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      No one ever tells me no.

      

      Not in the office. Not in life.

      

      My military background has me giving direct orders and expecting quick, compliant responses.

      

      And I’m in need of an office assistant. Someone to step up when I need her to.

      

      I just never expected it to be my first love.

      

      She’s a single mother now. The girl from across the street when I was just a kid. 

      

      My little sister’s best friend. The one I gave everything to before leaving that small town. 

      

      And here we are again. Face to face. Stuck in a room with suits and stiffs.

      

      All I want is her. Not who she can be or what she can do for me.

      

      But who she was and will always be.

      

      Mine.
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            Chapter 1

          

          David

        

      

    

    
      “You know what today is, right?” Greyson asked as he walked into my office.

      He plopped down in the chair in front of my desk, and he straightened his tie as he crossed a leg over his knee, giving me a peek at his lame, argyle socks. Greyson was the only person I knew that could be a twelve-year-old kid one minute and my most trusted advisor the next.

      “Another day I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing sitting behind this desk?” I shot back.

      A grin curved his lips. “Well, sadly, that too. But no, I was referring to the fact that it’s your one-year anniversary. But since you mentioned it, it is kind of pathetic that I’m still training you.”

      “You should be sitting here, and I should be somewhere over the Pacific.”

      “Ah, here we go again. Talking about the shit that’s not going to change anytime soon.” He got to his feet just as quickly as he’d plopped into the chair and was back to straightening his fitted suit. “Come on, man. Let’s go grab dinner to celebrate. On me.”

      The guy’s flair for fashion might have had me questioning his sexuality if I didn’t know his record with women. We’d been friends for most of our lives, and while I’d gone off to have a career in the Air Force, he’d stayed behind and went to work for my father, eventually becoming his right-hand man before my father passed away.

      We left the office, and I insisted on driving. I knew exactly where I wanted to go, so I detoured us across town to my favorite bar in all of New York City.

      Greyson grumbled beside me. “Oh, no. What the hell, man? I said dinner, not beer and nuts at this slop house. Let’s go uptown for a steak.”

      “This place has amazing steaks and cold beer to wash it down. I’m not eating at one of those pretentious, over-priced, prissy-ass places you like. I don’t care about what kind of fucking marble they have on the floor; I care about what’s on my plate.”

      “Fine, but let me just get my tetanus shot before going in, and my brass knuckles. You know I hate these kinds of places. I always have trouble.”

      “You hate anyplace whose floor isn’t shiny enough to see your reflection.”

      He shot me the finger. I loved to tease him about his clothes, when in fact, I wished I had half his style. Women ate it up.

      “Relax, there are mirrors behind the bar, pretty boy,” I said. He was overreacting about the bar. It wasn’t one of his snooty upscale places, but it wasn’t the dive he made it out to be. There was good food, dancing, and best of all, beer.

      He loosened his collar and mussed his hair. “You know, if you weren’t my boss, I’d punch you in the fucking teeth.”

      “There’s my boy. That’s the man I’m having a fucking beer with. Remember when we used to pound them back?” He hadn’t liked to drink in years.

      “I’ll get a drink, but I’m not pounding anything back. You know I don’t fucking do that anymore. Your old man used to rake me over the coals for showing up with a fucking hangover. He whipped my ass into shape.”

      “Yeah, why do you think I chose the Air Force? I figured if I were going to have a man screaming in my face, I’d have it easier with a Drill Sergeant. Less emotional stress.”

      “Ah, your strategy makes sense, finally.”

      We went inside and grabbed a table in the back.

      The waitress came over, and I ordered a beer and some fries. My eyes followed her ass as she walked away, and then I spotted a sexy little thing at the bar, looking my way across the dance floor. She’d totally caught me gawking at the waitress’s ass, so I figured I might as well eye-fuck her. That earned me a smile.

      Greyson wrinkled his nose in disgust. “You’re going to die young, eating that shit.”

      “Would you lighten up before people think we’re married?”

      “I will when you do.” His eyes met mine with a pointed glare.

      I leaned back in my chair and spread my hands. “What’s that mean? I’m fine.”

      “You’re still pouting about the fucking Air Force. I get it, you gave up your dream to come back here, but shit, have a little fun.”

      “I’m having fun.”

      “No, I’m not talking about that kind of fun, grandpa. I mean, that kind of fun.” His eyes turned to the woman at the bar. “You’ve got her attention, so ask her to dance. Get a little release so you’ll stop busting my balls.”

      I was one step ahead of him, having eye-fucked her and all, but I knew that having her wasn’t going to make me complete. In my blood, I knew I needed more. But more wasn’t happening anytime soon.

      The woman made eye contact again, and this time, I gestured to the dancefloor. She approached my table and leaned in, showing us her tits, which Greyson couldn’t peel his eyes away from. I chugged the rest of my beer, slammed the glass on the table, and looked at Greyson. “Have the fries. You know you want to.”

      I grabbed the girl’s hand, and she spun around as I stood and led her to the dancefloor.

      We got nice and close for a moment, and she whispered in my ear. “Are you better on your feet or off?”

      She pressed against my leg as we moved around in a circle, grinding herself against me.

      I looked deep into her eyes. “How about I take you back to my place and answer that question?”

      “What about your friend? Did he need a ride?” She turned her eyes to Greyson who was already hitting on the young waitress and eating my fucking fries he’d bitched about so much.

      “He’s a big boy. I’m sure he can find a way home.” I took her hand and led her over to the table, where Greyson was in the middle of feeding the waitress one of the fries and talking about her technique.

      I tapped his shoulder. “I’m out. You going to be okay?”

      “Have fun. I think Donna here is going to give me a ride. Then she’ll take me home.” Donna licked her lips, and the girls giggled.

      When we got to the car, her eyes lit up. “I’m Hilde, by the way.”

      She suddenly thought it mattered. It hadn’t until she realized I had money.

      “Nice to meet you, Hilde,” I said, opening the car door for her. She took my hand, and I helped her inside.

      I walked around the black Cobra and slid into the driver’s seat. “I’m David. How good are you with your mouth?”

      I saw no reason to try and keep up the formalities. We weren’t here to have a conversation. She’d already made it clear she wanted me off my feet, and I was going to make every second of our time together count.

      She adjusted in her seat and leaned her ample tits forward as an offering, but it was what she had between her legs that held my interest. I pulled out of the parking lot, one eye on the road and the other on the smooth skin peeking out from beneath her skirt.

      I placed my hand on her thigh and stroked it between shifting gears. I pushed the Cobra up to a breakneck speed on the highway, heading toward my house. I slipped my hand between her thighs and stroked her through her soft, warm panties, which grew damp as I stroked my fingers across her pussy.

      She moved in her seat to get closer and rubbed her hand over my cock, which was diamond-hard and begging for attention.

      “Suck it, baby. Show me how good you are with that mouth.”

      She gave me a bratty look. “Don’t come in my mouth, though. I’d hate to spit in your pretty car.”

      I laughed at her threat. “Spitters are quitters, sweetheart. If you want yours, I suggest you swallow. But let’s see if you’ve got what it takes first.”

      I wasn’t going to tell her that if she spits in my car, she could walk her ass home. Her eyes took on a sultry look, and she warmed up to the task of proving she had what it took to get me off. Hilde unfastened my pants, and my cock sprang out in front of her. Her eyes widened, and she inhaled a quick breath.

      Her hand gripped my cock tighter, and then, she leaned over to work her pouty lips around my thick head. She moaned, and the vibrations made me even harder. She relaxed her throat to take me down.

      I had to admit I was impressed by the depth of her committal. Her hot mouth worked my shaft enthusiastically. Her head bobbed up and down, sliding over the entire length of me. I groaned at the feeling.

      I pulled into my driveway, and she backed off. I grinned at her. “I’ll give you an A for effort.”

      She glared at me, not happy that I didn’t give her a reward. I’d learned to make her type feel like they had something to prove, and it had always paid off well for me.

      I led her inside my house and into the bedroom. She wasted no time getting on her knees and sucking me down into her throat again. At this rate, I wasn’t going to have to work much, and sure enough, minutes later, I splashed her tongue with a bit of my salty pre-come, and she moaned. I knew my load wasn’t far behind, so I gripped her hair and held her down on my cock as I shot my hot streams into her throat.

      She gulped it down like a good little girl and then gave me a pouty look as she pulled away.

      “Is that all you’ve got? I want to get laid, David. I didn’t come all the way out here to suck you off.”

      “Relax, princess. I didn’t bring you all the way home to dump a load in your throat, either.” That perked her right up, and I hadn’t noticed before how young she actually was. “How old are you, anyway?” She’d been in the bar, so I knew she was old enough to get in, but she couldn’t have been much older.

      “Twenty-one,” she said with a smile.

      I thought of all the things I’d been doing at her age, and I couldn’t judge. I brought her close and kissed her, tasting my release on her lips as she gripped my cock and stroked it.

      I looked into her eyes. “Does that feel ready to you?”

      “Yes, I want you to fuck me.” She walked to the bed and stripped off her blouse, revealing her tits and her tiny little nipples.

      “That’s the plan, but now I have to ask you, where do you want it.”

      She bent over in front of me and braced herself against the bed. “Put it anywhere you want.”

      I stepped up behind her and rubbed her pussy, which was already sopping wet, and then I fingered her tight asshole.

      I grabbed a condom and sheathed my cock as I finger-fucked her ass. Then, I shoved my dick into her tight pussy and thrust hard. Almost immediately, her body tightened up around my cock, and her climax left her shaking all over.

      She sagged against the bed, and I gripped her around her waist and held her to me as she moaned and squealed.

      “Harder,” she begged. “Fuck me harder.”

      I grabbed a handful of her hair in my fist, and her back curved, tilting her ass as I pulled out of her soaked pussy and pressed against her asshole. It took a while, but I got my thick head into the tight hole.

      “Fuck yeah.” The greedy little slut was writhing beneath me, panting and squealing, pushing her ass back against me to get more. Once I reached a certain depth, her tight hold sucked me in, milking my cock.

      She was purring like a kitten by the time I got all the way inside of her, and as she came, her release dripped down, splashing as my sac slapped against her.

      “Give it to me!” She screamed out the demand, and I growled. She was going to get it, all right.

      I yanked my cock out and ripped off the dirty condom, spinning her around and gripping her hair to pull her forward. “Suck me off.”

      She smiled and took me back into her mouth. After a few pumps, I held her head firm and unloaded into her mouth. She gagged a little, but I fed her more cock, pushing it deeper as she fought the urge and swallowed down my thick, creamy load.

      When we were done, she got dressed, and I called her a cab. She showed herself out and was gone. She’d been a real brat and not at all my type. I had gotten off, but it wasn’t the type of thing I wanted for the rest of my life.

      Meaningless sex, no matter how much I came, would never be gratifying. I lay in my bed, too lazy to shower, and thought about what I really wanted for my life.

      Every time, the fantasy was the same. I saw myself as a family man, particularly with a wife and daughter. Never a son. Perhaps it was the way I’d seen my father dote on my sister, and their special bond was what I wanted for myself. I let loose a sigh as the images in my mind faded away, and reality came into focus.
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          Allison

        

      

    

    
      Waiting tables wasn’t what I thought I’d be doing after working my ass off to secure a business degree, but it paid the bills, and sometimes in life, that was all you could hope for. Especially when you had a kid to raise and a deadbeat ex who wasn’t doing you any favors.

      Katrina nudged me on our way through the swinging doors the led into the kitchen. “Come out with me tonight. You need a night out as much as I do.”

      I rested my empty tray on my hip and shook my head. “That may be true, but I have a kid, and besides, I’m beat.” I had lower back issues from being on my feet all day, and if I needed anything, it was a decent pair of shoes with better arch support. I slung the tray onto the stack and grabbed another clean one.

      “Get a babysitter. We’ll find a good table, scope out some men. You don’t even have to dance all night if you don’t want to. Come on, live a little.”

      “I am living.” I held out my arms and gestured to the kitchen around us before lifting a tray with a big order weighing it down.

      She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. You need to find yourself a man.”

      “A man is the reason why I have a degree in business, and yet, I’m working here. I think I’ve had enough of men for a lifetime.”

      “That attitude is going to cost you a fortune.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I laughed and headed for the door.

      “It means you’re going to spend a fortune on batteries.” Her voice carried across the kitchen and so did the laughter from our cooks and the other waitresses.

      My cheeks burned as I headed out with the order and delivered it to the table. On my way back, Katrina came out, still laughing at her little joke, but then she went wide-eyed as the bells on the door chimed.

      “This one’s all yours, sweetheart. Go for it.”

      I looked up to see what she saw. A handsome man in a suit was taking a seat alone at one of my tables.

      “Calm down, Katrina. He’s just a hungry man like all the others in here.”

      “That’s right. See if he’s hungry.” She waggled her brows and made a lewd gesture with her tongue as I walked past her to wait on him.

      Before I made it there, my phone buzzed in my pocket, and I knew that specific vibration meant the school was calling. I didn’t waste time seeking privacy. Half the diner knew my business, thanks to Katrina holding conversations with me over their heads on a daily basis.

      I answered the call. “Yes, this is Allison Simon!”

      I didn’t wait for them to tell me who they were because it didn’t matter. If they were calling from the school, it meant that Sierra needed me.

      “Yes, ma’am. This is Sierra’s counselor. I need you to come down here. Her teacher sent her down about ten minutes ago. Your daughter has bitten another student.”

      “Bitten? Where?”

      “In the classroom, during their free reading time.”

      “No, I mean where did she bite them?” Geez, the woman was a counselor. Thank goodness, she wasn’t a fucking teacher.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I misunderstood. She bit the other student on the arm.” The woman’s voice was slow and drawn out so much that it was about to lull me to sleep. “You’ll have to come pick her up. She’s been suspended for the rest of the day.”

      “Fine, I’m at work, so you’ll have to give me a minute, but I’ll be there within thirty.” I hung up the phone and looked up at Katrina, who was already talking to the good-looking man.

      “She’s nice. You’ll like her.” She gave him a nudge, and he smiled at me. I ignored him and focused on Katrina.

      “Cover for me, please. Sierra has been suspended for the day.”

      “But I was just telling this charming gentleman that he should give you his number.” She turned to him as he laughed. “Seriously, she doesn’t bite, and look at her.”

      The man looked me up and down and grinned. He was too fucking cute for his own good.

      I grabbed Katrina’s arm. “Look, I have to go. Cover for me or not?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got this, but what the hell did she do? She’s six!”

      The handsome man was all ears as Katrina waited for an answer too.

      “She bit a kid.”

      The man laughed, and I let loose a long breath of frustration. Katrina turned to the man. “I said she didn’t bite. I wasn’t talking about the kid.” She turned back to me. “Go, it will be fine. I’ll get his number for you.”

      “No, don’t. No offense.” I looked at the poor guy who grinned and shook his head. Katrina had a way about her, and privacy and shame weren’t in her DNA.

      I ran out of there and didn’t bother taking my apron off until I got out of my car at the school. I didn’t want them to see me wearing my name tag or the silly buttons Katrina, and the boss liked us to wear.

      I walked into the office and found Sierra sitting with the principal in his office. I breathed a sigh of relief that I wouldn’t have to speak with the counselor. I’d need to pop some caffeine pills to stay awake through that conversation.

      “Mommy!” Sierra jumped up from her seat and hugged my legs.

      “Mrs. Simon, I’m sure you’ve already been filled in on the matter, but I’d like to encourage you to talk to your child about the dangers of biting, for her health and the health and safety of the other students.” The man looked down his nose at me, even though he was sitting.

      “Yes, of course. And thank you for calling. I appreciate your care for my daughter.” I took her hand, and he stood from his desk and walked us to the door.

      “She can return on Monday, and I’ve made a notation on her conduct record.”

      I wanted to shove his conduct record up his ass, but instead, I thanked him again. I knew my kid shouldn’t be biting, and I planned on having a long conversation with her, but I didn’t understand a school that couldn’t handle small incidents or turned molehills into mountains.

      We got into the car and drove away. Sierra looked up at me with her big blue eyes, which were much darker than her father’s eerie, pale ones. I’d been waiting years for them to turn brown like my own, but they hadn’t. And once again, like every time I looked deep into them, I got the feeling that she was an old soul, a lost part of me I’d known long ago, a kindred spirit.

      “I’m sorry, Mama.”

      “You can’t bite people, Sierra. Why did you do it? Do you like this little boy?”

      “Yuck, no. He’s stinky.” She made a face.

      “So, you think he’s stinky, and you thought it was a good idea to put your mouth on his arm and bite him? That’s yucky.” She turned red and made another face. “But worse than that, you could have hurt the kid or made him go to the doctor. Don’t ever do that again, stinky or not! And if you do like this boy, that’s not the way to go about it.”

      “I don’t like him!” She folded her arms and poked out her lower lip.

      “Don’t say anything about this to your father.”

      “You mean I still have to go to his house this weekend?”

      “Yes, you do, Sierra. I don’t have a choice. And if this is why you bit that stinky kid’s arm, you wasted your time. And I want you to apologize to him on Monday.”

      “Please, Mama. I’ll be good. I won’t bite anyone else. Just don’t make me go.” Tears filled her eyes, and mine welled up soon after.

      “I know. I’m sorry, okay. But we’ve gone over this every single time. I can’t keep you from your father. He loves you and wants to spend time with you.”

      I wanted to bite my tongue off for having to tell such lies. The truth was, I didn’t know if her asshole father was capable of loving anyone. He’d not only made my life miserable but hers as well, with his negativity and verbal abuse. He didn’t even try to be pleasant to me anymore, and Sierra had seen it one too many times to like going with him.

      “Can I bring something to do? It’s so boring, and he makes me go with him to play golf, and I have to sit in the cart, and he doesn’t even let me drive it.”

      “You’re only six. You’re not allowed to drive the club’s carts.” I knew I had to talk to him about trying to do something she liked for a change.

      “Doesn’t he take you anywhere you like going?”

      “No, and he makes me go to bed at seven-thirty.”

      I’d already talked to him about extending her bedtime a little, but he didn’t care about my opinions. Especially when he only did that so he and his new fiancé, Cindy, could have their playtime.

      He believed that when she was at his house, she should follow his rules, just like when we were married. His way or the highway. I’d finally taken the latter option and divorced his sorry ass after too many years of his controlling ways and verbal tirades.

      I hated to see her so upset, but there wasn’t a thing I could do about any of it. With Doug paying child support, he had every right to see his daughter. The divorce had been ugly enough, and the man had been unbearable for me to deal with until he found Cindy. Thankfully, she’d calmed him down just a bit. He was happy like he’d been with us in the beginning, when he’d been tolerable.

      “I tell you what, when you get back, we’ll stay up late one night and paint our nails and watch any movie you want, and then the next morning, we’ll have donuts for breakfast.” I felt like I was always going to have to make up for Doug being a shitty father.

      Sierra smiled and wiped her eyes. “Fine. But can I have two donuts?”

      “One. You’re still being punished for biting Stinky’s arm.”

      “His name’s not Stinky. He’s Dylan, and he’s got black hair and blue eyes. All of the girls like him.” She turned and looked out the window.

      “My first crush had dark hair and blue eyes, too.” And that time, she didn’t deny a thing.

      When I got home, just as I had unlocked the door, Katrina called. Sierra ran to her room while I answered the phone and settled down on the couch.

      “How’d it go? Is she grounded for life?” She was about as concerned as an aunt could be who wasn’t blood-related.

      “She’s okay. She’s more upset that she has to go to Doug’s than she is about being suspended. It didn’t help I promised her donuts for breakfast and a late movie night again.”

      “You can’t keep trying to make up for that asshole’s neglect. As much as I want to spoil that baby, she’s going to get hip to your jive and start to take advantage.”

      “Hip to my jive?” I laughed. “What are you, a time traveler?”

      “Yes, and it’s what all the cool kids are saying back in good old nineteen and seventy-three.” She had something stuffed in her mouth, and her voice was muffled. “You know I’m right. About your kid, not the cool kids.”

      “I know. It’s just so hard. Especially since I like donuts for breakfast, too.” I pulled the throw from the back of the couch and tried to get warm.

      “You’re doing a great job, mama! So, who’s this boy she’s got a crush on. Did you get a name?”

      Good old, Katrina. She had it figured out, too. “His name is Dylan, and he’s got black hair and blue eyes.” My first crush’s face flashed through my mind. Sierra had her mother’s taste in men.
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      The alarm sounded, and I rose from my bed. I was almost out of my warm bed and on my feet when I realized I was no longer in the military, and it was the phone that was ringing. Fuck. I fetched the thing from the bedside table and then tucked down into my covers and read the unknown number. I didn’t want to answer it, but I knew better than to let it go.

      “Yeah?”

      An automated voice sounded on the other end. “You are receiving this call from a correctional facility. To accept the call, please press one. To decline, press two and—”

      I pressed one and waited for my brother’s voice. “Hey, man. It’s Blaine. I need you to come and get me out. I’m down in county jail.”

      “Fuck.” I bit tongue, not wanting to lay into him just yet. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      I hung up the phone and got to my feet. The cold floor made me wish I’d put in a rug or worn socks. I dressed, bundling up so I could make the trip across town.

      Was my brother ever going to grow up? I’d been dealing with his shit since my father died, and I knew if the old man were around, he would be staying behind bars a lot longer. I couldn’t leave him there to rot, though. It wasn’t in me. He was my baby brother, and despite the fact that he was a degenerate, I loved the kid.

      At twenty-three, he’d been in more trouble than me and Missy combined—times ten, and he was only getting worse. Something was going to have to give. And I had a feeling that this time, it would be my temper. I’d let my heart break for him too many times, and if I didn’t get tough, I was going to be on my way to identifying his body instead of bailing him out. I couldn’t lose him, too.

      I sped down to the county lockup, and the sheriff met me out front. “Hey, David. Thanks for coming down.”

      “What’s he done this time? I didn’t give him time to tell me on the phone.”

      “We got him for public intoxication. I didn’t book him again, out of respect for your father. He was a good man and a good friend, but this is the last time I’ll extend that charity. If I see him in here again, I’m booking him.”

      “Yes, Sir. Thank you. I’m just not sure what to do with this kid. He’s been giving me hell since my father died.”

      “Your old man had his share of battles with him, but I agree. It’s getting worse, and I suggest you get him some help for his addictions. That kind of behavior is only going to get worse.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ve seen it.” He went into his office and closed the door as a commotion came from down the hall.

      “Give it back!” Blaine’s voice carried down the corridor, and when Blaine stepped out, the deputy explained.

      “We didn’t find a knife on you, Mr. DeVant.”

      “Check again asshole!” Blaine said with a scowl.

      I stepped up. “Hey, enough! If they say they didn’t find one, they didn’t. Shut your mouth, and let’s go.” I jerked him by the arm and pushed him toward the door. “You don’t argue with a fucking officer of the law, you jackass. Are you fucking kidding me?”

      I was so pissed I wanted to take him down with a headlock and choke him out.

      He settled down to a quiet sulk as we crossed the lot to the car. “God, it’s fucking cold. And I did have a knife. It’s the fucking gold and black pocket knife you got me. I can’t believe you’re just going to let those motherfuckers keep it.”

      “I’m sure it will turn up once you’re sober.” I was freezing my balls off, and I didn’t want to hear his shit.

      “I’m not that fucking drunk.” He pulled out a cigarette.

      “You’re not lighting that thing in my car.”

      He grumbled and then shoved it back in the pack. “Fine. I swear you’re worse than those pigs.”

      “Those pigs, as you like to call them, have saved your ass more times than I can count. So, why don’t you show some fucking respect?” I took out my keys and hit the locks.

      “Whatever.” Blaine opened the door and dropped into the passenger seat, and I slid in next to him behind the wheel.

      His “whatever” attitude had my temper boiling. I grabbed his fucking arm and pulled him to me. “You think this is a fucking joke?”

      He was so close to my face that I could taste the alcohol on his breath, but I didn’t care. He needed to learn I meant business. I was done being the lenient big brother who let him get away with murder and destroy his life with alcohol and drugs.

      His whole body was electrified and shaking, and his eyes bore into mine as if he could will me dead.

      “I’m not going to put up with your shit anymore, Blaine. This bullshit stops now!”

      I headed to his apartment which was only about five miles away, and if it weren’t for me paying his rent and keeping his shit together, he’d have lost it already. “I want you to do fucking better. Get a job and quit being a pain in my ass, or I’m cutting you off.”

      “Fuck you. You’re not Dad, and you can’t cut me off.”

      “I’m in charge of your fucking trust until you’re twenty-five, and if you don’t straighten your shit up, I’ll make sure you don’t get it then.”

      “You’re not my fucking father. I had one of those assholes. I don’t need another one.”

      “Yeah, he treated you so badly. The man paid your fucking way much longer than he did mine, and he entertained all your fucking dreams, while I had to give mine up to come back here and wipe your fucking ass for you. I make sure your rent is paid, I make sure you’ve got food in the fridge, I make sure you don’t have to get a real job and can focus on your fucking talent, which you’re throwing away by smoking, snorting, and drinking like a motherfucking fish.”

      I pulled into the space next to his car. Thankfully, he hadn’t been in the thing when he got busted. I grabbed his arm and held him in his place. “I’m not fucking around. Clean your shit up! I’m not coming back down to bail you out, and trust me, next time, there will be bail.”

      “Yeah, threaten to abandon me. You’re just as fucking bad as he was. What would you fucking know, anyway? He was constantly on my ass after you left, Missy fucking hates me, and you abandoned me a long fucking time ago.”

      His words loosened my grip, and he jerked away, slamming the door behind him as he made his way into his building. I hadn’t meant to abandon the kid, and the only reason Missy acted the way she did was because she’d given to him until it hurt. He’d already let her down one time too many.

      I watched his place until the lights came on upstairs in his apartment. Then, I drove away, knowing I had to make one more stop before I headed back home.

      “What are you doing here so early?” My sister Missy was a natural beauty, and she looked a lot like our mother, especially wearing her hair in a towel with the long robe which billowed away from her legs as she stepped into the house, waving me in.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you guys or anything. I just got back from county lockup and thought I’d stop by.” I was hoping to talk with her about Blaine, but she turned to me, shaking her head.

