.” Savannah ran her fingers through her hair, chuckling ruefully. “It was a huge ask. Letting three college girls take your man cave? Having to listen to us coming and going at all hours of the day and night?” She shook her head. “Most Dads wouldn’t have put up with that. I realized when I saw what Kevin did to Mom’s basement—when he said that thing about wasting space or whatever.” She grimaced. “I don’t know how I’d deal with all this if I didn’t have them, Dad.”

“I’m not Kevin,” I said, chuckling. Truer words had never been spoken. “And I like having you girls under my roof. I’m happy you have somewhere safe to stay. And honestly…”

Now it was my turn to trail off. I’d been about to say too much—say something that might have pinged my daughter’s radar.

“Honestly what, Dad?” Savannah cocked her head to the side.

My mouth caught up with my brain. “It’s been a lot less lonely,” I admitted. “The house empty every night after your mother left… I’m not going to lie. Those were dark times, angel.” I watched Savannah’s face fill with sympathy. “Having those two girls downstairs helped. Having you in my life helped a whole lot more.”

There. That was close enough without being too much. Part of me still felt guilty—after all, Savannah had no idea exactly how much Bailey and McKenna were helping me get over my ex-wife—but nothing I’d said was untrue. Even if Bailey had never been standing in the hallway at the Armada—even if McKenna never saw me as anything other than Savannah’s Dad—I wouldn’t have regretted doing what I did.

“Having all four of us under the same roof let me feel like I still had a family after mine fell apart,” I said. "I don’t think you’ll understand that—at least, I really hope you never have to understand it, sweetheart. But the truth is, I ought to be the one thanking you.”

I thought that would make her smile. Instead, she grimaced.

“Oh, Dad,” Savannah whispered. “You’re not going to thank me when I tell you what Debbie asked me.”

Instantly, I was on high alert. The thought was awful, inconceivable—and I couldn’t stop my mind from going there. To the scam.

“Sweetheart.” I leaned across the table, radiating barely repressed rage, and took my daughter’s hand. “Did your mother try to pressure you into doing something you don’t want to do?”

Savannah met my gaze for a moment.

And then she started to cry.

I’m going to kill her. The thought felt like I was hearing it from the bottom of a deep, dark well. I’m going to fucking kill Debbie.

“Sweetheart, it’s okay,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I will never let your mother exploit you, do you understand me? You’re not going to have anything to do with that app. I—Jesus, I should’ve protected you better. I promise, I will make this go away. Fucking hell, her own daughter…”

Savannah wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “What?”

Huh?

“What app?” Savannah stared at me, clearly not understanding. “Dad, what are you talking about?”

Oh shit. I hadn’t stepped on a landmine. I’d taken the goddamn landmine, buried it in the sand in front of me, and gleefully jumped on top of it.

“Mom wants me to be in the wedding,” Savannah said, blinking back more tears. “She wants me to be the freaking maid of honor. Me!”

Acid filled my gut, even as relief flooded my veins. Even Debbie wasn’t that awful. She might have gladly roped my daughter’s best friend into some kind of catfishing scam, but even she balked at involving her own daughter in it.

Later on, I’d wonder if Debbie’s reticence wasn’t a mirror image of mine: her hiding her scams from her daughter to keep her image from being tarnished, me concealing my relationship with Bailey so I didn’t break her heart. But at the moment, all I could think about was Savannah.

About how much she was hurting—and how close I’d just come to giving the game away.

“I know why she’s doing it,” Savannah said, her bottom lip trembling. “She wants me there so she can pretend I’m okay with all this—so that everyone who shows up sees me and goes ‘oh, she must be in the right, her daughter decided to be her maid of honor!’” She threw up her hands. “It makes me want to barf. It makes me feel like I’m just a game piece, instead of a person!”

Someone at a nearby table glanced our way. A look from me and they were suddenly very interested in their chicken teriyaki.

I couldn’t help but empathize. “Sweetheart, that’s… that’s awful,” I said. “She’s putting you in an extremely unfair position.”

“I don’t want to do it,” she blurted. “But then, I kinda do?”

My brows shot skyward.

“I mean, she’s still my Mom,” Savannah explained. “It’s like, I know she’s awful, Dad. The last nine months… they’ve really opened my eyes to what a narcissistic, manipulative person Mom can be. I’ve been talking with my therapist about it, actually.”

“That’s good,” I said. Debbie ‘wasn’t a big fan’ of therapy, but I’d insisted on it to help Savannah during the divorce.

“So the guilt is just…” She held her hands in front of her chest. “It’s eating me alive. And the fucked up thing is, I feel guilty no matter what I do!”

“How do you figure?” I asked. I was already working through it in my own head.

Savannah gave me an embarrassed look. “If I don’t go, Mom will guilt me about it for the rest of my life,” she said in a little voice. All at once, she looked a lot less like an independent college student and a lot more like the girl who used to run to me whenever she skinned her knee. “And if I do, Dad, then…”

Here we go. “Then what?”

“Then I’m letting you down,” she said in a rush. “Because you’ve been so good about all of this. The house. Going to Mom's freaking dinner and not letting her push any of us around. Dad, when they made fun of Bailey and you stood up for her, right there at the table…”

I froze. Did she realize something?

Savannah bit her lip. “I’d never been so proud of you,” she said, swallowing hard. “Because none of us ever stood up to Debbie. Not me, not you, not even Bailey or McKenna. And we all really, really should’ve started doing it before now.”

I nodded. “I’m sorry about that, sweetheart. I’m sorry it took me so long to start pushing back.”

Savannah nodded. “It’s not your fault,” she whispered. “I just… Dad, I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to get Mom on my case about this. But I don’t want to feel like I’m betraying you, either…”

I heard the question. Just like I heard the question Savannah wasn’t asking.

Will you forgive me?

My daughter wasn’t asking for advice. She was asking for permission.

She wanted to know that she could go to Debbie’s wedding—that she could serve as the maid of honor in a ceremony held on enemy territory—and that she could still come home at the end of it with things alright between us. That I wouldn’t feel like my little girl had stabbed me in the back to please her overbearing mother.

Like she wasn’t putting Debbie’s needs over mine, the way we’d prioritized Debbie’s wants and needs our entire lives.

I thought about it. Really thought about it.

Because I’d meant what I said. I loved Savannah. That was never going to change. If she showed up at Debbie’s wedding like a living permission slip for my ex-wife’s new family, it would hurt—of course it would. But I’d get over it. That was my daughter, for fuck’s sake.

But it would hurt.

And the person I’d become wasn’t going to sit here and pretend it wouldn’t.

I let out a long sigh, just as the waitress arrived with our sushi. We’d barely touched our appetizers; considering how heavy the conversation was getting, it wasn’t looking good for the entrees, either. The waitress cleared away the earlier plates and got Savannah another LaCroix, ignoring her tears and the way both of us were obviously emotionally wrecked.

“Here’s what I’m going to say,” I said when she was gone.

Savannah waited.

“I don’t know if Debbie is going to invite me to the wedding,” I said, chuckling internally a little bit at how awkward that conversation would be. If we did everything right with this catfishing thing, maybe none of us would have to show up. “If she does, I suspect it’ll be for one of the reasons that she’s inviting you. So that it looks like we co-sign on her new family.”

“Dad—”

“If she does, I’m going to go,” I said. I’d just decided. “I’ll be present. But I’m not going to be part of the wedding party. I’m not going to make a speech. I don’t have to fix what Debbie did or minimize it.” I leaned forward. “And you don’t have to, either.”

Tears beaded in the corners of my daughter's eyes.

“So I’m not going to tell you yes or no,” I said, taking a sip of my drink. “What I’m going to do is something Debbie and I both should’ve done a long goddamn time ago. I’m giving you permission to be your own person.”

Savannah blinked. “What?”

“You don’t have to perform for either of us,” I said. “You’re my daughter. You’re Debbie’s, too. But being someone’s kid doesn’t make you indebted to them for the rest of your life. You’re allowed to make your own decisions. You’re allowed to have boundaries.” I put my hands on the table. “Even with me.”

Slowly, Savannah nodded.

Watching you grow a spine in real time has been the most fun part of this whole thing, McKenna had told me. She was right.

Maybe I was helping my daughter grow her own, too.

“No matter what happens, my door will always be open,” I promised. “I love you, Savannah. I love you more than life itself.”

Savannah sniffed hugely. “I love you too, Dad,” she whispered.

She came around the side of the table and embraced me. I held her tight, thinking about how different this conversation would have been just six months ago. How neither one of us would’ve been able to stand up to Debbie, even a little bit.

“I’m going to go,” she whispered in my ear. “But I’m not gonna be her maid of honor. Let someone from Elevate do it.” She pulled back a bit. “That’s where they’re doing the wedding. Pastor Kevin’s church. The co-pastor’s going to do the ceremony.”

“I figured,” I told my daughter. They’d probably save money that way, but I didn’t add that part.

Savannah took her seat. “Thanks, Dad,” she said, staring at her sushi like she was seeing it for the first time. Probably she was. “I really, really needed that.”

“I did, too,” I said, realizing it only as the words came out of my mouth.

Savannah gave me a look. “What app were you talking about?” she asked. “You seemed really mad about it. What is Mom doing?”

Damn. I’d hoped she’d forgotten.

“I don’t remember the name,” I lied. “It’s like an MLM or something. She was trying to get me to subscribe to it a few days ago.”

Savannah groaned. “Ugh. Mom would get into that.”

The bullet had been dodged. Savannah bought it.

The conversation was lighter after that. Both of us remembered we had food on our plates, and we even managed to eat some of it. I was halfway through my eel roll when Savannah changed over to the other topic she’d clearly wanted to broach today.

“So…” she said, too casual by half. “Whatever happened to that girl you went out with? Josephine?”

The bite of eel nearly went down the wrong way. Josephine wasn’t a real person at all—she was the code name I’d come up with to hide the fact that it had been Bailey who’d showed up to my incognito rendezvous at the Armada Hotel. McKenna used to believe she existed; now she knew the truth.

Savannah didn’t.

Josephine snuck into my bed at two in the morning last night, I thought, clearing my throat. Josephine wants me to decide where and whether or not she gets to have an orgasm from now on.

Josephine wants to marry me.

“It… hasn’t really gone anywhere,” I said, making a face. “You know how online dating is.”

“You have to kiss a lot of frogs,” Savannah agreed, nodding seriously. Then she grinned. “Friday, though…”

“I am going out on Friday,” I admitted. “Yes."

“With Miki,” Savannah said, looking amused. “That still blows my mind. You’re going out with the girl who does Bailey and I’s nails.”

“She did my nails, too,” I said, fanning them.

Savannah snorted at that. “That still blows my mind, too,” she said. “I’m really glad you’re starting to come out of your shell, Dad.” Suddenly she looked stricken. “I don’t think I realized until you told me just how lonely it must have been after Mom left.”

I nodded, a catch in my throat. “And you… you don’t have a problem with it?”

She blinked. “With Miki? Really?"

The smile I gave my daughter turned a touch awkward. “I mean, she’s a little bit younger than I am…”

Savannah held up her hands. “I… okay, the college girl thing was a bit of a shock,” she admitted, laughing. “When me and Bailey and McKenna were telling you that you needed to start putting yourself out there again, I definitely pictured you with someone Mom’s age.”

My stomach twisted. “You did?”

“Yeah. But honestly, I’m totally okay with it. It sounds like you had a good time with Josephine, even if it didn’t pan out, and Miki… I mean, she’s a cool girl. She’s got her own business; she’s got a good head on her shoulders… she’s very mature for her age.”

“She definitely comes off that way to me,” I agreed.

“I just really think it’s important that the two of you are on the same page,” my daughter added quickly. “You know?”

“I’m not sure that I do.”

Savannah spread her hands. “She said older guys are ‘fun’,” my daughter said, like she was trying to break bad news to me. “And you should go and have fun with Miki. I just… I wouldn’t expect anything serious, is all. Even if you want something serious, she might not."

I chuckled at that. “I’m not your mother,” I promised Savannah. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to be walking down the aisle any time soon. And I definitely won’t be pressuring you to be the maid of honor."

Savannah smiled. “I’d do it for you,” she said. “I just don’t want you jumping in the way you do, Dad. Girls my age… we’re not interested in settling down. We’ve got our whole lives in front of us.”

The irony couldn’t have been thicker. Bailey was the same age as Savannah, yet my daughter’s best friend would’ve agreed to become my second wife in a heartbeat. If only I’d let her.

If only it wouldn’t break Savannah’s heart.

That was even clearer now. She was putting a good face on it, but I could tell that my daughter had been taken aback at first to find out I was dating women so much younger than me. She hadn’t said it, but she was probably relieved Miki was at least a little older than she was.

Because she couldn’t really be okay with a thing like that.

And jumping from that to her best friend was… well.

“Just, you know, be kind and respectful, which you totally are,” she grinned. “A gentleman. Don’t talk too much about the office, and don’t make a big deal out of the whole age gap thing because I know she’s not going to. You know what?” She pointed. “Try this: treat her like she’s McKenna. Or Bailey!”

I nearly choked on my fucking drink.

“I know, that’s weird,” she said, misinterpreting completely. “But you’re so good at just… like, hanging out with my friends. Obviously Miki’s not Bailey—she’s someone you’re trying to date. But you should be friends with her before you try and get into her pants.”

I coughed explosively. “Excuse me?”

“Oh, and please bring condoms,” Savannah whispered, practically mouthing the last three words. “Because I do not need a little brother or sister running around at my age. I swear, if Mom isn't trolling us with the whole nursery thing and is really going to start trying for a kid, I’m going to pull my freaking hair out…”

“Sweetheart,” I managed. “This is not an appropriate topic of discussion.”

“Sorry,” Savannah said. “I know, you and Miki, you’re not… I’m probably putting the cart way before the horse. I mean, this is a first date, for crying out loud…”

“It is,” I said, reasserting myself. “And I think my romantic life—the little that I even have one—is a topic you should not be discussing with me—”

“It’s just that I heard you were at the Armada on Saturday.”

I froze.

What!?

No one knew about the Armada except for me, Bailey, McKenna and Mark. I’d carefully removed it from the story of my date with ‘Josephine’.

“Yeah, apparently when you were so late coming home on Saturday it was because you were at a hotel?” Savannah asked. She’d been up until one, as I recalled her mentioning. “The nicest hotel in town?”

I cleared my throat. “Savannah, I wouldn’t read too much into that.”

She chuckled. “I’m not stupid, Dad. I know what it means when a guy and a girl end up at a hotel together at the end of their first date.” She gave me a long, even look. “Come on.”

I glanced away.

“I’m not judging you,” my daughter hastened to add. “I bet that stung, though, yeah? Having that great first date and then just—poof?”

I had to find a way around this. “I think Josephine probably got what she wanted,” I said.

Savannah leaned over and took my hand. “I’m sorry, Dad. Online dating really sucks sometimes.”

You have no idea how much, I thought, picturing Debbie’s con.

“Friday’s gonna be great,” she assured me. “And if Miki does what Josephine did… well, it’s her loss.” She smiled. “Maybe I can help you pick out what to wear. One of your charcoal suits, or that blue button-down you used to wear to my recitals…”

“I haven’t seen that shirt in a while,” I lied. “Probably lost in the wash.”

Savannah shrugged. “Well, whatever. I’m here for you, Dad. Promise.”

I wish you could be, I thought. But if you knew the truth, you wouldn’t.

The irony kept on getting thicker. I probably did need to buy condoms—but not for Friday. I was about to have a threesome with both of Savannah’s best friends, and she didn’t have the slightest idea about any of it. Or about Bailey.

She thought she was trying to help me come out of my shell. She didn’t realize I’d already ripped the thing to shreds—and that lately, I’d been coming into her best friend.

Jesus, Tom. What a thing to think.

Savannah trusted me. With her mother and so much else. Her world ran on me being the safe parent—the stable one, the one she could turn to in situations like this. She leaned on me.

The thought landed quietly: whatever else Bailey and I get to have, we will never get to have it in front of her.

That stung a little.

But sacrifice was what being a dad was all about.


Chapter Seven


Bailey and McKenna both already knew about the wedding.

“Debbie told Bailey,” McKenna informed me when I told the pair about my lunch with my daughter. “Also, we all had to see this coming. It’s totally not a surprise.”

I supposed not. I hadn’t been all that shocked to hear it from Savannah. “The maid of honor thing’s unexpected, though.”

“If we all do our jobs properly, we’re not going to have to worry about that.” McKenna’s grin was so eager it looked almost manic. “You’ve got to hear the tape, Mr. C. Bailey almost caught Debbie in a slip-up.”

The tape. That part definitely was a surprise.

And a welcome one.

We hadn’t met downstairs this time around. Bailey, McKenna and I sat around the kitchen table in the upstairs section of the house—both of them had been waiting for me there as soon as I came home from work. I’d been expecting a long, detailed debrief of Bailey’s lunch with my ex-wife. To find out whether she’d swallowed the ‘SecondChance82’ hook; whether she’d bought Bailey’s story about the whale on the Sweetheart app.

Instead, the girls had something much better for me.

I wasn’t going to get to hear about Debbie.

I was going to get to hear it for myself.

“I came up with the idea a couple hours before the lunch,” McKenna explained. “We floated the idea of recording the meeting, but Bailey and I both agreed there was no way she’d be able to keep her phone out without Debbie getting suspicious.” She leaned back in her seat, that manic smile returning. “Then I thought about my gear.”

“Your gear?”

“My streaming gear,” McKenna explained. “My channel’s not much to speak of, since I barely have time for it anymore with classes and all, but I do have a bit of a following.” She glanced over at Bailey, as if the two of them were sharing some kind of private joke. “I bought a little hardware for it. Business expenses, you know. Microphones and stuff.”

“Uh huh.” It made me wonder what other things McKenna had purchased and tried to pass off as ‘business expenses’ on her last tax return. God, a run-in with the IRS was the last thing we needed right now. “I’m not really into watching other people play video games, but I thought streamers used those big microphones?”

“I have a little one, too. For specialized stuff.”

“McKenna helped me hide it in my outfit,” Bailey said, cutting me off before I could ask what McKenna meant by specialized. “It’s really small—Debbie never suspected a thing. Honestly, she was so absorbed in herself I think I probably could have brought one of the cameras from The Blair Witch Project with me and she wouldn’t have noticed.”

“Man, I wish we could’ve shot video,” McKenna murmured. “I’ve got some great camera equipment.”

I ignored that. “You said you almost caught Debbie,” I said, turning to Bailey. “What happened?”

McKenna sat up a little straighter. “I think you’d better just hear it,” she said, opening her laptop.

“Savannah’s going to be home soon—we don’t want her listening to any of this,” Bailey added.

The way she batted her lashes let me know she was being a good girl and remembering her promise—and that she was hoping she’d be thanked for it later.

“Alright,” I said. “Let me hear it.”

Bailey moved the cursor, then placed her finger over the PLAY button. Both coeds paused.

“Uh, just so it’s in the open,” McKenna said. “This is Debbie reacting to your profile, Tom. Just with all the identifying features erased.”

“I know that,” I said. That meant it was bad—that Debbie probably said something mean about me. I’d kind of figured she would. “I’m a grown man. Go ahead and hit play.”

She did.

The first thing I heard was the sound of murmured conversation and the rustle of fabric. For a second, I thought the audio was corrupted—then I realized what I was hearing was the background noise at the place where Bailey had met Debbie. Wow, that microphone really is good, I thought.

It was. The first voice was Debbie’s, and it came through crystal clear.

“Let me see it,” my ex-wife was saying, snapping like she expected to be obeyed. “Is that his profile?”

I winced. None of the fake warmth she’d shown at the dinner party was evident in her voice—this was Debbie raw and unfiltered, with little more than contempt for the girl who’d spent so much of her formative years seeking shelter beneath her roof. It made me mad to hear her talking like that. I wished I could reach through the recording and shout her down, the way I’d done at the dinner table.

“He says his name’s Walter.” In marked contrast to Debbie, Bailey sounded so skittish and submissive that it made my heart jump into my throat. “He told me that at the Armada. I haven’t been able to get any other personal details out of him—”

“You don’t know?” Debbie chuckled in a mean way. “Really? You said he slept there—you didn’t sneak out and take a peek in his wallet while he was out cold?”

A pause. I glanced across the table: Bailey was staring at the floor like she was still a little traumatized, while McKenna was grimacing.

“I… I didn’t think to…”

Jesus. Even in a recording, the urge to hold Bailey tight and assure her that everything would be okay was strong. I scooted my chair halfway around the table and took my babygirl’s hand, gripping it firmly. She sniffed once, blinking back tears, then nodded to show she appreciated it.

“You’ve got a lot of learning to do,” Debbie said, sounding noticeably chummier. She must have noticed how thoroughly I’d been ensnared by Bailey’s texts. “Still, you definitely charmed him, didn’t you?”

My lips peeled back over my teeth. She’s reading our messages, I realized. The things Bailey and I said to each other.

I’d agreed to this. I’d even pitched it—I told both girls it was the surest way to make sure Debbie believed the con. And it was. It was just that I hadn’t really thought about how I was going to feel about my ex-wife seeing those messages until I was actually listening to her doing it.

Now I was glad McKenna hadn’t managed to sneak a video recorder into the restaurant. Witnessing the evil look on Debbie’s face as she read what had been sincere declarations of love and lust between Bailey and I might have made me blow my stack.

Then I heard it.

“I have fucked-up fantasies,” Debbie read. “Ones I can’t tell anybody about.” A pause. “They’d freak.”

Bailey went as white as a sheet.

Those were her words. The ones she’d confessed to me during our first interaction. Something she’d probably been carrying (along with a whole lot of shame) her entire adult life.

And Debbie was chuckling about it.

“Good lord,” my ex-wife said. “You laid it on thick, didn’t you?”

The silence stretched out on the recording. I couldn’t see what was happening, I could only imagine. What I imagined wasn’t good.

“Not that I’m complaining,” Debbie added, businesslike. “Looks like you told him exactly what he wanted to hear. ‘Babygirl, you can tell Daddy anything.’ Jesus, do you think these guys ever actually read what they write?”

I stiffened.

“I’m so sorry,” the real Bailey whispered.

More silence, broken only by the sounds of murmured conversation in the background. Debbie was clearly scrolling through the texts, taking in the shape of what BlueJay19 and SecondChance82 had built.

“That’s not HR appropriate,” Debbie read with a snicker. “Funny.”

Bailey’s voice. “Thanks—”

“Men don’t want funny,” Debbie cut in. “They want… well, they want what you gave Walter. Very good job on the pictures. Oh Jesus, I’d better hide that…”

“A waitress walked by with some people for another table right then,” the present-moment Bailey explained, tucking a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “Debbie had to minimize the photos.”

She skipped ahead through a few moments of silence and readjustment.

“—too soft on you,” Debbie was saying when she hit PLAY once more. “A man this far gone will pay for the privilege of being told no. Trust me, I know the type.” But there was something in her voice that sounded almost jealous. “You really only did this with him the one time?”

“Just the one,” the Bailey on the recording said. “Then the date.”

Another pause—I was starting to recognize those pauses. They had a rhythm and a tenor all their own—they were the little gaps Debbie strung out on purpose right before she found a way to make you feel small over something you’d already apologized about. Before she took what had been a nice date night or a family outing and ruined it over some inconsequential complaint.

God, how had I put up with that for so long?

“You didn’t discuss compensation before you agreed to meet with him in person?” Debbie’s voice sharpened into something that could have almost been called maternal if your mother was disappointed in you for failing a pop quiz on how to be a whore. “Bailey. Sweetheart. That’s Sugar Baby 101. You get the Venmo, then you get the room key. What were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t, okay?” Bailey’s voice on the recording jumped an octave. Part of it was an act—she was supposed to be playing the terrified college kid, after all—but I could still hear the actual rattled young woman beneath the performance. “He said the thing about the hotel, and I jumped on it. You told me I needed to make sure the whale bit down on the hook hard, right?”

I stiffened. Present-day Bailey’s hand tightened in mine. We got her, I thought. McKenna was wrong. She’s going to admit she set Bailey up—

“I don’t remember anything like that,” Debbie replied in a haughty tone.

The whole table slumped a bit. Damn.

“Did you get something out of the hotel, at least?” Debbie sounded like she was about to get a whole hell of a lot crueler if the answer was no. “Please tell me you’re not calling me for advice after giving this man a freebie?”

Debbie was actually the one who’d called Bailey there, but evidently victim and offender were easy enough to switch around in my ex-wife’s eyes.

The hotel, I thought, remembering. Bailey begging me to finish inside her. Bailey with two cups of coffee ready for us both first thing in the morning, wearing my dress shirt like a trophy and nothing else. Bailey telling me it was the best night of her life…

“He… he paid me,” Bailey said, obviously uncomfortable with the lie. “He said he’d give me ‘money for a cab’, but it turned out to be three hundred dollars. I didn’t ask—he just did it.”

“You sold this really well,” McKenna murmured in the current moment.

Back on the recording, Debbie clicked her tongue. “That’s maybe a third of what you should’ve asked for up front,” she said, though her tone had improved. “The tip is supposed to be a bonus for services rendered, not the whole payment. But it’s a start. There’s hope for you yet.” She paused, and I could almost see her: lips pursed in thought, hand theatrically on her chin the way it always was when Debbie thought she was winning an argument. “He’s generous without thinking about it, which is exactly the kind of sugar daddy you want. The trick is to make sure he’s never thinking about it.”

“Bitch,” McKenna muttered. “Three hundred dollars and you can hear her already calculating the payoffs on her credit cards.”

“Shhh,” Present-Bailey said, still holding my hand. “This part’s important.”

“So Walter’s a keeper,” Debbie continued. “Not that Walter is probably even his real name, but I guess it doesn’t matter. You said he was in his forties, right? Divorced?”

“Closer to fifty if I had to guess,” came Bailey’s voice on the recording.

Debbie sounded almost fond of Walter. She was cheerful, in the way a farmer cheerfully takes a chicken out back to cut its head off before frying it up for dinner that night. “That’s exactly what you’re looking for. Older guys like that, the divorced ones, they’re looking for someone to prove something to. Doesn’t really matter who, as long as they’re attractive—and a lot younger.” A little laugh. “That’s the beautiful part, sweetheart. He’s not really paying for you. He’s paying to feel like a man again. You’re just the box it comes in.”

A knife made of ice slipped between my ribs.

“And guys that age will pay anything for that,” Debbie finished.

He’s paying to feel like a man again.

She’d said it so easily. With such certainty. Like the truth of it was self-evident.

You’re just the box it comes in.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I murmured.

Bailey—the Bailey sitting beside me—looked alarmed. “That’s not you, Daddy,” she whispered, putting a hand between my shoulder blades and rubbing in tight little circles. “I swear. I promise I know that’s not you, that’s nothing like what you and I have…”

I rubbed my sinuses and waited for the moment to pass. “I know that, babygirl,” I said. “I just didn’t realize this is what Debbie really thinks about me.”

“She thinks the same thing about me,” Bailey said. “She called me a box that makes you feel like a man…”

“I mean…” McKenna began.

Both of us stared at her.

“Hey, tomorrow night I’m gonna be a box you come in, too,” the auburn-haired coed chuckled. “Debbie can think what she wants. We all know she’s wrong.”

More scrolling. The recording filled with Debbie’s humming as she double-checked the texts, ready to dispense more pearls of fucked-up wisdom like a madam with a new girl:

Keep your eyes on the prize.

Keep your legs closed until the moment of maximum profitability.

Keep your soul somewhere your ‘Daddy’ can’t find it.

I listened to that awful silence as Debbie read the conversations that had boiled over into love between Bailey and I like a shopping list. Any worries I’d had that my ex-wife might recognize me in the words I’d sent to my daughter’s best friend had long since evaporated—it was clear that Debbie was picturing some other divorced guy, not me. That she probably didn’t think I had it in me.

Then Debbie let out a surprised gasp.

“Oh,” my ex-wife whispered. “Fuck.”

Instantly I was on high alert. Next to me, Bailey suddenly couldn’t meet my eye.

Meanwhile, the Bailey on the recording was also trying not to panic. “What? What’s wrong?”

“You didn’t tell me he sent you this.”

Five seconds of silence. Ten.

“What is she talking about?” I demanded. “Babygirl, what is she…?”

“We forgot to delete one of the photos,” Bailey told me.

And just like that, I knew which one it had to be.

“Debbie—” It was recording-Bailey, mortified.

“I’m not judging,” Debbie said, clearly taken aback. I heard her little amused sound, and knew that my ex-wife—a woman who’d sworn before God and the Methodist church twenty-one years ago to love and honor me for the rest of her life—was staring at the anatomy she should have recognized instantly, grading it like a piece of produce at a farmer’s market.

“Well.” Debbie said at last. “At least he’s hung.”

Bailey made a strangled sound. McKenna lost her composure entirely and started snorting into her wrist, trying to stifle her laughter.

I just sat there. Waiting for the anger to come. The betrayal. The humiliation.

And what came instead was relief.

“She doesn’t know,” I said, the words tinged with amazement. “Slept next to me for two fucking decades, and she doesn’t recognize my words. She doesn’t even recognize my dick.”

It didn’t sting the way I expected it to. Both girls at the table stared at me.

“She’s a stranger,” I said, a curious finality in the words. “Twenty-one years and she’s a stranger. Did she ever see me at all?”

The question hung in the air, unanswered. Maybe unanswerable.

Time moved on.

“Looks don’t matter,” Debbie pronounced, scrolling past the last intact piece of privacy SecondChance82 had left. “The money is what matters.” I heard her move the phone—probably handing it back to Bailey. “My advice: circle back to the tuition thing as soon as you can. Girls your age are always behind the eight-ball on student loans. Don’t ask directly—just plant it. You want him to come up with it. Make him feel like the hero for offering.”

“Okay,” the Bailey on the recording said. “I can do that.”

This time, the pause was longer. I could picture Debbie—relaxed, probably picking at her food now that the main thrust of the meeting was done. She’d given Bailey her marching orders without ever taking responsibility for them, and she’d done her best to make my daughter’s best friend feel like shit while she’d done it.

“Are you even going to say good job?” Bailey whispered.

Silence.

“You’ve been pushing me to move forward with the app for weeks,” she said, letting a little bit of her irritation seep through on the recording. “Bailey, get a whale. Bailey, if you want your dad to get out of prison before your fortieth birthday, you’d better come through for me. Bailey, you owe me…”

Debbie’s voice arrived a beat too late to sound natural.

“That is extremely mean of you to say,” she sniffed, sounding offended.

“Mean?” Bailey sounded incredulous. “Debbie, this whole thing was your idea. The app, the profile—I never would’ve thought to do something like this on my own!” Her tone turned almost desperate. “At least acknowledge that. Now that I’m finally doing what you told me…”

It was the most direct way Bailey had tried to get my ex-wife to slip up.

Silence. The clink of a coffee cup, the shout of an order from the kitchen.

“Come on,” I grunted. “Say it, Debbie.”

What we had already from this recording looked pretty bad. But if we could get actual confirmation, from Debbie’s own lips…

“Does it matter whose idea it was?” Debbie snarked. “You’re the one making the money.”

I groaned.

“Yeah,” McKenna said, like she’d just missed a headshot by a single pixel. “That’s as close as we got.”

“That’s pretty much the whole tape,” Bailey said. “We were hoping you’d tell us it’s still enough. That we can get her out of our lives with this, and get my dad out on parole...”

I thought it over. Did we have enough? Would this recording frighten Debbie badly enough to get her to let go of Bailey? To go no-contact with her former family and leave us alone?

To give Kevin’s brother the go-ahead to push Bailey’s real father through into parole?

Bailey and McKenna both watched, like I was the expert. Which I guess I kind of was.

“It’s good,” I finally said. “It’s a lot. But it’s not a smoking gun.”

Both of them looked crestfallen.