      “You should have let him rot there.”

      “Come on, you don’t mean that. He’s our baby brother, Miss.”

      “You haven’t called me Miss in ages. And it’s not going to butter me up. I don’t care about Blaine and his issues, and I’m not letting him close to the girls again, so he can put them in danger with his neglectful fucking attitude.” She lowered her voice as not to let the girls hear her use foul language. They were both at the bar with their dolls tucked beside them, eating their morning cereal.

      “He feels like shit about that, I’m sure.”

      “He let them wander out into the street because he was passed out drunk. I almost lost my girls because I was dumb enough to let him babysit. He hit the liquor cabinet the minute I was out the fucking door. The girls could have been killed. So yeah, fuck him. I raised his sorry ass, and that’s the thanks I get.”

      “You did raise him, Miss. You’re more of a mom to him than Mom ever was, and he told me that you hated him. I could tell it breaks his heart. He thinks I abandoned him to go to the military.”

      She gave a little shrug. “Maybe he’s right about that one.”

      “Ouch.” I rubbed my chest. “I didn’t abandon anyone, and I really take offense to that since I dropped my dreams to come back here and run the business.”

      “I didn’t twist your arm. Dad died. What could I do? He didn’t want me to run the company. Not that I’d want that nightmare. And he didn’t want to leave it to Greyson.”

      “He should have. I don’t know what I’m doing. Greyson’s spending too much time training me to do a job he should be getting paid for. I’m already determined to give him a huge bonus this year.” I walked over to the counter where the girls, Tiffany and Macy, were focused on a word search on the electronic tablet between them.

      “Hi, Uncle David.” Tiffany, who was the more outspoken of the two, flashed me a smile. “We’re trying to find all the words before the time runs out, so we can free the princess from the witch.”

      The music on the device was going faster. “It sounds like you’re almost out of time.”

      “Yeah.” She gave a little shrug. Then her eyes lit up. “There it is, Macy!”

      They hit the word just in time, and they both slapped hands as the screen turned black and a little princess ran across the screen before she turned into a butterfly.

      “Great job, girls.” I gave them high fives, and then they hopped off their stools and headed to the couch to turn on some cartoons.

      I turned to my sister, who was standing by the coffee maker with her arms folded across her chest.

      “They love their uncle,” she said.

      “Yeah, they’re pretty great. You’re very lucky, you know? I can only dream of having it so nice.”

      “Nonsense. It’s time you start trying for this. It’s the best thing, and you’re going to make an amazing father and husband.”

      “Preferably not in that order.” I didn’t have much hope for something so wonderful, but it was nice to dream.

      “Yeah, well, you never know what life’s going to bring, but you deserve everything you want.”

      “Thanks, Miss. And what about Blaine? Does he deserve happiness, too?”

      “He deserves a swift kick in the ass, is what he deserves.” She let out a long breath and then rolled her eyes. “Fine, I’ll call him and check on him, but I’m not making any promises to see him. Just a quick call to make sure he’s healthy and let him think I’m thinking about him.”

      She pursed her lips, and I could tell she was having second thoughts about being so rough on the guy.

      “That’s all I’m asking. Let him know you don’t hate him.” I walked over and gave her a kiss on the forehead. If there was one thing I knew about my sister, it was that she had a forgiving heart.

      “Fine, but we need to go to the estate and finish up there tomorrow. Will you meet me over there?”

      I couldn’t refuse her, I’d already canceled on her once before. “I’ll be there.”

      She tilted her head and gave me a scolding glare. “Promise me this time you’ll show up.”

      “I promise.” I raised two fingers to make my vow.
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          Allison

        

      

    

    
      If there was one thing I hated more than anything, it was someone who couldn’t be on time. Doug had not only called the night before to postpone getting Sierra for the weekend but when he said he’d arrive before ten, he meant whenever the hell he felt like it.

      Sierra didn’t care, and it wasn’t that I minded either, but it was hard enough to get her to go as it was and hard enough to get him to step up and be a father, too. I’d felt like I was the only one in my life having to be responsible, and I was at my wit’s end dealing with Doug.

      To kill time, I browsed through the job listings and searched for something better. I loved working with Katrina, and she’d done me a solid by getting me the position, but I couldn’t work there forever. The tips were shitty most days and not the real money I needed to be making if I wanted to send Sierra to a good college someday.

      I skimmed the listings, hoping to be a marketer or an advertiser, but most of the listings were nothing more than coffee fetchers, and I was doing that now. I thought of David’s family. His father had owned one of the largest advertising agencies in the city, and I wondered if there were any positions open at DeVant. It might be worth looking in to.

      And that was when I heard the asshole’s car pull into my driveway.

      “Come on, Sierra. Your father’s here. Grab your bag, and remember, it’s just one night. You’ll be back in no time.” I didn’t want her to pout in front of her dad.

      I opened the door and led her out.

      “Hey, kiddo!” Doug opened his arms, and she went over and gave him a big hug. “How’s my best girl?” He pulled her close and then carried her bag to the car. “Get buckled in, sweetheart.”

      He turned from the car and shut the door. As usual, his smile faded into a menacing grin that quickly morphed into a scowl.

      “Don’t you think that’s a bit much for her to bring for one night? Why are you always having her bring that much shit?”

      I looked over his shoulder to make sure she couldn’t hear him. “It’s one bag, Doug, and she’s a kid. She needs toys. If you kept some of those things at your place, then she wouldn’t have to lug them back and forth.”

      He turned and smiled at Sierra and then turned back to shake his head at me. “No way. Me and Cindy don’t want to be tripping over that bullshit all week. She can pack it with her, but just tell her to take it easy next time. That bag weighs a fucking ton. Speaking of, you put on a little weight?” He leaned in and looked me up and down before giving a little laugh.

      “Nope, I sure haven’t, Doug. You look a few pounds lighter, though. Oh, wait, that’s just your hair. I can see it’s getting thinner.”

      “Yeah, well, Cindy likes it. And that’s not all she likes if you know what I mean. Of course, you were always such a fucking dead lay, you probably don’t.” He stood closer, looking down his nose at me as if he wanted to hit me, but close enough to kiss me.

      I wasn’t going to let him intimidate me. It was what he was always trying to do. I’d learned to stop being scared of his tough talk a long time ago.

      He’d turn it off and on like a switch, but as long as he never treated my daughter the way he treated me, I’d let him live.

      “Have a nice time with our daughter, Doug.” I turned and walked away, not wanting to play his stupid games anymore. How he could think I really cared about his girlfriend, when I had been the one to leave his sorry ass, was beyond me, but it never failed that he acted like an immature asshole every time he came around. It was fucking exhausting.

      The only painful part was that I hated to see my baby have to go with him, which is why he insisted on getting her, even if it was an inconvenience for him.

      He had no paternal instincts whatsoever, and knowing she didn’t want to go with him just made it ten times worse. I went inside and stopped in the middle of my living room. It always felt so empty when she left, like all the air had been sucked out of it by Doug the asshole.

      I didn’t want to stay there alone, so I called my mother. She answered the phone with her usual enthusiasm. “How are my girls?” I could hear the smile in her voice.

      “Doug just left.”

      Mom cleared her throat. “Oh. What’s he doing dropping by on a Saturday?”

      “It’s Sierra’s weekend with her father, but he was unable to get her last night. I’m sure he and Cindy had something they wanted to do, but he claimed he was working late.” That was usually the reason. He was busy living the life he wanted, while I had to be the responsible one. It wasn’t fair, but I was glad it was that way and would see to it that it never changed. I’d lay my life down for my daughter if it killed me.

      “What did he find to bitch about this time?” It was really pathetic when even my mother knew how he acted.

      “He thought that Sierra’s bag was too heavy. Anything to have something to bitch about.” I let loose a long breath and raked my hand through my hair. “I was wondering—”

      “You don’t even have to ask, honey. You know you’re welcomed anytime.” She’d been letting me come home to spend the night with her and my father since the divorce when things got too lonely, and we’d spend the night watching old classic movies.

      “Thanks, Mom. I’ll bring some popcorn. Is there anything else I need to pick up?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      “I’ll be on my way, shortly.”

      I got off the phone and went to get myself freshened up. I had laid around most of the day and hadn’t bothered to dress up for the asshole’s arrival. I brushed out my long, blond hair, pulled it up in a ponytail, and swiped on some mascara and gloss so I would feel made up enough to stop at the store on my way to my parents’ house. I pulled on some faded, holey jeans and a Foo Fighters concert tee I’d had since college.

      I was about to walk out of the house when I realized I’d left my computer open to the classified ads. I sat down in front of the screen. I had been thinking about David DeVant, and before I closed it, I decided to look him up. It had been years, and I still got giddy just thinking about him.

      The search engine pulled up his pictures. David was rarely shown with a woman on his arm, but I knew he had to be dating someone. He was so gorgeous, and as I took in every single pixel of his hotness, my body warmed thinking of the last time we’d seen each other.

      I tried to push the memory away. Missing Sierra, I felt miserable enough. I didn’t want to sit and think about what could have been with David. If only I’d kept in touch with him instead of going back with that asshole Doug. But David had a life in the military and big dreams that I would never be a part of.

      I shut the computer down and grabbed my bag before heading out to my parents’ house.

      Before I even got to the store, Doug was calling with a complaint. “Hey, I just remembered. Cindy’s parents asked us to come by tomorrow, so I’ll be bringing Sierra home about ten in the morning.”

      “Dammit, Doug, why even take her at all? And not only that, but I’m not even home. If you want to ditch her that early, you’ll have to bring her to my parents’ house. I’m staying the night with them.”

      “Whatever, I can do that. I don’t need your fucking mouth about it, either. I get her on my weekends, and it shouldn’t mean dick to you how I do it.”

      “You’re supposed to follow the court’s instructions.”

      “You know, if you want to be a bitch about it, then do something about it if you don’t like it. Take me to court again, see if I give fuck all about it.” He hung up the phone, and I wanted to scream, but I pulled into the store parking lot and went inside for my father’s favorite popcorn.

      I pulled up at my childhood home and felt a huge weight as I walked into the house and hugged my mother.

      “What’s got you down, honey?”

      “Nothing. Doug’s being an ass. He called to tell me he’s dropping Sierra off in the morning, but I told him to come here. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Of course, it is. We’ll get to see our granddaughter, too.” Mom and Dad exchanged a smile.

      My father was making himself a PB and J. “Twice the lovin’.” He licked the knife and tossed it into the sink.

      “I brought popcorn, so don’t spoil your appetite.” I shook the box, and he smiled before taking a big bite of the sandwich.

      “Your father doesn’t know how to spoil an appetite, honey. Only feed it.”

      Dad wrapped his sandwich in a napkin. “There’s a great classic movie coming on tonight. I’m not sure you’ve seen this one.” He always said that, but it usually turned out I’d seen it.

      “I’m just going to step out and call Katrina, and then we can get it started.”

      “Okay, cupcake.” Dad headed to his chair, and Mom took the box of popcorn and threw a bag in the microwave as I stepped out on the front stoop and dialed her number.

      Katrina didn’t answer, but I left a message and turned to look up at the house across the street. Mr. DeVant had been dead nearly a year, and the huge house had stood empty since. The place was still perfectly manicured, with the gardeners still performing their duties to keep the place looking alive, but I could tell the place was empty and had been for a while. I remembered the way it had been when we were kids, with David’s car in the driveway, Missy’s purple curtains in the window, and Blaine’s toys scattered on the front lawn.

      My heart missed the times when life was so much easier, but for all the trouble Doug caused me, I wouldn’t trade my daughter for the world.
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          David

        

      

    

    
      It had been well over a year since my father had passed, yet we kids had not wanted to deal with the bulk of his belongings. Being grown, each of us had our own houses and lives, and finding time to come and go through his personal items wasn’t easy. Missy had been asking me to meet her here for two months now, and each time, I had found better things to do.

      But this time, I’d promised, and I knew if I backed out again, she’d chew me out. I showed up at the house and found she’d already gone inside. I walked in and found my nieces running around the sofa in the front room.

      “You can’t have both of those! Mom said you have to share!” Tiffany was chasing her sister Macy who had two of Missy’s pom-poms and one of her pageant crowns.

      Macy dropped one of the pom-poms and rushed to hide behind me. “Hi, Uncle David. Look, I’m a princess!”

      She spun around, and Tiffany came over and hugged my waist.

      “She’s an evil princess who won’t share her crown.” Tiffany rolled her eyes and took my hand. “Will you buy me a crown, Uncle David?”

      “Tiff, don’t ask your uncle to buy you things, it’s not polite,” Missy said from the bottom of the stairs. She held up another crown. “See, I told you I had more.”

      “Sorry, Uncle David.” Tiffany took off to the stairs after her mother, who handed her one of her crowns.

      I smiled at her. “Don’t worry about it, kiddo. I’ll keep that in mind for your birthdays.”

      Missy shook her head as Tiff put the crown on hers and spun around in a circle. I’d nearly forgotten she’d once been on the pageant circuit.

      “Bring back memories?”

      “Yeah, but I’m not sure they’re healthy ones. I hated being in pageants. I only did it to please Mom, and then when she died, they were only a source of guilt. I remember telling Daddy that I’d do all the pageants without crying if he could just bring her back. I thought she’d gone away somewhere. I couldn’t understand that she was dead.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss.”

      “Eh, I knew going through this shit wouldn’t be easy. It not only brings back memories of Dad but Mom, too. It opens a lot of old wounds. I just really want to get it done.”

      “Well, it would go a lot quicker if we had more hands. Did you happen to call our baby brother?”

      She let loose deep breaths and shook her head. “I tried, but he hung up on me. I’m done. Seriously, I can’t deal with that kid. If you want to invite him, fine, but he’s only going to look for shit to sell since you control his cash flow.”

      “I need to check on him, but if you don’t want him around, I’ll tell him I’ll come back over with him next week. He’s got shit here, too, and he’s entitled to some of Dad’s things. If he sells them, it’s just stuff, Miss.”

      “Fine, but please, not today. I can’t deal with his shit, and I don’t want him around the girls.”

      I hated to know my family wasn’t getting along. “You act like he did something to them. That’s not fair. He’s not going to hurt the girls, and they should know who their uncle is. He hasn’t seen them since they were three. How long are you going to punish him?”

      “Don’t start with me, David. I can’t deal with it and all this other shit, too.” She snapped at me so loudly the girls stopped twirling and glanced back and forth between us. “Girls, go grab the shoes out of my closet and toss them in the donation bin.”

      “Fair enough, Miss.” I shrugged.

      “Fair enough? Look, I tried to call him, okay?” She threw a few old hats into the box in front of her. “What are we going to do with Dad’s suits? He’s got some nice ones, so I hate to just donate them to the thrift shops. I know of this charity that takes suits and donates them to men who are looking for employment. Maybe that would be best.”

      “That sounds good to me. Make sure you check the pockets, though. I know Dad liked to keep cash in every pocket.”

      “Yeah, cash in every pocket and change in his socks.” She rolled her eyes. “He was really crazy, wasn’t he?” She laughed.

      “Yeah, when he wasn’t being a hard ass.”

      “He had to be hard. When Mom died, he was left with three kids to raise all by himself. You know Mom was the one who looked after us. He was busy building his fortune.”

      “Yeah, but she left us with a two-million-dollar life insurance policy. You’d think that was enough. That he could have spent more time with us and been a little less stressed.”

      “I know. But he took that money and invested it, and now, none of us will ever have to work. Not our children, or our children’s children. That’s pretty amazing if you ask me. Besides, I didn’t mind raising you boys. Cooking your dinners, washing your clothes, taking you to school all those years.”

      “You earned your inheritance.” Being the oldest, she’d done more than me and Blaine put together. “You know, I always wondered why after making all the money, Dad didn’t sell this house for something more upscale, but now I get it. You know, now that I’m older and want a family.”

      “He wanted us to be close to our memories of Mom. And it was a good home.” My sister gave me a strange smile. “I’ve got something if I can just figure out where I put it. I’ll be right back.”

      She ran upstairs, and I took the opportunity to call Blaine.

      He picked up on the first ring. “What’s happenin’, brother?” Blaine sounded a bit too peppy for a Sunday morning, but at least he hadn’t called me from jail.

      “I’m at the house. I was wondering how you are, and if you’d like to meet me some time to come down and go through Dad’s stuff.”

      “Maybe. Is there anything left, or did Missy take it all?”

      “There’s plenty left, and don’t be that way. We’re going to have to learn to get along. We’re all we have.” I knew my pleas were falling on deaf ears.

      “She called me. Can you believe she wanted to know how I was? After avoiding me for four years.”

      “She’s worried about you.” I turned my back on the stairs and lowered my voice. I didn’t want her to hear me and flip out.

      “Whatever. If you want to get together some time, that’s fine. Do me a favor, will you? Call me if you come across anything important. You know, before it’s all gone?” He was worried we’d pick through everything and he wouldn’t have anything left.

      “I promise. I’ll be in touch.” With that, the phone went silent, and Missy came down the stairs holding a big box.

      Missy sat on the couch and patted the place next to her. “Remember the year I got that camera I’d begged Dad to buy me?” She’d wanted a professional camera for years, but our dad had thought it was a waste of money with things going digital.

      “Right. You begged and begged.” I lowered myself beside her.

      “And when I finally got it, I took so many pictures I had to find a place to keep the prints, so I went into the attic and found this box.” She opened it up and pulled out a stack of photographs. “When I came here months ago, I found these. I almost forgot where I put them.” She flipped through them, and then smiled and passed me a picture.

      It was a photograph of me and some of the other neighborhood kids. I was about sixteen, but what caught my eye was the pretty blonde in the center. Allison had been about fourteen at the time.

      “Look at the way she looked at you. Boy, did she have a crush. I really thought you’d never notice, but I guess I was wrong.”

      “Yeah, I noticed. I think she was the only person I could really talk to, you know? When things got really bad here at home, I could go over across the street, and she’d listen.”

      Missy made a frustrated sound. “Yeah, I’m sure she hung on your every word. She used to drive me crazy asking me questions about you. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about my bratty little brothers, but she wanted to know everything about you. She once asked me if you had any food allergies. She wanted to bake you some cookies but was afraid you were allergic to nuts. She didn’t want to make you sick. I told her you only liked oatmeal.”

      “Your favorite, right? I hated oatmeal, but how was I supposed to tell her?”

      “You didn’t eat them, did you?” She laughed, flipping through the photographs.

      “I choked those cookies down, but you know, after the fifth or sixth batch of them, I actually started to like them. To this day, they’re my favorite, and I can’t eat one without thinking of her.”

      “That’s sweet. You know, her family still lives across the street. You should go over and say hello before you head back into town.”

      “I might do that.”

      “I really thought you’d end up marrying her.”

      “She deserved better than a military husband, and I couldn’t ask her to wait for me while I followed my dreams. Besides, she’s the one who stopped writing me.”

      “Wow, you sound like a little kid. You know, she’s divorced now. She’s got a kid, too.”

      “Yeah? Wow. Have you seen her?”

      “I’ve talked to her mother a few times, asked her to keep an eye over here. They came to Dad’s funeral.”

      “That’s right. I was so out of it. I remember seeing them, but I didn’t think to ask them about Allison.”

      “She came to the visitation, but I never saw her. I thought you might have.”

      “No, she must have slipped in when we were talking with the priest.” I wondered why she hadn’t waited. Perhaps she’d felt like I’d abandoned her, too, by going away. I couldn’t expect anyone to wait for me. The time we spent when I’d come home on leave after her graduation had been special, and even though I knew I wanted her, I kept telling myself I wasn’t good enough. She deserved better.

      The conversation lulled, and then the girls knocked over a lamp which brought Missy to her feet. As she went to yell at them, I tucked the photo into the box with the others and got up to go work on some packing.

      I spent the next hour going through my father’s suits. I packed a box of his ties for me and Blaine to go through, knowing he’d want to keep a few, too. Then I walked the stuff out to my Jeep, which I’d driven because it had more space than my Cobra, and suddenly, yelling brought my head up. Across the street, a man stood with his back to me, and he was leaning over someone, raising his voice. My first thought was the man was harassing Allison’s parents, and I knew I better keep my eye on things, just in case something happened. Was the man someone they knew? He stepped away and got into his car, slamming the door. And that’s when I saw her. Allison stood with her arms crossed as the asshole backed out of the driveway and drove off. Just when I was about to say hello, a small, blond-haired girl came out and took her hand.

      She was a small version of her mother. My heart filled with so much happiness for Allison, yet ached with envy because she had something I’d wanted for ages: a daughter. And she’d done it all without me.
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          Allison

        

      

    

    
      Doug’s tires squealed as he turned down another street on his way home, and I looked around, hoping none of the neighbors were offended. That was when I saw him standing outside next to a large, black Jeep. I hadn’t even noticed the cars at the house when I’d come out, but then again, I’d been focused on Sierra’s return.

      My cheeks burned with the sting of embarrassment when I realized what he’d saw. Doug’s tirade had surely gotten his attention.

      “Allison?” He stepped out into the sunny street, and I walked over to the sidewalk to meet him.

      “Hello, David.” Now my cheeks burned for a totally different reason, and the warmth spread through me in places that hadn’t had anyone’s attention but my own since the divorce.

      When he’d returned from the Air Force after my graduation from high school, he’d matured so much that I barely recognized him. His body was no longer that of a teenager, but one of a man, but now, he’d matured even more. His entire frame had changed. He had broader shoulders, tighter, bulkier muscles, and tattoos peeking from beneath his shirt collar. He wore a trimmed beard now, too, but his eyes, those dark blue, soulful eyes that had always looked like they were full of wisdom and lust, they were the same. They were home.

      His own eyes trailed along my body, and then he seemed to snap out of his daze when Sierra spoke.

      “Hello.”

      “Hi.” He looked at her like she had three heads, and then he smiled up at me. “The advances we humans are making. I had no idea you’d been cloned.” He looked back to Sierra and held out his hand, which she quickly took. “I’m David.”

      “I’m Sierra.” Sierra’s smile was followed by a little giggle.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Sierra. That’s a beautiful name.” My heart was beating out of my chest, watching the two of them meet, and I was proud Sierra was so polite.

      “Thank you. David’s pretty cool, too.” She let out another giggle.

      “How have you been?” He finally turned his attention to me, and those lustful eyes of his seemed to undress me. Or at least I wanted them to.

      “I’m doing okay. You know, doing the parent thing.” I gave a casual shrug and glanced down at Sierra.

      “Yeah, well, it looks good on you. You were going to school the last I heard.”

      “Mama just graduated,” Sierra said, sounding like a twenty-year-old.

      “Business.” I spoke up and brushed my daughter’s hair back from her face.

      His brows raised. “Oh yeah? I wondered what you’d studied. How’s that going?”

      “I’m still looking for something. Right now, I’m working at Marjorie’s across town. You know, while I look for something else.” Telling him I was working in the diner was the most embarrassing moment I’d had in ages. I’d always been taught to have pride in every job I did, as long as it was honest and the money was hard-earned, but I hated that I hadn’t landed a better job for me and my daughter. “Finding a good job has been tougher than I thought.”

      “Yeah, in this economy? It’s rough.” He looked down the road where Doug made his exit. “What was that all about?”

      My cheeks burned even more. In fact, my entire body felt feverish, and I had tingles in all the right places, my body longing for the touch he’d once given me.

      “Yeah. That was embarrassing enough when I didn’t think anyone was witnessing it.” I let out a breath and felt the tension slowly start to fade.

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s just me.” He shrugged it off like it was nothing. And it felt good to know he still held the same regard for me, that our past still meant something to him. “So, you’re looking for something. You know, I’m in need of a personal assistant, someone who might be interested in PR work.”

      He shifted on his feet, and Sierra walked over and took his hand. It didn’t seem to faze him in the least, and he smiled at her and closed his hand around hers.

      “That would be amazing. Could I get an interview?” My heart raced at the possibility of working by his side. Seeing him every day was either going to be the most amazing job or the worst. It all rode on if he were seeing anyone. The thought of him with someone else had my stomach in knots.

      He gave a little chuckle and looked down at my daughter, who was smiling up at him and holding his hand like they’d known each other for years. “Of course.”

      About that time, I heard someone call from across the street. “David? Where are you?” Missy stepped from around the Jeep, and her eyes widened with surprise as she saw me and Sierra.

      “I’m over here, Miss,” he called to his sister.

      Sierra let go of his hand, and her eyes widened as she stepped back over and held onto my arm.

      “Well, no wonder you didn’t come back in.” Missy gave him a sly look and then stepped up to hug me. Then Missy focused on my kid.

      “Sierra, this is David’s sister, Missy.”

      “Hi, honey. Wow, she looks just like you, but look at those dark blue eyes.” She turned and look at her brother then back at Sierra.

      I cleared my throat. “Her father has blue eyes.”

      “Must be your thing, blue-eyed men.” She gave me a wink, and I couldn’t help but let out a giggle which made me feel twelve years old again. Back then, I’d followed him around like a lovesick puppy, and Missy, who had been my babysitter for years, was my go-to for all things David.

      “I suppose so.” I rocked on my feet a bit, and Sierra laid her head on my arm.

      “We’re going to have to catch up one day,” Missy said. “Where are you working?”

      David cut me off. “Allison’s actually just finished school and is going to interview with me. We were just making arrangements when you showed up.” He was all business now when it came to me, and then, as he looked down at Sierra and winked, I heard a little giggle bubble from her chest. Maybe I’d mistaken his kindness toward my daughter and sympathy for my situation as flirting.

      “That would be great,” Missy said. A little voice called from across the road, and Missy let out a sigh. “Well, I’ll leave you three alone. I’ll be in touch. We should get the girls together for a playdate or something.”

      “That would be fun, thanks.” Sierra squeezed my hand, and I wasn’t sure what she thought of the idea. I wouldn’t ask in front of David.

      As soon as Missy was gone, Sierra turned her attention back to David. “Is that your big black car?” She pointed across the street, and his eyes followed.

      “Yes, that’s my Jeep. The top comes off and everything.”