“She never says I made you sign up,” I pointed out. “She never says I coerced you. What we’ve got right now is a woman coaching a girl through a con, and being cruel about it—which is bad, and I’m sure she’d hate for her new church friends to hear about it. But it wouldn’t stand up in front of a lawyer. Debbie could say the whole con was your idea and she was just giving you advice.”

“It’s a piece, though,” I said, squeezing Bailey’s hand. “A big piece.”

She nodded, but she still looked upset. I could see her replaying the conversation with Debbie behind her eyes—telling herself that if she’d zigged instead of zagged, or if she’d chosen a different topic to lead with, she could have tricked my ex-wife into giving the game away.

Filing it away with ‘charity case’ and all the other awful things.

Her knee bounced under the table. It was doing that throughout the whole recording, but now it was faster. I couldn’t help but notice it.

And want to do something about it.

“Babygirl.”

Bailey’s head turned, the tone in my voice catching her attention.

“Your phone’s low,” I said, glancing at it. “Go put it in your bedroom on the charger. Now.” It was the same voice I’d used at two in the morning, when I’d made her swear all those dirty promises. “Then I want you in your pajamas and sitting on the couch with your feet in my lap ninety seconds after that.”

For a second, she just stared at me, amazed. Then something in her body loosened, like a fist unclenching after holding something too tight.

“Yes, Daddy.” She was already up, phone in hand. “What should I wear?”

The corner of my mouth curled in a smirk. “Those cute gray pajama shorts,” I said. “And a tank top.” I paused. “You’ll notice I didn’t say panties.”

Bailey grinned from ear-to-ear. “Yes, Daddy. Thank you, Daddy.” She blushed. “That last part will be our little secret.”

As my babygirl sashayed her way to her room, McKenna watched with an expression somewhere between delight and jealousy. “Holy shit,” she whispered, whistling through her teeth. “I’ve got to say, Mr. C, you have gotten scary good at that.”

“She needed something to stop her from worrying,” I said. “And when I do things like that, it reminds her that she’s more than what Debbie told her she is.”

“Right on,” McKenna agreed.

I headed into the living room. McKenna followed, then Bailey appeared—she must have broken a speed record for how quickly she’d torn her clothes off and put the ones I’d demanded on. She plopped down beside me and stretched out, her legs splayed across my thighs. I took one of her feet without being asked, working a thumb into the arch and pressing, hard, in a slow, kneading circle.

Bailey gasped in surprise. “Daddy?”

“Relax, babygirl,” I commanded. “You’re too tense.”

Bailey did. She slumped against the cushions, her head propped up on one of the couch’s throw pillows as I massaged one foot, then the other. Slowly, the tension bled out of her in degrees. By the time I got to the second foot, her eyes had gone unfocused and there were little gasps spilling from her, like I’d started rubbing a very different part of her anatomy.

“Holy shit, that feels so good,” Bailey whimpered. “Who taught you to do that?”

“I actually used to do it for Debbie sometimes,” I said. I laughed, and miraculously there was no bitterness in it. “Not that she ever appreciated it.”

“Debbie,” Bailey groaned, “is a fucking idiot.”

I chuckled. “Good girl.”

She actually smiled.

“I want you nice and relaxed tonight,” I told her, my voice soothing and almost hypnotic. “Hot bath, in bed early. You need your rest.” I smiled. “Because you’re going to be getting up in the middle of the night, babygirl. I want you in my bed at two on the dot, wearing nothing but that ribbon, waking me up with your mouth—”

“Oh fuck,” McKenna said.

Both of us looked over. McKenna hadn’t meant it for us—she was staring at Bailey’s laptop, had been since she came into the living room. Now that neither Bailey nor I were talking, I could hear it—the recording, quietly playing.

“I think Debbie gave us more than she realized,” McKenna said.

As Bailey sat up, McKenna cranked the volume. “Listen to this.”

Debbie’s voice: “Girls your age are always behind the eight-ball on student loans. Don’t ask directly—just plant it. You want him to come up with it. Make him feel like the hero for offering…”

McKenna hit pause. “Listen to how smooth that is,” she said. “Debbie didn’t even have to think about it. No hesitation.”

I froze.

Girls your age are always behind the eight-ball on student loans.

Not ‘you’. Not Bailey specifically. Girls.

Like a category. Like something Debbie had coached a whole roster of.

“Bailey’s not the first,” I said, the realization hitting me like a slap. “Debbie’s done this before.”

McKenna scrolled to a different part of the recording. “—worked before,” Debbie said. “Every single time. Trust me, I know what I’m doing.”

Every single time.

Jesus, how had I not noticed that?

“She’s not improvising,” I said. “She didn’t rehearse this in the car on the way over. She’s not a desperate housewife who saw the bill coming due and roped in a girl she knew she had leverage over.” I thought harder. “No, this is desperate. But only because it’s the first time Debbie’s had to do it with someone she actually knows personally.”

Bailey’s leg pressed against my thigh. “There are other girls?”

I didn’t answer right away. I was too busy doing the math—working through it the way I worked through Brenda’s spreadsheets, except this time what the numbers added up to was way, way worse than a bad sales quarter.

“I think,” I said slowly, “that Debbie’s had a lot of practice.”

Nobody said anything for a long moment.

There were other people out there—other girls like Bailey, who Debbie had screwed over. Who, I now realized, she might have been screwing over for a significant chunk of our marriage. Which begged the question: could we find them?

Because if we had witnesses, this was a whole new goddamned ballgame.


Chapter Eight


My second visit to the Armada Hotel was a hell of a lot less anxious than the first.

To be fair, it would’ve been almost impossible for it to have been more. The last time I’d walked through those sliding glass doors and stepped into the elegantly-apportioned lobby I’d been a nervous wreck, rehearsing what I was going to say to BlueJay19 over and over again in my head. I’d still been half-afraid that she’d turn out to be one of the things Mark warned me about: a scammer, a cop, someone looking to knock me out and leave me in an ice bath with one of my kidneys missing. A catfish.

That last one was pretty ironic considering what we were trying to do to Debbie.

This time, I walked right up to the front desk and looked the clerk in the eye. It was the same fresh-faced concierge as last time, and though she clearly didn’t recognize me she didn’t look shocked to see me in the slightest. I was obviously not the only guy my age who came and went at the Armada for less than savory purposes.

“Mr. Cottrell,” she said as she she checked me in and handed me my room key. “You’re in 3125—the elevator is just over there by the bar.” A sly smile. “The other two guests registered to this room number are already upstairs.”

I figured they were, but it was good to have confirmation. I met her smile with one of my own. “Thank you very much,” I said.

McKenna was right: I’d gotten surprisingly good at telling women half my age what to do. We’d set the night up with the same attention to detail as the lunch sting: I told the two girls what time to arrive (with a ten minute gap in between), which entrances to use so they wouldn’t be noticed together (different ones) and exactly what I expected to find when I opened the door to my hotel suite (you can guess).

The Tom Cottrell the two of them knew six weeks ago would’ve been too self-deprecating to express a preference. The guy who set up this threesome did it like it was the most natural thing in the world.

And at some point between my first and second visit to the Armada, that’s exactly what it had become.

The elevators were right where I remembered them. The bar looked busy; even at the beginning of the evening, there was a good mix of travelers and patrons and sweet young things looking like they were gunning for an invite upstairs. Meat market, I thought with a smirk.

And then I saw her.

She was perched on a barstool on the periphery of the lounge, sipping a cocktail my brain refused to believe she was old enough to legally order, and she was looking right at me. For a second, panic flared in my chest, and I wondered where I’d seen this girl before—or where she’d seen me. The way she watched me didn’t feel like a girl looking for casual conversation—or even a working girl looking for an easy mark. There was interest in her eyes, but something else, too.

Amusement? Suspicion?

The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. She lifted her cocktail like a mock-tribute and took a sip, then gestured casually at the barstool next to hers. Like she wanted to know if I was free.

I won’t lie—if there’d been anything waiting for me up on the third floor other than the two most gorgeous coeds I’d ever met, I might have taken her up on it. She’d clearly come to the Armada looking for a good time. She had to be around Bailey’s age or a little older: a tight, expensive-looking dress hugged her curves, and her raven-dark hair hung around her face in shimmering waves. Her skin was pale, her breasts small but perky—and when she shifted to the side, making her invitation more obvious, her dress stretched taut around an ass that was perfectly heart-shaped, practically begging to be grabbed.

As she placed her drink to the side, I noticed a tiny tattoo on her wrist: an uppercase letter P, with a lowercase x cutting through the bottom. It rang a vague bell in the back of my head—maybe it was from one of McKenna’s video games?—but I couldn’t place it.

Behind me, the elevator doors dinged.

“Sorry,” I said, flashing a smile. “Busy.”

The girl pouted theatrically as I stepped into the elevator. She raised a hand and wiggled her fingers as the doors slid closed, then winked and blew a kiss at the last possible moment.

Damn, I thought. She’d looked like fun.

I thought about her for a few moments as the elevator rose, but only a few. Bored college girl, probably looking for someone to treat her like a princess for the night. A fun prospect: but I had bigger things on my mind.

Later, I’d be thinking about her quite a lot.

The elevator doors opened soundlessly. The third floor of the Armada was every bit as swanky as the one where Bailey and I had our first meeting—and just as quiet. The walls were so thick that you’d have to have some very athletic, very rough, very loud sex before anyone out here would hear it happening.

For most of the Armada’s guests, that was a comfort.

Tonight, I treated it as a challenge.

I straightened out my jacket and checked my watch as I made my way down the hall. Mickey Mouse stared up at me from the dial, scuba gear at the ready, scratch marks studding the glass. Still ticking, same as always. I smiled, thinking of how far it had carried me.

I didn’t knock. Bailey and McKenna knew to be ready for me; I swiped my card across the reader and watched the red light flash green. Unlocked.

I opened the door. Stepped inside.

And froze dead in my tracks.

“Holy shit,” I whispered.

“Hi, Daddy,” Bailey said, biting her lip.

My babygirl was draped across the foot of the bed like the centerfold of a magazine Debbie would’ve chewed me out for having if she’d found it in my desk drawer. The clothing that hugged her body was all black silk—from her lace bra to her thong panties, along with a garter belt covered in delicate little hooks and a pair of thigh-high stockings that hugged her legs like a second skin.

All except for one thing. Her ribbon.

She’d tied that white ribbon—the one she wore to the Armada the first time, the one she’d had around her neck when I fucked her in Debbie’s bed—tight around her throat, the fabric moving along with the muscles as she swallowed hard. Her blonde hair fell loose around her shoulders, there were spots of color on her cheeks from how turned on she was by the way I was watching her—and her nails were still that brilliant chartreuse shade she’d stolen from my ex-wife.

Jesus Christ. How are you so perfect? I’d asked her the first night we’d had sex.

I’d stopped trying to find the answer to that question. Now I was just enjoying it.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” Bailey purred, her blue eyes sparkling with lust. “You look so good, Daddy. You like what you see?” She arched her back a bit, thrusting her tits in the air. “Did I follow my instructions like a good girl?”

As much as I’d planned—and as much as I’d told the girls I wanted both of them to be ready the moment I entered the room—I hadn’t been terribly picky about the actual outfits I’d be peeling off both of their bodies. McKenna was coy about it, wanting it to be a surprise—and while Bailey would’ve worn literally anything (or nothing) if I told her to, my command to her had been a simple one.

Wear something I can unwrap like a present. And use the ribbon as your bow.

She’d complied to the letter and then some.

“Babygirl,” I growled, the door sliding shut and locking behind me. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week—”

I was halfway to the bed when McKenna stepped out of the bathroom.

“Getting started without me, Master?”

I turned.

And my jaw hit the fucking floor.

McKenna stood leaning against the doorframe in a sultry pose, one hand resting on a hip encased entirely in skintight white. Her bodysuit clung to every inch of her so tightly she looked naked, the fabric cut in stark lines across her chest and down her thighs. Over top of it she wore a lacy black dress, a slit cut in the side almost all the way to her navel, with a little window cut out of the front to show off her cleavage.

The bottom of the bodysuit fit her like a thong, cut close to show off her bare thighs and a pair of glossy black thigh-high boots with heels that had to be at least six inches high. Fishnet hose peeked out of the top of each, with a lacy ruffle like an even sluttier version of Bailey’s ribbon as a fringe.

She had on glossy black gloves, a white wig with a black headband holding it tight, and a black blindfold.

“Oh my God,” I gasped.

I knew that outfit. I’d seen the statue of it on her shelf in the den a thousand times—that half-naked android McKenna kept next to her gaming setup. The one that made me wonder things about her—and that I’d always been too polite to ask about.

“You’re—” I started.

“2B,” McKenna said, striking a pose with one hand on her hip and the other extended, palm out, like she was blocking an invisible sword strike. “YoRHa unit number two, type B. Glory to Humanity.” She tugged the edge of the blindfold up a fraction, not so she could see (I’d already figured it was secretly the see-through kind of blindfold) but so she could narrow an eye at Bailey. “I thought you said he’d played this one.”

“I said he’d recognize the character,” Bailey replied. “And that it’s so hot that it doesn’t matter if he played the game.”

My babygirl certainly had that right.

McKenna glanced back at me, tugging down her blindfold. “She’s from NieR: Automata. I’m guessing you don’t actually know what that is, Mr. C?”

“I don’t,” I admitted, shaking my head. “But I know I like it.”

McKenna snickered. “You’re damn right you do. Bailey helped me get the seams straight. You wouldn’t believe how difficult it is to get this outfit right…”

“Worth every minute,” Bailey said from the bed. She sounded genuinely awed. “You look fucking incredible, McKenna.”

She really did. Elegant and lethal and completely unreal, just like a video game character. For one brief, dizzying moment, I understood why this girl spent so much time in front of a screen. If this was what she spent her leisure time getting to imagine herself as, I supposed I couldn’t blame her.

Something clicked in the back of my brain. “This took a lot of effort,” I said, looking her up and down. God, I could stare at her in that outfit all fucking night. “You did all this for me?”

McKenna blushed. “I did this one for you,” she admitted. “I do cosplay sometimes. It’s kind of a hobby. Helps a lot with my brand.”

“You have a brand?”

McKenna held up a gloved finger. “Let’s not talk about that right now,” she insisted. “Right now I’m not McKenna—I’m 2B, your personal android, and let’s just say serving humanity is my highest priority.”

I grinned. “Get in character, robot girl.”

It was honestly a little scary how well McKenna did it. Her stance shifted—nothing huge, but suddenly she was less like a girl wearing a costume than an actual video game character brought to life. When she spoke, her voice had an even, sultry quality that made me wonder how many people had played the video game she was supposed to be in one-handed.

“I brought you a delivery, master,” she said, gesturing at Bailey. “I found her wandering the city all alone. A human.” Her hand ran down her side. “She looks like she belongs to you.”

Behind me, Bailey giggled, writhing gently on the mattress. “I do,” she purred. “I belong to Daddy…”

I couldn’t take it any longer. “Come here,” I commanded, glancing over at Bailey. “On your knees, babygirl.”

I watched Bailey slide off the bed and onto the carpet, as eager as if she’d been waiting her whole life to hear that sentence. She grinned at McKenna, then me, the ribbon taut around her throat.

“Hands behind your back,” I said, already pulling down my zipper.

“Yes, Daddy,” Bailey whimpered. “Thank you, Daddy…”

I could practically see the puddle forming in her panties.

As McKenna watched, her shoulders rising and falling faster with each passing moment, I took my cock out and pressed it between Bailey’s lips.

My babygirl knew exactly what to do. Wet heat enveloped my prick as she opened her mouth and took me in, the crown of my cock pushing past her teeth and into her throat. She gagged on it gently before pulling back and working her tongue around my crown, then running her lips up and down the side of my shaft in sloppy kisses before continuing to blow me. The sounds of her wet slurps filled the hotel room.

“This is what I do to Bailey,” I told her with a smirk. “Does that make you uncomfortable?”

“It makes me fucking wet,” she groaned. The voice was McKenna’s, not the android’s.

Then she caught hold of herself and snapped back into character, radiating sex.

“I’m intrigued by this,” she said, watching as Bailey’s mouth worked up and down my dick. “I was designed for combat, but… my orders are to serve humanity. Whatever orders those might be...”

I liked the sound of that. “Take off the dress,” I told her, guiding Bailey’s mouth with a hand on the back of her head. “And the boots. Slowly. I want to hear it.” I paused, thinking. “Leave the bodysuit. And the stockings.”

Bailey’s mouth left my cock with a wet little pop. “Are you going to fuck her, too, Daddy?” she groaned, getting into character no less than her bestie. “Are you going to turn 2B into your personal sex robot?”

Six weeks ago, a question like that would have left me flushed and stammering. Tonight, I was standing in a hotel room directing two of the most beautiful women I’d ever met, and it felt more natural than the job I’d been doing for most of my adult life.

Which meant I knew the answer. “Maybe,” I told Bailey, stroking my cock a few times as I slapped it gently against her cheeks. “If she begs me for it.”

McKenna gasped. She hadn’t anticipated that. “Tom!”

“Robot girl doesn’t know my name,” I said without missing a beat. “In fact, robot girl is supposed to be taking off her dress right now.”

“Yes, Master,” McKenna purred, recovering. “Glory to humanity…”

Glory to one particular member of humanity, I thought, thrusting into Bailey’s mouth as I watched McKenna preparing to undress. Namely the guy watching both of these girls compete to see who can be the filthiest and the most submissive…

What a fucking competition, though.

I couldn’t wait to find out which one of them was going to win.


Chapter Nine


McKenna reached back and found the zipper at the top of her dress.

“Initiating removal of exterior armor,” she announced, sounding every bit like a robot who’d been programmed to serve a human carnally. The noise her zipper made as she pulled it down one tooth at a time mingled with the wet rhythm of Bailey’s mouth working up and down my cock, forming a soundtrack more pornographic than most actual porn.

The lacy black dress loosened for a moment before sliding from McKenna’s frame. It sank to the floor, pooling around those obscene boots, leaving her in nothing but the skintight white bodysuit, the fishnets, the gloves, the wig, and the blindfold.

Then she bent at the waist, her hands faintly trembling with arousal, and started on the left thigh-high.

“God damn,” I murmured. My eyes were locked on her, even as Bailey bobbed up and down on my cock like a cork.

“Combat heels are impractical for long sessions of physical worship,” McKenna informed me, the faint smirk on her face the only thing that kept me from believing she was this 2B character. “This unit apologizes for the delay. Master.”

Bailey groaned around my length. “Good girl,” I murmured, running my fingers through her hair. I wasn’t sure if I meant her or McKenna. Probably both.

McKenna removed the glossy, thigh-high boot, setting it carefully on a nearby table. The way she held it made me realize how valuable it was, and how this probably wasn’t her first rodeo where dressing up like a video game character was concerned. I knew there was a story there, and I intended to get it out of her. Later.

Right now, I had more important things on my mind.

The second boot came off. McKenna straightened up, now several inches shorter, her fishnet-wrapped legs and stockinged feet on the hotel carpet, and stood at attention with her hands at her sides. The performance would have been perfect, if it weren’t for the fact that she was breathing like she was running and kept stealing glances down at Bailey. She practically vibrated with arousal, full of a tension no actual robot would’ve ever felt.

Bailey pulled off of me with a wet pop and pressed her cheek against the side of my cock. Her lips were swollen and glossy; I could practically see the hearts in her eyes.

“Daddy,” she whimpered, glancing at McKenna. “Are you going to inspect your new unit?”

God bless my babygirl, I thought. She knew that underneath of the smoldering heat was still a guy who had never done anything like this before. Who might need a nudge every now and then.

“Stay right there,” I commanded, touching Bailey’s cheek. “And don’t touch yourself.”

“Of course, Daddy,” Bailey murmured. “Anything you say, Daddy…”

I was already walking a slow circle around McKenna.

God, she looked even better from behind. The bodysuit covered her about as well as a one-piece swimsuit on the far end of revealing would—thin straps on her shoulders, a deep V of cleavage, thighs totally bare. The back of the suit was nothing more than a thin band of fabric between the cheeks of her ass, which somehow lifted it up and made it look even more luscious than the whole thing would’ve been naked.

This close, I saw the goosebumps rising on her bare arms where the gloves didn’t touch. The way the flush on her cheeks was spreading to her throat, the contrast sharp with the white wig and bodysuit—and the dark, spreading patch where the fabric drew tight over her bare pussy.

She saw me notice her arousal. Her blush deepened.

“Unit 2B,” I said, voice sharp with command. “Diagnostic. Your systems appear to be leaking.”

The blindfolded android swallowed. “I…”

Her voice shook in a way that was not at all robotic and was very McKenna.

“This unit is experiencing a malfunction, Master. Core temperature has exceeded recommended parameters—oh!”

She straightened up like I’d cracked a whip between her shoulder blades. I’d run one finger down her spine, passing over the small of her back, and stopped right at the spot where the bodysuit gave way to the round flesh of her ass.

Jesus. I could feel her boiling over.

“Sensors, um… sensors are extremely oversensitive. Maintenance is…

I gripped her bare thigh, fingers inches away from the spreading wetness.

“Maintenance is—oh fuck—recommended.”

“Recommended?”

“Begged for,” McKenna whispered, the robot voice cracking like a rock hitting a windshield. “By me. Begged for by me, oh fuck, Tom, please stop teasing me—!”

I hooked two fingers into the fabric between her thighs and tugged it to the side. The sound McKenna made as my fingers pushed inside of her had nothing to do with robots and everything to do with how turned on she was.

And she was. Fuck, she was soaked. Dripping.

The temptation to just bury my digits all the way inside her and claim her was almost overwhelming. All that deadpan, trash-talking composure that McKenna had under my roof was gone now, and underneath of it was a dirty, needy little thing who’d spent forty-five minutes getting herself dressed up like a video game character in a hotel bathroom so I’d fuck her harder.

I gave her clit the lightest touch, watching her tremble, her knees actually threatening to buckle—and then I pulled my hand away.

“No. Not yet.”

McKenna’s groan of frustration was loud enough the hallway could probably hear it. “You are the worst!” she whimpered, the roleplay forgotten for the moment. “I take back everything nice I said about your spine. You’re a war criminal. Teasing me like that ought to be against the Geneva Convention. It’s definitely against YoRHa regulations…”

“Get on the bed. Both of you. Now.”

I unlatched my belt as I watched Bailey and McKenna scramble onto the mattress, my babygirl giving her bestie a wink like this was the greatest day of either of their lives. I tugged my shirt over my head, stripped down to my boxers, and approached the foot of the bed.

“Face each other,” I commanded. “On your knees, legs tucked under you.”

They did exactly as I said—Bailey in her black silk, the ribbon tied tight around her neck, McKenna in what was left of her cosplay. They faced each other, flushed and breathless with anticipation, presenting themselves like offerings for a very lucky god.

That was the moment it hit me. Not between my legs, but between my ribs.

Six weeks ago I’d been a divorced, middle-aged manager whose biggest plans for any given weekend involved Saturday Night Live and stir-fry. Tonight, on a random Wednesday, my daughter’s two best friends were kneeling on a hotel bed in their underwear, flushed and trembling and waiting for me to tell them what to do next.

They were beautiful. Hell, McKenna was a fucking gamer girl. Either one of them could have had any boy on campus with a snap of their fingers. They knew it, I knew it.

And they didn’t want it. Both of them had chosen me. To share.

I am the luckiest son of a bitch on the planet, I thought, surveying my kingdom. And then: fuck it.

I’m going to marry this girl.

I didn’t know how I would square the circle. My daughter, my ex-wife. My life. All of them were arranged in opposition.

But I was going to find a way. Because Bailey deserved it.

She deserved it a thousand times over for giving me this night.

And honestly?

I deserved it, too.

I ran a hand down Bailey’s side, loving the way she trembled. “Before we start,” I told the pair, “there’s one rule tonight.”

Bailey was already smiling. “Yes, Daddy. I’m your good girl—"

“And it’s not the rule you’re used to.”

Both girls turned towards me. Bailey’s eyes went wide. Even through the see-through blindfold, I noticed the way McKenna’s gaze sharpened with interest.

“Girls,” I said, thinking of the last week. “I am very, very tired of having to keep quiet. Making sure Savannah doesn’t hear us.” I glanced at Bailey, thinking about 2AM. “Locking the door, turning on the white noise, watching you bite down on your hand so the whole house doesn’t hear you cumming.”

Bailey’s cheeks went scarlet with the memory. Her thighs squeezed together.

“Not tonight,” I said, nodding at the door. “The door’s already locked. The walls are so thick that it would take one hell of a scream for anyone to hear you—and if they did, they’d just think you were having a very good time.” I looked from Bailey to McKenna and back again. “Bailey knows what I’m talking about.”

“I do,” the blonde whispered.

“So tonight’s rule is this: I want to hear everything. If either of you are quiet, I’m going to assume I’m doing something wrong.” The smirk spread across my face. “Which means I’ll have to stop until you fix it.”

Bailey made a sound like steam escaping a teakettle. Next to her, McKenna nodded like a bobblehead, her white wig clinging to her scalp for dear life.

“Master,” she whimpered, managing to slip back into her slutty android voice. “This unit’s audio output has no upper limit.”

“Good. I expect you to prove it.” I slid back a step, one foot on the floor. “Babygirl, show my new robot what ‘serving humanity’ really looks like.”

I didn’t need to tell her twice. Bailey had been waiting for this from the second I stepped into the hotel room.

She took McKenna by the shoulders and pushed her onto the mattress, moving with a speed and a roughness that surprised me given how submissive she was with me. Then my sweet, kind babygirl—the same coed who woke up and made us all breakfast, the girl who read paperbacks on my porch during barbecues—hooked her fingers into that white bodysuit, tugged it to the side and buried her face between her best friend’s thighs with a moan that I felt all the way to the marrow of my fucking bones.

Holy shit.

It surprised McKenna even more than me. Her back arched, the fabric of the bodysuit stretching taut across her tits. “Bailey, oh fuck—!”

“Language, 2B,” I snickered, settling in beside them to watch the show.

McKenna let out a wordless groan of lust. “Error! Error!” Her gloved hands gripped fistfuls of Bailey’s blonde hair, holding on for dear life as the coed lapped at her. ‘2B’s’ white wig had gone crooked, strands of auburn peeking out at her temples, the real girl leaking out from behind the sexy cosplay mask. “Recalibrating—systems recalibrating—oh my God, Bailes, how are you so fucking good at that…!?”

Bailey lifted her gleaming face and grinned, eyes sparkling with mischief. “I’m going to overload those circuits of yours,” she growled, sliding two fingers into McKenna’s cunt and stabbing them deep. “I’m not going to be the one who cums first this time, robot girl. You’re going to squirt so hard you fucking reboot…”

Then she buried her face between the coed’s legs, fingers and tongue pumping in tandem, and McKenna stopped producing any kind of coherent language, computer or otherwise.

The smell of sex filled the room. Both girls followed my commands to be vocal perfectly: McKenna’s groans mingled with Bailey’s wet slurps, the latter letting out a satisfied sound every few moments like she was licking her way through a bowl of the world’s tastiest ice cream. My cock was so hard it literally hurt. The urge to grab Bailey’s hips and bury myself inside of her, relieving that ache with her tight, twenty-year-old pussy was almost irresistible.

I resisted. Because there was something intoxicating about watching: about knowing this whole show was being put together for my benefit. Bailey wasn’t just eagerly going down on her best friend—she was performing, arching her back to make her ass look even better, glancing over at me every few moments just to make sure I approved of everything she was doing.

To make sure Daddy was watching. That she was being a good girl.

And yes, she was being a very good girl.

I kept on watching until the urge boiled over. I gripped my boxers, pre-cum staining the fabric, then pulled them off and took my place behind Bailey. My hands found the black silk of her panties and tugged them down to her ankles, leaving her in just the garter belt and the stockings.

“Oh fuck, Daddy, yes,” Bailey whimpered, spreading her legs and arching her pelvis for me. “Please, please I want it so fucking bad!”

“I’m going to give it to you,” I said, palming her ass. McKenna writhed beneath my babygirl’s mouth, watching us both like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “Because you’re mine.”

I ran the head of my cock through her folds. She was so wet that it made a sound, a trail of her juices stretching from her channel to the crown of my cock.

“Daddy?” When I glanced up from the valley between her thighs, Bailey was watching me over her shoulder. Her fingers kept right on pumping between McKenna’s legs, keeping ‘2B’ right on the brink without giving her the release she was wordlessly begging for. “Daddy, wait a second.”

I stopped. Of course I did. The tip of my cock pressed against her opening like a battering ram about to break a siege.

“I get to be loud?” she whispered. Like she was double-checking her Christmas presents actually belonged to her. “You promise, Daddy? Nobody’s home?” She nibbled her bottom lip. “Mommy won’t find out?”

Oh Jesus. Oh fuck yes.

“Scream for me, babygirl,” I commanded.

Then I buried myself inside of her with one hard, smooth stroke.

And Bailey screamed.

That part wasn’t a performance. It wasn’t one of those porn screams, either. It was the sound of release, of joy, of finally being able to safely shout to the world how much she loved her Daddy without anyone judging her for it. It was the cry of a girl running across a field sobbing and shaking to hug the soldier she’d thought was dead, that had come back to her at long last.

Of course, Bailey was sobbing and shaking for very different reasons.

Every gasp she’d smothered atop Debbie’s bed or in my bedroom in the middle of the night came tearing out of her in one grateful, ragged cry. One that I’m sure they heard on the rest of the floor even through those foot-thick walls.

“THANK you, Daddy!” Bailey sobbed, impaling herself on me with every thrust. “Thank you thank you thank you, I can—ohmyGOD—McKenna, he’s fucking me, Daddy’s fucking me so fucking hard—!”

“I can see that,” McKenna said weakly. The blindfold had fallen completely from her face; her hips arched upwards in time with Bailey’s fingers. “M-my reactor is critical. I’m going to overload—fuck it!” She grabbed Bailey’s head and shoved it between her legs, grinding her soaking wet pussy against the blonde’s face. “I’m gonna cum! I’m fucking cumming…!”

A moment later, McKenna proved it. Every muscle in her body tensed up as she hit the peak and sailed right over, her thighs tightening against Bailey’s head. The scream she let out as her back arched and her hips flew from the bed was no less triumphant than my babygirl’s, and dissolved into a flood of babbling that I was half-sure translated into a marriage proposal of her own. She watched me through the whole orgasm, her mouth hanging open as I fucked Bailey faster and deeper from behind, the blonde’s body trembling with pleasure every time I bottomed out inside of her hard enough for my balls to slap against the backs of her thighs.

“Oh my gawd,” McKenna groaned. “That was totally worth getting dressed up for.”

“We’re just getting started,” I grunted. Now that Bailey wasn’t occupied, I grabbed a fistful of her blonde hair and pulled her to me. Her body fit against mine like it was meant to be there—like she was my soul mate, and not the woman I’d been married to for twenty-one years. “Get louder, babygirl. Let it all out. I want to feel you come around this cock.”

The moment I picked up the pace, Bailey shattered against me. “Oh my God,” she gasped, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Oh my god, ohmygod ohmyGOD—“

I could never get tired of the way Bailey’s inner muscles clenched around me when I pushed my babygirl over the edge. Bailey came loud, shrieking in the exact way she’d been repressing during every furtive hookup and late-night rendezvous since our first trip to the Armada. By the time she started to come down from her peak, slumping boneless into my arms and sobbing, I swore I could hear her voice echoing off the walls. A flood of juice coated my cock, dripping from her like a freshly-opened peach as I buried myself deep and ground my thumb against her clit, torturing out every drop of pleasure.

I pulled out of her, still as hard as girder. Both girls had had one orgasm; I hadn’t hit the peak a single time yet.

It was time to change that.

“End of the bed,” I groaned, sliding off the mattress and bracing my feet on the carpet. “Both of you. Side by side. Right now.”

They shimmied down right next to each other, their asses hanging a half-inch over the foot of the mattress. Both of them were a sloppy mess beneath the waist: Bailey was bare, while the fabric at the bottom of McKenna’s bodysuit had torn at some point and was holding on for dear life.