      “You mean it comes apart?” She looked at him with the most incredible look, like he was pulling her leg.

      “Yes, and as a matter of fact, the entire thing comes apart. The doors, the top. I can even pull the seats out if I want.”

      “You’re teasing.” She walked over and took his hand again, swinging his arm as she looked up at him. I’d never seen her interact with anyone like that, not even her own father, who hadn’t given her that much conversation in ages.

      “I’m not. I’ll have to take you for a ride sometime and show you.”

      “Can we for real?” Sierra turned and jumped up and down, giving me a pleading look.

      “We’ll see.” I brushed my fingers through her hair again, but she stepped away and hugged David who was a bit taken by surprise but knelt down to her level.

      “If we get to go, I’ll even let you help me take the Jeep apart. It’s really like a big toy. You’ll see.”

      Sierra put her arm around his neck. “I believe you, David.”

      That brought a chuckle from him as he looked up at me.

      I cleared my throat. “Would you mind if we exchanged numbers?” I felt like an idiot asking, and I wished it wasn’t such an awkward question. We’d known each other our entire lives, but time and distance had changed things some, even if we still respected and treasured our past.

      “Of course. Call the office on Monday, and I’ll let you know when I can see you about that interview.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out an embossed business card.

      “I’d appreciate the opportunity. I’ve not had any luck.” I didn’t want to sound too desperate, but my mind reeled at the possibility of working for him and how much it would change mine and Sierra’s lives.

      With the larger salary, we could do things and have things that I couldn’t provide for her on my minimum wage and tips that I was getting from Marjorie’s. I’d be able to send her to college one day, without the help of her sorry-ass father.

      “Now, you get to do me the honor.” He gave me a seductive look as he stepped closer and held out his phone.

      I typed in my number. His nose turned toward my hair, and he breathed in deeply. “You still smell the same.” I looked up, and he’d closed his eyes, a soft smile spreading his lips.

      “I hope that’s a good thing.” Our eyes met, and he seemed too full of emotion for a moment, like he was lost for what to say or maybe choosing the right words.

      “It’s a good thing, Allison. It’s like all the good memories of my life are in your scent. You know, they say our sense of smell is the strongest for bringing us back. I guess it’s true.” He was close enough to kiss, and an aching desire to do so burned through me. I could have sworn my lips swelled with desire and anticipation, but then he stepped back, the magic of the moment ebbing with him.

      “I feel that, too. Just seeing you and Missy brings me back. Life’s gotten so complicated. I missed the simpler times when all we had was school and our friends to worry about.”

      He patted Sierra’s head and stroked her long blonde locks. “These little ones don’t know how easy they have it, do they?” He let loose a breath and looked back to his childhood home. “I guess I should get back to work before Missy wrings my neck.”

      “I’m glad I got to see you. Call me. You know, about the job.” I wished I could take the words back and redo them. I probably sounded like an idiot.

      “I will.” He took Sierra’s hand and kissed it. “It was a pleasure meeting you, young lady. You take care of your mom, okay?”

      Sierra, the little charmer, giggled. “Okay. See you later, David.”

      “I have a feeling you will.” He flashed me a wink and walked away.

      I stood there a moment, just watching him go. His ass looked so amazing in his jeans, and I’d noticed his package in the front as well. I let out a breath and turned to go inside, fanning myself.

      “Are you hot, Mama?” Sierra gave me a worried look.

      “Yeah, it must be all this sunshine.” The unseasonably warm day had not only been beautiful, but magical.

      Sierra stopped, and we both looked across the lawn toward his house. “I like him, Mama.”

      I breathed a shallow sigh. “Me too, baby. Me too.”
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          David

        

      

    

    
      Monday’s morning wood would normally be ignored, but ever since I’d run into Allison, I’d had a hard time keeping it down. Now, it lay rigid, burning against my flesh like a hot length of steel. I reached beneath the covers and gripped it tightly, feeling the scorching erection, which practically pulsed in my hand.

      I pumped my fist as I closed my eyes, thinking about her, and I imagined myself kissing those soft lips of hers and then going down on her to taste her sweet little peach. My mouth watered at the thought, and I let my palm glide across my head, spreading the fluid that had leaked.

      When we’d made love before, she’d been so timid and had let me guide her, but I had a feeling that her maturity and experience would make her more confident and hopefully a little eager for pleasure. I knew the chances I was beating my dick to another man’s wife were pretty high, but she’d been my girl first, and a little fantasy wouldn’t hurt.

      I couldn’t wait to get her in my office for the interview, and I knew damn well I was going to turn on my charm and try to seduce her. I cupped my balls and gave them a little tug, imagining her on her knees under my desk, sucking my cock. In all the fantasies of a naughty secretary I could fathom, I’d never imagined Allison working at DeVant with me. I already knew I was going to hire her on the spot.

      I wondered about the jerk who’d been yelling at her. If he was her husband and the little girl’s father, he didn’t deserve either one of them. Maybe if she were in an unhappy marriage, she’d need a soft shoulder to lean on. It was a dirty thought. Imagining myself coming between two people’s marriage wasn’t my style, but this was all a fantasy, and anything goes in a daydream.

      I missed the younger Allison, who looked at me like she couldn’t breathe without me. I imagined myself with her again, her nice, young body against mine, my thoughts trapped somewhere between her then and her now. She was still firm, and slim, and sexy, but now, her eyes were no longer lit with the same wonder, with the same hope.

      I thought of her crawling up from the floor, lifting a tight, black pencil skirt to reveal she’d forgotten her panties before she straddled my lap and the cock she’d just been sucking. Her tight, virgin pussy wrapping around my cock had been heaven, and I’d kissed and sucked her tight, budding nipples. There was so much past with her, and I could close my eyes, remember the past, and project the future. I wanted to be with her again, somehow, some way.

      It couldn’t be the end for us; it couldn’t be the last time I’d ever taste that sweet pussy and fuck her until she called my name. I needed her slick pussy pulsing and milking. I grabbed my cock, squeezing and releasing until it was her body. I could feel every inch of me buried inside of her, and as I pressed tight into her sweet hole, I blasted my load. Tiny droplets splashed all over my pierced nipples and chest. Fuck. I opened my eyes and realized I was biting my lip.

      I rolled out of bed and went for a hot shower before getting dressed for the day. The fantasy had me stirred up, and I could have kicked myself for not asking if she was married. Surely, she was, with the little girl, and if Sierra’s charm was any indication of her father’s, I was shit out of luck. The little girl was amazing, and seeing a mini Allison again was a trip back in time.

      I drove the Cobra to the office as usual, and when I came in late, Greyson was waiting behind my desk, on my phone. For a split second, I thought it was Allison who’d called, but then he looked up at me. “Gotta go, sweetheart. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Sweetheart?” I’d never heard him use such a tender term of endearment before.

      “Hey, it’s called charm. Get some. And while you’re at it, buy a fucking alarm clock.” He had his usual “cat that ate the canary” look and was impeccably dressed.

      “I have one, and before you forget, I’m David DeVant. You know, the one whose name is on the sign out front?” I hated to bust his chops about it too much, seeing as he was the only thing holding my company together since my father died, but luckily, he was paid well enough for the titles to not make a fucking difference.

      “Oh, right. But your father used to tell me I was the son he never had.” He flashed me a wink. It was probably true.

      “Ouch. Speaking of my father, I grabbed a box of his ties from his house. I figured you, me, and Blaine might like one for luck.”

      “That would be cool, man. Thanks. He had great taste in ties.”

      “Yeah, the old man was a smart dresser, amongst other things. We were at his place yesterday, going through his things. You should stop by sometime. You might like a painting or something. We’re not sure what to do with most of it. Dad wasn’t much into the finer things, despite his wealth, but clothes and art, he was a connoisseur.”

      “The man liked what he liked. How’d that go, anyway? I can’t imagine going through my parents’ things.”

      “It’s nostalgic. But the best part was when I ran into my old neighbor, Allison. She’s supposed to call in, actually. I’m going to give her an interview to be my assistant.”

      “Oh, yeah. Allison from across the street, right? Funny, I didn’t know you were interviewing for an assistant.” He gave a little chuckle and then rose from my chair to give it up to me. “She must be looking good these days.”

      I sat in my chair and kicked back. “A knockout as always. Man, I was so in love with her. You know, we were each other’s firsts when we were in high school. I thought right then that I was going to marry her someday. That’s how much it fucked me up.”

      “Damn. What happened?”

      “Things changed. I think we were both just insecure. Then I went into the Air Force, and she still had to finish school.”

      He shook his head and gave me a pitiful look. “Damn, sounds like she was your great white buffalo, my friend.”

      “My what?”

      His look of pity turned into an eye roll. “You know, the one that got away? But it sounds like you’re hoping to make things happen; creating a job and everything for her. What rich men won’t do, right?”

      “No, she’s a nice girl and a good friend. She told me she’s working down at Marjorie’s. You know, the old diner across town from the old neighborhood?” Everyone in our suburb knew about Marjorie’s.

      “Yeah, I remember. They had the best milkshakes and fries.” He closed his eyes like he could taste them.

      “Yeah, but you should have seen her face when she told me, and she just graduated. She’s got a degree in business she should be putting to use. She’d be perfect for a little PR work. She’s smart, beautiful, has a great sense of humor, and she’s like family.”

      “You’re in love with this girl.” He belted out a laugh. “I love it.”

      “I don’t know. She’s got this kid, and she’s great, but I’m sure there’s a man in the picture. A husband or boyfriend. There’s no way she’s single.”

      “Did you come onto her?” He put his hands up like it was the most obvious solution.

      “Her kid was there, so I had to keep it turned down a notch, but I did a little eye-fucking. God, she’s fucking hot.” I adjusted in my chair, and Greyson gave me the side eye.

      “Call her. Set something up.” He got to his feet and headed for the door. “I’ll just give you a little privacy.” He gave me a sly grin as he pulled the door closed.

      I hit call next to her number and waited as the phone rang, but there was no answer. I decided to leave a message and told her to call, but all that did was put me in a waiting game I had no patience for.

      I spent some time working, but every so often, I’d check my phone. It hit me that she might call the office line, so I went out to the front to the receptionist’s desk.

      “Has anyone called for me about an interview?”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. DeVant, but no. I wasn’t aware that there was a position available. I have a friend named Sarah who’s looking for a job. Is it okay if I tell her to apply?”

      “This is kind of a personal position, so I’m not really considering just anybody, but tell your friend to keep trying.” I turned and hurried the hell out of there, hoping that no one would flip out on me for showing favoritism in my own company. I didn’t need the drama.

      I could already tell that I was going to drive myself nuts over her, and I needed to know if I even still had a chance. If she were married or seeing someone, I could still offer her the position, but at least I could cool my jets a bit.

      I dialed Missy’s number, and she answered with a smile in her voice. “Hey, little brother, how’s it going?”

      “I’m a mess. Do you know what a big goof I am?”

      “Yes, I do, actually, but I’m surprised you’re admitting it.”

      “What do you know about Allison? Like is she married?”

      “She’s divorced, actually. You remember that guy she dated a little, kind of an off and on thing when you were too busy daydreaming about jets and soaring the skies?”

      “Fuck. You don’t mean Doug Simon? That asshole?”

      “Yeah, well if you’d wanted her, she’d have waited for you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Please, I told you how much she talked to me about you. Did you think I was kidding? She was in love with you. She wanted to have your babies and the picket fence dream house. Trust me, she would have waited.”

      “So, the girl? She belongs to that guy?” I couldn’t wrap my head around how such a jackwagon could create such a gorgeous child. Then it occurred to me. The blond guy who was screaming at Allison. The man had been Doug. If I had known the situation, I’d have gone over and punched his fucking teeth in. And if he talked to her that way, then how did he treat his daughter? My blood started to boil as if I had some right to be protective over Allison and Sierra.

      “Yeah, that’s her father. If you ask me, I think you should ask her out.”

      “Thanks, Miss. I’ll call you later.”

      “Keep me updated.” With that, her end of the phone went dead, and I sank in my office chair.

      After lunch, which I’d spent talking to my sister and waiting by the phone, I figured she must be working at the diner. I could imagine that old lady Marjorie wasn’t going to let her waitresses use their cell phones on the job. Since I hadn’t eaten, I decided to drive out and see if those fries and shakes were still as good as they used to be.

      On the way, I couldn’t help but think about our last time together. I’d been away at basic training and hadn’t been home for what felt like ages, so I missed her terribly. She’d written me a few letters, but nothing serious. When I came back and found out that she wanted to go to her senior prom, but she didn’t have a date, I decided to ask her.

      I’d worn my uniform, and her dress had been beautiful on her, but most of my memory had been of her naked after, the two of us lying together as one, my cock buried deep and thrusting. We’d only been going to the dance as friends. I’d thought I’d come back for her, but I hated to ask her to wait. It wasn’t fair, but maybe I should have said something, at least. I’d tried to call her a few times after that, but not soon enough. She’d already moved on. After so many years, I focused on other dreams, but all of those were gone now, too.

      But she was back, and I couldn’t let her get away again.
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          Allison

        

      

    

    
      Katrina and I walked circles around each other when our shifts lined up, and it was like we were engaged in some kind of ritual dance as we worked our tables, refilling glasses, taking orders, and delivering them.

      “You two are doing great,” Marjorie said. She’d just popped in to make sure things were running smoothly. “I’ve never seen anyone work in such an efficient way before. Now if you two could just do it without all of the personal chatter, that would be even better.” She elbowed the old man next to her at the bar, and both shared a chuckle at our expense.

      “No way,” said Katrina. “The idle chatter is our fuel, Ms. Marj. Besides, we get better tips when we put on a show.” She wiped beneath Marjorie’s coffee cup and passed her a coaster. Then she crossed the room to refill a glass at the table next to where I’d just finished taking a man’s order.

      As soon as the pad hit my apron, she continued our conversation. “So, how’d your weekend go?” She’d spent the entire morning telling me about hers and the near close encounter she’d had with her landlord.

      “Same old. Doug got Sierra, showed his ass, then dropped her off early at my parents’ house.”

      “You went there again? Another movie night?” She gave me a pathetic look. “You should have called.”

      “I did, but apparently, you were earning your rent.” I gave her a wink, and she blushed.

      “I said it was a near encounter, and it’s gross, right? He’s like twenty years older than me. But he’s hot; don’t get me wrong.”

      “Oh, I hear you loud and clear, discount city.”

      The man at the table nearest to us chuckled, and she stuck her tongue out at him. “Look, mama’s girl, we’re talking about your weekend now, not mine.”

      I figured it was a good time to tell her about David as she followed me to the back, the both of us putting in orders. “David and his sister were at their family estate. They’re going through the stuff in the house, probably getting ready to sell it. I didn’t ask.”

      “David, the Airman, David?”

      “Yes, the one I went to prom with.”

      She leaned against the counter and gave me a sidelong look. “Yeah, I remember him. He’s the rich kid, the one you banged prom night. I was around, remember.” The cooks cleared their throats to let us know they could hear every word, and I gave her a pointed look. “Oh please, you have a kid. They know you’re not a virgin, Allison.”

      “Right.” I rolled my eyes and continued out of the kitchen with the order. She followed, but I turned to give her a warning glare.

      “These people don’t want to hear about my sex life, so could you please tone it down?” I turned and placed the man’s order down, and he met my eyes with a smile.

      “I’m not opposed to hearing it.” He looked at Katrina and shrugged.

      “You eat your waffles. Here’s some syrup.” I slammed the syrup down a little too hard and turned and looked around. The place was settling down, and I could, too.

      I went to wipe off tables and refill napkin holders, always making sure to keep busy, especially with Marjorie around. Luckily, the old woman was entertaining her gentleman friend and hadn’t looked up to see us both looming around the same area, so we could chat.

      “What’s bugging you today?” Katrina asked. “Did something happen with David?”

      “Well, for one, I’m just hoping to make it through my shift without Sierra’s teacher calling to tell me she’s bitten someone else.”

      “She’s usually so good.”

      “She’s a charmer. You should have seen her with David yesterday. She was flirty and giggly. It was really cute. She held his hand and really opened up to him. It was the kind of moment I’ve been wishing she’d have with her father since the day she was born.”

      “That asshole doesn’t appreciate her. Maybe you should keep David around if he does.”

      “Yeah, well, that rich boy, as you call him, is like a multi-millionaire or something. His father’s company was worth over a billion when he died, and now, he runs the company.

      “Damn, boy’s doing good for himself. All the more reason to give him a call.”

      “Well, that’s the thing. He is supposed to call me. I’m setting up an interview with him, and I didn’t know how to tell you. I know you like me being here, and we’re a great team, but I have to think about my little girl.”

      “Yeah, and you have a degree you need to put to work. Look, I’m not naïve, Allie. I know you’re not going to do this forever, and with any luck, neither will I. So, don’t sweat it.” She looked over my shoulder and narrowed her eyes.

      “So, does David look the same?”

      “Yeah, but he’s matured, so he’s hotter, more rugged.”

      She leaned in over my shoulder. “Tattoos? Short-trimmed beard. Fuck me eyes? Panty-dropping body?”

      “Yes, how’d you know?” A split-second later, she had me by the shoulders and spun me around.

      “Lucky guess.” She walked away as David sat in a booth across the room.

      “David?” I walked across the room and took out my pad and pen. “What are you doing here?”

      “It’s late, I know, but I was in the area and thought I’d have a bite of lunch.”

      “Did DeVant build another office around here?” Or had he gone out of his way to see me?

      “Okay, so maybe I’m a little out of my way, but I am hungry, and since you’re not answering your phone, I thought I’d stop in and kill two birds.”

      “What can I get you to eat?” He looked like he was used to eating healthy foods, but then he’d always had a hot body.

      “Bacon burger, extra bacon, and how about some of those famous fries and a chocolate milkshake?”

      My eyes widened as I wrote it on the pad. It wasn’t at all what I had expected, but it was a diner and not a health food store.

      “I’ll get that.” The ticket was snatched from my hands, and Katrina gave me a shrug. “It’s your break time, honey. Take a load off.”

      David looked at Katrina as she walked away, and he smiled. “She hasn’t changed a bit.”

      “No, she’ll never change.” I sat down, and when Katrina came back with his milkshake, she had two.

      I gave her a pointed look. “This one’s on me.” She winked and scampered away.

      I turned to see David’s eyes on me, trailing down my body and lingering on my breasts. I warmed inside and wished that his eyes were his lips and we were alone. I took out my phone and turned up the volume a little.

      “I didn’t know if your boss allowed those or not, but you didn’t answer.”

      “She’s okay with it as long as we don’t stay on them. I must have forgotten to turn it back up. But at least the school didn’t call. Just you. What did you want?”

      “I want you,” He cleared his throat, and I shifted in my seat as a lick of heat coursed through my body and tightened my nipples beneath my blouse. “I want you to come and work for me.”

      “But I thought I’d have to interview.” I had thought it would be a whole process of me showing my resume and hoping I’d beat out other applicants.

      “Well, that’s the beauty of being the man in charge; I can do whatever I want, and I want to do you.” His cheeks reddened beneath the beard. “That came out all wrong. I mean, I want you to come work for me.”

      I wanted to tell him I was fine either way, but it was nice to see that he was still the same guy he used to be, with a great sense of humor and never taking himself too seriously.

      “I’d love that. I’m off tomorrow, so I can come in, and we’ll talk. I’m not sure what I’ll do about this.” I turned my head and looked over my shoulder. “I hate to leave them in a bind, but I’ll talk to Marjorie after we talk.” They’d done me a huge favor in hiring me and had never given me hell about taking off for my daughter.

      “Sounds great. Can I ask something personal? I’m just curious, is all, and you can tell me to butt out if you want.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. “Sure, ask away.” The man was giving me a job and about to change my life for the better.

      “Why were you thinking the school might call? It sounds like there’s been some trouble?” His eyebrows were pulled up with concern.

      “Oh, that.” I thought he was going to ask something about me. “I guess my daughter made an impression on you.”

      “She’s something special, for sure.” He chuckled. “But if it’s odd—”

      “No! Not at all. Like you said, we’re old friends” I took a deep breath and thought of how to explain without making her sound like a delinquent. “Let’s just say, she made her impression on a little boy at school last week.”

      His eyes lit. “A boy? At her age? No way, I’d have none of that. You’re going to have to lock her in a room when she’s fifteen.”

      “Yeah, and by impression, I mean, she bit him. On the shoulder. During free reading time.”

      He laughed and sipped his milkshake, then licked his lips. “Remember when me and Tony from down the street would ride our bikes in front of your house as fast as we could, and you’d throw dirt at us?”

      I couldn’t have been more than six or seven. “I remember that, and I did it for the same reason. I wanted your attention. You didn’t even slow down to notice me.” I smiled at the thought. I’d been a little shit at times.

      “She’s like her mother in more ways than looks, huh?” We shared a laugh.

      “You could say that.” I thought of how Sierra said the little boy had black hair and blue eyes and remembered David and how he’d looked. The memory brought a smile to my face, and I looked down to my milkshake and took a sip as he did the same.

      Katrina brought his burger, and he cut it in half and offered me a piece. Instead, I opted to steal a fry and dipped it in my shake.

      “That’s what I’m going to do,” he said, doing the same. My body stirred deep inside my core as he put the fry in his mouth and nibbled.

      I needed to behave while I was at work, and it was bad enough that Katrina was across the room, watching our every move. “Sierra does it, too. She taught me actually. It’s always been her thing.”

      “Yeah, I can’t get over how friendly she was to me. I don’t know why kids are like that with me. Missy’s kids love me, too. I’m like a magnet.”

      “You’re a nice guy, and she even told me she liked you.”

      “Well, I’m glad to have her approval. It means a lot to me.”

      “I still approve of you, too, if it means anything.” I laughed. “And thanks again for the job.”

      He reached across the table and took my hand. “No problem. I’m excited to have you working for me.”

      His hand left mine, and I realized it had just been a friendly gesture. I knew better than to make anything out of it, even though my heart was pounding.

      “I guess I should get back to work,” I said. “Break time is over. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.” With that, we said our goodbyes, and I walked to the back, retying my apron.

      As I passed Katrina, she leaned in and whispered. “He’s still looking at you.”

      I turned and gave him a little wave, and then went through the doors with her behind me. “He just came in to give me the job. We’re just friends. He talked more about Sierra than me.” I wasn’t going to let things go to my head, no matter how much I wanted to.
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      Ignoring my morning wood and waking up an hour early had brought me into work before anyone else, but I was so excited about Allison coming to work for me that I could barely contain myself.

      Greyson walked into my office with a look of shock and awe.

      “Damn. Mark this day on the calendar. You’re actually here before me? You’ve never managed that. Hell, you’ve been on time maybe once since your father died, and that was when you were interested in that lady on the fifth floor.”

      With narrowed eyes, he walked around my desk and leaned in, sniffing the air around me and eyeing my suit. “That’s your ‘fuck me’ suit.”

      “You’re crazy,” I said with a laugh. “I don’t have a ‘fuck me’ suit.”

      “That’s your best-tailored suit, and your blue tie. Tell me you’re not trying to accentuate those blue eyes.”

      I had deliberately chosen the tie for that reason, but I wasn’t admitting to anything.

      I curled my lips into a smile. “You’re starting to worry me with the whole, flair for fashion thing.”

      “It comes from dating models and having a gay tailor. So, sorry to disappoint you, David, but I won’t fuck you.”

      “I ought to punch you in the fucking throat for saying that shit.”

      “I could say something, but it’s too far, for even me.” I let loose a breath and gave him a look. “But I know I’m right. You’re all spiffed up for someone.”

      “Allison’s coming in. I saw her yesterday and gave her the job.”

      “What job? There was no job. Oh, that’s right. You mean the job you created for her.”

      “Yesterday, you seemed to think it was a good idea.”

      “I still do, but if I can’t fuck with you about it, what fun would it be?” He grabbed a cup of coffee from my Keurig and was on his way. He did the same thing every morning and usually hung out behind my desk.

      I had work to do, but with Allison on her way, I was too distracted. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. She was so beautiful, and I made a mental checklist of all the women I’d met. None compared. She was the hottest, the prettiest, and the sexiest by far. I was so pissed at myself for letting her marry that asshole, but I knew without that asshole, she wouldn’t have her wonderful daughter. Perhaps everything had happened for a reason, and we were all supposed to be together. I pushed the thoughts out of my head. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. I couldn’t just step in and assume anything. Sure, she was divorced, but it didn’t mean she’d want me for anything more than a friend.

      Just when I’d finally gotten her off my mind, she showed up with a little knock on my door. “Knock, Knock.”

      I smiled at her greeting because as kids, it had been the way we entered each other’s homes.

      “Come on in. I was wondering when you’d show up. Did you get lost on the way?”

      “No, sorry. I didn’t want to show up too early, and you didn’t specify a time. It’s only eight-thirty. Was I supposed to be here at eight?”

      “Oh, sorry. Longest morning ever.”

      “Yeah, it’s flown by. I hoped I wouldn’t be too late.”

      “No, you’re perfect.” I’d gotten to work so damned early, I’d thought it was already close to noon. I had been so anxious and in my head about seeing her, that the hours had dragged out forever. I offered her a seat across from me.

      “I was hoping we’d discuss job duties and of course, pay.” She lowered herself into the chair and crossed her legs.

      “Yes, of course. I want to make sure you’re well-compensated for the job you’ll be performing.” I hadn’t really written anything out because there weren’t any forms for her job description, so I scratched my head and then folded my hands on the table in front of me. “Let’s see.”

      “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “No, sorry. It’s just no one’s ever done this job for me before. What I really need is someone to schedule my appointments, make reservations, handle some of my personal chores, like my dry-cleaning, make and take calls. And of course, you’d handle my PR.” I cleared my throat and jotted down a number on a piece of paper and folded it in half. “Does that sound like something you’re interested in?”

      “Yes, I think I can handle that.”

      “Good.” I slid the paper across the desk. “Do you find this acceptable?”

      She picked up the paper and opened it, her eyes widening. “This is per month?”

      “Yes, is it enough? I mean, really, if you don’t think it’s fair—”

      “No, it’s very generous, thank you.” She placed her hand on her chest, and it was then I noticed its rise and fall.