Fuck it. I grabbed it and snapped it in two, exposing her tight cunt and opening it up for me.

With a grunt, I buried myself hilt-deep inside of McKenna. She wailed with bliss, trying and failing to call out status reports in an android voice that dissolved into gibberish every time the head of my dick hit her g-spot and rang it like a bell. A half-dozen thrusts and I pulled out of her, grabbed Bailey’s hips and thrust home.

Back and forth. A half-dozen of one, then a half-dozen of the other.

Both of their pussies were tight, wet, and perfect. Orgasm had left both of them dripping—the room filled with wet squelching sounds every time I bottomed out inside of one of them, leaving the other to writhe with frustration.

It was fun to watch them get progressively more upset each time they were denied the cock stretching out their insides.

“This unit… requires a deposit,” McKenna managed, her second orgasm of the night still visible in the flush on her cheeks. “My fuel is low, Master! Please, please pump me full!”

That didn’t even make any sense, but it was hot, so I wasn’t going to argue. Bailey was staring up at me, not with jealousy, but the desire to watch me unload inside of her best friend burning in her eyes. I grabbed McKenna and pulled her harder off the bed, leaving her low body hanging in mid-air so that I supported the bulk of her weight.

Then I thrust harder, deeper, hitting a rhythm so primal I didn’t need to be told what it was.

“Fuck!” The last of McKenna’s composure shattered. “Oh fuck yes, pump me full! Shit, I’m gonna cum again, I’m gonna cum all over that big dick while you shoot that load inside of me…!”

My roar mingled with McKenna’s cries and Bailey’s gasps. I could only imagine what a bystander passing by the room would think if they heard it: I just knew they’d probably be so rock-hard or soaking wet they couldn’t think straight.

The pleasure hit the point of no return, then past it, and what happened next was inevitable. One more hard thrust and the world exploded, fireworks bursting behind my eyes as my cock jerked and erupted deep inside of McKenna’s tight college pussy.

“Oh fuck!” McKenna gasped, sounding honestly shocked. “Holy shit, there’s so much. Ohmigawd it’s so fucking warm…”

McKenna’s head lolled on her shoulders, the blindfold falling completely off her face as she slumped against the mattress. Her cries of bliss turned into a low, throaty moan, like she’d just slipped into a hot bath at the end of a long day. I kept on shooting, my hips grinding against hers as the primal urge to get myself as deep inside of her as I could took over. I didn’t stop until the walls of her cunt were painted white.

Then I pulled out, pushing her ass back onto the mattress, and gestured at Bailey. “Clean it.”

She did. Her mouth working me at the end of the bed turned into her mouth working me at the window overlooking the street, close enough that we could see people coming in and out of the restaurant on the other side of the thoroughfare.

I grabbed a chair and pulled her into my lap. She wrapped her legs around me tight, bouncing up and down as she thrust her perky tits into my face. I buried myself in them, licking and sucking, then pulled back and grinned.

“Look down there,” I growled, fucking her harder. “Anyone down there could look up and see what a filthy little slut you are for me, babygirl. They might not be able to see your face, but they’d know what you are all the same—”

Oh fuck.

Bailey slammed herself down on me, going off like a hand grenade in my arms. She stared down at the street below then into my eyes, grinning from ear-to-ear like she’d lost her mind—and never wanted to find it again.

When Bailey’s crazy came out, it came out hard.

“They should,” Bailey panted, leaning over and pressing her hot cheek against the cold glass as my cock pumped in and out of her like a piston. “They should all see what you’re doing! I don’t care, Daddy—I’m so fucking sick of hiding it—I want to to buy a fucking billboard—!”

“I know, babygirl,” I grunted, my hips ratcheting upward. “Me too.”

Bailey’s voice cracked, and suddenly she was back on Debbie’s bed, all her hidden emotions pouring out. “You’re mine,” she whimpered, sobbing as she brought her hips down with everything she had. “You’re mine, Daddy! She got you first, but I get you last! I love you so fucking much and I… I…”

“I’m gonna cum,” I growled, the pleasure going blinding.

Bailey didn’t need to say it. We both felt it.

Another thrust and I went off like a bottle rocket inside her. Bailey held me tight as I came, her lips locked to mine and her desperate gasps saying more than any long-winded declaration of love ever could.

This woman was mine. She wanted to be my last. My everything.

“Bailey,” a voice said from behind us both. “Wow, girl.”

Bailey pressed her forehead against mine, her eyes shut tight. “Kenna…”

“I’m not judging,” she said from the bed. “I’m impressed. Tom was fucking me. Fucking me well, by the way. But you two…” She flashed a lopsided grin. “For a second there, the two of you were making love.”

“I do love him,” Bailey said. “I know I’m doing the thing, McKenna. I don’t care.” Her gaze shifted from her bestie to me. “Mine. Always. Say it back, Daddy. It’s the only thing I’ll ever ask you for.” She glanced down at the carpet, suddenly bashful. “Then I’ll be the best girl for the rest of the night—”

I was already kissing her. “Mine,” I growled against her ear. “Always.”

She sagged into my embrace like a puppet with its strings cut, wearing a smile like she’d just had her deepest wish granted.

Which was when McKenna sat up, pulled the crooked wig off entirely, and said in a voice that was one hundred percent her and zero percent android:

“I hope you’re not done, Mr. C. I haven’t gotten my prize yet.”

From the face Bailey made, I could tell this was something McKenna had been talking about in the ramp-up to this evening. She pulled off me slowly, her lips nibbling at my neck. “He’s still hard,” she told her best friend.

“He’s gonna be even harder in a second,” McKenna snorted.

Before I could ask her what she meant by that, she rolled to the side and reached under the hotel bed. Underneath was a duffle bag, a change of clothes peeking out from inside, but clothes weren’t what McKenna was looking for.

She pulled out a small, unopened bottle that took my oversexed brain a full beat to identify.

Lubricant.

But both girls were already soaked?

“McKenna?” I asked.

“Bailey got to you first,” the gamer girl snickered, the submissive sex robot gone along with most of her costume. This wasn’t a performance any longer—this was her, saying exactly what she wanted. “She tracked you on Sweetheart like a DILF-seeking missile. And that’s cool. The two of you make the cutest couple I’ve ever seen, and Bailey deserves that happiness.” She grinned. “But I get a first. And I’m pretty sure it’s a first for you, too.”

I knew what she was suggesting. The bottle made it pretty much unmistakable.

“McKenna,” I said thickly. “Tonight is already a first. The two of you at the same time, that’s been… words can’t even describe…”

“I’m not talking about a threesome,” McKenna chuckled.

“McKenna, I’ve never—"

“Oh, I know.” The coed's grin went absolutely feral. “Twenty-one years with the fucking ice queen? Tom, I’d bet my entire Steam library on that. That’s the point. The only thing Debbie ever put up her ass was the stick she had lodged in there.” She laughed. "Bailey got the first time you fucked a girl half your age while someone called you Daddy in bed. We both got the threesome.” She pressed the bottle into my palm and closed my fingers around it. “I get to be the first time you do something you’ve never even allowed yourself to want.”

Jesus.

I looked at the bottle. Then at her.

“You’ve…?” It was as close as I dared get to the question.

“Plenty of times,” she said. “Not with a guy—you’d be my first, not trying to give you a big ego about it—but I’ve done stuff. With my fingers, and… other things.”

“She has a collection of other things,” Bailey added.

“I love it,” McKenna insisted, shaking out her hair. “Genuinely, and not in that ‘I’ll push through it for you’ way girls pretend when they want to get a guy’s motor running. Promise.”

I stared at her in disbelief.

“Oh my God, look at his face.” McKenna crossed one leg over the other and pouted in Bailey’s direction. “He doesn’t believe you’re not the only freak living under his roof, Bailes.”

“He wouldn’t,” my babygirl whispered. She’d curled up against the headboard to watch, a pillow hugged between her legs and beneath her breasts, her face flushed and eyes shining with afterglow. “Debbie made him think anything other than missionary with the lights off was a favor.”

Ouch. That landed harder than either of them had probably intended.

Because it was true, wasn’t it?

Twenty-one years of sex as currency, with the price always a little too high for me to afford. Twenty-one years of believing the list of activities a woman enjoyed in bed was short enough to fit on a business card. And that wanting anything not on that list made me the pervert I’d always been afraid I was before matching with my babygirl.

It took one night at the Armada for Bailey to torch that belief.

And here was McKenna at the second, volunteering with the world’s most ‘come and take it’ grin to help me burn the rest.

I must have been lost inside those thoughts, because the next thing I knew McKenna was leaning forward, her hand on my shoulder.

“Hey. I’m being real with you right now.” She was—both the cosplay show and the brattiness were nowhere to be seen. “I know I do the competitive thing, and the whole ‘fuck me in the ass’ thing is part of it. But I want this. Me. Because I want to remember for the rest of my life that it was you who I gave it to for the first time.” She nibbled her bottom lip, looking almost nervous. “Say yes. Don’t think about it. It’s going to blow your fucking mind."

I nodded. “Yes.”

McKenna beamed. “Glory to humanity,” she whispered.

I didn’t even hear myself make the decision. I was already popping open the bottle.

McKenna winked, then turned around on her hands and knees. “I’m ready, Mr. C. I’ve been ready since the moment I found out you’d finally gone all the way with Bailey.”

Prepping McKenna felt like watching someone else. I slid one finger inside of her tightest, most forbidden opening, then two, confirming that yes, she did like this and wasn’t just faking. By the time I’d gotten myself slick and pointed the crown of my cock at her pucker, both of McKenna’s legs were shaking.

“Fuck her, Daddy,” Bailey whispered. She’d left the bed and was standing next to me, chin on my shoulder, watching her best friend with the kind of fascination that told me she was going to be trying this for herself in the not-too-distant future. “Every time she’s used one of those toys, she was getting herself ready for you. She didn’t even realize she was teaching her sweet little ass how to properly take your cock…”

Fuck. Two orgasms tonight and I was still going to explode before we even got this thing started. I tried to think about spreadsheets.

Then I pushed into McKenna’s backdoor, one glorious inch at a time, and the spreadsheet caught fire and burned to ash.

McKenna groaned. I groaned.

“Oh.” The word escaped my lips like a different throat had shaped it. “Oh my God.”

Nothing had prepared me for this. Certainly not Debbie, and not even the way Bailey had exploded my sexual world in the last few weeks. The crown of my cock disappeared, then an inch of the shaft, McKenna arching her back and her eyes rolling into her head and groans of honest-to-God pleasure spilling from her as she welcomed me inside her.

The tightness was one part of it. Her inner walls gripped me so snugly it was a literal struggle to bottom out inside of her, until it was hard to tell where I ended and she began. But I’d expected that.

What blew my mind was the intimacy of it. The way this girl—bratty, snarky, competitive in the extreme—took me in the most forbidden part of her anatomy, and did it with trembling legs and gorgeous little whimpers and a level of trust that someone like Debbie would have never extended to me.

McKenna was right. It did blow my fucking mind.

“You alright?” I asked. The word babygirl almost spilled from my lips, but that was Bailey’s thing—I’d have to think of something different for McKenna. “Are you—?”

“Okay?” McKenna laughed, groaning against the pillow as another inch of me stretched her backdoor. “Yes, as long as that’s the only time you ask that question. Fucking trust that I love this, Tom.”

She pushed against me, hard, and the sound she made—

I nearly came on the spot.

Another thrust, and then I looked down to see myself buried inside of McKenna’s ass. The second I was all the way in she moaned like she’d just had an orgasm, the sound exuberant and filthy and somehow greedy. She’d gotten her first, and so had I, and both of us loved it so much we hardly knew what to do with it.

I figured it out pretty quickly, though.

I moved slowly at first, then faster and with more confidence. One hand gripped her shoulder, both keeping her positioned and reassuring her, and as both of us started to move in sync McKenna came apart beneath me in a way I’d never seen a woman come apart before. Not even Bailey.

The trash talk fell away. Hell, words fell away. This wasn’t a brat, or a gamer, or a girl dressed like the world’s sexiest video-game character—as I took her from behind, thrusting deep into her rear, all that was left of McKenna was a brilliant college girl clutching the sheets, auburn hair stuck to her face, letting out ragged gasps of bliss as she impaled herself back on me over and over and over again.

“She loves it,” I murmured, giving her ass a slap. “Fuck, you really do love this, don’t you, McKenna?”

“I fucking told you,” she groaned. She could’ve given me shit since that was technically me asking if she was okay, but she was having too much fun. “Oh my God, do it harder. I don’t want it to be sweet, Tom! You’re fucking me in the ass, be a fucking Dom about it already—”

That was a little bit of the brat. When I felt it rearing up, I grabbed a handful of McKenna’s hair and tugged. She cried out in mingled pain and pleasure as my hand came down on her other ass cheek, delivering a stinging slap.

“Shut the fuck up,” I growled, chuckling the way I knew she wanted me to. “Shut up and take it, you gorgeous little slut. Take that cock up your ass like a good girl.”

“Oh fuck!” McKenna buried her face in the pillow, her breasts heaving as she shuddered. “Yes, fuck me, fucking use me—!”

I did. Thrust by thrust, everything I thought I knew about what women could want in the bedroom was blown apart and rewritten by a gorgeous, auburn-haired college student. The world blurred, Bailey whimpering as she clung to me and watched her best friend get fucked.

I felt like a man snapping out of a trance as McKenna’s voice shot up an octave. “Oh fuck, I’m gonna cum,” she groaned, her pussy quivering and spasming and clenching around the nothingness as I sent shocks through her back walls from the other side. “Shit, I’m cumming, I’m fucking cumming—!”

I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t felt her unravel. McKenna came apart beneath me, shattering in a beautiful scream of bliss as the force of having her guts rearranged sent her into an absolutely filthy climax. Her asshole gripped me like a fist, clenching in ways I’d never felt before as she arched her back and howled and left a glistening stain where her pussy ground against the comforter in the throes of passion.

That did it. The feel of her around me, the sound of her ragged bliss, the way Bailey’s hands massaged my shoulders while she whimpered in my ear—give it to her, Daddy, she earned it, fill her up, please cum inside her—all of it combined to send me into the hardest, most unrestrained orgasm of my life.

I buried myself deeper than deep as the dam inside of me crumbled. I emptied everything I had inside of McKenna’s perfect, greedy ass while the two of us made the kind of noises that were explicitly the reason the Armada’s engineers had built those thick fucking walls.

We collapsed in a heap as I came down from the peak. Bailey curled up next to me in the blankets; a few moments later, McKenna rose from the foot of the bed, looking wrecked and more beautiful than I’d ever seen her. I hadn’t noticed her makeup before—it had been covered up by that blindfold—but her mascara ran down her cheeks in messy smears, making her look like she’d been rode hard and put away wet.

She stood at the foot of the bed, grinning, her arms crossed beneath her breasts in what was unmistakably a victory pose.

“Say it,” she insisted.

Huh?

It wasn’t directed at me. Bailey’s fingers gently raked my chest as she relaxed against me, peering at her best friend through narrowed lids.

“Say it,” McKenna repeated.

Bailey sighed and rolled her eyes. “You win,” she said, sounding irritated and pleased at the same time. “You’re the dirtiest girl in the house.”

McKenna pumped a fist. “Fuck yes,” she said, grinning from ear-to-ear.

Then she shimmied beneath the covers and gave us both a long, loving hug.


Chapter Ten


The next morning, funnily enough, I did not wake up alone.

My eyes cracked partway open to find a warm bed and a pretty blonde coed lying next to me. The curtain was still where we'd left it the night before, hanging partway open where I’d pulled it to the side while I had sex with Bailey, a sliver of light cutting through the otherwise dark room. The silhouette of McKenna’s 2B wig lay on the carpet by the bathroom door, the hairband a few feet away. Bailey lay beneath the covers, naked save for the slender white ribbon around her throat.

What a night, I thought with a smile. Wonder where McKenna got to. Bathroom, probably. Dollars to donuts her slipping out of bed was what woke me up.

The last time I’d opened my eyes to find the ceiling of an Armada hotel room above my head, I’d been certain my life was over. I’d been alone then—alone and spiraling, certain that Bailey had abandoned me after our one-night-stand from the shame of hooking up with her best friend’s father. Certain that at best, we were going to pretend it never happened and be moderately awkward around each other for the rest of our lives.

I looked at Bailey, asleep with her head resting on my shoulder. So much for awkward…

Today, I was at peace. No internal audit ran through my head, convincing me I’d fucked up: the only thing my mind was cataloguing were all the tiny aches and pains my middle-aged body accrued the previous night during our escapades. One of my calves ached from propping myself up on one foot next to the bed for so long, and there was a twinge in my back that hadn’t been there before. All in all, a small price to pay for the best sex of my life—but a reminder that I wasn’t Bailey or McKenna’s age any longer.

I lay there in the darkness for a minute, savoring the warmth. I’d always loved weekends at the Cottrell residence: those mornings when you didn’t have to wake up early and go to work, where you could make the rise back into the waking world as slow and sleepy as you wanted. A glance at my battered Mickey Mouse watch showed we still had plenty of time until checkout. With Bailey next to me, I could do this all morning.

I could do this for the rest of my life, I mentally corrected.

I waited for the calm, rational Tom to come rushing in. To remind me that there was no universe in which this girl could ever become Bailey Cottrell, Tom’s second wife. I’d told myself I wanted it last night, but I’d half-expected it to be one of those crazy night-time ideas that evaporate upon first contact with the cold, clear light of day. A product of adrenaline and hormones.

I glanced at the morning light.

The want didn’t fade.

It was still there, lodged in my chest, even stronger watching the way Bailey curled up against me and nuzzled my side and made cute, half-asleep noises about not being ready to get up yet. All the obstacles were still there: Savannah, Debbie, what everyone in my career and my life would think about this relationship. Even Mark would balk.

I knew why it was a terrible idea.

But that didn’t stop me from wanting it.

This girl’s not Debbie, I thought, holding Bailey closer. She spent last night sharing me with a girl dressed like a video-game robot and nearly came all over my thigh the first time I finished inside of her. My second marriage would be nothing like my first.

“I fucking love you,” I muttered, my hand gripping the small of Bailey’s back. “Babygirl…”

The door lock beeped.

I tensed up, the motion startling Bailey awake as the door opened. The smell of coffee entered the room, rich and strong, followed closely by a female figure. McKenna.

“Morning,” the coed murmured, flipping on a desk lamp instead of the overhead lights. That commitment to letting us wake up slow I definitely appreciated. “God, you two are conked out like you spent half the night fucking or something…”

I did a double take.

McKenna was dressed for the day: leggings and a hoodie, her hair pulled back into a ponytail, a pair of sunglasses pushed up on her forehead. Perfectly normal college girl attire.

All except for the boots.

The cosplay boots. The sex robot boots. The glossy boots with the six-inch heels that went all the way up her thighs. She was wearing them, over her leggings, in broad daylight. Had worn them to go down and get coffee and the bag full of whatever breakfast food she’d bought before Bailey and I woke up.

“Don’t worry,” she snickered, closing the door with one stiletto and holding up the drink tray and a paper bag in triumph. “I didn’t cause a commotion. I’m far from the first girl to do a walk of shame to the cafe next to the Armada at seven-thirty in the morning.” She paused, fixing me with a grin, and for a second her stance shifted. “My legs are back to maximum efficiency, Master.”

“Is that coffee?” Bailey asked, rubbing her eyes.

McKenna grinned. “And bagels. Blueberry for Bailes, everything with the smoked salmon and the cream cheese for Mr. C.” Her teeth nibbled her bottom lip. “I know what you both like.”

“After last night, I’d say that’s a certainty,” I told her.

McKenna laughed as she set the bounty on the hotel room’s desk and started taking out wrapped parcels. “Bailey told me she made you coffee in your dress shirt last time. I figured I could top her by getting food, too.” A smirk as she looked us over. “Neither of you ran. So I guess we all enjoyed what happened last night?”

“Absolutely,” Bailey said without hesitation. “Thanks, McKenna. I’m starving.”

McKenna tossed Bailey her bagel, wrapped, then handed both of us coffee. “Enough to do it again?” she asked, with just a touch of uncertainty. “That one’s for Tom, by the way.”

I didn’t answer with words. Instead, as she handed me the to-go coffee, I pulled the coed to me and kissed her, hard and deep. McKenna was flushed and gasping by the time we parted.

“I guess that’ll work for an answer,” she chuckled. “Let me get you your bagel. I grabbed myself something, too—I’m probably even more ravenous than Bailey.”

I watched her as she did it. “I’m still processing the fact that you walked a block downtown in thigh-high combat boots,” I said.

McKenna flexed a leg. “Honestly? They’re comfortable as hell. I get why 2B fights in them.” She paused, a mischievous look flickering across her face. “That cosplay’s going to stay Tom-only, though,” she murmured. “My followers would kill for this kind of content—which is exactly why they’re never seeing it.”

“Your followers have seen you dressed up before,” Bailey said around a mouthful of bagel.

McKenna snickered. “Not like last night. My followers have seen me with a wig on and a controller in my hand. I’d never done anything that complicated before.” She paused. “It literally wouldn’t have come together without you, Bailey. You were a freaking life-saver.”

Pieces clicked together in my head—something I’d made a note of last night. “Followers?”

McKenna managed not to blush. “I have a gaming channel,” she admitted, handing me my bagel and going back into the bag for hers. “It’s on Twitch, which is—”

“I know what Twitch is,” I said with a chuckle.

“It’s not big, but it’s… let’s say it’s devoted,” McKenna said. “I have a dashboard and a very-inactive Discord server, and it brings in a little extra money. More when I do cosplay.”

“The wigs,” I said.

McKenna grinned. “They’re always asking for more,” she said, striking a little pose against the desk. “How’s it feel knowing that every one of my subscribers would have killed to see me in that 2B outfit, and I did it for you and none of them are ever going to see it?”

I met her eye. “How’s it make you feel?”

She hadn’t expected that. Her smile went wider and slightly manic.

She thought about it for a second. “Special,” she said, her tone almost loving.

I nodded. “That’s how you make me feel, too,” I confirmed.

Now McKenna did blush.

“Sheesh,” she said, taking her food out of the bag. “Is this how he talks to you all the time, Bailey?”

“Almost always,” the blonde said, both hands wrapped around her coffee. The top was off, the liquid within so pale it surprised me. Bailey always did like a little coffee with her sugar and cream. “You heard the other way he talks to me last night.”

“Both of you need to eat,” I said gruffly. “Bailey, stop giving her ammo. McKenna, sit.”

Both girls froze, spots of color appearing on their cheeks. It took me a second to realize why.

I’d just slipped into the same tone of voice I’d used last night. The one Bailey claimed she’d been waiting to hear her entire adult life.

McKenna climbed onto the bed and unwrapped her bagel. Bailey took a small sip of her coffee and beamed. “Yes, Daddy.”

Conversation stilled after that as we all tucked into our breakfast. I was halfway through my salmon bagel, the coffee barely an inch deep in my cup, when I noticed something strange.

All of this felt normal.

Yes, a forty-three-year-old man having breakfast in bed with two coeds the morning after banging both of them like a drum wasn’t exactly society’s idea of a normal situation. If Debbie knew what was happening right now, she’d probably have to be sedated.

But there was no awkwardness. No performances. Just three people who liked each other a hell of a lot eating bagels and sipping coffee in the bed they’d done their best last night to try and break. Two who were snuggled a little closer than the other—and a third on the periphery, who even through her mask of snark was clearly yearning to be brought in just as closely.

“Okay,” McKenna said, brushing sesame seeds off her leggings. “So, I know I’m probably belaboring the point, but… we’re all cool, right?”

It was a little funny to see her this way. McKenna was the one who’d been so gung ho about setting this threesome up—and now she was the one who needed the most validation and reassurance. I would’ve expected it to be my babygirl. Or me.

“We’re very cool,” Bailey said over her coffee. “Last night rocked.”

“Ten out of ten,” McKenna agreed. “A masterpiece, total return-to-form for Tom, no notes.” She grinned. “One ravaged piece of cosplay that I’ll have to replace, but that’s more than worth it.”

“You seem worried,” I said. “Are you okay?”

McKenna nodded. “Totally. It’s just… this place is different, you know? Right now, we can be exactly what we are, without hiding it or apologizing. But once we get back home…”

“Savannah,” I said.

“And Debbie,” Bailey chimed in. “And, just… all of it.”

McKenna nodded. “It’s chaotic enough with you and Bailey sneaking around,” she explained. “And look—I’m not trying to be what Bailey is. I want to be really clear about that, because I feel like every piece of media in the last ten years portraying a situation like this has the other girl get obsessed or weird, and that’s totally not my thing. Bailey’s the endgame. Anybody with eyes can see that.”

“I don’t have a problem with you and Tom,” Bailey said, the ribbon around her throat flexing as she sipped her coffee. “I’m sure we can work something out. It’s a big house.”

“The thing is, I’d sooner chew my own arm off than get between you two.” She shrugged, the deflection and the snark creeping back in at the edges. “I just want in on the fun parts, okay? More stuff like this. Hotel rooms. Getaways.” She grinned wickedly. “Maybe the next time Tom goes on a business trip, we can stow away with him and be ready to give him stress relief whenever he wants.”

Good Lord.

“McKenna,” Bailey said quietly. “You don’t have to pretend that you don’t want this.”

“Oh, I want this,” she said, laughing. “I want as many nights like last night as I can get. I just…”

She trailed off, staring out the window. Thinking.

McKenna could deny it all she wanted. She could say the word ‘casual’ until her face was as blue as the button-down that now belonged to Bailey, she could insist that she saw Bailey and I as the real couple and anything else as just extracurricular fun.

But I saw that look in her eyes.

And I knew that underneath the jokes and the competitiveness and the carefully constructed too-cool-to-care persona was a girl who wanted me to hold onto her and never let her go. Who wanted to be part of my life every bit as desperately as Bailey did.

My babygirl didn’t love me more than McKenna. She was just more honest about it.

McKenna cleared her throat. “So what is your endgame?” she asked, too coy by half. “Are you two gonna get married or what?”

Bailey froze, the coffee halfway to her lips. Her free hand went to the ribbon around her throat, and her eyes were filled with so much naked longing that my heart jumped into my throat.

“McKenna,” I said sternly. “We have talked about this—”

“Yeah, but that was before last night,” the auburn-haired coed countered without missing a beat. “Before I saw the way my best friend worships you. Before I saw the way you worship each other.” She let out a laugh. “Honestly, if you two don’t end up hitched, there’s no hope for romance left in this world.”

“Last night did not change any of the reasons that cannot happen,” I said, hating every word.

Because deep down, I didn’t believe that. Or I did, but I wanted desperately to find a way around those obstacles. Arguing with McKenna about this felt wrong in a way our earlier conversation hadn’t, and it was all because of the revelation I’d had last night.

“We can help you,” McKenna insisted. “We’re a team, Mr. C. We can talk to Savannah—”

“No,” I snapped. “She can never know about any of this.”

“You’re both so tired of hiding this,” McKenna said, undaunted. “Bailey wants to buy a billboard. I just want to have a conversation—”

“You think I haven’t thought about this!? That I don’t want it?”

The anger in my voice caught McKenna off guard. Her mouth snapped shut.

I sighed, looking from one girl to the other. Neither of them understood—not the way that I did. “Savannah’s life exploded nine months ago,” I said. “Her mother detonated this family, and the one thing—the only thing—that has stayed constant in her life is me. Her boring, dependable dad.” I swallowed hard. “If she finds out that I’m in a relationship with the person she’s called her best friend since the sixth grade, all that goes out the window. I don’t get to stay the good guy after that. Debbie… Debbie already betrayed her. If I do it too, then what the hell does she have left?”

McKenna licked her lips. Next to me, Bailey had gone very quiet and very still.

“I’m not getting married again,” I said, wishing like hell I was saying anything else. “None of this gets to be out in the open. We keep it behind locked doors and enjoy it in hotel rooms with soundproof walls, and we leave separately and get our stories straight ahead of time for when people ask questions. That’s the deal. I’m sorry that’s the deal, but it’s the only one that’s on the table.”

I hated it. I hated it so much.

I sounded like the old Tom. The one who’d spent twenty-one years talking himself out of wanting things and was now planning to spend the rest of his life sneaking around his own house like a fucking thief. The truth was obvious, so plain it ought to have been written on my face—I wanted this woman. I wanted to put a ring on Bailey’s finger, to spend every morning waking up beside her without a cover story. I wanted to flirt with her across a dinner table without checking to make sure we weren’t in anyone’s line of sight, first.

And, the more I thought about it, the more I wanted McKenna to be part of that.

I have almost everything a man could want, I thought, looking around the room where I’d just had the best night of my life. Almost.

Almost would have been a miracle to the Tom Cottrell who’d been married to Debbie.

This Tom took one look at it and tried to figure out how he could get what really mattered.

“Okay,” McKenna said at last, subdued. “Yeah, no, you’re right. I know you’re right, I just—” She threw up a hand, frowning deeply. “Sorry, Bailes.”

“It’s fine,” Bailey whispered.

I turned. Bailey was staring intensely out into the middle distance, her brow furrowed in thought. She didn’t look like she was about to tell me I was right. She looked, in point of fact, like she’d been reading my thoughts even as a bunch of traitorous words spilled from my lips.

“I know it’s crazy, Daddy,” she said, a mad little giggle spilling into her coffee. “I know that we haven’t been together for nearly enough time to even consider something like that, even though I feel like I’m so ready for it. I’m not going to pressure you into it, and I would never do anything to hurt your relationship with Savannah.” She looked up at me. “But can I say something? Something that I would’ve been way too scared to say like three weeks ago?”

Her words melted my heart. “You say whatever you need to say, babygirl.”

Bailey nodded. “You said you’re afraid of betraying Savannah by doing something she might not agree with,” she said, squaring her courage. “But if that’s your metric, then you betrayed her the second you saw me standing in the hallway outside of your hotel room and didn’t shut the door in my face. The second you did what you wanted instead of what you’re supposed to.” Tears beaded in the corners of her eyes. “And Daddy, you did not betray anyone that night. Least of all Savannah.”

“Babygirl—”

“The old Tom wouldn’t have stood up for me at the dinner table,” she said, cutting me off. “The old Tom wouldn’t have told Savannah what you did about her being Debbie’s maid of honor—both of us know you would’ve fallen all over yourself assuring her it was alright, making your own needs small and hating yourself for it the whole time. The old you would’ve watched her walk down the aisle in support of Debbie’s new marriage pretending it was okay, then gone home and cried into your pillow all night.” Her hands trembled around the coffee. “You’re becoming a different man. And I think Savannah needs that man to be her dad more than she needs the guy who was dependable. And boring. And harmless.”

I made a noise like I’d been punched in the gut.

Bailey’s cheeks flushed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that—”

“Babygirl, don’t apologize,” I said, my tone making it a command. “That’s the exact right word.”

It cut me to the quick. Because that’s exactly the mode I’d spent my whole marriage living inside of. Do no harm. Make no trouble. Always be convenient and available.

“I don’t need a ring,” Bailey finished, still blushing. “If you want to keep me your sweetheart secret, then I’ll gladly swear an oath of silence. Every day I get to spend with you is a gift, and that’s true whether anybody knows about it or not.” She paused, swallowing. “But I don’t think that’s what you want, Daddy. I think if you’re being honest with yourself, you want me to be your wife even more than I do.”

I stared at her in disbelief. How the hell did a girl half my age know me even better than I knew myself?

I want to marry this girl. I’m going to find a way to make it happen.

“Babygirl…”

Bailey let out a laugh. “Look at me, turning this morning all serious.”

“You fucked her so good she heard wedding bells,” McKenna said, trying to defuse the tension. “I’m sorry I brought it up. You’re both right—it’s way too early to even think of anything like that. I mean, why mess with a good thing?” She glanced from me to Bailey and back. “Can we be cool? Reload the checkpoint?”