      “Well, it’s a very big job, putting up with me.” I chuckled and gave her a wink. I had no idea what the going rate for PA’s was, but she seemed pleased. I could afford it, and that was all that mattered. She seemed preoccupied by the view behind my desk.

      “Excellent view, isn’t it?”

      “It’s breathtaking, actually. I didn’t realize how high up I’d gone.”

      “Yeah, it’s deceiving. It’s hard to think my father made all of this while we were busy growing up in the suburbs.”

      “The middle-class suburbs,” she corrected. “You never acted like you had a lot of money.”

      “That’s because I didn’t.” I couldn’t help but blurt out a laugh. “The old man was the one with the money, and you want to hear the truth of it?” She nodded. “We had no idea how much he was worth until the day they read the will.”

      “Really? He kept it a secret?”

      “There’s a reason I scribbled down that figure and passed it to you. My old man never discussed money, and you won’t hear that happening here in these walls, either. That salary of yours should stay to yourself, not that I’m saying you’d tell anyone, but in case you’re asked. It’s no one’s business. My father used to say he had cash in every pocket and change in his socks.”

      “Sounds painful.”

      I laughed. “Painful depends on your perspective, I suppose.” She leaned forward in her seat as if hanging on my every word. “What he meant was, you keep your money tucked in many pockets, and the little money, the change, is what you stand on. That’s why my father kept his three kids in middle-class suburbia while running a billion-dollar company.”

      “And so painful is perspective.” She shook her head. “You had a good childhood, didn’t you? I mean, you had a nice home. We didn’t live in the slums by any means, and if I’m not mistaken, you had all you needed, right?”

      “Of course, we did. From my perspective, it wasn’t so painful at all. But take Blaine, for instance. He’s been pissed off at my father since the reading of the will. He felt slighted having to grow up without the glamorous things in life. He felt his art might have gotten more attention, that he’d have been happier. Missy had to cook and clean and take care of us boys once our mother died, and she struggled the most, through it all. Missed out on a good education, had the most sacrifices. We could have had cooks and maids. Instead, she did it all. Cleaned, washed clothes, and fed us.”

      “Well, I’m glad you lived across the street. I wouldn’t have wanted to throw dirt at anyone else.” Her eyes sparkled.

      “And I wouldn’t have tolerated it from anyone else. You had my attention, Ms. Beall. Why do you think I went back and forth so many times?”

      “Actually, now it’s Ms. Simon. I never changed my name back after the divorce.”

      “Sorry that didn’t work out for you.” I wasn’t really, but I had nothing else to say. I couldn’t tell her I despised the father of her child.

      “Oh, I’m much better off. It’s hard at times, being a single mom, but most of my burden has been financial. Doug doesn’t make a lot, so he doesn’t pay a lot in support. But with this job, now I don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Good. And if you need anything you let me know. I’d love to help.”

      “Thanks, but that’s not necessary. You’re helping so much more than you know. I can save up for her college now and afford insurance finally.”

      I felt a pang in my gut. She’d been going without insurance for her child. “Well, it’s your lucky day. We provide insurance to our employees. It comes with the job.”

      Her eyes lit with shock, and she leaned forward across my desk and took my hand.

      “Thank you.” She wiped her eyes. “That’s a huge burden lifted.”

      “We also have scholarships, if you’d like to apply in about twelve years.” I was totally making shit up at this point, but I was a total sucker for her, and if her kid needed to go to college, I’d pay for any school she wanted.

      “I feel like I’ve won the lottery.”

      “Awesome, you can start on Monday if you want. I know you wanted to give your friends at the diner a little notice, and I respect the hell out of you for that. Some people would just leave them hanging.” I stood from my desk. “Let me walk you out.”

      She saw my Cobra as she walked past it in the garage. “Wow, what a pretty car.”

      “Thank you, I love it, too.”

      She tilted her head. “I thought you have a Jeep?”

      “A Jeep and a motorcycle, too, but the weather hasn’t been too agreeable for those lately. So, I usually drive this in. She’s my baby.”

      “Nice baby.”

      I walked her to a practical SUV and wondered if there was any way I could manage to get her a new car without being too obvious. I was handing out insurance and scholarships, so what the hell.

      “Call me, and let me know if you need anything. I’ll see you soon.” I stood there for an awkward moment, wanting to kiss her goodbye, but knowing it wasn’t appropriate. I shut her door and watched as she drove away. I returned to the building where I found Greyson waiting outside the elevator.

      He flashed me a wink. “Great white buffalo.”

      “Oh hey, does the company have any kind of scholarship program for high school students applying to college? You know, for our associates’ families?”

      He made a face. “Nope. Your old man was too much of a tight wad.”

      I folded my arms. “He paid for your college, Greyson.”

      “Yeah, but I’m like family; the son he’d never had, remember?” He wasn’t going to stop busting my balls over that one.

      “Yeah, golden child, make it happen and name it after my father. I want at least one kid a year being rewarded, and I get the final say.”

      With that, I left him standing in the lobby with his mouth hanging open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Allison

        

      

    

    
      I should have known better than to let my guard down, but with all the bliss of a new job and bigger pay, and all the plans I’d already begun to make for me and my daughter, I couldn’t help it. Take that and multiply it by David DeVant, and it was too much joy for one person. Reality was waiting to knock me down a peg.

      I walked into the front office of my daughter’s school, and as I approached the secretary, she smiled and pushed out a clipboard. “Please sign in, Mrs. Simon.” I wanted to correct her about my name. I wasn’t a Mrs. anymore, but a Ms., not that they’d care. I signed my name.

      “I’m here to see Ms. Clare.” My daughter’s teacher had called me in for a parent/teacher conference.

      “You can go back. Here’s a visitor’s pass.” The woman handed me a sticker which I pressed on my shirt before heading down the hall to my daughter’s classroom.

      Ms. Clare met me at the door. “Hello, Ms. Simon.”

      “Please, call me Allison. It’s unexpected to see you again.” I wanted to ask her if my daughter had left teeth marks in anyone or worse, but she led me in and had me sit in a child-sized chair in front of her desk.

      “I wanted to talk to you about Sierra.” She smiled pleasantly, and I wanted to say no shit. “As you know, she had a bit of trouble last week with the assault on the other student.”

      “Assault? I hardly would call a bite an assault; incident, maybe, but please continue.” I placed my handbag on the floor and met her eyes.

      “Well, tomato, to-mah-to.” She shrugged. “I’m not here to argue, but I really feel she needs to start seeing the counselor. She’s having some social issues, and I’m not just talking about the assault—”

      “Incident,” I corrected, gritting my teeth through a tight smile.

      “Ah, yeah. So, I’m not really sure what’s going on at home, but with her behavior, I can’t help but think there might be some form of abuse or possible neglect that the counselor would be better qualified than you or me to determine. Do you happen to know of anything that might be disturbing your child? Causing her to be a bit standoffish?”

      I had been numb since she’d used the word abuse, and my hackles were so high, I was ready to stand up and pinch her head off. If she wanted abuse, I could damn well show it to her.

      “I’m not sure what’s going on here at school, but I can assure you on our end, things are okay. Now, having said that, she does go to her father’s house every other weekend, so I’m not able to say what goes on there. But I assure you, I’ll get to the bottom of that as soon as I leave here.”

      She blinked a few times, looking down her nose at me. I stood up, sick of the child-sized chair, which obviously had this teacher confusing me for a little kid. I leaned against the desk and gripped my purse at my side as I forced a smile.

      Ms. Clare frowned. “I see. So, you think there could be a problem on her father’s end?” Her brow rose, and I bit my lip to stop from telling her she’d just earned an A for repeating what I’d said.

      “I can’t say there is, but as I said, what happens there is not in my control. But if there is some sort of issue, I’ll make sure it’s dealt with. But I don’t think this is an issue for counseling since this is the first time we’ve discussed the situation, and you yourself have admitted you’re no authority on abuse. I will talk to my daughter and let you know what I find out, but I don’t want to disrupt her daily routine unless absolutely necessary.”

      Instead of seeming understanding, she seemed disappointed. “Well, I suppose we’ll see how this works, but if she doesn’t come out of her shell, I’m going to have to recommend she start weekly sessions.”

      “Thank you. I’d like to go ahead and take her with me since there’s only an hour of school left.”

      “Certainly, Ms. Simon. I’ll have her sent to the office.” I walked down the hall and waited for my daughter, wondering what could be going on. Surely, there wasn’t something that she hadn’t told me. She’d always been so good about communicating with me, and I found it hard to believe that she was being abnormally standoffish when she usually had a sweet personality. My heart was breaking as I saw her walking around the corner. What if there were bullies picking on her?

      “Do I get to leave early, Mama?” Her little head turned up with a smile, and she wagged her eyebrows.

      “Yes, so you can turn off the charm. We’re going home.”

      “Did you go to work today?”

      “No, I came in to talk to your teacher.” I held her hand and led her out into the parking lot. I wanted to get her in the car before I asked her any questions.

      I opened her door, and she climbed in and strapped herself in. I walked around and got in with her. Before I started the car, I took a deep breath. I couldn’t fathom that her father was low enough to abuse her. Sure, he’d gotten to a point where he was loathsome of me, but he’d never been mean or cruel to her, that I knew of. Even though he’d gotten bitter through the divorce, he’d always kept his cool in front of Sierra. But I had to know.

      “Honey, I know you don’t like going to your father’s house, but I need you to be very brave and answer a few questions for me. You can be brave, can’t you?”

      She nodded quickly and folded her hands in her lap. “I sleep in my room in the dark all the time, and I’m pretty sure I could handle scary movies if you’d let me watch them.”

      “Oh yeah? I’d have to think about that one. But let’s get to these questions first.”

      “Sure.” She shrugged her little shoulders and shifted in her seat to face me.

      “Does anyone do or say anything that hurts you? Like your dad or Cindy?” She blinked a few times, her face devoid of any emotion, reminding me a lot of her teacher. “You know you can tell me anything, honey.”

      She nodded.

      “If there’s anything, you should just tell me. I won’t be mad at you, but I want to make sure that whatever is going on stops.”

      “There’s nothing.” She turned and looked out the window and didn’t speak for the rest of the drive, but instead of going home, I decided to make a detour.

      “Where are we going?” she asked as I took an exit.

      “I thought we’d surprise your grandparents.” If I couldn’t get her to talk, then maybe my mother and father could. I’d learned one lesson as a mother; when all else failed, call Grandma and Grandpa.

      My mother was surprised to see us. “Hey, honey. What’s the cause of this surprise?” She was in the kitchen cooking dinner. “I’m making soup if you two want to stay for dinner. There’s even French bread with cheese if you want to dunk it.”

      She gave Sierra a wink, and her eyes lit up. I could tell that something was weighing terribly on her mind, and I sent her to sit with my father as I helped my mother cook and explained my meeting with the teacher.

      “That doesn’t sound right, Allison. There’s got to be more to this story. I’ll see what I can do to help you get to the bottom of it.”

      “I just can’t believe he’d be cruel to her.”

      “He’s cruel to you,” she said with a shrug. “Maybe he talks to her that way when you’re not around to abuse.”

      “Yeah, but she hasn’t done anything to him, and he hates me. I can see him wanting to hurt me, but her?” I shook my head. “I just can’t fathom it, Mom.” I let loose a deep, cleansing breath, and my mother patted my back.

      “You’ll be okay, dear. We’ll get this sorted out.”

      “I know. I just hate that I can’t get her to tell me. I know it has to be something.”

      “Did you tell me everything growing up?” My mother gave me a pointed look.

      “Heck no.” My laugh was half-hearted.

      “And why was that? You knew you could tell me anything.”

      “Well, I couldn’t tell you things, knowing they’d hurt you. I didn’t want you to be disappointed in me. So, I was ashamed, I guess.”

      “So, maybe that’s why she doesn’t want to tell you. She knows it will hurt you and shame her.”

      I gave that some thought, and it was actually the only thing that made sense. “She’s such a strong kid, usually.”

      I had always prided myself on being a strong woman, but even the strongest have a hard time when their children are suffering.

      At the dinner table, my mother made small talk, asking me about the new job, and when David’s name was mentioned, it got Sierra’s attention.

      “I like him,” she said.

      “You do?” I asked. “Why do you like him so much?” I couldn’t help but be curious what struck her fancy about him.

      “He said you’re pretty, Mama.” She waggled her brows and giggled.

      “When did he say that?” I turned to my mother and shrugged.

      “He said I was beautiful like you, remember? And I like anyone who thinks we’re pretty. And I hate everyone who thinks we’re not.” She got a strange look on her face and stirred her soup in slow circles.

      “Does anyone ever say you’re not pretty?” I asked.

      She looked up and then turned her eyes to my mother.

      “Sierra? Answer your mother, dear.” Mom gave my daughter the look, and she sank her bread into her bowl.

      “If someone says that, then they’re not someone you want to be around, right?” I assumed some of the kids at school had teased her, and that this must be the root of the problem.

      “So, if I don’t have to be around them, does this mean I don’t have to go to Dad’s house any more?”

      My blood turned cold. This wasn’t some childhood bully bullshit.

      “Did your father say something to you about not being pretty?” I asked.

      “No, not Daddy, but Cindy said you’re ugly, and then Daddy says I get things from you, like my hair. Then he tells Cindy he hates you. Does he hate me, too?”

      “Of course not, honey. Your dad is having a hard time being on his own, and he’s angry with me because I get to be with you so much. It’s really not about the way either of us looks, and he’d never hate you.”

      “At school, they were talking about having their daddy’s come to Career Day, and I don’t want mine to come. It’s all they talk about. That’s why I like David. He’s nicer than Daddy and Cindy. He likes you, Mama, and he likes me, too.”

      “Honey, you know I don’t have to tell your father about any of this. We’ll figure it out. Don’t let that worry you, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me all of this sooner?”

      “Because I didn’t want it to hurt your feelings. You’re not really ugly, Mama. Not to me, anyway, and not to David.”

      My father cleared his throat. “And not to me, either. All three of my girls are the prettiest.” He gave Sierra a wink, and just like that, she felt better.

      “You should invite David over for dinner Saturday night,” my mother said. “I can cook a roast, and you can bake him some oatmeal cookies. Weren’t those his favorite? How about it. Give him a call.”

      “I want to help, too!” Sierra pounded her spoon against the side of her bowl and cheered. “Call him! Call him!” She hopped out of her seat and brought me my phone.

      “Fine, okay. I will.” I rolled my eyes and laughed, taking out the phone and dialing his number.
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          David

        

      

    

    
      The last time I walked up to Allison’s door was the night I’d showed up in my uniform to take her to prom. Her father had stepped out, shook my hand, and warned me about prom night traditions and how I should put tradition aside and be a nonconformist when it came to his daughter.

      Maybe if he’d been a bit more intimidating, I’d have listened to him. But as it turned out, traditions were traditions for a reason.

      The blood rushed to my dick, and I knew I’d better stop the memories from tenting my pants when the door opened up, and Mrs. Beall gave me a warm smile.

      “Hi, honey! Come on in. It’s been too long.” Mrs. Beall had aged gracefully, but like most women her age, had found a few extra pounds and a pair of glasses. Neither did a thing to hurt her beauty.

      “Yes, ma’am, it has indeed.”

      She pulled me in for a big, warm hug and then pulled away. “Is that dessert?” She eyed the pink box I carried.

      “Yes, I found a baklava that is close to my mother’s recipe, and I remembered how much you used to love it.” My mother used to make the stuff and fill Christmas tins for the holidays. Then she’d load up a wagon, and Missy and I would pull it door to door, delivering. The neighbors would invite us in for cookies and milk, give us handfuls of peppermints, or some other treat; and once we got a fruitcake that was so hard, Mom couldn’t cut it. I had the best memories on this block, and from the gleam in Mrs. Beall’s eyes, she remembered them, too.

      She cleared her throat. “Hers was the best. Thank you so much.” She took the box and stepped back so I could go inside.

      Sierra stood peeking around the corner, and her eyes lit up when I presented her with the small bear I’d picked up in the mall. “My nieces said that this place in the mall has the best bears ever.”

      “Thank you.” She stepped up and took the bear, keeping her smile on the floor. She’d been so much more outgoing the first time I’d met her, but now, she was acting a bit shy. She hugged it as her mother stepped out from the kitchen.

      She wore a short dress, and although it was modest, it still showed off her slim curves and perky breasts. “Thank you, that’s so thoughtful.”

      She gave me a quick hug, and I breathed in her scent while I had her close. She smiled at me like she’d caught me in the act.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her as her mother led us to the dining room, explaining how she’d tried something new with the roast and hoped we liked it. She’d always been one of the best cooks and had taught my sister most of her skills. With our own mother gone, Missy would call Mrs. Beall for advice and recipes.

      Her father, who’d always been glued to the TV, came in and shook my hand before we both sat down. “Good to see you, David.” He gave me a firm grip and met my eyes directly.

      “You too, Sir.”

      The man hadn’t changed much, except for the graying hair and a few extra pounds that had come with aging and being well-fed by a good woman.

      “Sorry about your father, son. He was a good man and a great neighbor. I see the yard’s been kept up, which is nice but are you expecting to sell the house?”

      “Eventually, but we’re not really in any hurry. It’s been a bit harder than we thought, going through everything, and none of us really have had the time.”

      “It’s never easy. You let me know if you’re going to list it. I have a few friends who are looking.”

      “I sure will.” The thought of having anyone else in my childhood home hadn’t sunk in. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it, so blathering on about it wasn’t going to do me any good.

      “Allison tells me you’ve taken over your father’s position at the company,” Mrs. Beall said.

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s a big change from the Air Force, and I will admit I’m not sure I’m doing a good job of filling his shoes.” In fact, I knew I wasn’t. If it weren’t for Greyson, I’d be lost.

      Mrs. Beall gave me a reassuring grin. “I’m sure you’re doing fine, and we appreciate you giving Allison such a wonderful opportunity.”

      Allison spoke up. “We sure do.” She smiled, and I couldn’t help but notice she seemed a bit more relaxed than usual. It felt good knowing I’d played a part in her happiness.

      “She’s had a bit of a struggle, you know.”

      Allison’s head turned sharply as her mother spoke, and her cheeks reddened.

      “Yeah, she finally divorced the asshat.” Her father chuckled.

      “Richard, please.” His wife gave him a scolding look, and her eyes shifted to Sierra. “Even if we hate the jerk, it’s not a polite word for our granddaughter to hear.” She tilted her head toward the girl, but she was busy building a mound out of her potatoes.

      Her father shrugged and mumbled under his breath, “Truth is the truth. She may as well hear it.”

      “Daddy, please. Not now.” Allison shook her head, a weary look crossing her face, which set the tension back into her brow. “We try to only speak good things about the situation, even though it’s tough.” She gave us all a tight smile and changed the subject. “Mom was asking me earlier how Missy and Blaine are doing.” She took a sip of her wine and gave her mother a pointed look.

      “Oh yes, how are they doing? How are the twins?”

      “They’re doing fine. Growing. Missy is great. She loves being a full-time mom and makes Martha Stewart look like an amateur. Blaine is good. He’s lost in his art.” I wasn’t about to tell them there was tension between the two or about Blaine’s horrible addictions and behavior.

      “That’s good to hear. I miss having all of you kids around.” Mrs. Beall’s eyes sparkled.

      After that, we fell into a more comfortable conversation and enjoyed the baklava together, which they all agreed was a close match to my mother’s.

      I thanked them for dinner, and as Allison walked me out with Sierra in tow, her mother retreated to the kitchen to clean, and Mr. Beall went to his chair.

      Before Allison shut the front door, Sierra jumped up and down. “Mama! You forgot the cookies!”

      “Oh, no. Will you run in and get them?” Sierra ran into the house as Allison turned back to me. “I almost forgot. We baked you some cookies.”

      “Oatmeal?”

      “Of course, I know how much you love them.”

      “I do. They’re still my favorite.” I remembered when I’d choke them down, and how much I’d grown used to them. “You know, when I was in the military, some of the guys would have their mothers send them baked goods, and I’d make trades to get their oatmeal cookies.”

      “I wish I’d known. I’d have sent some.”

      “Yeah, I should have stayed in touch.”

      Her eyes sparkled as the door opened, and Sierra came out with a tin full of cookies. “Mama says these are your favorite, but I don’t know why. Oatmeal is the worst.” She curled her little nose up.

      “You develop a taste for them. Your mom’s oatmeal cookies are the best.”

      She smiled big and took my hand as she had before. “Thanks for coming to dinner. It made my mama happy.”

      “Well, that’s my favorite thing to do, you know? Is to make her smile.”

      “Tell David goodbye and then go help Grandma clean up, okay. We’re going to have to get home and get you to bed soon, too.” She brushed her hand through her daughter’s hair, and the little girl smiled and looked up at me.

      “Bye, David. Thanks for the bear.” She turned and ran inside, leaving me and Allison alone.

      She walked over to the front railing near a pillar as I placed my cookies in the car and then went back to join her.

      “So, is it really your favorite thing to do?” she asked. “Making me smile?”

      “It’s probably in my top five.” I would only reveal the other four if she asked. “So, you and Doug Simon, huh? I still can’t wrap my head around it.” I had a bad feeling there were awful things she wasn’t comfortable telling me about him, and judging from the way he’d yelled at her last week in the driveway, I doubted I’d like hearing it.

      “Yeah. About the only good thing he’s done for me is give me my daughter, not that he cares about her. He barely gives her the time of day, and if it weren’t for knowing it irritates me, he wouldn’t bother.”

      “She’s a great kid. How could anyone not want a daughter like her?” I’d always wanted a family and kids of my own; a daughter in particular. Someone to spoil and coddle, who would look at me the way Sierra did, with a big smile and a heart filled with unconditional love. “He didn’t know how good he had it.”

      “I shouldn’t have run to him when you left. It was the biggest mistake of my life, but then, it gave me her. So, how do I wish to take it all back?”

      “I know what you mean. I wouldn’t regret her, either. She’s adorable. A little spitting image of her mother, too.” I couldn’t get over how much she was like her, but different, too, with her own little personality.

      “Yeah, I’m not sure that always works in her favor.” She seemed to be full of thoughts, but she shook her head like she was physically clearing them away. “Having her in my life makes all the pain worth it, you know?”

      Hearing the word “pain” had my blood boiling. How could he treat them that way? I wanted to say I should have never left her, but the words were choked back by a lump in my throat and the desire to kill the son of a bitch. And if I had stayed, she wouldn’t have had her daughter.  I couldn’t help but feel responsible in a way. I stepped closer, lifting her chin to meet her eyes. “Did he hurt you? Put his hands on you?”

      She looked deep into my eyes and gave a half-hearted smile. “No, never that. Abuse doesn’t have to be physical, David. But thank you for being concerned. You’ve always been a good friend to me. I’ve missed it, our friendship.” She wiped her face and then stepped into my arms. “Thanks for coming. And thanks again for the opportunity. I’ll see you bright and early Monday morning.”

      “Sounds good. And I’ve missed you, too. Thanks for the cookies.”

      She watched me walk away. I got into the Cobra and took a cookie out of the tin. I didn’t ever eat in my car, but I couldn’t wait. The texture was the same, and so was the taste. As I choked it down, savoring the flavor of my past, I shook my head. I was falling in love with the girl next door all over again.
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      I sipped my coffee and sat curled up on the sofa as Sierra spoke to her father on the phone in the next room. It was all I could do to butt out and let her have her usual Sunday morning chat. It was the one time out of each week that he allowed her to call, and only because he had nothing else better to do. The calls never lasted more than five minutes anyway, so it wasn’t like she was going to take up too much of his time, but I made sure she did it, so that he couldn’t say I was keeping her from him.

      Sierra walked in and placed my phone on the table and then turned to go to her room.

      “Not so fast, honey pie. How’d the call go?” I couldn’t just let her go off to her room without gauging her mood. She’d had too many issues with her dad to do that, and I wanted to know what he’d said to her.

      “He said ‘no.’”

      “Said no? What did you ask him?”

      “About the stupid career day. He said ‘no,’ he can’t come.” She looked at the floor, closing her fists in anger as her little chest heaved.

      “I’m sure he has a good reason he can’t make it, honey. You know your dad works.” I wanted to rip my own tongue out and stomp on it for making excuses for the asshole and do the same to him just because he was an asshole.

      “No, he said he had other things to do, and that the school thing was your job.”

      I ground my teeth so hard my jaw popped. Far be it for him to take on more responsibility, just because it’s something I usually dealt with.

      “I’ll tell you what, I can go if you want. I have a new job, and I work for one of the biggest advertising agencies in the city.” I was finally proud of my job and thankful I could help my daughter out.

      “No. All the other kids are talking about their daddies coming. I don’t want to be the only kid there with a mommy and no daddy.”

      “I’m sure you’re not the only one who won’t have their father, Sierra.”

      “I don’t want to go! Can’t I just stay home that day?” She gave me a pleading look as tears filled her eyes.

      “Sierra, I can’t let you do that, honey. You’re only allowed to miss so many days, and what would happen if you got sick again like you did last year?”

      “I’ll go to school sick, Mama. Please don’t make me go.”

      “You’re going. That’s final.”

      “But it’s your fault he doesn’t like me! And it’s your fault that he won’t go! If I had a daddy who liked me, then I’d be like the other kids instead of being a loser.”

      She stormed to her room and slammed the door, leaving my heart bleeding on the floor between us.

      I picked up the phone, dialed Doug, and headed into the kitchen where my voice wouldn’t carry so much. He must have thought I was Sierra calling back. “Hey, honey, I can’t talk right now.”

      “I’m not your fucking honey, you dick. Why can’t you ever do one simple thing for your daughter?”

      “Jesus, it’s you. Look bitch, you’re the one who wanted to run off and be a fucking mother all on your own. So now you get to reap the whirlwind.”

      “All of the other kid’s fathers are going to be there, and for some reason, she wants to show you off.” I took a deep breath as tears of anger filled my eyes. “Fuck, Doug. She thinks you don’t like her.”

      “That’s because you fill her head with a bunch of bullshit about me.”