It was the video game joke of all things that made me laugh. “You picked the wrong dialogue option?” I asked.

McKenna laughed, too. “Majorly. Bailey, how about we kiss and make up…”

The auburn-haired coed crawled across the bed and pressed her lips to Bailey’s. The last of the awkwardness dissolved as their mouths opened, my babygirl’s tongue sliding past her best friend’s teeth as a little whimper spilled from her throat. God damn I am a lucky man, I thought.

How could I possibly want more than this?

And yet I did. God help me, I did.

McKenna broke the kiss with a grin. “We’ve got an hour or two before checkout time, yeah?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows. “I’m just now realizing—I never got to fuck Tom in the boots…”

I liked that idea. And I had an even better one.

“Babygirl. Go take a shower.”

Bailey blinked. I could tell it was the last thing she expected. “What, Daddy?”

“Both of you need one, and I don’t want McKenna’s boots getting wet,” I said, already reaching for the coed. “Leave the door open—I want you listening. Not touching yourself, because Daddy didn’t give you permission.” I glanced over at her with a smirk. “Once I’m done with her, we’ll both join you—and McKenna can do to you what you did to her pussy last night.”

It was a command and a promise. Me forcing her to deny herself—and rewarding her for it in the near-future. Of course the girl who wanted to be my full-time submissive treated the suggestion like Christmas morning.

“Yes, Daddy,” she said, her eyes bright with lust. “Will you two be loud for me? I really want to hear it when you cum inside McKenna…”

“Something tells me that won’t be a problem, babygirl,” I grunted. “Now go.” McKenna was already peeling off her hoodie. “Be a good girl for me.”

Bailey hastened to obey.

When I came inside her best friend a few minutes later, Bailey heard it in stereo. McKenna had an orgasm a few thrusts later, sobbing and whimpering, then the three of us convened in the shower. The big bench on the side that I remembered from my last trip to the Armada made a perfect shelf for Bailey to lay on while McKenna knelt in front of her, burying her face in Bailey’s pussy while my babygirl wrapped her lips around my cock.

Afterwards, we got cleaned up and dressed. McKenna left first—back in her boots, sunglasses and hoodie, giving me a long goodbye kiss before heading downstairs and back to her car. Fifteen minutes later (to avoid anyone getting suspicious), Bailey did the same, the white ribbon back in her hair and—of course—my blue button-down as the surprise next-day outfit she’d packed in her overnight bag.

Another twenty minutes later, I grabbed my duffel back and took the elevator down to the first floor. The lobby was bright and busy, full of early check-ins and late check-outs. A steady stream of people trickled in and out of the cafe down the block, which made me think of the walk McKenna must have done earlier that morning. God bless that girl, I thought.

I walked up to the front desk and handed in my key. “Checking out,” I said, nodding to a desk clerk who was not the same person who’d been there last night. “Room thirty-one twenty-five…”

I trailed off.

Standing next to me, in front of the other clerk, was the girl from last night. From the bar.

Daylight suited her. The expensive dress was gone, replaced with a cardigan, and her raven-dark locks had been pulled into a loose ponytail. The little tattoo on her wrist peeked out from the hem of her sleeve as she brushed a stray lock behind her ear.

She glanced over and saw me. Our eyes met.

“Have a good night?” I asked.

She looked me up and down. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

“Clearly not as good as you did,” she purred.

The laugh came out reflexively, loud and genuine. “That obvious?”

“You look like a man who won the lottery and is trying not to tell anyone,” she said, taking a receipt from the clerk. She glanced down. “And you have a bit of a limp that wasn’t there last night.”

“Long conference,” I said, giving her a shit-eating grin. I didn’t normally banter with girls like this, with this many years between us, but after the night I’d had, maybe I ought to make it a habit. “Strained it in a team-building exercise.”

“Uh huh,” she said, laughing. “And is the whole team limping or just their manager?”

A warm feeling spread through my chest.

I’m hitting on this woman, I thought. And she likes it.

It had been a long time since I’d done something like this. Even with Miki, she’d come after me, not the other way around. Flirting in public was a skill I hadn’t had to exercise in a long time.

It made me want to push things further.

“The team is very satisfied,” I said. “I can give you a demonstration sometime if you’d like.”

I watched her purse her lips in thought. Interest danced behind her eyes.

I took a step closer. “Let me get your number,” I said, making it even more plain.

I didn’t even know how I planned to fit this girl into my calendar. Probably, I wouldn’t even follow up on this—God knew I had way too many plates to keep spinning as it was. But there was something inside of me that wanted to know I still could. That Tom Cottrell still had game.

She laughed, quick and low, like I’d surprised her. “Give me your receipt.”

I handed it to her. She grabbed a pen off the desk and scribbled a phone number across the top—no name, just the digits. “I don’t normally give my number to strangers, Mr…?”

“What’s it matter? You’ll be calling me something else by the end of the night.”

She actually gasped.

“And you didn’t give me your name,” I said, giving her another grin. “But that’s what team-building exercises are for.”

She shook her head in amazement. “You must have had an incredible night,” she guessed.

“I did. And it’s getting better all the time.”

She walked past me to the big double-doors, then turned around at the threshold.

“Drive safe,” she said, slipping on her sunglasses. “Tell your team I said congratulations.”

And then she was gone.

I didn’t know her name. She didn’t know mine. But I had her number.

Spent the morning banging two coeds, got a third’s digits on the way out the door, I thought, amazed. Jesus, Tom who are you?

I felt like I was ten feet tall as I made my way out of the lobby and through the parking lot. Once behind the wheel, I took a second, checking myself out in the rearview mirror. I was about to re-enter the real world, and I needed to look like boring Tom Cottrell, not the dom who’d commanded two girls half my age the previous night.

Halfway to work (I’d used my PTO in advance this time instead of calling out), my phone buzzed. I checked it at a red light, expecting Bailey or McKenna. It was Miki.

reservation’s set for friday, she’d written. pavilion, 7pm. wear whatever makes you feel dangerous, which for you is probably a slightly different tie.

“Dangerous,” I chuckled, glancing back at the road. Miki had no earthly idea how dangerous of a man I’d actually become.

The phone buzzed again. also, psa? i don’t ever do this. the number-on-the-receipt thing. you’re the first, so don’t make me regret my one (1) impulsive decision, company man.

She’d signed it with a sparkle emoji, like all the other texts.

The light turned green and I drove, a new feeling spreading through my chest. Because that was it, wasn’t it? Everyone else in my life was complicated: they wanted a ring, they wanted to be rescued, they needed to be protected or they wanted to blackmail someone I cared about. All this girl wanted from me was a date on Friday.

I held that in my head, right next to the conversation I’d had with Bailey and McKenna that morning. Two columns, both contradicting each other, neither budging an inch.

Miki was camouflage. The girl I stayed casual with to give me cover for Bailey. The plan.

But did I really want that camouflage?

And what happened to the plan when it started sending me texts that brightened my day?

I wasn’t sure. But maybe Friday would give me some clarity. I was looking forward to it.

In fact, among all of my many worries—Debbie, the whale, what would happen if Bailey’s father didn’t get out of jail and what might happen if he did—the date was one of the only things I wasn’t dreading.

Which meant I walked into it with my guard down, completely unaware of what was about to happen.


Chapter Eleven


I was early to my date at the Pavilion. Miki still beat me there anyway.

The restaurant sat on Atlantic Avenue, tucked between a brewery with a clever name and a steakhouse that looked at least three notches above a first-date’s budget. The sun had just started to dip over the horizon as I pulled into a parking spot near the entrance. There were surprisingly few cars for a Friday night, which I wasn’t sure whether to take as a sign of quality or not.

The name Pavilion hadn’t given me much of an idea what to expect. The internet search I’d done that afternoon came up similarly vague: Google simultaneously considered the place a breastaurant and an upscale gastropub. One look through the front convinced me it was neither.

It was actually a little bit of a dive. I felt overdressed as I stepped through the front door in my blazer—no tie, though, as I’d decided to be even more ‘dangerous’ than Miki joked about. The walls were dark wood and darker brick, with paper lanterns hung on strings across the ceiling. Half the chairs didn’t look like the other half. It didn’t exactly fill me with confidence.

That said, the place smelled amazing. I had to give them that.

I’d barely said three words to the girl at the front desk when I heard a voice call my name.

“Tom!”

I looked. Miki was already there. Of course she was there.

She’d taken over a cozy-looking corner booth near the kitchen, in the back of the restaurant where the atmosphere was quieter. I did a double take when I saw her. She’d traded the leggings and the mystery band tee for a classic little black dress, and the blue streak in her hair had either been freshly touched up or was catching the light coming from the paper lanterns in exactly the right way. The little star stud in her right ear sparkled when she turned her head, smiling at me.

She got dressed up, I thought with pride. Damn, she looks good.

“You’re early!” she said, looking delighted as I slid into the booth across from her.

“You’re even earlier,” I chuckled.

“It’s my booth,” she said with a smile, fanning her nails out across the table. They were glossy, the same black shade as her dress but with a deep red slash in the middle of each. I couldn’t help but notice the ones on her index and middle fingers were cut shorter than the others. “Booths are like trademarks. If you don’t defend them, they end up going to someone else.”

My brows rose. “Is that so?”

Miki gestured with her chin towards the front, where the girl at the front desk stood pretending to look busy while checking her phone. “The Kims own this place,” she said, leaning forward like she was telling me a secret. “That’s their daughter. Her and her Mom have been coming to Sakura for like a year and a half now. I give them a bit of a discount, they give me my preferred booth and extra beef in my bulgogi whenever I do my Tuesday takeouts.”

“You scratch their back, they scratch yours?”

“It’s loyalty,” Miki said. “The only investment that always pays dividends.”

I thought that over. “Agreed.”

She grinned. “Figured as much.”

I pulled one of the glossy menus out of the holder. Miki hadn’t touched hers—I figured a girl like her probably already had her go-to order down pat. Now that the two of us were sitting across from each other, I felt a surprising amount of nervousness.

Come on, Tom, you’ve got two coeds at your beck and call, I thought. Whatever happens with this girl, you’re going to be fine.

Sure. But there was still something about her. Something I wanted to get to know better.

“You know,” I chuckled, just making small talk, “when I searched this place up online, it felt almost like someone was trying to hide the fact that it exists.”

“The internet doesn’t know about this place,” Miki said. “We like it better that way.”

We?

“Made it hard to figure out in advance what kind of restaurant it is.” I turned my attention back to the menu. “I have no idea what I’m going to order…”

Miki flashed me a knowing smile.

“Actually,” she purred. “Before anything else happens, we have to deal with the test.”

The test?

It must have shown on my face. “I told you there’d be one,” she purred, sounding like this was the most fun she’d had in weeks. “Every first date is full of tests. Most people just pretend they’re not. I’m not like that.”

“You’re direct,” I said.

“I’d like to think I’m a bright, paved sidewalk in a world that’s too often filled with landmines,” she said, her smile telling me I wasn’t the first person she’d deployed that line on. “I tend to say what I mean and mean what I say. I don’t play games.” Her smile came back doubled, the energy infectious. “I hate that whole ‘I’m fine, you should know what’s wrong’ thing people do when they want to be passive-aggressive.”

I couldn’t help but agree. I’d seen enough of that behavior from Debbie.

“A test,” I said. “And if I fail, I’m guessing the date’s done?”

Miki was already shaking her head. “Not necessarily. But it’s data.”

“And if I pass?”

She shrugged, then shot me the kind of look that got men to turn themselves into baby daddies. “Then welcome to my island, Tom,” she whispered.

Okay. I liked this. “Lay it on me.”

She gestured at the menu. “Here’s the deal. I’ve been here plenty of times, this is your first. So you’ve basically got two choices. You can pick whatever you want off the menu that looks good. The respectable, safe option.”

The harmless option, I thought but didn’t say.

“Or,” she continued, her grin stretching almost as wide as McKenna’s, “you give me permission to order for the table. And you eat whatever shows up, no questions.” A giggle that turned into one of the cutest snorts I’d ever heard. “And I get to watch.”

I think I was starting to pick up what she was putting down. “And what are you planning to order for us?”

She lifted a perfectly manicured finger. “That’s a question.”

“I’m just doing my due diligence before agreeing to your terms.”

Her face lit up. “You really are a banking manager,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “Fine. I promise I’m not going to do the thing where I tell Mr. Kim to make the tteokbokki extra spicy so the white guy loses his cool. Everything will be chosen because I think you’ll like it, not because I’m trying to prank you.” She grinned. “I wasn’t gonna do that anyway—seeing how much spice you can take is more of a third-date thing—but now you know. Deal?”

That wouldn’t have worked on me anyway. I loved spicy food. And more than that… I liked the idea. In another woman—a woman like Debbie, certainly—it would’ve come off as controlling. But with Miki, it just felt like an extremely enthusiastic person who couldn’t wait to show off some of her favorite things. It was something about her energy. Her energy and her ability to plan.

Maybe the spreadsheet guy in me resonated with that on some level.

“In that case, I’d like to buy one ticket to your island,” I said, putting the menu away. “You may order for the table, Miki.”

She gave me a long, appraising look, her lips doing something that made me want to lean over impetuously and steal a kiss from them. Just when I thought of saying something to break the tension, she leaned over and delivered a rapid-fire burst of what sounded like Korean. I hadn’t even noticed our waitress standing a few feet away.

The waitress let out a laugh, then headed for the kitchen. I watched her go.

“What did you just order?” I asked, forgetting about the ‘no questions’ thing.

Miki clapped her hands together. “Everything,” she said serenely. “You pass, by the way.”

“That was the whole test? I thought you needed to watch me eat.”

“The second half of the test has been suspended,” she said, her eyes shining with mirth. “You scored well enough in the first half to make it redundant. I like that you negotiated.”

“I like that you’re a… bright, paved sidewalk,” I said, still a little amazed by that phrase. “So the fail state was insisting on ordering for myself?”

“Or doing the thing where you make yourself sound so indulgent by giving me the menu, then narrating your bravery through the whole meal.” She grinned, and there it was again—the laugh, followed by the dorky little snort at the end. I already liked that sound to a dangerous degree. It might have been my favorite one from any person I wasn’t currently sleeping with.

The thought hit me in the gut. Camouflage, I thought. You’re with Bailey.

But wasn’t this what Bailey wanted? Hadn’t she suggested the date in the first place?

The food came in waves. Appetizers first: dumplings and some kind of spicy soup that made me glad I’d decided against the tie. Miki ate like no one was watching, with a level of enjoyment both visual and aural that both shocked me and turned me on a little. She wasn’t dainty, this girl. Every few minutes I spent in her company made her feel more down-to-earth.

“So,” I said once the waitress had refilled our drinks. “How does a girl your age wind up managing an entire nail salon?”

Miki grinned like she’d been waiting for this. “I’d be happy to tell you all about it.”

And she was.

She talked about it and I interjected with comments and questions. A couple of things became clear to me very quickly: the first was that Miki clearly treated her business like it was her greatest passion in life, not just a job, and the second was that this girl was absolutely some flavor of neurodivergent. She could infodump like nobody’s business. She liked to get granular. I suspected the spreadsheets she maintained for Sakura were so detailed they’d have made Brenda jealous.

She’d taken over the business a little over three years ago, “freshly back in the States” as she put it, from a distant relative who could no longer handle the day-to-day operations. From the way she talked about it, she’d taken to it like a fish to water—hearing her reminded me of the way Mark sounded when he talked about closing sales quarters around the water cooler.

“I don’t sell nails,” she explained shortly after our entrees arrived. “That’s a sucker’s game. Acrylics are a commodity. Anybody can do acrylics—you can walk to any random mall kiosk and find a sixteen-year-old who’ll do your nails for half the price I charge. If I try to compete on cost, I’m dead.” She smiled. “That’s not the point. I sell an experience. I sell being known. Being seen.”

I thought of the way she’d been with Savannah and Bailey. Exchanging stories, giggling with them like a friend, complimenting them as she got their nails clean and pressed. She talked about it like an act; like it was a tactic to maximize sales. But I’d seen her operate. I knew how real it was.