      “No, it’s because of the shit that comes out of your mouth.”

      “I don’t have time for this. Don’t call me bitching.”

      I could hear Cindy in the background threatening me as the phone went dead.

      “Fuck!” I started for Sierra’s room, but there was a knock at the door. Great fucking timing.

      I threw the door open to find Katrina on the other side. She took a step back, and her eyes widened.

      “Yikes, you look pissed off.” She came in and as usual, dropped her purse by the door and beelined for my coffee pot.

      I followed her to the kitchen. “Yeah. My ex-husband has a fucking way of putting me in a shitty mood. And now he’s making our daughter feel like shit, too.”

      She was dressed in her waitress uniform, minus the apron, and had not yet put her hair in its standard bun and hairnet. “What the hell has that asshole done now?”

      “Same as always, but now, she’s finally starting to understand the meaning of his words and how much he hates me. It seems that Doug and Cindy like to talk about me, and since they always say she’s so much like her mother—”

      “Man, that Cindy’s a bitch. Sierra can’t think they mean that stuff about her?” Katrina’s expression was filled with horror.

      “Yeah, she does. And to top it off, the dick won’t even go to her fucking Career Day. Apparently, it’s the day all the kids show off their dads.” I let out a long sigh. “Why did I have to get us stuck with him? Why couldn’t she have had a good father; one who loved us both?” I kept my voice low, not wanting it to carry to her tender ears.

      “You mean like David?”

      I looked away from where she poured her cup of coffee. It had crossed my mind a time or two that I’d have been better off, but Katrina had told me her theories before. “Don’t start.”

      She gave me an innocent look, placing her hand on her chest. “What? I’m just saying, she could be his.”

      “There’s no way. I’ve done the math, and it worked out perfectly that she’s Doug’s.”

      “No, you’re not taking into consideration that due dates aren’t always accurate. You had sex with him just two weeks before you think you conceived Sierra. So, what if you were already pregnant when you hooked up with Doug the Dick?”

      “It’s a longshot. I would have known, though. Do you think I haven’t fantasized about how much better it would be? Trust me, I have. But she’s Doug’s, like it or not.”

      I’d laid in bed with that fantasy since the moment I found out I was pregnant, which is why I took my due date and did the math a hundred times. I’d bled for days after I’d had sex with David, so I knew I’d had my period.

      “I’d hoped that Doug would be the kind of father that would be a knight in shining armor for his daughter, but instead, he’d turned out to be the evil villain for both of us. He’d always been short-tempered, but once we were married, after he’d insisted on doing the right thing by me and the baby, it got worse. He was scared to death of being a father, and he never truly bonded with Sierra. He never changed a diaper, never watched her alone, and he didn’t do any of the usual bath or story time bonding that most fathers did. When the abuse and his tirades got too much to take, and I saw that he was starting to have his fits in front of our daughter, I knew it was time to leave. I had to get out of there and take Sierra to a place where she could feel safe and loved, a quiet, peaceful place.

      “The day I left and went to my parents’ house, he showed up, and my father sent Doug away. If it hadn’t been for them, I don’t know how violent he would have been. It was the first time he’d made actual verbal threats. And so, I kept her from him until the courts made me give him visits. He told me it was all about hurting me, and all but admitted he didn’t know what to do with her.”

      Katrina shook her head. “You should do a paternity test. I’m surprised he’s never done one, as much as he despises being a father.”

      “No way! He likes having something to brag about. Like the thought that his mighty seed was so manly, he produced a kid.”

      “How was dinner with baby daddy?” She shimmied her shoulders and made a lewd gesture with her tongue. The girl was totally nuts, which was why she was my best friend.

      “Stop calling him that. She’s Doug’s, and you know it.”

      The idea that Sierra could be David’s only made my heart hurt more about David leaving me. If he hadn’t gone into the Air Force, I never would have leaned on Doug for comfort. I’d been determined I’d never let Doug lure me back, and then as soon as I’d gone to him after David left, he’d knocked me up to ensure I couldn’t get away. He’d made me his prisoner, but he’d also given me the greatest gift in return. It was the only decent thing he’d done for me.

      “Fine,” Katrina said. “I’ll lay off, but I’ve spoken my piece, and you know my theory.” She gave me a wink. “So, did you get a kiss?”

      “A kiss? No. He’s my boss now, silly. He’s not interested in me that way. I mean, yeah, things got a little close there at the end of the night, but only because he was concerned for me. He thought Doug might have beaten me. I guess I can see why he might think that. My parents didn’t even have anything pleasant to say about Doug.”

      “I bet he’d avenge you if Doug had and whipped that fucker’s ass. That would be so romantic.” She had a dreamy look in her eyes.

      “Except the fact that I’d be a battered wife. I think I’d rather him not have to come to my rescue.” I chuckled half-heartedly. “Look, I know you just want the best for me, but if this is as good as it gets, I’m happy. I have a great new job, and Sierra will be fine once this whole Career Day shit is behind us. I’ll go talk about business, bore the entire class, embarrass my daughter, and she’ll be fine.”

      “I’ve always liked your positive outlook on things. It’s refreshing. I still hope you get laid and that he’s secretly lusting after you; still hungry after all these years of longing. Think of the passion.” She fanned herself and sucked down the rest of her coffee.

      After a little more small talk, she left for her shift at the diner.

      I went to my room to get things ready for the week and to make sure I had what I needed to dress professionally. It had been a long time since I had a job where I could wear something that my apron wouldn’t hide. I found two skirts and three dresses that might work, but I’d have to go shopping after my first payday. The only two blouses I had to match the skirts were a bit worn.

      Sierra came out of her room with her bear and crawled up on my bed. “What’s for lunch?”

      I could tell she was still hurting from earlier, and her red-rimmed eyes were a clear indication that she’d been crying.

      “How about I make your favorite macaroni and cheese casserole?”

      She gave a little shrug and got down to head to the door. I stepped in front of her and pulled her into a hug. “I’m sorry you’re hurting, honey. You know, you may not have a dad who can make a lot of time for you, but you’ve got a mama who would do anything for you. I love you to the moon and back.” I squeezed her tight and let her go, but without a word, she went to the kitchen.

      I had no idea how I was going to make it better.
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      Greyson kicked back in his chair, his patterned sock showing as he lifted his foot onto his knee. “I think I’m going to like Allison being around.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, maybe you’ll be on time for a change. This makes two days you’ve been to work on time, and I know she’s the cause. With any luck, you’ll develop a habit.”

      “Don’t hold your breath. Once she’s settled in, I’m liable to slack off a whole lot more.”

      “Great. Just don’t ride in together when you two finally hook up, or you’ll have to fire her for being late.”

      “Come on. Again, with that?” I wished the guy would lay off about me and her, and I hoped he didn’t make his jokes in her presence. I didn’t need anything complicating things. They were crazy enough on their own.

      “Yeah, I see how you don’t deny it. I guess I’ll have to learn to knock. You’ll have her bent over the desk all ‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’”

      He was making the obscene sounds when Allison knocked on my open door.

      “I can come back if I’m interrupting something?” She grinned, and Greyson got to his feet, his face beet red, and stepped across the room to welcome her.

      “Sorry, I was just telling him about my weekend.” He straightened his cuffs.

      I held back my laughter, biting the insides of my cheeks.

      “It’s been a long time, and you look exactly the same,” Allison said.

      I was jealous of the smile she offered him, and even more so when she stepped over and gave him a quick hug.

      “Yeah, you look as scrumptious as ever,” he said. “Now, I can see why this fool was in love with you for so long.”

      She looked over at me, and he took the opportunity for her back being to him to give me a sly grin.

      “Greyson Young, always the kidder.” I gave him a pointed look, and he made his way to the door.

      “Come to my office later,” he said. “I’ll finish telling you that story over the budget report, and you can sign a few papers for me.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll be spending most of the day getting Allison here settled in.”

      “If I need anything, I’ll just knock.” He flashed a wink as he slipped out the door and closed it behind him.

      “He hasn’t changed a bit, has he?” I asked as she slipped off her coat.

      “No, he still thinks I’m oblivious to his insinuations.”

      My cheeks reddened. “He’s got his head full of ideas about us.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I have a friend just like him. But let me just make one thing clear.” She stepped over to the chair but stopped to lean over the desk. “I never say ‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’ I’m more of a ‘Yes! Yes! Harder, deeper’ kind of girl.”

      My eyes widened, and my mouth fell open. There was an awkward silence as her eyes bore into mine, the seduction hung thick in the air, and my blood pumped through my veins, swelling my dick. At least, until she cracked a smile.

      “I’m just kidding with you. You should have seen your face.” She slapped at my hand and sat down in her chair. “I heard him when I stepped up to the door. Like I said, I have one just like him. You remember Katrina, right?”

      “How could I forget? Did she give you a hard time for leaving the diner?” I imagined the two girls loved working together.

      “They already replaced me; like two days later. And Kat’s pretty supportive. She knows how much I needed to make more money.” She folded her hands in her lap. “So, where will I spend my days?”

      She looked around my office and into the small sitting area to her right where I’d placed a bookshelf and two sofas in case I needed a less formal place to talk to clients.

      “I thought, that you’d kind of just hang in here, close by for a few days until I can clear out a space for you. Again, this is a new position. My father had a secretary, but she retired when he died, and Greyson said she never did anything, so I turned her office into that space. I could add a desk in there if you like.”

      “That would be fine.”

      “I’m sure you know your way around a computer, right? I’ll have to get you one of those. Perhaps a partition so you can have some privacy.” I hadn’t even thought about it, but it made sense she’d want her own space.

      “I’m fine. Just a desk and a chair, of course. I’ll need a computer, but if it’s all the same, I’d prefer a laptop of some kind. Something I could carry home when needed.”

      “Anything you like.” I was still imagining her panting and screaming out in ecstasy.

      “Thanks. I know there will be times I’ll have to tend to Sierra, but if I have a laptop, I could work better from home, like if she got sick or something. Let’s hope that doesn’t happen. She’s a horrible patient.”

      “Not that sweet little girl.”

      “She gets so mean when she’s sick. She just wants to be left alone, and all I want to do is baby her.”

      I had always been the same way. I hated for anyone to dote over me. “I can relate. I’d rather not have someone poking thermometers at me or trying to tuck my covers in when I’m sick. My mother used to want to rub my back.”

      “You’re one of those?” She laughed, but then her phone sounded, causing her brows to pinch tightly together. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” She took the phone out from her bag and closed her eyes, gripping it tightly to her chest.

      “Is everything okay?” I didn’t know if there was an emergency or what, and just when I was about to go to her, she held up a finger and answered the phone.

      “This is Allison Simon.” She got up and paced the office as she listened. “Are you sure this is necessary? I’m just starting a job today and— I see. Yes, thank you.” She hung up the phone, and a look of anger washed over her usual sunny expression.

      “What is it?”

      “That was Sierra’s school. They need me to come down there. She’s in trouble again. I’m so sorry. Just for one day, I’d like for them to deal with this shit until school’s out and send a note home like a normal fucking school. But no, they are constantly up my ass to come pick her up, because God forbid, she upset another student.”

      “I’ll drive you.” I stood up and grabbed my keys.

      “No, I don’t want to ruin your day.”

      “You’re not, and you’re too upset to drive yourself.”

      “Thank you. I promise I’ll explain to her I can’t keep leaving work.”

      “You’re fine. Besides, your new boss is a total pushover.” I was really, especially when it came to her. I’d done my time being a hard ass and usually let Greyson handle any problems with staff. I saved my hard balling for business deals. Where it really mattered.

      “He’s the greatest.” She gave me a heartfelt smile and grabbed her bag. Then we headed to the elevators where I called Greyson to tell him we were stepping out for a few hours.

      The school was not designed for adults, and if the staff treated the children the same way they treated the parents and visitors, it was no wonder Allison kept having problems. The woman at the front desk barely made eye contact as she slid the clipboard toward Allison and returned to whatever was more exciting on her phone.

      “How are you today?” I asked, forcing her to speak.

      She looked up, and her eyes trailed down my body as a smile spread her lips. “Just fine, and you are?”

      “I’m here with Ms. Simon.”

      “Yes, Sir, you’ll just have to sign in as a guest, and I’ll get you a visitor’s pass. It’s for security purposes, just precautionary.” She was suddenly so sweet, you’d think the sun had risen on her ass. I scribbled my name on the sheet under Allison’s, and the lady turned to read it. Her eyes widened a little.

      “Mr. DeVant? You’re not one of the DeVants are you?”

      “Yeah. That’s me. The DeVant.”

      “Oh, it’s so nice to meet you, Sir.” She held out her hand, and I took it, giving it a shake.

      “Would you mind telling us where we should go?” I asked.

      “Oh, of course, Mr. DeVant,” the woman gushed.

      Allison held back a smile. “I know where the room is, thank you.” Allison took my hand and led me down the hall. “No one’s ever gone out of their way to be so friendly to me.”

      “That’s why I forced her to speak. Do you think that flattery over my name means anything to me? Come on, you know me better.”

      “I know that.” She’d sure snatched my hand in a possessive way, and it turned me on. I could tell by her expression she hadn’t liked the woman making eyes at me.

      She dropped my hand and stopped in front of a classroom door. “Here it is.”

      She knocked and opened the door after peeking through the small window. Sierra and a young woman sat in the room, and Sierra was puffed up like a bullfrog and looked mad at the world.

      Sierra stayed in her seat as the woman got up and walked over.

      “Hello, Ms. Simon. Thank you for coming down again.” The woman’s tone stressed her irritation.

      “What is it this time?” Allison folded her arms.

      “Are you the father?” She turned to me, speaking over Allison.

      “No.” I looked at Sierra and waved. She waved back but stayed in her chair like a little prisoner.

      Allison cleared her throat. “Excuse me, I’m right here. I asked what the issue is?”

      “Your daughter has upset several other students today. I told you she’d need that counseling, and I am afraid I’m right.” The woman was clearly distressed and put her hand on her heart.

      “What did she do?”

      “She’s been telling all of the other students that her father is dead. At first, I thought there’d been some accident over the weekend, and then upon further questioning, I realized she was lying. Some of the kids were crying when she told them he wouldn’t be able to come to Career Day.” The woman folded her arms and glanced back over her shoulder. “It was very disturbing.”

      “I’m sure it was and I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?” the teacher interrupted. “You’ll talk to her? I’m sorry, Ms. Simon, but I don’t think you’re being very effective. As I stated in our previous discussions, whatever is going on with your child is a matter for a proper counselor. I’d suggest someone in family counseling.”

      Allison crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “And I’ve asked you to please try and handle these situations by sending a note home, but you insist on dragging me down here and sending her home, which, quite frankly is not doing her any good, either. She’s missing out on class time.”

      “I can’t have her disturbing the other students with that kind of talk.”

      “I agree, so tell her to shut up and write me a note.”

      The teacher gasped. “We don’t use that phrase in class, Ms. Simon. It’s a sad face phrase. We try to teach the children that there are certain words and phrases which are frowned upon, and ‘shut up’ is one of them. We did send a list home at the beginning of the year.”

      “Seriously?” Allison stepped forward, and I saw her expression change to that of the little girl who used to throw dirt clods at me. I grabbed her arm.

      The teacher drew herself up to her full height. “I’m going to have to insist that you arrange counseling sessions. It’s obvious—”

      I had heard enough from the snooty woman. “Excuse me, but she’s already told you she’s not sending the girl to a counselor.” I looked up and waved the girl over. “Come on, Sierra. We’re going home.”

      “And who are you again?”

      Sierra joined her mother, and I stepped to their side. “Who I am is none of your concern. And as for the counseling, she’s not going. Her mother will decide what’s right for her. She’s a single mother doing the best she can, and you’re disrupting her livelihood with these nonsensical problems that you yourself are escalating. How about you do your job on this end, and she’ll do hers at home? Are you teaching school or pampering the next generation of snowflakes?”

      The woman’s face was ghostly white, and she was sputtering to find her words as we headed out into the hall.

      I ripped the stupid Visitor sticker off my shirt and slapped it against the front desk as we headed out.

      When we got in the car, I realized I might have overstepped my bounds. “I’m sorry. I just can’t see how you put up with that for so long. I had to say something.”

      She smiled. “Are you kidding? That was awesome. I’ve been wanting to give them a piece of my mind for weeks but being her mom, I think it’s best I keep my composure.”

      “You’re probably right about that,” I said.

      Allison turned to look at Sierra. “And you, young lady. We’re going to have a long talk when we get home.”

      She let out a sigh. “Yes, Mama. But Mr. David, will you take me to Career Day?”

      The question tugged at my heart, and I glanced in the rearview of Allison’s SUV and could see Sierra behind me.

      “Sierra, that’s not—”

      “That’s not a bad idea.” I looked at Allison with pleading eyes. “Come on. It’ll be fun.”

      “Please, Mama, please.” Sierra’s eyes were pleading.

      “Yeah, please Mama?” My expression softened, and she let out a sound of frustration.

      “You two together are a force of nature.” She shook her head. “Fine.”

      Sierra cheered in the backseat until Allison turned around. “You’re still in trouble, little miss.” Her eyes turned to me. “And you, too if you don’t watch it.”

      I glanced at the little one again, who gave me a wink. I was not only falling in love with Allison all over again but Sierra, too.
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      We got back to the office, and Sierra stole a few hearts on the way up to the office, including Greyson’s. He’d stopped us outside of the elevator in the lobby, and I didn’t miss the looks he was giving David as the guy held onto Sierra’s hand.

      Katrina would have been making all sorts of comments, but Greyson wasn’t quite as crazy as she was. Or maybe he knew better than to say anything in front of Sierra.

      When we got back to David’s office, Sierra took my phone and settled down on one of the sofas to play a game while the two of us talked and went over the rest of my duties. I caught him staring at me quite a bit, and Sierra, too, but I figured it was because we looked so much alike.

      Finally, at the end of the day, he walked me out to the car and helped get Sierra buckled in. “You be ready for Friday, girlie. I’m going to blow those kids’ fathers out of the water.”

      He gave her a fist bump, and I rolled my eyes. “Don’t encourage her.”

      “You be good for your mama from now on. No more causing problems at school, okay? Or making up stories.”

      “Okay, David.” She giggled at him, and as usual, it was the silliest little giggle she could muster, all for him.

      “Good deal.” He shut the door and walked me around to my door.

      “Thanks again,” I said. “It’s not many bosses who would take the time to do what you did in the middle of a workday, and before you say it’s nothing, it really meant something to me.”

      I’d had a hard time with my own temper lately, and being verbally abused made me more aware of the way I talked to others. I wanted to say and do what he had, but I was always afraid of being too confrontational. I didn’t need anyone to think Sierra had a crazy mother.

      “You’re welcome. I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow.” He stepped up to the door and leaned in a moment as I buckled myself in, and it seemed like he wanted to say or do something, his eyes boring into mine with a look like there was too much weighing on his mind.

      “Be safe,” he said as he shut the door.

      In the rearview, I noticed him watching me drive away, and it felt good to have someone in our lives who cared so much, even if there wasn’t anything romantic about it.

      He’d stepped up and protected me at that school, just like he’d stepped in and brought me to prom all those years ago. He’d known I wanted to go so badly, but since Doug and I had broken up weeks before—because I wouldn’t sleep with him, oddly enough, I didn’t have a date.

      On the way to the diner, where I’d decided we’d grab an order for dinner and visit with Katrina, I talked to Sierra about what she’d said at school. I didn’t want her to wish her father was dead, though I had many times, sadly.

      “I hope you listen to David and behave, Sierra. You can’t keep telling fibs and upsetting the other kids, and it’s not a nice thing to say about your father.”

      “I just thought if I told them that, then they’d feel sorry for me and not make fun of me when he didn’t show up.”

      “You shouldn’t want those kids to feel sorry for you, either. There’s nothing wrong with a mommy filling in for a daddy, and your friends are going to see that, Sierra. Not every single kid there has a father in their life.” I couldn’t be the only single mom in the entire school. Not with today’s statistics.

      “Well, the kids at my table said their dads are coming and that they make a lot of money, too.”

      “It’s not polite to talk about how much money you have or haven’t got. Money talk is for grownups.” I knew better than to tell her that David made more money than any of those kids’ fathers, but it was the truth.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m glad David’s coming. I think he’s nice. Don’t you, Mama?”

      “Yes.” And handsome and sexy and everything else good in the world. He was a good man, and I wished I hadn’t let him get away.

      I pulled into the diner and found a place to park.

      “Can I have waffles for dinner?” Sierra asked.

      “You know I’d rather you eat something else. How about a grilled sandwich and some soup, and we can share a slice of pie for dessert?”

      “Okay, but you eat the crust.”

      “It’s a deal.” I got out and helped her out of her buckle, and then I held her hand as we went inside. Katrina spotted us immediately, and we took a small booth near the side window.

      “You’re a fine one to show up.” She winked at Sierra. “I’ve decided you have to come back to work here with me.”

      I smiled. “It’s been one day.”

      “You’re the only person who gossips with me across the room. Apparently, other people frown on their business being broadcast to other people.”

      “You don’t say?” I laughed.

      “Yeah, and the new girl’s gossip isn’t as family-friendly as yours. Too much drama. We were a great team, you and me.”

      “It’s the end of an era.”

      “How was the first day of work, and why do you have the little rug rat in here so early?” She gave Sierra a coloring page and some crayons she kept in her apron.

      “She told everyone her father was dead and scared the other children. I had to go down there again.”

      “Why didn’t the teacher tell her to knock it off and send a note home?” Katrina asked.

      “Because the other kids are babies,” Sierra said. She had opened up the coloring page and began coloring in a puppy’s ear.

      “That’s enough,” I said. “What did we talk about?” I gave her a scolding look and turned back to Katrina. “Pretty much what she said.”

      “I hope you let that woman have it.”

      “As it turns out, I didn’t have to. David was with me, and he put her in her place.”

      “It was awesome. And he’s going to be my daddy on Friday.” She waggled her brows and then looked back at her coloring sheet.

      Katrina got a stupid grin on her face. “You two tying the knot?”

      “He’s not going to be your daddy.” I let out a sound of frustration. “He’s going to fill in for Doug at the Career Day event.”

      “What a keeper.”

      I nodded. “I know, right? He’s always done stuff like that. He’s always protecting me, and now, he’s helping Sierra out.”

      “So, how was work? Did you get anything done?”

      “Yeah.” I gave her a sidelong look. “It’s the strangest thing, but he didn’t even have an office for me. I’m currently using his sitting area, and he’s going to buy me a computer that I can take home when needed, which is great. But for now, I’ll just be working beside his office.”

      “I can’t help but think he intended that.” She smiled. “He wanted to have you close.”

      “Well, he did say it’s a new position. And there’s plenty to do. He’s not very organized, and I’m going to be a busy girl once I really get started.”

      “That’s always good. You’re better on your toes. Who knew this place was going to pay off for your next adventure?”

      “Mama thinks David’s nice, don’t you, Mama?”

      “I think your mama thinks he’s very nice.” Katrina waggled her brows at Sierra.

      “Don’t encourage her.”

      “Why not? It’s true.” She leaned over the table closer to Sierra. “I bet she thinks he’s handsome, too.”

      Sierra’s eyes lit up. “Oh, he is. He has the very same color eyes like me, and he likes to smile at Mama, too.” She let loose a giggle that had the man behind us looking.

      “The same color, huh?” Katrina asked. “You don’t say?”

      “Okay, lady, you need to get back to work,” I said. “We’ll have two BLTs and the potato soup, two root beers, and we’re splitting a slice of apple pie for dessert.”

      “Two predictable orders coming right up.” She leaned over and whispered to Sierra. “I’ll kick the pie up a notch with a scoop of vanilla.” Then she rushed to the back before I could protest.

      “I like Aunt Kat. And I think she’s right about you.”

      “Right about what?” This I had to hear. I reached over and took a crayon, and she slid her picture closer so we could share.

      “That you like David and think he’s handsome.”

      “I’ve known him a long time, honey. Since before I was your age. He lived just across the street, remember?”

      “Did you like him, then?”

      “We were friends, but yes, I liked him.”

      “I like him too, and I’m glad you do. Cause I want him to be with us.”

      “He’ll come around I’m sure. He’s going to Career Day, and I work for him now.” It still felt like a dream that I wasn’t waiting tables, and it was nice to be a customer and not an employee for a change.

      Sierra went back to coloring which was a relief. I didn’t know if letting her get too close to him was going to be healthy, and I hoped neither of us would be hurt in the end. I had to be careful about her getting too attached to him, no matter how much they got along. Her heart was on the line as much as my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          David

        

      

    

    
      I woke up early to a gorgeous sunny day, and although there was a slight chill in the air, it wasn’t quite crisp enough to make me bundle up in a heavy coat. I sipped my coffee and went over my plans. I’d also gotten sketches from our artists, showing some of our bigger campaigns we’d done over the past few years that the kids might actually recognize. Although my nerves were a bit rattled, it was more to do with Sierra and making her happy than actually doing a presentation. I’d never had any problems entertaining a crowd, and in taking over my father’s company, I’d given more than a few speeches and held meetings with people far more intimidating.

      I dialed Allison’s number, hoping Sierra was as excited as me. “How’s my two favorite girls this morning?”

      Allison’s tone told me she was a little less enthused to face the day. “Sierra’s excited, and I’m wishing there were more hours in the day.”

      “Take the day off. Your boss says it’s okay. Trust me.”

      “My boss doesn’t realize that if I don’t get the programs installed on my computer, then our entire next week will be screwed.”

      “It’s that bad?”

      “It’s not good. Next week is going to be busy with the new client from the Anderson Group.”

      “Shit, I guess we have slacked off a bit this week.”

      “Yeah, and since my computer has just arrived, I have like four programs to install, and then I still have to put them to use and coordinate with IT. I guess I could bring them home with me and get IT on it first thing Monday, but that would still put me hours behind next week.”

      This was why I sucked at my job. To me, nothing was this pressing, and yet, I always had Greyson to hold my hand. No wonder he’d wanted me to hire Allison. She’d taken a considerable load off him.

      “No, I don’t want you to work on Saturday. If you really think you need today, why not let me pick Sierra up for school, do my presentation, and I’ll meet back up with you after?”

      “I don’t know. I hate to bother you with having to get her there, and with the kids leaving to spend the rest of the day with their fathers after the presentations, my mother was going to meet us there and take Sierra home with her.”

      I thought of all the other kids, and their fathers taking an entire afternoon together and wished like crazy I had a daughter of my own to do that kind of thing with. “Why can’t I bring her and then take her to your mother’s after? Then your mother won’t have to get out to pick her up. It would work perfectly, and you’d have the entire morning to set up the programs, and you can send it to IT early.”

      She was silent on the other end of the phone. As I opened my mouth to ask if she was still on the line, she let out a long sigh. “Okay, but only if you’re sure you want to do all that. You’re already going above and beyond our friendship, and I don’t want to put you out.”

      “Are you kidding? I’ve wanted to do this kind of thing all my life.”

      Her giggle came through the phone, and it sounded a lot like little Sierra’s. “Yeah, I’m sure it’s been a lifelong dream.”

      She had no idea. I’d wanted a family my whole life, and most of that time, I’d dreamt about her filling the role of mother and wife until I no longer thought that fantasy was possible. Now, strangely, she was going to make it happen.

      “Okay, fine. If we spend any more time discussing it, you’ll both be late.”

      “I’ll be on my way shortly.” I had my best suit laid out, and my presentation was ready to go. I just had one more thing to do before I could get dressed.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at Allison’s house, and as I pulled into the driveway, Sierra opened the door and ran out on the stoop. I could hear her when I killed the engine. “Mama! Mama! David’s here, and he took his Jeep apart!”

      I stepped out of the Jeep and joined her at the door where Allison met me with a horrified look on her face. “What are you doing? You came all the way here in that thing? It’s too chilly.”

      “No, it’s actually very warm. Jeeps are made with awesome heaters for a reason.”

      “There are no doors.”

      “That’s right. I told Sierra I could take it apart.”

      “Well, she’s seen it now, so put it back together. I can’t have her riding in that death trap.”

      I stepped closer and placed my hand on her arm. “Allison, do you think I’d do anything to hurt Sierra or put her in danger? The school is like three blocks from here, and even going to the diner, we’re not going far.”

      “The diner?” Allison asked.

      “Oh, yeah. I was going to ask if I could take her to the diner for a milkshake after the program.”

      “A milkshake! Awesome! Can I, Mama?” She jumped up and down, and Allison gave me a death stare that told me I’d put her on the spot.

      I stroked her wrist with my thumb. “Come on, Mama. I’ll take good care of her.” I gave her my warmest smile and pleading eyes. I’d come too far this morning to let them both down.

      She seemed to deflate in front of me. “I know you will. Just promise me you’ll be safe.”

      Sierra ran into the house leaving us alone. I took the opportunity to lean yet closer and taking her hand, I gazed deep into her eyes. “Of course. I’ve got this.”

      We were a breath away, and I had the aching desire to kiss her, but Sierra ran from the house, taking my hand.

      “I’m ready, David!” She jumped up and down and pulled me toward the Jeep. “Bye, Mama!”

      “Wish me luck!” I gave her a wild grin and lifted Sierra into the passenger seat.

      “Luck!” she called out from the door. She watched us with her hand clutching her blouse the entire time and worry set in her brow. Funny how after all these years, I still wanted to impress her and show her I could take care of her.

      I knew that trusting me with Sierra was trusting me with what mattered most to her in the world, and I respected the hell out of her for that.

      Sierra loved riding in the Jeep, and since Allison had her bundled up in a light coat and the heater did its work, we both arrived at the school minutes later, with warm bodies and only slightly cold noses.

      A few of the fathers were gathered around talking in front of the school when we pulled up in my black, tricked out Jeep, and suddenly, whatever conversation they were having stopped as they checked it out.

      I helped Sierra out, and she was all smiles when I grabbed my portfolio from behind her seat and lifted her down from the tall vehicle.

      “Those men are pointing,” she whispered in my ear.

      “They like the Jeep.”

      “I like it, too.” She giggled.

      I put her on her feet, and she straightened her dress before taking my hand.

      We walked in, and I looked down to see that her chin was up and her little shoulders were as square as a soldier’s. She had confidence, and even her teacher seemed impressed as we walked into the room.

      “Good morning, Sierra.”

      “Good morning, Ms. Clare.” She gave her teacher a sweet smile.

      Ms. Clare wasn’t so thrilled to see me, but I made sure to give her a kind smile as I walked Sierra to her desk and went to stand with the other fathers in the back of the class. Three of them asked about the Jeep and if it was built or bought. My answer, of course, was both.

      Finally, Ms. Clare shushed us from our quiet conversations, and the presentations began. As it turned out, a few of the fathers were stay-at-home dads. Several were grandfathers and uncles filling in for single mothers who had to work. Two were IT guys, and the others had various jobs, all respectable in their own way, and each one making excellent points to the children.

      When it was my turn, I stepped up and unpacked my ads and a few enlarged photos of the DeVant building, which was always my father’s pride and joy. I turned on the tablet which I’d brought to play a few of our more familiar commercials for the kids to see. Once I introduced myself, there were a few gasps and hushed whispers coming from the other fathers, and even Ms. Clare took on a whole new demeanor.

      I started my presentation, talking about advertising and what the company was all about. How we met with clients who presented us with concepts, and how we’d then take that idea and develop it through different forms of media, so we could present it to the world, in hopes that it would bring sales and attention to the product or services. The children seemed wowed. Especially when they realized we were responsible for many of the commercials they’d seen during the Super Bowl.

      When I was done, I took questions from the children like all of the other men, but this time, the fathers were asking questions, too. Many of the questions were geared more to the success and money involved, and how much some of the Super Bowl ads had sold for. I tried to keep the talk of money down to a minimum, but one of the more persistent fathers kept pressing.

      “We’re talking millions upon millions of dollars, right, Mr. DeVant? I mean, I appreciate your humility, but it’s not every day these kids, as well as some of us fathers, are in the presence of, and correct me if I'm wrong, but a billionaire.”

      A few of the mouths gaped in the room as if I hadn’t just put my entire life on display.

      “The company is, yes.” I shrugged, still trying to play it off. I hated for anyone to look at me differently because of my wealth, and I knew I owed that to my father and my meager upbringing.

      “But you’re the CEO, so you’re the man in charge of a billion-dollar company. What does that feel like?”

      The kids’ eyes, including Sierra’s, bugged some, and they whispered about the money, understanding it meant I was extremely rich.

      One of the other fathers spoke up. “Pretty good, I’d imagine.”

      The other fathers laughed, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      I let the question hang in the air and gathered up my things as Ms. Clare thanked everyone for coming.

      Some of the fathers wanted to introduce me to their kids, like shaking their hands would rub my luck for wealth off on them. Others wanted to get a closer look at my Jeep. Sierra ate it all up and stood in a circle with the other kids talking, and one invited her to their birthday party which was still two months away.

      I ended the mob after taking a selfie with one man, which was beyond weird for me. Once Sierra and I were down the road, she looked over and smiled. “Are you famous?”

      It took me an entire milkshake to convince her I wasn’t, and then, when I dropped her off at the Bealls’s house, she thanked me and gave me a huge hug. It was the best hug, and only one other person’s could compete.

      An hour later, I found Allison in the office, lying back on the sofa and rubbing her temples. “Is this what I’m paying you for?”

      I stepped in, and she jumped to her feet.

      “Sorry, I just got the computers down to IT to have them synced, and I’ve got a slight headache.”

      “I hope you weren’t worried about us because we killed it.”

      Her face lit with a smile. “Did you?”

      “Yes, and she even hugged me. A big hug.” I used my best bragging voice.

      “Oh, did she? A big one, huh? Must have been the ice cream.”

      “Please, she liked the Jeep best of all.”

      “Wrong, she liked you. Especially if she gave you a big hug.”

      “It was nice.” I stepped closer, and she held my eyes with her gaze.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Let me show you.” I brought my arms around her and felt her breath hitch as I hugged her tightly.

      “That’s tight,” she whispered.

      I brought my lips down to hers and kissed her. Our lips mingled together as my blood flowed to my cock. Not only had I been waiting for what seemed like an eternity to kiss her again, but I knew I wasn’t going to stop there.

      “I’ve missed you.” I stared deeply into her eyes, which smoldered as her chest heaved, pressing her breasts tight against my chest.

      “I’ve missed you, too.” She looked over my shoulder at the door. “Is that locked?”

      “Do you want it to be?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Allison

        

      

    

    
      When David had returned from Career Day, I’d hoped to get a good report, but something had changed, and now, David was walking to lock the door while my head spun. Had I answered yes?

      Yes. And it had taken him all of two seconds to comply. I walked to the trashcan behind his desk to ditch my gum, which I’d put in to chew, hoping it would help my tension. He stepped up behind me and brought his arms around me again.

      His warm mouth landed on my shoulder, and then he kissed his way up my neck and down again, spinning me around slowly to kiss across my collar bones as he undid the top button of my blouse. I relaxed into him as his hand slipped inside and cupped my breasts, and his mouth met mine with a slow and languid kiss.

      “I’ve missed kissing you,” he said. “The taste of you. Your scent makes it impossible to resist. It’s not just memories of home, Allison, it’s memories of us. You’re my home. Take me there.”

      He buried his head between my breasts and pulled one free of the cup to suck my nipple, which had grown tight from his attention.

      A warm, aching tingle of desire blossomed between my legs, and my panties grew wetter. As if he’d sensed it, he reached his hand under my skirt and peeled it up my hips slowly until I was exposed.

      He took a step back and glanced down at me with a hungry gaze. His bulging cock pressed against his pants, catching my eye.

      He lifted me up, and my ass landed on his desk. He sank down between my thighs and trailed his tongue and lips over my skin. His hot breath licked at my sensitive skin, sending waves of need throbbing deep in my pussy. I needed him to fill me up. It had been too long, with nothing but my fingers to keep me sated, and I needed his thick cock filling me up and taking me over the edge of pleasure.

      His mouth landed against my panties, and he sucked the wet spot, licking as his fingers found the elastic of my lacy panties and slipped beneath them. He rubbed my swollen clit, which was aching for attention, and nibbled it through the lace. His long finger pushed between my folds and stroked my wetness.

      I ran my fingers through his hair, and he looked up at me, his eyes smoldering. “You’re so wet for me. You want this as badly as I do, don’t you?”

      I nodded, and he rose, his finger still working inside me as he kissed me hard. When it broke, his eyes bore into mine. He kissed me again, and my hands trembled while undoing his pants. His thick erection strained against his pants, begging for me to release it.

      Once his pants were undone, I reached inside and gripped his throbbing heat. I stroked his rigid, veiny flesh and remembered the last time I’d held it in my hands. It was so tender then, his body much thinner, not as much bulk and grit, which made him mature and sexier than I could have imagined in every fantasy since.

      He stepped closer, his fingers leaving me wanton and hungry for more as he stroked his cock and played with my nipples.

      I slipped off the edge of the desk and went to my knees, taking the steamy flesh into my mouth and closing my lips just beneath the rim of his broad, bell-shaped tip.

      He moaned. “Fuck, Allison. You’re too good to me.”

      I glanced up as his hand twisted in my hair, and his head fell back.

      I took him deeper, moaning so that I vibrated against the tip which was just behind my tonsils, and he began to move his hips. The ache between my legs grew even more intense, imagining the thick, gorgeous part of him inside me. I worked my tongue, swirling and slurping until a shot of salt hit my tongue. I knew I couldn’t keep at it, not if I wanted to feel him buried deep inside me.

      I rose back to my feet, and he gripped my ass, pulling me closer, lifting my ass to the desk where I leaned back. I lifted my legs, and he slipped down my panties and then grabbed my ankles. He parted my legs and laid them on his shoulders as he stepped up and rubbed his cock against my pussy.

      I undid the buttons on his shirt and slid it off his shoulders, and then, I slid my hand across his tattoos and the piercings in his nipples.

      “Take off your top,” he commanded, still stroking his thick head into my folds to spread my juices. I slipped out of my shirt and bra, and I felt so exposed, spread out with nothing but my skirt bunched up around my hips. The cold surface of the desk biting into my ass.

      “I hope you’re ready for me.” He didn’t wait for me to answer, capturing my lips as his cock’s thick head slipped into my pussy, stretching me wide, but not quite as wide as the rest of him would.

      I braced myself, knowing it had been a long time, and his body was much thicker and more muscular, his cock’s girth more impressive, and sure enough, he stretched me wider than Doug ever had, and hit all the right spots as he worked his hips.

      “You want to make those noises for me?” He smiled.

      “Yes,” I moaned.

      “Moan for me, Allison. I’ve wanted to make you moan and come again for so long.”

      I had no problem giving him what he wanted, but I tried not to be too loud, knowing the rest of the office might hear us.

      “Tell me you want it harder.” He met my eyes, and I totally felt his power over me. With one look, I was repeating his words like an automaton; a living sex doll he could command at will.

      “I want it harder.”

      He stepped back, his cock pulling free, bouncing around his hips as he took my hand and I stepped to my feet.

      “Good girl. Turn around, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      I turned to face the desk, smiling back at him as I placed my hands on it and parted my legs. Then, I tilted my ass up to expose my glistening pussy as he stepped forward. He leaned over my back to whisper in my ear.

      “I’m going to make you come so good for me.”

      He was a man of his word, too. He entered me, harder and deeper than before, and then ground his hips, rubbing against my tender spot. Once I cried out with pleasure, he thrust again, pounding with relentless rhythm until my legs were shaking and my thighs were drenched with my nectar.

      “That’s one, baby. You’re going to give me one more of those before I get mine, okay?” He reached around and stroked my clit, rubbing it with precision, as if he knew the key to maximum pleasure. He had me convinced. Another orgasm trembled through me, and my walls milked his cock as they quaked around him.

      “Good girl. I’m going to come with you on this next one. Are you going to come with me, Allison? When I say?”

      His body was so large and powerful against mine, and I couldn’t believe how he could manage to dominate me and still make me feel like my needs were most important to him. I tried not to think about Doug, not wanting him to ruin the moment, but I couldn’t help comparing the way David saw to my needs while Doug would have already come twice and left me unsatisfied.

      David had my body responding in ways it never had, and I knew it was because he was a real man, and he knew how to work my body.

      He backed away, grabbing me by the shoulder to spin me around. “I want to look at you when we come, baby. Show me that fucking pleasure.” His eyes burned into mine, and he kept them on me as he cupped my breast. He pressed his mouth to it, taking it between his teeth, as he entered me, his cock filling me again, pumping past my pleasure spots and making my pussy pulse.

      “I’m so close,” I moaned.

      “Me too, baby. Are you ready?” His jaw clenched, and I nodded.

      I think I came one second before he did, and my quivering walls milked his seed, and he pumped inside my depths.

      He pressed his lips against mine, claiming my mouth as the salty taste of sweat hit my tongue. “That was fucking hot.” He brushed my hair from my face and gave me a tender kiss. “And here I only hoped to kiss you before the day was over.”

      “It certainly wasn’t on my to-do list.”

      “You’re not sorry, are you? No regrets?”

      “No.” I kissed him, closing my eyes to savor every second of it before we’d soon part.

      He kissed my shoulder. “Come home with me. We’ll take a hot shower, and I’ll dirty you up again.”

      “You mean, you’ll dirty me up and then take a hot shower?”

      “No. I was right the first time. I love having my scent all over you. I want it to penetrate every part of you, Kitten.”

      I looked down at our flesh, which had started to glisten as I felt the trickle of his seed spilling down my thighs. “I think you’ve succeeded.”

      “Is that a yes? You’ll come home with me? Let me fuck you properly in my bed.” His eyes flashed, and his voice grew deeper.

      “This wasn’t proper enough for you?”

      “Not by a longshot.” He devoured my mouth again, and his kiss was so hot, it made the quenched desires ignite all over again. But I knew I couldn’t let that happen.

      “I can’t. I have Sierra, and I need to get home to her.”

      “I understand. But promise me it won’t take me another six years to have you again.” He gripped my waist and held me still, his eyes waiting for my answer.

      “I promise.” With one last kiss, he stepped away. We went about righting our clothes, and I was on my way home.

      I couldn’t help but think about our first time, how we’d both taken each other’s virginity when I was just a junior and he a senior. Nothing had come of that either, and even though he seemed like he wanted things to go further, I wouldn’t get my hopes up for more than a sexual encounter now and then, which seemed to be the story of our lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          David

        

      

    

    
      My morning had been full of emotions and memories, thinking about Allison and me and our long history together. Just when I’d given up on ever seeing her again, fate had brought us back together, and I’d wasted no time taking things back to a sexual level. Still, I wasn’t sure how she’d feel about it. The past two times we’d had sex ended with distance growing between us, and now with her working for me, I hoped that wouldn’t be the case.

      Being Saturday, with the weather being so cooperative and my Jeep still taken apart, I decided I’d take the opportunity to go golfing. I called Greyson for some company.

      “Golfing?” he asked. “You know I suck. Why do you always insist I go?”

      “I need some company, and for some reason, you’re my best friend.”

      “Don’t guilt trip me. I’ll go, but I won’t like it, and I don’t want to hear a fucking remark about my swing. Let me do my thing, and keep your pie hole shut.”

      “Fine, I won’t try and make you a better golfer. Meet me there in half an hour.” I hung up and headed for the course.

      I was in the clubhouse when he showed up, wearing his pink plaid pants and a white sweater. “Let’s do this,” he said.

      “Pink? Seriously? You want me not to give you a hard time, and you show up wearing pink plaid?”

      “I knew it would eat at you.”

      “Whatever. What eats at me is that my best friend owns pink plaid. Why?”

      “You remember Cinnamon, right?”

      “The pole dancer you were banging? Yeah, I fucking remember her.”

      “Well, she was into this weird color analysis shit, and she said that pink is my color. She bought me these pants to go golfing with her father.”

      “You met the stripper’s father?”

      The guy was always in one strange situation or another. He followed me to our cart, and we put our clubs in the back. “Yeah, he hated the fucking pants. I’m hoping I don’t run into him today. This is his club, too.”

      I climbed into the driver’s seat and turned the key. “If we do, I’m going to tell him you defiled his little girl and watch him beat your ass.”

      “It wouldn’t be a lie. I fucked her hard in every orifice. She was insatiable and a real freak in the sheets. She had this thing for being rough and loved my hands on her throat. It was so hot. Got old pretty fast though, and she was too fucking clingy. As for the old man, I think I can take him.” He brushed off his shoulder.

      I thought of Allison panting beneath me as I shot my load deep inside of her. I hoped she was on the pill, and I wondered if I should have asked. Fuck it, it felt amazing, and I’d never gone raw with anyone but her before.

      “You look like you’ve got a lot on your mind, friend. Is that why you called me down here and forced me to play?”

      I stopped at the first hole and grabbed my club. “It’s Allison.”

      “Aww. Are you still pining away for some of that pussy? Poor guy. The great white buffalo strikes again, huh?” He gave a syrupy chuckle, and I wanted to punch him in the teeth.

      Instead, I thought I’d put him in his place. “For your information, I had her moaning on my desk yesterday.”

      His eyes lit with surprise. “No shit? You bagged buffalo girl?”

      “You act like it’s the first time.” I teed my ball and took a swing.

      “I’m happy for you. I just thought you’d keep it purely professional since you’re her boss.”

      “Fuck, I am, aren’t I?” I’d never given much thought to office romances. Or any romance for that matter. Only with her.

      “Oh, yeah,” he said. “Let the awkward begin. You get to face her every day. Work with her. I hope it’s going to work out.”

      “Why wouldn’t it? We have a past, and we’re friends. We’ll always be friends. Besides, I’m head over heels for Sierra, too. I could be a father to that kid. She makes me want it, you know. The whole family thing.”

      We continued through the course and kept talking between plays. “Have you ever thought you might be?”

      “Might be what? Her father?” I shook my head. “It’s not possible. She’s six, and the last time we fucked was…” I counted off the years, and my heart started to pound. “There’s no way. Allison would have told me.”

      Greyson didn’t look like he was convinced, but I knew Allison, and she wasn’t that kind of a woman. “Does she look like you? Have your eyes, your smile, or something?”

      I imagined Sierra’s little face, so much like her mother’s, but a bit rounder, almost like my mother’s, though it could have been her age. But those eyes, the dark blue, was a rare shade, and even though Allison had said she had blue eyes like her father’s, they were a perfect match to my eye color. Her posture was mine. The set of her little jaw and the question in her brow were all mine.

      “You have thought about it,” Greyson said.

      “No, not until now. But damn, I guess it’s possible. Allison and I lost our virginity together when we were younger. I was a senior, her a junior, but we’d used protection. The condom had broken, popped off my cock like a fucking rubber band, and hit her in the face. Talk about your fucking amateurs; but I took it slow, pulled out, popped our cherries. But it never happened again. Not until that night after prom. We both wanted it so badly then, and neither of us had protection. But since we’d gotten lucky before, we didn’t use anything. We were stupid, horny kids.”

      “Did you pull out?”

      “Fuck no.” I never wanted to leave that tight, warm hole, and it all happened so fast that I just let it happen. Allison hadn’t even cared.

      “Dude, you’re so that kid’s father.” He gave me a teasing grin.

      But I wasn’t laughing. My heart raced, pounding in my chest at the thought that I could have had a daughter all this time and never known. Had Allison hid it from me? Considering what an asshole Doug had been and the way she put up with him, I doubted it. She had to think he was Sierra’s father to put up with him.

      “Maybe. I left to go back to the Air Force after that, thinking I’d go back for her one day, but months down the road, I heard she was pregnant and getting married. I assumed she was happy. Who was I to fuck with that, you know? I wanted it for her. I wanted her happiness more than my own. Over the years, we just lost touch.”

      God what a fool I’d been. I should have never lost touch. I should have asked her to wait for me that night.

      “Do you think Allison knows?” he asked. “Maybe that’s why she let you take her to the Career thing?”

      “No, Sierra asked me that herself and Allison wasn’t sure about it. With that deadbeat asshole in the picture, I’m sure she would have told me already.”

      Greyson stopped lining up his swing and put his hand on my shoulder. “Fuck. You could have a daughter, man. What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know.” I didn’t know what I was supposed to do, but I’d have to ask Allison more about the timeframe. With me leaving, I didn’t know when she found out she was pregnant, or if they’d had tests done before their marriage or when it came time to go to court for the divorce. Was there proof?

      While Allison had been in my mind all night and morning, it was Sierra’s little face that haunted me now. She’d tugged at my heartstrings from the first moment she’d walked up and taken my hand.

      “She hates oatmeal cookies,” I said, after taking another swing.

      “Who the fuck doesn’t?” He shrugged. “Have you ever bitten into one of those thinking it was chocolate chip? That’ll fuck you right up, man. Instant disappointment. I swear it’s the cause of trust issues in children, like when your mother tells you she didn’t put onions in the meatloaf, but you can see the larger pieces, so you know she’s lying.”

      I didn’t want to get into his mother issues, especially while he was wearing his pink plaid that the stripper had bought him.

      “Yeah, but my point is, I used to hate them,” I said. “My sister loves them and so did Allison. Missy told Allison that they were my favorite to fuck with me, but then Allison made them like once a week for me. I ate so many of those fucking cookies that I actually like them now. But Sierra said she hates them.”

      “Maybe it means something; maybe it doesn’t. But you know what’s foolproof? DNA, baby. DNA. Have a test done, man. Steal her straw or something.”

      I laughed at the absurdity. “I can’t do that. I have to talk to Allison first. See if it’s even possible. I don’t know when Sierra’s birthday is. The math might be way off.”

      “What are you going to do if she is? That guy thinks he’s the daddy, and I assume he’s paying his fair share of child support. He might sue Allison.”

      “I’d assume responsibility, of course, and I’d just throw some money at him and tell him to fuck off. From the sound of it, the guy doesn’t want to be a father anyway and come to think of it, I’d likely beat his ass for the way he’s treated my girls.” The thought of the other man having more authority than me in their lives made me sick, and my game was suffering.

      When we were done, I walked him to his car.

      “I can’t believe I actually skunked your ass,” Greyson said.

      “You had me so worked up with the whole daughter thing, I couldn’t fucking concentrate, so I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Hey, I don’t care how it happened. It happened, and I’m going to rub it in until it hurts.”

      “I’ll fire you.”

      His laughter called my bluff. “You will not. You wouldn’t know what to do without me, and don’t think I don’t know it.”

      “Yeah, true. And don’t you think I don’t either, buddy.” There were days I wanted to go against my father’s wishes and leave the company to Greyson. Maybe one day I would.

      “Hey, I know those girls mean a lot to you, man. Don’t miss out on her again. You’ve got to get that DNA test if the dates are close, and if it turns out that she’s not biologically yours, you can still be in her life, and you’d be a hell of a lot better than that asshole she has now. Don’t give up.”

      Seeing their faces in my mind, I knew there was no way I’d give up on either of them again. But first, I had to talk to Allison and figure out my path.

      Another thought came to mind. What if Allison did know? What if putting up with Doug was her way of giving me room to explore my dreams? She’d wanted me to pursue them so badly, and had even told me she didn’t want to be what stood in the way. I thought it was her way of letting me down easy and letting me off the hook, but what if it was true? What if being with Doug was another of her selfless sacrifices? She didn’t have a malicious bone in her, but what if it wasn’t maliciousness at all? My mind reeled through the possibilities, but in the end, the outcome was the same: Sierra was my girl.

      I hoped it was true.
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          Allison

        

      

    

    
      Sierra hadn’t shut up about David or his Career Day presentation since I picked her up the day before, and as we rode back to my parents’ house for a little Saturday girl time, she was still going on and on.

      It wouldn’t have been so awkward if I didn’t have thoughts of my own about David running through my mind. Naked thoughts, orgasmic thoughts, thoughts that had been on my mind throughout the night and had me three fingers deep by bedtime.

      I fanned myself, cracking a window to let the cooler air into the cab.