“You sit in my chair a time or two and I know your kid’s name, your real hair color—you’ve probably even told me the last time you and your husband got down and dirty. Not you, obviously,” she said with a snort. “Most of my clients are women. I actually see very few men in my profession.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Nobody leaves a place where they’re known,” she said, like it was some axiom of business. “You sell someone nails, they maybe come back or they maybe don’t. You build a relationship—that’s what lasts. That’s what matters.” She took a bite of her tteokbokki, brimming with energy. “Loyalty. That’s what keeps the lights on. That’s the moat that keeps the creditors at bay.”

I blinked. “A moat.”

“It’s an island, it’s a castle,” she said, snorting. “I mix my metaphors sometimes.”

Sure. But I wasn’t entirely proud of how strongly I reacted to this speech, coming from a woman with a blue streak in her hair and an attitude that was cool without even trying to be. Twenty years in banking and no one at CreditCore had ever laid out the dynamics of a competitive market with such aplomb.

Or looked so good doing it.

“You’re ambitious,” I said.

She grinned. “Damn right I am. I have a lot of expectations to live up to.” She wiped her mouth with the corner of a napkin. “That face you’re making is adorable, by the way.”

“What face?”

“Like you can’t decide whether you want to hire me or become a silent partner in my business,” she said, savoring both her food and her words. “I’m not interested in the first, and I don’t think you could afford the second.”

I chuckled. “Tell me more.”

It was her own phrase, tossed back to her like a hacky sack. “How about you tell me more, Tom Cottrell? I’ve been talking about my ambitions. What are yours? What’s the five-year-plan look like for the company man?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “I… I’m not really sure,” I admitted.

Some girls might have been put off by that, especially at my age. Miki saw deeper.

“Tell me more,” she said, setting her glass to the side.

I hesitated. There was a story inside of me, only it was one that Miki would never believe. Or worse: she’d believe it and then realize the truth. I had to be careful here.

And yet, it almost all came rushing out, right then and there. Because there was something inherently trustworthy about this girl. Something that made me think it would be alright.

“Something… broke open this year,” I said slowly, feeling around the edges. “I’m sure Savannah told you about the divorce?”

“She did,” Miki said, nodding. “I’m sorry. I know you’re not supposed to take sides in these things, but it sounds like her loss.”

“The divorce was the start of it,” I said. “The first pebble going down the side of the mountain. The avalanche came later.” I paused, deciding how much to tell. “You said that thing about expectations. I spent two decades being a cardboard cutout, Miki. Living up to what everybody else thought of me and never taking a moment to ask myself what I wanted. I built this whole family, this whole life, and when it came crashing down… I had to become someone else.”

“Change can be good,” Miki ventured. “It can be fucking great, actually.”

“The guy who crawled out of the wreckage is… different,” I said. “He wants things, and he asks for things, and he doesn’t apologize for it. I keep wanting to feel guilty about that, and it keeps not happening. I’m starting to think it’s not going to.” I took a sip of my drink. “The truth is, I’m forty-three years old and I’ve only just met myself. I like him, Miki, don’t get me wrong. But I’m not really sure what that crazy fucker’s going to do next.”

She was grinning by the end of the speech. “You want to know why I gave you my number?”

Hmm? “Sure,” I said, interested.

“I told you that I don’t see very many men in my line of work,” she said, her head tilting slightly to the side. “The ones that do come in with their wives or girlfriends—or daughters, in your case—usually spend the whole visit on their phones. If I’m less lucky, they sit on the couch in the waiting area and and try to stare at my ass without getting caught.”

“To be fair, it’s a great ass.”

Miki snorted. “You weren’t like that. You had that magazine the whole time, but I could tell you weren’t reading a word of it. You were watching your daughter and her friend like they were the whole show. You were present, Tom Cottrell. And men who are present, good fathers, and self-reflective enough to actually worry if they’re going too far post-divorce instead of winging it?” She looked me up and down like I was a prize she’d just finished unwrapping. “That’s rare. I keep my eyes open for shit like that.”

Slowly, I nodded. “You really do know how to make someone feel seen.”

A grin split her face. “Plus,” she whispered, leaning forward, “you’re hot. Honestly, you’ve got a pretty great ass, yourself.”

I couldn’t help it—I laughed. I don’t think anyone had ever complimented my rear before.

The music playing in the background changed. What sounded like K-Pop was replaced with a shimmering guitar instrumental that shifted time signatures every few seconds. The second Miki heard it she lit up like a switchboard.

I thought I knew why. “This sounds like that band you sent me,” I said, wracking my brain for the name. “The math rock one: TTPV?” I was proud to have remembered.

“This isn’t ttpv,” Miki said.

“You’re sure?”

Miki looked like she was trying to hold back laughter. “That would be the worst bet you’ve ever taken,” she said, twirling a noodle around her chopsticks. “I am one thousand percent sure that’s not the total perspective vortex. It’s probably Covet.”

I blinked. “I didn’t know it was an acronym.”

“We didn’t put that part on Spotify. You see, it’s from this sci-fi novel—”

“I’ve read Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy,” I said. “Wait. We didn’t?”

Miki grinned sheepishly. “I’m the bassist,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “Yes, I made you listen to my own music. That I composed, because I am—or was, we’ve been on hiatus for ages—the principal songwriter.”

I coughed. “That’s… wow, you’re really talented.”

“Thanks. It’s what I did for two years instead of having a normal life.”

Pieces clicked together. “You said you’d just gotten back to the States when you took over Sakura,” I said. “Were you on tour?”

Miki laughed. “Our ‘world tour,’” she said, making air quotes to defuse the grandeur of it. “Mostly it was us bumming around Japan—I’ve got family back there who were willing to put me up and let my bandmates sleep on the floor. I mean, we all slept on the floor, it was tatami mats.”

I whistled through my teeth. “Good lord. And I saw a diploma hanging on the wall of your nail shop.”

“Oh yeah,” Miki nodded. “Totally.”

“How on Earth did you manage to finish college?”

“I switched to online classes my last three semesters,” she explained, as if juggling that along with touring was like switching to the medium sudoku in the morning instead of the easy one. “Kind of a tradition in my family, honestly. Weird story.”

“I’m sure.”

“Everyone said I was doing my twenties wrong. That I should give up the whole band thing, I was too old for it, but then the same people also told me I was too young to run a business. Like I was always the wrong age for whatever I was doing." She shrugged. “That’s kind of a tradition, too. So is being unconventional on purpose and letting everyone else deal with it.”

When she said that, I saw a door that I hadn’t been certain I was going to approach crack open. Before the date, I’d been sure I was going to avoid the elephant in the room. But now that Miki had broached the topic—even in a roundabout, vague way—I felt emboldened to push.

“Listen,” I said. The waitress dropped off dessert—something I couldn’t have pronounced if I tried but looked fucking delicious. “You said you’re a direct person. Is it alright for me to be direct?”

“Absolutely,” Miki said, straightening up a bit. “Say what you want to say, Tom. Life’s too short to do anything else.”

She was right.

“I can’t speak for you, but this date’s been going well on my end. Really well.” I couldn’t help but smile at that. “Am I off base in thinking you’re feeling the same way?”

She shook her head. “I am having a very good time,” she said. “Even better than I expected—and the things I’ve heard about you from Savannah had me already setting my expectations pretty high.”

I nodded. “This might land wrong,” I said, bracing myself. “But how old are you, Miki?”

The question didn’t faze her. “Twenty-five. Twenty-six in a few months—I’m a January baby.”

“I’m forty-three,” I said cautiously. “And I am painfully aware of the fact that you could be down the block at that brewery right now with someone who was actually born in the same decade as you. You didn’t do that. You asked me.” I paused, hoping I wasn’t whiffing it right now. “And I’m having a great time and neither of us are thinking about it, but everyone else is going to think about it. They’re going to have opinions on it. So, I want to tackle the elephant in the room right now.”

Miki put a hand to her mouth, her eyes sparkling with… mirth? “Please. Tackle it.”

“There’s eighteen years sitting between us,” I said. “Is that going to be a problem?”

I waited, my heart in my throat.

Miki lowered her hand slowly.

And began to laugh.

It wasn’t a pretty little giggle. It was a full-body snort—the kind of thing you do when you’ve seen something so hilarious that it’s temporarily difficult to get air.

I wasn’t sure whether to be offended or not. “It’s not funny…”

“Oh my God,” she said, gasping. “You really don’t know, do you?”

Know? Know what?

“I figured you didn’t,” she said, recovering. “Someone I matched with on a dating app once actually sought me out because of it, and that was super weird.”

“Miki, what are you talking about?”

Her lips trembled, another wave of laughter threatening to overwhelm her. “You think I’ve got a problem with an age gap,” she said, wiping her mouth with her napkin. Something absolutely wicked danced in her eyes. “Tom, you have no idea.”

“Explain it to me, then.”

She cleared her throat. “Do you remember that wedding video that went viral a couple years ago?”

I didn’t. And then, suddenly, it clicked.

“The thing with the… with all the women?” I blurted. “Where they were all marrying the same guy?”

“Just three of them,” Miki said, clearly enjoying herself. “Three of them that day, at least. You’ve seen it, then.”

Actually, I hadn’t. What I had seen was the Weekend Update sketch Saturday Night Live did the next week making fun of it. They’d “brought in for comment” the pastor who’d performed the ceremony (actually Sarah Sherman in a ridiculous technicolor suit) and she’d tried to marry herself to both of the co-anchors and several members of the cast. Bailey thought it was hilarious. Personally, for Sherman bits I didn’t think it cracked my top five. I liked the Nosferatu one a lot better.

When I told Miki that, she cackled. “My cousin was one of them. Is one of them.” Her face told me just how fond she was of her. “She is the single most terrifying person I have ever met. Beautiful, brilliant, runs her whole life the way an architect designs a building. She plans everything.” She giggled. “Running off with that guy was the first impetuous thing she did in her entire life. And it ended up being the best decision she ever made.”

“That’s… wow.”

“You should see what the Christmas cards look like.”

She said it deadpan, and the dam inside of me finally broke. Suddenly I was the one laughing so hard I could barely hold it back. Our waitress came by to make sure I wasn’t dying.

“God, her kids are so stinking cute,” Miki murmured. Then she straightened up. “So no, Tom. Eighteen years doesn’t scare me. Honestly, you could be a serial killer and I still wouldn’t be the craziest girl in the family. Kiki’s going to have that title for life.” She picked her chopsticks back up, the wicked grin softening into something else. “Does that handle the elephant?”

“Consider it well and truly tackled,” I said.

After that, the walls were completely down. We finished our dessert and talked for what felt like hours, the excitement between us growing all the while. By the time I paid the check, I was amazed. What I had with Bailey and McKenna was practically indescribable. But I’d never been on an actual date with either of them.

And this one wasn’t just the best date I’d had in twenty-one years.

It was the best date I’d ever been on. Period.

Miki tried to insist on paying, but I cut her off. “You can get the next one,” I said.

She lit up. “Setting up the second date already,” she said with a coy smirk. “Sneaky. I like a forward-thinking man, Tom.”

Outside on the sidewalk, the temperature had dropped. Miki put on her coat while Atlantic Avenue hummed, all the streetlights on. Neither of us moved towards our cars.

Neither of us wanted to.

In retrospect, I wish we had.

“Listen,” I said, the word forward-thinking rattling around in my skull like the ball at the bottom of a can of spray paint. “There’s this little hole in the wall place I know about that’s maybe four blocks from here. One of my coworkers raves about it.” I mentally thanked Mark for the tip. “How about we walk over, I’ll buy you a drink, and we can continue this conversation?”

Miki looked up at me, the wheels turning behind her eyes.

“I…” she trailed off, her smile going lopsided. “Yes. Hell yes. I’d love to.”

Fireworks went off in my gut. “You looked a little unsure for a second there.”

“Not unsure,” she said, licking her lips. “I was tempted to make a counteroffer.”

Her gaze flickered down the block, past the parking lot, and something not at all hidden flashed in her eyes. She’d been thinking, I realized, of whatever route led back to her place.

I’d been angling to keep the date going. She’d been considering whether or not to say ‘screw it’ and just bring me home.

Wow.

She took my arm. “For the record? That was a tough decision,” she said with a wink.

Something warm and bright spread through my chest. “If you’re still tempted later, I’d be happy to…”

Miki laughed. “Let’s get that drink, company man,” she said.

We fell into step together, arm in arm. After about half a block, I let my arm slip from hers, my hand going to the small of her back like it belonged there. She let me—she even relaxed into my touch, pressing her body against mine and resting her head slightly against my shoulder as we walked.

It was four blocks to the bar. Maybe a five-minute walk. Five minutes to another darkened booth, a couple of drinks, and the second half of a date that either ended with fireworks back at her place or still ensconced itself into my top five favorite nights even without me getting laid.

It was a straight shot. A bright, paved sidewalk.

And then we hit the landmine.

We were passing the big glass front of the steakhouse at the end of the block when the door swung open ahead of us, spilling warmth and light onto the concrete. A knot of customers stepped out onto the street, laughing and talking and checking their phones, and then—

“…Tom!?”

I froze. Because I knew that voice. I would’ve known it in a fucking nightmare.

Debbie was standing on the sidewalk directly in front of us.

She stared at me like I’d just come in late from work and forgot to pick up dinner on the way home. She wore the same outfit I remembered from the dinner party on Saturday, along with a little clutch purse that looked large enough to carry a cell phone and nothing else.

Then she looked at Miki.

Looked at me.

And it clicked. I watched the circuit close in her mind in real-time, the realization of why I was here and what I’d been doing hitting her like a punch in the gut. She actually staggered.

She’d just realized that her boring, dependable, harmless ex-husband was spending a night out on the town with a woman half his age. A woman who was, it had to be said, better looking than the wife who’d walked out on him.

I watched as everything she thought she knew about me went up in smoke.

And God help me, I kind of enjoyed it.

“Thomas!” Suddenly Kevin was there too, materializing at Debbie’s shoulder with a to-go box of leftovers and a smile. “What are the odds? Deborah, look at this! Small world!”

He already had his hand out to shake. I took it, matching the grip.

“Small world,” I agreed. Somehow my voice stayed calm and even.

Kevin glanced at Miki, his brow furrowing in confusion. “We’re just finishing a little family celebration,” he said, gesturing back at the steakhouse. “An engagement dinner.” He took Debbie’s hand with the one not holding the box, showing off a—I couldn’t deny—impressive-looking ring. “She said yes.”

Debbie’s mouth worked soundlessly, her mind refusing to catch up to the moment. “I was going to—”

“Savannah already told me,” I said, sliding an arm around Miki’s waist. Next to me, my date smirked like she knew exactly how much I was loving this. “Congratulations.”

Debbie didn’t look congratulated. She looked wrecked.

And then, before I could savor the look on my ex-wife’s face, the landmine went off.

Because the door of the steakhouse opened and the girl from the Armada’s bar walked out.

She wore a far less revealing dress than the one from the hotel, with a big coat on over top of it. She stared at her phone as she stepped onto the pavement, not looking up.

Shit, I thought. Please be walking way. Don’t look up. Don’t see us…

“Charlotte!” Kevin turned and gestured at the girl. “Honey, put the phone away! There’s someone I want you to meet!”

My heart skipped a beat.

Charlotte Beaumont stepped into the knot as Miki relaxed against me.

Charlotte Beaumont, Pastor Kevin’s daughter.

I watched her glance up from her phone, her gaze taking in Miki with practiced disdain—then she saw me. For a fraction of a second, she was the same interested young coed she’d been at the Armada. Then reality reasserted itself, she realized where she was standing, and she gave me a look like she could not believe what she was looking at.

Oh no. Oh Jesus…

“Tom, I’d like you to meet my daughter, Charlotte,” Kevin said, beaming with pride. “Charlotte, this is Tom Cottrell. He and Deborah…”

I didn’t hear whatever else Kevin was going to say. Neither did anyone else.

Because Charlotte looked into my eyes. Smiled. And said the two most terrifying words I’d ever heard.

“We’ve met.”
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