      “And then he showed us the funny commercials, and the other kids laughed. I got invited to Dylan’s birthday, and his uncle shook David’s hand. His was the best presentation, and everyone loved the Jeep. Dylan wanted me to see if David would bring it to the party. Can he, Mama?”

      “I don’t know, honey. Isn’t Dylan the little boy you bit?”

      “Yeah, but his uncle told him I did it because I liked him, so he said he forgives me.”

      “And you told him you liked him?” I gave her a sideward glance. My little girl needed a long talk about boys. And as I turned into my parents’ driveway, I wondered if my mother would give us both one.

      “I told him it might be true. He said it’s okay if it was.” She jumped out of the car before I could shut it off, so I climbed out once I had and walked to the door, which she’d left open as she’d went inside.

      “No running in the house, Sierra.”

      “That rule only applied to you, cupcake.” Daddy sat in his chair with his feet up.

      I went in to hug him and then put my hands on my hips. “How’s that fair?”

      “She’s our grandchild. The rules are different.” He gave me a wink.

      “I still don’t want her running in the house, or she’ll do it at home.”

      “I make no promises to discipline her,” he said, holding up his hands.

      “Hey, honey, want to come into the kitchen?” my mother asked. “I’m making a pie, and I have chicken salad on for lunch.”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll boil the eggs.”

      “Already one step ahead of you. So, tell me. How was your first week?”

      I blushed, the red in my cheeks a dead giveaway.

      “Uh oh,” she said. “You’re not going to start baking oatmeal cookies again, are you?”

      “Is it that obvious? It doesn’t help that this one won’t stop talking about him.”

      Sierra hugged her grandmother. “Mommy missed all the excitement. Did you know that David’s really rich, Grandma?”

      “I’ve heard a rumor or two.” She turned and gave me a wink.

      “Yeah, the other fathers said he had million-billions, and he owns most of our TVs, too!”

      “He makes commercials and ads, sweetheart,” I said. “It’s not exactly the same thing as owning our TVs. And what did I say about talking about money?”

      “Yes, ma’am. But it’s true.” She climbed up to the bar and stuck her finger in the pie filling, and my mother smiled. She’d always let me taste the filling, too, and I knew if I discouraged Sierra, I’d be a hypocrite.

      “It is true, but let’s talk about something else, okay?” I asked.

      “Okay.” She turned to my mother. “David’s Jeep was warm. He had the heater on full blast, and he told me to sit on my hands. When I got out, my nose was only a little cold, but nothing else. I want a Jeep when I grow up, too. But I want a red one with my name on the top.” She tilted her head and gave me a curious look. “Do girls drive Jeeps too, Mama?”

      “Yes, they can drive whatever they want, just like boys.”

      “I’m not sure who has the bigger crush on him, you or Sierra.” My mother laughed, and Sierra didn’t miss a beat until my father called her in to watch TV.

      “She’s gone on and on about him,” I said. “I’m kind of worried. I don’t want her to get hurt.” Like I had.

      “You should really consider pursuing something with that man. I mean, I know you two have been friends your whole lives, and you can’t deny the massive crush on you, but this is your second chance. You might not get a third, and he’s got your family’s approval.”

      “You think so?” I couldn’t tell her about the naughty things I’d done in the office, and I felt like a bad girl just thinking them in her presence.

      “Well, certainly. He’s a good man, and frankly, I’m ready for you to have another man in your life; someone who will look out for the two of you and protect you. He’s certainly capable, and if my instincts are correct, he’d be up for it.”

      “I’m not sure about that. Based on our track record. He’s had other chances, Mom.” I thought of the past, hoping I wasn’t setting myself up for more disappointment; another fuck and run. And worst of all, Sierra had gotten so attached to him so quickly.

      What if he moved on to someone else? All the more reason to go for it this time.

      “What you should do is ask him what he’s doing for Thanksgiving and invite him to dinner here with us. We could have a nice dinner, and then you and he could take a walk down your old bike path.”

      “I don’t know. He probably has family stuff.”

      Sierra came into the room and climbed back up to the bar. My mother turned to her. “Don’t you think your mama should ask David to Thanksgiving dinner?”

      Sierra let out a howling cheer. “Yes! Please, Mama! Can he come?”

      I couldn’t believe she’d pulled such a tactic. “Fine, I’ll ask. But I’m not pressuring him to change his plans, which, I’m sure he already has.”

      As Sierra cheered some more, I went out on the back porch and sat in the swing that David had asked me to go to my prom in. We’d stepped out for some fresh air and to catch up, and he’d told me Missy had told him that I didn’t have a date. I’d never felt so pathetic and relieved all at once. Doug had been supposed to take me, but with us fighting, he’d canceled on me a week before. I’d already bought a dress and everything.

      I could remember several times when David had come to my rescue. One time, he’d even battled a wasp nest and lost. It had turned up in a matter of days in my playhouse, and he donned a hockey mask and some bike pads to knock it down and spray it. One flew out so fast, popping him in the cheek near his eye, that he never saw it coming.

      Another time, he’d stood up to some older boys that had taken my ball from the yard, and he made them give it back, although one of the kids had punched him in the stomach and made him throw up.

      I dialed Katrina’s number, knowing I needed to talk to someone about what had happened in David’s office.

      “I thought you’d forgotten me.” Katrina’s voice was loud, and there was radio noise in the background, which meant she had me on speaker phone and she was most likely driving.

      “Are you on your way to work?”

      “Nope, I just got off. I’m going home and soaking my feet. How’s your new gig?”

      “Well, I hate to gush.” I didn’t think she’d want to hear about how wonderful my new job was when her feet were hurting from hers.

      Her laughter rang through the phone. “Go ahead, gush away. I need to live through you. My life had been boring as hell lately.”

      “It’s been great. You missed out on Sierra yesterday at the diner. She hoped to see you there.”

      “Aww, damn. Did she come in with your parents?”

      “No, actually, she was with David. He brought her in for a milkshake after Career Day. Seems he’s the big hero in her life at the moment.”

      “And what is he to you? Have you two been getting along?” The way she sang the question, like a child on the playground teasing, made me giggle. “Oh, that giggle wasn’t a denial. Someone’s been getting chummy with the new boss, right?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Don’t maybe your best friend. It’s not healthy. Now, spill what you have to tell me before I go nuts.”

      “We may have gotten intimate.”

      “You spent the night with him? Or was this a ‘slutty, under the desk blowjob’ kind of thing?”

      “It was over the desk, and it didn’t stop at a blowjob.” I kept my eyes on the door, and my voice low as if my father could hear me through the brick.

      “You filthy little slut; fucking the boss.” She belted out a laugh. “Damn, I want your life.”

      “It was so sudden. One minute, he comes in, telling me about Sierra’s Career Day and how she hugged him, and the next, he’s hugging me with his tongue down my throat.”

      “Nice. Is he even hotter now or what?”

      “He’s definitely more experienced, and he’s really filled out, too. I mean, he was always big, but he really puts Doug to shame.”

      “I can’t believe you never got around more. Time to make up for it with some steamy office rendezvous, right?”

      “I’m not sure if it’s going to happen again or not. With our track record, he’s bound to leave the country, and I’ll never hear from him again.”

      “No. This is your chance. He’s so into you. And I was thinking. You know how you said he didn’t have anywhere to put you? What if he just created the position to get you back in his life?”

      “He wouldn’t do that. I’m sure the position was necessary. From the sounds of things, Greyson has been holding his hand, and not only doing the CEO duties, but an assistant’s as well.”

      “Oh, well. Regardless, you’re fucking the boss. How does that feel? I bet you could already ask for a raise.”

      “I won’t press my luck. I’ll settle for more sex and a relationship.”

      “I think you’re on your way. I don’t think he’d be fucking you if he planned to can your ass. Besides, it sounds like he’s already trying to win Sierra’s heart.”

      “Oh, I don’t know if he tried, but he sure succeeded. She’s nuts over him; absolutely obsessed.”

      “That’s the cutest thing ever. I still think you need to have his paternity tested.”

      “I still think you’re crazy. He wouldn’t want that kind of responsibility anyway.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure, my friend.”

      “Mom told me to ask him to Thanksgiving dinner here at her place.”

      “You should. I bet he’d like a big slice of your pie for dessert, too.” She gave a wicked laugh.

      “You’re impossible.”

      “I know it, and that’s why you love me. You and Sierra should stop in on my shift and let me comp you a couple of burgers.”

      “Will do. I hope it gets better.”

      “I’m sure it will,” she said. “We had a rush, and I pulled a double on the early morning crew. Remind me not to do that again. I did get some great tips from a couple of truckers. One even suggested I go out on a date with him.”

      “Yikes. Don’t tell me you accepted.”

      “Nah, he was my father’s age. Why is it that all the old men want to hit on me?”

      “They know a prize when they see one,” I said.

      “No, they just think I’m nuts enough that I’ll try anything.” We shared a laugh, knowing that was more than likely the truth, and then she ended the call as she arrived at her house.

      I hung up, thinking I might call David with that invitation, but I felt too weird about calling. I had chased him our entire childhood. Maybe it was time I didn’t act so eager.
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          David

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t shake the idea that Sierra could be mine, and I’d have to talk to Allison about it before it drove me crazy. Instead of calling, I knew the delicate matter needed special attention, so I decided to drive over and talk to her in person.

      Having no idea how she’d take the question, I was nervous about how I’d bring it up. Would it be an insult? Would she be pissed off at me for making such an assumption?

      When Sierra came to greet me at the door, I found myself studying her features a bit harder than before, and while she still looked so much like her mother to me, her blue eyes were not only the same color as mine, but they had the same deep set to them.

      “Mama! David’s here!”

      “Honey, I’ve told you not to open the door without asking who it is.”

      “It’s David.” She gave a little shrug and stepped aside as Allison walked up to let me in. She had on yoga pants and a long tee that had fallen off her shoulder. Her long blond hair was pulled up into a messy bun.

      She ran her hand over the locks and tucked her chin as if she were embarrassed for me to see her that way. “Hey, I wasn’t expecting anyone. I’ve just been doing a bit of cleaning. I’m afraid I look a mess.”

      “You look beautiful. I should have called, but I really wanted to see you.” I felt bad for not calling sooner after what happened between us. I waited until Sierra ran to her room and leaned over to give her a quick kiss. She pulled away, looking over her shoulder to see if Sierra had seen, but the little girl was still in her room.

      The kiss at least earned me a smile. “I was kind of thinking maybe you regretted what happened Friday.”

      “No, not at all. I guess I’ve just been processing a few things.”

      “Yeah, I think it’s the quickest you’ve spoken to me after sex in all of our experiences.”

      “To be fair, I was embarrassed the first time. The whole condom thing.”

      “Right. You mean when you nearly put my eye out?” The apples of her cheeks reddened, and she glanced back over her shoulder.

      “I’d never used one before, and I had no idea the thing would be so tight.” I’d learned that size apparently did matter when purchasing condoms.

      “We got the job done. I figured that’s what it was all about anyway.”

      “Are you kidding?” I asked. “I could have lost it with a dozen others, but I wanted to lose it with you. I wasn’t too keen on anyone else having you, either.”

      “Always looking out for me, huh?” Her voice was teasing, but it had been the truth. The thought of someone else having her had haunted me for months after I’d learned she’d become pregnant. When she first started seeing Doug, after we’d lost our virginity, I’d confronted her about having sex with him and told her that if I heard so much as a rumor, I’d kill the guy. That hadn’t gone over so well, but I’d grown up a lot since then.

      Sierra came running out of her room with her bear, which she’d dressed in a doll-size sweater and a pair of boots. “I named her Mystery.”

      “Mystery?” I said. “That’s a great name. I like that a lot.”

      “Want to know how I thought of it?”

      “Sure. I love creative minds.” She was like Blaine in that way, and I had to wonder if the reason was that she might be his niece.

      “Mr. E. Mystery. Get it?” She gave me a wide-eyed stare and then looked at her mother when I shrugged. “She’s a girl, so I can’t name her Mister.” She sighed like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “I get it, and I’m very impressed and honored. You’re very creative.” Before I could tell her how much she reminded me of my baby brother, my phone rang. “I need to grab this.” The hair on my neck stood up as I recognized the number.

      Allison gestured to the next room and then picked Sierra up into her arms as if to step away to give me privacy. “You can take it in the kitchen.”

      “Thanks.” I answered the call. “Yeah, Sheriff?”

      “Hey, David. I’m sorry to have to call again so soon, but your brother was picked up across town for DUI. I couldn’t do shit to help him this time. You’re going to have to get your lawyer and come down here. I told him I’d call you, and he’s throwing a fit.” Blaine’s temper was as bad as our father’s had been. Missy and I had gotten our mother’s, thankfully.

      “I’m on my way.” I hung up and turned to Allison, who was trying to entertain Sierra but keeping a close eye on me as well.

      When I walked out from around the bar, she stood and wrapped her arms around herself. She’d always done that when she was concerned about something, and I hated to make her worry.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked.

      “It will be. It’s Blaine. Look, I came to talk to you, but I’ll have to postpone. Tomorrow?” I would have plenty of time at work to chat.

      “No, I understand; family first. I’ll see you tomorrow at work, right?”

      “You’re leaving?” Sierra jumped up from the couch and ran over to grab my hand.

      “Yeah, sweetheart. I have to go see about my brother, but I’ll come back another time and see you, I promise.”

      Her little shoulders drooped. “Fine. But you’re coming to Thanksgiving dinner, aren’t you?”

      I had no idea what she was talking about, but Allison placed her hand on my arm as she walked me to the door. “I was going to ask you. If you have plans, we totally understand, but I wanted to invite you to Thanksgiving dinner at my parents’ house.”

      “I’d love to. I’ll be in touch.”

      Sierra cheered and ran out to hug me, and then Allison took her hand as I got in my car and drove away.

      I hated to go without getting the answers I needed, but Blaine had really crossed the line, and it was a good thing the police got involved before he killed someone out on the streets. My temper was more like my father’s by the time I got to the station where the Sheriff was waiting, along with my lawyer.

      David Temple, my father’s attorney, had always been good to us kids, and I knew it had to bother him that Blaine had let himself get in trouble. I was both thankful and embarrassed to see him when he walked up and shook my hand. “I didn’t think I’d beat you down here, but I went ahead and got the wheels in motion for his release.”

      “Thanks. I wasn’t in the city. Where do I pay his bail?”

      The Sheriff walked me to a counter, and while I took care of that, he and David talked about his record and how he hated that this time he had to get tough.

      I hated it, too, but it was what needed to be done. After another thirty minutes, my brother was put in a holding cell at my request.

      “Hey, I thought I was getting out of here!” I heard him call from around the corner. “This is bullshit. My attorney should be here. He said that I was getting out. You people quit dragging your asses around—”

      He shut his mouth when I rounded the corner with the guard, who let me into the cell. “Can we get a moment?”

      “Sure thing, Mr. DeVant.” The guard shut the door and turned to go down the hall and give us a little privacy.

      Blaine looked up at me. “I guess I get another one of your lectures.”

      I crossed the room and gripped his collar. Then I dragged him back against the bars. “I should beat your ass is what I should do! Do you have any idea of how serious this is? It’s going to follow you for life. You could have killed someone or yourself. Do you think I want to have to come down here to identify your fucking body? Do you know what kind of shit storm this could cause in the fucking press?”

      “Take me home.” The smell of alcohol was sweating from his pores and lingering on his breath.

      “No, I’m not taking you home. Not yet. Not until I’m damned sure you never want to come back to this place again.”

      “I didn’t call you.” He pushed me away, and I took a step back and turned to pace the small cell.

      “Would you rather I let you rot in here? Leave you to serve out your time? I can’t leave you in a place like this. As much as I think you should be locked up, I’d prefer a fucking rehab.”

      “Why do you care? Missy doesn’t.”

      I glanced over to see my brother, expecting him to be much younger by the sound of his voice.

      “What the fuck does that matter?” I wasn’t sure how our sister had been brought into the conversation.

      “She’s all I had. You went into the fucking Air Force, and she was all I had my whole life. She took care of me. We were best friends. Then the first time I fucked up a little, she tossed my ass to the curb like I didn’t fucking mean a thing.” He sat and rested his head in his hands, and I realized what his fucking problem was.

      “It’s not that Dad’s dead, is it?” I asked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You lost Mom, and you were so young. Missy took care of you and raised you, and she’s not around to help you through Dad’s loss. You don’t have anyone to make proud, no one to hold you accountable. It’s Missy that you’re mourning, not Dad.”

      “I miss Dad. But she had always been there, you know? I don’t know what’s wrong with me, man. It’s like, I guess I feel alone. I’ve got all the money, the drugs, the booze, and sex I want, but I don’t feel like I have a place in this world.”

      “I told her to call you. Why didn’t you tell her that?” I held my arms wide, shrugging as I let loose a deep sigh of frustration.

      He huffed. “Yeah, I know. You think I didn’t know you’d put her up to it?”

      “She said you hung up on her.”

      “Yeah. If she wants to call me, I’ll talk.” He crossed his arms and turned his head. He reminded me of when he’d been in middle school and had gotten grounded from watching TV. He’d sit in his room with his arms crossed and stare out the window. But he wasn’t a fucking kid anymore.

      “You’re being an asshole. Regardless of your issues with Missy, do you want to be the guy who takes out someone else’s mother? Do you want some poor fucking kid to be left in your position? You need help. I’ll take you to get help.”

      “Where?”

      “There’s a facility upstate. I’ll drive you. You just have to say the words, man. Get yourself straightened out, and then, when you do, I promise you Missy will come around. She loves you, Blaine. You’re like her first kid.”

      “I thought I was, but then she had kids of her own.”

      “Are you jealous of the fucking twins?” I hadn’t thought it possible, but maybe.

      “Hell no. I love them. I don’t get to see them, though, so what does it matter?”

      “How about you clean up, and I’ll make sure that you do? But you have to be fucking worthy. Not some drunk ass piece of shit.”

      Tears fell down his cheeks, and I wanted to take my words back.

      “You’re a good guy, Blaine. You can have it all. Let me take you to get some help.”

      “I want to.”

      I was surprised when the words rolled off his tongue, but once they had, I wasn’t going to let him change his mind.”

      “Let’s do this. Let’s get you better, brother.” I pulled him into my arms and raked my fingers through his hair. “I want our family to heal.” I’d have to get him to reach out to Missy himself, but now wasn’t the time to convince him of that.

      I finished up out front and walked him to the car. I’d have quite a bit of driving to do, but I was going to take him upstate and check him in. I knew better than to take him home first, and anything he’d need, I’d make sure he had. My talk with Allison would have to wait until my return. I’d call her later to tell her what was going on, and hopefully, she’d understand.
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      I couldn’t wait to see David and, more importantly, to have him all alone for the day. I’d gone over his schedule and knew he wouldn’t be stuck in meetings, and I was anxious to know what he had to talk to me about and to plan our Thanksgiving.

      I waited for him to show, knowing I’d make it to work before him, but what I hadn’t expected was finding Greyson in his office, sipping coffee with his feet up. I walked in and felt a tad out of place when I saw him on the phone, but he waved me in.

      “She’s here now. Do you need to talk to her?” He paused a second as I crossed the room, but then he hung up.

      “Was that David? Is he on his way?”

      “He’s not going to make it in today. He’s dealing with some personal family issues. I’ll let him call you and explain.”

      “I knew he’d gone to help Blaine. I hope he’s okay.”

      “He’s going to be, but David won’t be in today. If you need anything, I’ll be around. And in case you’re wondering, I usually grab a coffee in here in the mornings, and David is rarely on time.”

      “Yeah, he told me he had a bad habit of getting to work late.” I smiled at him, trying to hide the disappointment on my face. I had wanted to talk to him so badly, and the curiosity of what he needed to talk to me about had eaten at me all night.

      “You’ve known him longer than I have, so I’m sure you’re aware of a few other bad habits.” He chuckled. “I’ll be in here a minute or two longer while I look over the client file. I’ll most likely be seeing his clients tomorrow.”

      “Oh? Will he be out tomorrow, too?”

      “I’m not sure, but it’s possible. He wanted me to be warmed up to what’s going on.” He put his feet down off the desk and leaned forward to look at the computer.

      “Okay, well, I’ll just be over here in my little nook if you need me.” I messed around for a while, waiting for him to finish with his work. When I was finally alone, I kicked my shoes off and put my feet up on the short sofa. I wished David had spoken to me, but it didn’t seem like he’d had time, not that he hadn’t wanted to. For this reason, I fought the urge to call him and see how he was.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d had to be patient for David. I’d been patient with him my entire life; wishing for him to notice me the one minute, and then hoping for him to come back to me once he had.

      Our first time had been so awkward that I thought he’d never want to be with me again. We’d stayed up late one night watching TV, and after Missy had gone to bed, he’d walked me home. When we got to the door, he’d kissed me goodnight. It wasn’t our first kiss. That one had happened years before in my backyard on the swing set, but this was much deeper, more passionate. We were older, our bodies alive with new urges, and kissing wasn’t enough.

      When he asked me if I wanted to go somewhere, I knew the chances were likely something would happen between us. He’d gotten his license two years earlier, and his father had bought him a classic Mustang. With me not having a curfew as long as I was in the neighborhood, we’d hopped in his car and drove down the street to a house that had been on the market for months. He drove all the way up behind the house and parked. That night, both of us gave our virginity to one another in the backseat of his car. It had been awkward, but sweet, and he’d taken special care to be gentle and safe since our only condom had landed in the floorboard.

      The ringing phone interrupted my memories, and I hurried to take it out of my purse, excited to see it was David. “Hello?” I must have sounded desperate because my breathy greeting earned a chuckle.

      “Hey, it’s me. I’m sorry I couldn’t chat a minute ago. I was filling out paperwork for my brother.”

      “Greyson said you’re still with him. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. When I got that call the other day, I went to get him out of jail, and I’ve been with him ever since. He’s having a hard time, but things are looking hopeful.”

      “That’s great. I had no idea he was having problems.”

      “Yeah, I wanted to talk to you about the nature of those problems. With you being my assistant, and since I’m trusting you with my personal PR, we’ll need to know what to say when this leaks to the press. And it will leak if it hasn’t already.”

      “I haven’t seen anything, and no one’s called.”

      “Good, but it’s still early, and I just turned in the official paperwork for him to be admitted. He’s going to stay in a facility here upstate. I won’t disclose to you which, so keeping that secret won’t be tough, but he’s been struggling a bit with drugs and alcohol since the death of our father. He did get arrested for a DUI yesterday and was released. From there, we headed directly to the treatment facility. So, if anyone asks, you’ll know what’s going on. Now, what you tell them is that Blaine DeVant has been suffering from depression since the loss of his father and has checked himself into a treatment center. Nothing more; nothing less. You can say that the family doesn’t want to comment at this time, but that we are in full support of our youngest brother.”

      I felt like I should be taking notes, but I did my best to listen. Matters like this set us apart in social class. Although we grew up just across the street from one another, no one would give a shit if I had a brother fighting addiction. Where the DeVants were concerned, it would be spread all over every society page still in print and go viral by lunchtime. They didn’t have their father around to keep their personal and business lives separate.

      “Got it,” I said. “When will you be back?”

      “I’m going to stick around a bit. I’m going to try and get Missy to come, but to be honest, she and my brother haven’t had the best relationship lately. That is a little tidbit that is for your ears only as well. I don’t need anyone printing that my family isn’t getting along, and I’ve never told anyone else about that.”

      “Right. You know me, David. I’ll be discreet.”

      He let out a long breath of frustration. “I know, Allison. You’re so good to me and my family. That’s what makes you perfect for the job. I hate to say it, but I’m probably going to miss your Thanksgiving as well. I’d like my brother to know that he’s important. He needs a reason to sober up. But my heart will be with you and yours. I’ll call Sierra and explain. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings by not showing up.”

      It was sweet of him to say he’d call and explain. Her own father didn’t care if she got upset over such things. “She’ll be upset, but she’ll understand. Which reminds me, today is a half-day at school, and she’s getting out early. So, I’m leaving at lunch to get her.”

      “Okay, I’ll try and call her later. I’d rather be there with you, you know?”

      “I know. Maybe next year.” I didn’t want him to sweat it when he had other things to worry about.

      “No. I’m sorry about that, too, but I meant I wish I were there with you now. I wish I could see you.”

      The vibrations of his voice tickled my ear and sent chills down my spine.

      “You miss me?” My heart beat a little faster knowing that.

      “Don’t you miss me?” He seemed a tad offended, and I hurried to remedy my mistake.

      “I do. It’s just nice to know that you miss me, too.”

      “Are you behaving at my desk today?”

      “I’m not using your desk. Greyson was though.”

      “Yeah? Coffee? He’s always doing that. It’s because I’m late and he keeps his special blend in my office, so no one else drinks it. Don’t tell me you’re lying on that sofa with your shoes off and your feet up again. That image would be too much for me right now.”

      I looked around, getting an odd feeling that I was being watched. “How did you know?”

      “Well, you did it all last week, so it wasn’t a hard guess. It’s as distracting hearing about it now, as it was seeing you in person.”

      “I had no idea it bothered you,” I said.

      “Don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t a bother at all. I quite like seeing you, but it does other things to me. I think you learned just what I mean on Friday, didn’t you?”

      “I did.” Warmth blossomed between my legs as my voice dropped an octave.

      “And have you thought about it much since?” he asked.

      “All the time. Haven’t you?” I had thought about it too much.

      “You know I have, baby. I hate that I have to go, but I’m going to leave you with a thought for the day, okay.”

      “Okay.” I could hardly wait to hear what he had to say.

      “If I were there with you right now, I’d have you in that same position. Let that sink in, and try not to miss me too bad.” He gave a devilish chuckle and then hung up the phone.

      The thought of him having me in that same position was hot, but I’d had other fantasies since, and I liked a bit of variety.

      I settled back into my place on the sofa and tried to focus on work, but images of me and him danced around in my head, causing my pulse to race. I imagined him spread out on his boardroom table. His thick erection standing proudly as I crawled up between his strong thighs and kissed his heavy sack, up his shaft, to his thick, bell-shaped head which I’d take into my mouth.

      I loved sucking him, and the taste of his saltiness was so erotic that my own wetness tingled between my legs. My clit was pulsing, throbbing with need for attention, and although I didn’t touch myself, I closed my eyes and imagined him touching me. Suddenly, it was me spread out on that table, his mouth trailing up my thighs and licking my slit. My clit was swollen and ached for my touch, but I fought the urges, my pulse quickening, my chest heaving up and down as I panted.

      The office door swung open, and I jumped out of my skin as Greyson entered the room.

      “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” He gave me a deer in headlights look and held his heart. “I didn’t know I’d scare you. I’ll knock if it will help.”

      “I’m so sorry. I was so focused on this, and it was quiet.” I wasn’t sure he believed me. My chest was heaving, and I was flushed with a slight glisten across my forehead.

      “I just came in to get another cup of coffee. I keep the good stuff in here.” He gave me a wink, and I got up to grab a cup for myself. I was so glad I’d fought my urges to be naughty, or there was no telling what Greyson would have caught me doing.

      With half my morning lost to fantasy, I sipped coffee and read over reports until noon.
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      It had taken me some time, but I’d finally convinced Missy to come upstate and talk with Blaine. When she arrived, she let me know she was not happy.

      She stormed into my hotel room with a huge chip on her shoulder. “Tomorrow is Thanksgiving, David. I need to be back home so I can cook the turkey.”

      I’d really hoped she’d show up with some sensitivity for our little brother’s condition, especially since she was the cause.

      “You could be a little more sympathetic to your brother’s problems. I didn’t bring you here to be hard on him.”

      “You haven’t really told me why I’m here at all. I told you a long time ago, and again just last week that I’m done with him and his drama.”

      “You haven’t spoken to him in years, and you know his relapse has only been since Dad’s death. He was doing okay before that.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” she said. “I didn’t keep up with him then, so why bother now?”

      “Have you ever thought that you’re the reason for all of this?” I knew I was skating on thin ice, especially when she gave me the look. It was a look that my mother had perfected and then passed on to Missy. It was a look only a woman could give, and it would strike fear into anyone who saw it.

      “I beg your pardon?” she asked. “How in God’s name is this my fault? So, he’s having trouble losing Dad because Daddy didn’t hold him enough or some shit? Come on, David. Give me break with the guilt trips. That one won’t work. I lost Daddy, too.”

      “He’s not mourning Dad. He’s missing you. Like it or not, Missy—and I know you didn’t sign up for this shit—but you’re the only parent he’s ever really had. He was so young when Mom died, and you were the one who was there for him. Dad’s gone, and you won’t even talk to him.”

      “I called him,” she said, frowning. “The little shit hung up on me.”

      “That’s my fault. Not his. Look, I know he messed up. But he needs our support.”

      “Those were my babies, David. He put them in danger.”

      “Remember the time I nearly burned the house down, and you were so pissed off at me because you’d only wanted a minute to be a fucking kid and go to your friend’s house?”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “No, it’s exactly the same.” I wasn’t going to let her get off that easily.

      “He was an adult. You were a kid. And this is my kids we’re talking about. My actual children.”

      “And we’re your family, too,” I said. “Yeah, Blaine fucked up when he was taking care of your children. But he was young. He was still in school. He fell asleep.”

      “Because he’d been drinking.”

      “Yeah, and where were you that night?” She’d never told us where she’d been. “Well? I want to know, Miss. Where were you when your little brother was passing out at your house, and your children were out in the fucking street for a neighbor to find?”

      She walked over to the minibar and poured a drink. I hadn’t seen her drink anything in years, but that didn’t mean she didn’t.

      “There’s a reason I haven’t told you,” she said, still with her back to me. “If I do, I don’t want you to look at my husband like he’s some asshole. He’s a good man.”

      “I’m sure he is. We think a lot of Kevin.”

      “Yeah, well, he was cheating on me. I left Blaine with the girls, so I could follow him. I’d asked Dad to help, but he said that I shouldn’t worry about it. That the DeVant name and money would keep Kevin on a short leash, and he’d never leave me, no matter how far he’d stray.”

      “Dad knew, and he didn’t do anything about it?” I asked.

      “I didn’t say that. What I said was he told me not to worry. That answer hadn’t been good enough for me, though. Not that day. I wanted to see it for myself. I left Blaine with the girls and then headed out. I found his car at the hotel across town, right where a friend of mine had seen it weeks earlier. And sure enough, when I went to the door, I could hear them inside. I knocked. I pounded on the door. And when he finally came to open it, he just stood there. I could see her behind him. She was someone we’d met at the country club.”

      “Jesus, Missy.” My blood was boiling, and I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to look at her husband the same again. “I’d have beaten his ass. You should have told me.”

      “You were off chasing your dreams, and Blaine was the only person I had to help me. He’d been my best friend for years, and when I needed him the most, he let me down just like all the other men in my life.”

      “Yet you forgave your husband,” I said. “You stayed with him, and you punish Blaine.”

      Missy broke down in tears, and I pulled her into my arms, holding her tightly and stroking her back.

      “We need each other now more than ever,” I said. “Blaine got arrested for a DUI.”

      “Where is he? Is he here?” She looked around me into the adjoining bedroom.

      “I brought him to Elk Grove. He wanted help. But when I talked to him, his problems weren’t Dad or even the drinking and drugs. He misses you, Missy. He needs to know you care, that you’re there to support him.”

      “Maybe I have diverted my anger at him. It was just such a hard time, and I trusted him with my life.” She raked her hands across her cheeks. “The girls still ask about him.”

      “They miss him, and I know you do, too.”

      “Maybe a little.”

      “That’s exactly what you need to tell him. I called you up here because I want you to go to Elk Grove with me. Let’s heal this rift between us and be a stronger family again.”

      She grabbed her handbag from the counter and headed to the door. “Okay. I’ll talk to him, but if he doesn’t want to see me—”

      I grabbed my keys and followed her out. “He does. He wanted me to get you here.”

      “Really?” She stopped and placed her hand on her heart.

      “Yes.”

      She locked her hand with mine. “Let’s go see our baby brother.”

      On the way, she told me more about Kevin’s affair and begged me not to change the way I treated him. They’d worked things out after our father had a long talk with him, and things had been wonderful between them since.

      Blaine was already settled in and waiting for me when we walked into the family room at the center. He saw Missy, and he fell into her arms. “I didn’t think you’d come, Miss.”

      She embraced him tightly. “It’s been too long, and I’ve missed my little brother.”

      Tears glistened on Blaine’s cheeks. “I’ve missed you and the girls. I know I screwed up, but I would never do anything to hurt them. I love them.”

      “I know, Blaine. Shit.” Missy broke down sobbing, and I let the two of them cry it out as I walked to stare out the window.

      I wanted my family back whole again, and I couldn’t think of a better time than during the holidays to come together. Any day away from each other because of unresolved issues was wasted, and it was time we could never get back. Allison’s beautiful face came to mind, and I knew the same was true for me and her.

      Missy wiped her eyes. “Why don’t you come to my house for Thanksgiving? I’ll drive you back up tomorrow evening. I know the girls would want to see you, and we have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Blaine sniffled and wiped his cheeks dry. “I’ll talk to my sponsor and make sure it’s not a problem, but I’d love that.”

      Missy looked at me. “What about you, David? Are you going to come?”

      “Actually, I have another invitation. Allison and Sierra wanted me to come spend the day with them at her mother’s place. I’d really like to do that, but maybe I can stop by.”

      “Are you finally going to get with her?” Missy tilted her head and smiled. “I want to see you both happy for a change. If it takes Allison after all these years to make that happen for you, then I’m all for it.”

      “She’d be good for you,” Blaine said, and he leaned back on the couch.

      I sat down in a chair across from him, while Missy sat next to him, clinging to his arm like she’d never let him go again.

      “She is good for me,” I said. “And that little one? I’m smitten.”

      My brother laughed and shook his head. “You must be, using a word like that.”

      I smiled. “I know, right? But you should meet her. God, she’s like a little Allison, and she’s just about as crazy over me as her mother. I took her to Career Day, so I’m practically her new hero.”

      “Where’s her father?” Missy asked.

      I looked up at her, waiting for me to answer her question. I wanted that little girl to be mine so badly, but I couldn’t tell my brother and sister about that just yet. Not until I found out for sure or had at least talked to Allison about my suspicions.

      “He’s busy with a new girlfriend from what I understand,” I said. “He doesn’t really like the kid around, cramping his style, and he doesn’t make much time for her. That’s why I went to Career Day.”

      Missy shook her head. “I bet that was a sight. Our brother, David DeVant, standing in front of a bunch of little kids, making a presentation.”

      Blaine grinned. “Yeah, maybe you should have had Greyson do it for you.”

      “Hey, take it easy. I know the business. It’s just that Greyson’s faster. But yeah, I made a whole presentation and wowed the crowd. It was awesome, and best of all, Sierra had a great time.”

      “That’s awesome.” Blaine laughed.

      Missy held her hand over her heart and gave me another sappy look. “That’s so sweet. Your whole face lights up when you talk about her. You’d think she was your daughter.”

      I felt my breath hitch like someone was tapdancing on my fucking chest. I cleared my throat. “Yeah, so I’ll probably call them soon and let them know I’m going to stop by if that’s okay with you guys.”

      I didn’t want to spoil the reunion party, but both of them seemed eager for me to go be with Allison.

      “I think that’s amazing,” Missy said. “Please send my love to them.” Miss had always liked the family. Blaine nodded in agreement.

      “I will,” I said.

      I sighed with relief, glad I didn’t have to call Sierra and cancel. There was nothing worse than disappointing that little girl, besides maybe disappointing her mother. I knew if I didn’t show up, I’d do both. And I just couldn’t live with that.
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      Despite the fact that I was pissed off at David, it didn’t stop me from dreaming about him all night. I wished he’d called Sierra and told her he wasn’t coming like he’d promised, but he never had, and I hadn’t quite had the heart to tell her.

      I woke up early while Sierra was still in bed and headed to the bathroom to soak in a hot bath. I hadn’t intended on taking a long time in the tub, but the lingering thoughts from my dream had me lying back and stroking myself. I loved those quiet moments when I had a chance to daydream, and as I thought about him kissing me hard and deeply between my thighs, I worked my fingers against my aching, swollen bud, which brought me over the edge and back twice before I forced myself to behave.

      It was just that I’d wanted him so badly, and it had been days since we’d been together. I needed to see him and talk to him. I’d hoped that the next time we had sex wouldn’t be years apart from the last, but by the way things were looking, it was going to happen that way again.

      He hadn’t even bothered to call me back, and I had to wonder if it was just his brother keeping him away. Perhaps an old girlfriend had wanted to see him? The holidays brought out all sorts, and being a man of such money and power, he was bound to have some better offers.

      I got out of the tub even more upset with him and went to get myself ready for a day of cooking, eating, and cleaning at my mother’s house.

      I decided to wear jeans and put my hair up, hoping to be comfortable. I didn’t have anyone to impress and had resigned myself to the fact that I wouldn’t see David until Monday.

      I woke Sierra up and started on breakfast as we watched the parade on TV. “I don’t know why we couldn’t go this year,” she said with a huff.

      “Because we’d be late for dinner.” I had taken her once three years ago when my father was marching in the parade, but since his retirement, he was no longer involved. She hadn’t forgotten it. “You can watch it on TV with Grandpa.”

      “Okay, but could I have a peppermint stick this time?”

      “Yes. You can.” I let out a long sigh. The year before, I hadn’t let her have the peppermint stick because it would have spoiled her dinner, but apparently, she still hadn’t forgiven me for it.

      “I’m taking Mystery with me, too. And she wants to sit on the table next to my plate.”

      “Why would she want to do that?” I held my breath, thinking of David. I hadn’t told her yet, still hoping he was going to call, but she didn’t even mention him.

      “She can eat all of my cranberry sauce.”

      “Makes sense. Finish your waffles, and then go put on the clothes I laid out. I want you to wear your heaviest coat, too. It’s supposed to be much colder tonight, and I’m sure we’ll still be over there after dark.”

      “Can I wear my pink hat and scarf, too?” She nibbled her waffle and gave me a bored look. She was still tired.

      “Sure.”

      Sierra finished her food and retreated to her room to get ready. I turned to gather my things, knowing it wouldn’t be long before we left, and that was when Sierra let out a blood-curdling scream that had me sprinting to her bedroom.

      She turned and looked at me, her mouth still wide open, and big, fat tears in her eyes.

      “What’s the matter, honey?” I knelt down in front of her, but she shook her head and closed her eyes.

      “I left my bag at Daddy’s.” She sniffled and wiped her eyes.

      “Well, you can get it another time.”

      “My hat and scarf were in it, along with Mystery. She’ll starve if I don’t feed her, and she’s scared and alone.”

      “She’ll be fine, honey. She’ll think she’s hibernating for the winter. It will be okay.”

      “Could you call Daddy and ask him if we can come get her?”

      I would have rather take a steak knife to my eyeball than call my ex on a holiday, but I knew he was supposed to be headed our way to see Cindy’s mother.

      “Please, Mama.”

      Knowing David was already going to break her heart, I knew I couldn’t ignore her pleas for Mystery. She loved that bear and carried it around with her constantly. The only reason she hadn’t noticed it missing is she’d fallen asleep, and I’d carried her from the car to the bed.

      “Fine. Let me call, but you ask, okay? He’ll most likely do it for you.” I didn’t want to hear him bitching or say no just to spite me.

      Sierra called. For some reason, she’d caught him in a good mood, and he agreed to bring her bag over to my mother’s house. By the time we were in the car, Sierra was in a much better mood.

      “Are we going to play games after dinner?” she asked.

      It had been a holiday tradition to play a few games of cards with her and then have dessert. After, we’d all go up to the attic to take down the Christmas decorations.

      “We might.” I hated to make promises and then have no one want to play them with her.

      “Are we going to put up the tree?” She was ticking off questions like she’d written a list.

      “I’m sure we will.” Any minute, I expected her to bring up David and ask if he was going to play or help us with the tree, but she didn’t.

      We got to my parents’ house just after nine. My mother and I spent the next several hours in the kitchen, making more food than we’d be able to eat in a week, while Sierra and my father got a head start on the Christmas decorations in the attic.

      “Do you think David will want cranberry sauce, too?” my mother asked. “I hate to make it if it’s just me and your father eating it again this year.”

      “He’s not going to come. He’s busy with Blaine upstate, and he’s not going to be done in time.” My clipped and bitter tone made my feelings about that apparent.

      “You two aren’t fighting, are you?” She slung a dishrag over her shoulder and took a knife from the block.

      “No, ma’am. There’s nothing to fight about. I know he needs to help his brother, but what really ticks me off is that he was supposed to call Sierra and he didn’t.”

      “Well, maybe he got held up, honey. It’s bound to happen. Is there something wrong with Blaine?”

      “No, not wrong per se, but he did get into a little trouble. I can’t really talk about it because of my job, but he got a DUI, and now he’s seeking treatment.” I remembered what he’d told me I could say and what I couldn’t. Even though it was my mom, I didn’t want her to repeat it to him and have him think I was running my mouth.

      “Sounds like it’s serious. At least he’s there for his family.”

      “I know, and when he said he wouldn’t make it, I understood. I really did. But then he said he’d talk to Sierra to tell her he wasn’t coming, and I really hoped he wouldn’t let her down.”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t if he could help it. He’s probably just got his hands full.” She finished chopping vegetables and arranged them on a small tray.

      “Yeah, but I’m going to have to tell her before dinner. I’m waiting as long as possible. You should have seen her fall apart over her bear he bought her. If that’s any indication of how she’s going to flip out, then I’d rather not deal with it anytime soon.”

      A loud noise came from above us. “Your father is going to fall through the upstairs ceiling if he’s not careful, and probably take Sierra down with him.”

      “I better go and check on things.” My father was like a big kid, so I left Mom to tend to the food while I climbed the stairs and opened the door to the attic steps. “Everything okay up here?”

      “Grandpa knocked over a whole stack of boxes,” Sierra said, laughing.

      “Yeah. Let’s not tell your mother, though. I think some of them had her ornaments.” Dad had opened a few of the boxes to check them. “Nope, looks like we’re good. This was all the outdoor lights.”

      I remembered when Dad and David had a competition to see who could put up more lights, and Dad had won.

      “Are you putting any outside this year?” I asked.

      “That depends. Maybe the DeVants want to go head to head again.” He chuckled, and I turned to see if Sierra had heard him. She was busy looking through a box, and I wasn’t sure if she’d learned their last name anyway.

      I cleared my throat. “I don’t know about that. They’re probably scared from the last time. Dinner shouldn’t be too much longer. You two might want to come down and get yourselves cleaned up.”

      There was a bit of dust on the boxes and in the air. I hoped my allergies would survive the assault, but if I had to miss work for being sick, it would be about right. It seemed there were always some cosmic forces keeping us apart, so why not a little dust?

      Sierra hurried down out of the attic, and I helped my father restack some of the fallen boxes. I didn’t want him throwing out his back. We headed down together, and when we got back downstairs, my father peeked into the kitchen and walked over to the stove to peek inside the foil, where Mom had left the turkey.

      “Get out of that!” she said without even looking.

      He chuckled. “I swear, never marry a school teacher. She’s got eyes in the back of her head.”

      She hadn’t taught in ages, but I’d heard the joke every year when he’d get caught doing the same thing.

      “Do you really, Grandma?” Sierra’s eyes were wide, and she stared at the back of my mother’s head.

      “I’ll never tell.” She gave Sierra a wink.

      “It’s a figure of speech, honey,” I said. “It doesn’t mean she really does. We’ve talked about other things that are the same way, right?”

      “Yes, Mama. Like when you and Katrina were talking, and she said that David was hot. She didn’t really mean he had a fever. She meant that he’s really good-looking, right?”

      My father belted out a laugh, and my mother covered her mouth and shook her head. “She doesn’t miss a beat, does she?”

      “It’s not polite to tell other people’s conversations,” I said.

      “Sorry, Mama.” She gave a shy grin and shrugged.

      My mother cleared her throat and gestured to Sierra. I knew that look. She wanted me to go ahead and tell Sierra about David. And even though I wanted to, it was going to be tough. I didn’t want her to stop seeing him as that hero figure in her life. The one who’d not only saved the day with Career Day but who had come to Thanksgiving dinner just like he’d promised.

      “Dinner is almost ready, Sierra,” I said instead. “You should go upstairs and get cleaned up like I asked.”

      “Come on, kid. Let’s go wash our hands.” My father took her hand and led her down the hall to the guest bathroom where my mother didn’t like anyone using the sink or her decorative soaps and towels, but she didn’t say a word. She was too busy giving me a hard look.

      “You need to tell her when she gets back, dear. It’s not right to make her sit down and wonder where he is. Besides, if she’s going to be upset, we don’t want to spoil her dinner.”

      I knew she was right. I heard Sierra run down the stairs and past the kitchen, and I let out a long breath, preparing myself for the worst.

      “Honey, we need to talk.” I caught her opening the door, but before I could stop her, she ran outside. “Sierra!”

      “He’s here, Mama! He’s here!”

      I rushed out to see David’s shiny, black Cobra sitting in the driveway. He got out with a big grin on his face.

      “There’s my two favorite girls,” he said as he held out his arms.

      My heart melted.
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          David

        

      

    

    
      Allison and Sierra fell into my arms, and suddenly, it felt as though everything was right in the world. I knew I’d not only made Sierra happy but surprised Allison by showing up.

      “I hope it’s still okay to come,” I said. “I wanted to call, but my phone’s been dead, and I left my charger in the hotel room.”

      Allison’s eyes sparkled. “It’s perfect! I was so mad at you.”

      “I’m sorry if you had to tell her I wasn’t going to show up. I didn’t mean to put you in that position.” I could kick myself for not calling from back at the hotel, but I’d been in such a hurry to make it back that I didn’t think to do it.

      “No, I actually just got up the nerve, and here you are, so crisis averted.” She seemed to breathe a sigh of relief, and then I felt a little hand tug on my belt.

      “David, we’re having turkey like everyone else.” Sierra seemed excited over the traditional dinner concept, so I decided to entertain her.

      “Well, that’s great. I love turkey.” I leaned over, and she wrapped her arms around my neck and squeezed it.

      “I do, too, and my grandma didn’t make any cranberry this year.” She scrunched up her nose.

      Allison led the way as we stepped up onto the porch. “She was going to, but she knows how much Sierra hates it.” She rolled her eyes, but I couldn’t help but think the child had my taste buds.

      “Do you hate it?” I asked Allison, trying to remember if I’d ever seen her eat it over the years.

      “I don’t hate it, but I could take it or leave it.” Her eyes narrowed. “I didn’t realize cranberry hate meant that much to you.” She chuckled, giving me the side eye.

      I had to get out of my head with the comparisons, and I needed to talk to her as soon as possible about my suspicions, or else they’d make me crazy. Just because we liked and didn’t like the same things didn’t mean anything, just like Greyson had said, but the heart wanting something made it hard to be reasonable.

      “You kids come on in,” Mrs. Beall said from the door. “Dinner is ready, and I don’t think I can keep my husband out of the turkey much longer.”

      Sure enough, when we went inside the house, Allison’s father was standing in the kitchen, chewing and wiping his hands on a paper napkin. Allison’s mother just shook her head and put us to work setting the table. I had the honor of carrying the huge turkey, and when it came time to sit, the girls wanted me between them. I had a gorgeous woman on one side and the cutest kid ever on the other. Life couldn’t get any better.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off of Allison and how great she looked in her jeans with her hair pulled up. The things I could do with that hair. I imagined myself fisting it in my hand and pulling her down onto my cock. Mrs. Beall cleared her throat and asked us to say grace, and I knew I was going to Hell. Now, it was official.

      “Let’s all name something we’re thankful for,” Sierra said with a huge grin. “I’ll go first.” She turned her eyes to each one of us and then sat up straight in her chair. “I’m thankful for Mama, Grandma, Grandpa, and David.” Her giggle brought a smile to my face.

      “I guess I’ll go next.” Allison cleared her throat and looked over at me. “I’m thankful for a wonderful new job and a wonderful boss. And for my loving family.” Her eyes twinkled.

      She looked at me like I was supposed to go next, so I cleared my throat. “I’m thankful for old friendships rekindled and newfound friendships, too.” I looked back and forth between the girls.

      Allison’s eyes burned into mine, and Sierra let out a soft giggle. Her parents went next, and when we were all done, we ate the delicious dinner. After we finished, we sat talking at the table until there was a knock at the door.

      “I’ll get it!” Sierra jumped up, but Allison ran after her.

      “Sierra, stop!” she scolded. “I’ve told you about running to the door. You don’t just open it up to anyone.” She walked to the door, and I watched her go, having a perfect view as she opened the door to find Doug standing on the other side of the threshold.

      He was all smiles for his daughter, but his mood changed when he looked in and saw me. “What is he doing here?” He dropped Sierra’s bag on the floor and glared at me.

      Allison forced a smile. “He’s a friend, and it’s not your concern.”

      “I have a right to know who you’re bringing around my daughter.”

      “David’s my friend, Daddy,” Sierra said. “He took me to Career Day.”

      “Oh, did he?” Doug stepped into the house, and Allison stepped in his way.

      Allison’s father stood, but I was already on my way past him.

      “I got this.” The older man stayed with his wife, and I walked out onto the porch, pushing Doug out as I did. “Let’s take this outside.”

      “Oh, look at this? Mr. Big Stuff, huh? You want to take this outside?” Doug walked out behind me and stopped in the yard. He was about three inches shorter, but he looked down at me like I was the smaller man.

      Allison turned and brought Sierra into the house, and her mother rushed forward to take the little girl by the hand.

      “You need to watch how you talk to Allison in front of her daughter,” I said. “As a matter of fact, you should just watch how you talk to Allison from now on, too.”

      “I don’t give a shit about Allison,” he said. “She knows that, but you’re telling me how to act in front of my daughter. Who do you think you are? And taking her to school?” He looked around me to Allison as she hurried out of the house and stood between us. “You’re the same asshole, rich kid you were in school. You might think you could buy your way onto the teams, buy your popularity, maybe a piece of this slut’s ass, but you’ll never buy my daughter.”

      Doug’s nostrils flared, and he stepped forward and swung. I ducked and caught his fist, twisting his arm behind his back.

      “You need to leave, Doug,” I said. “Don’t make me kick your ass all over this fucking yard. Get in your fucking car and leave.”

      I turned him loose, and his girl came running from their car.

      “What’s going on, baby?” She glared at Allison, and then her eyes widened when she saw me.

      “Get the fuck back in the car, Cindy.”

      I had a feeling he didn’t talk to Cindy any better than he’d ever talked to Allison. She obeyed him like a dog and scampered away to stand by the car door and watch.

      “If I ever hear of you treating Allison like shit again, I’ll break your fucking neck,” I said. “Are we clear, man?” I stared through him and thought of all the ways I’d like to end his life.

      Doug looked like he was going to say something, but then his shoulders slumped, and all the fight went out of him. He slithered to his car, glaring at me and Allison the whole way, and then he and Cindy got in and drove away.

      “Thank you, for sticking up for us,” Allison said. “I’m so sorry that had to happen. I really wanted today to be good.” She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry, too. The guy’s a fucking loser.” It suddenly really bothered me that Allison could ever be with that asshole. How could she expose our child to the likes of him? Sierra deserved better.

      Allison opened her eyes and stepped closer, rubbing my shoulders. “Yeah, I know. Thanks for keeping it together while Sierra was out here. The last thing she needs is to see her father get his ass beat.” She turned and looked toward the house and then down to her feet.

      All the past days, the images of Sierra’s dark blue eyes, the fun we’d had at Career Day, the oatmeal and cranberries. It all came to a head in the worst way possible. The question I’d been dying to ask came rushing out of me.

      “Are you sure he’s her father?” I snapped at her a little harder than necessary, but Doug had gotten my temper up.

      Her eyes widened. “What kind of question—”

      “Because if Sierra is my daughter, you should have told me!” I pulled my lips in tight, wishing I’d controlled my temper better, but I couldn’t pull myself together. The adrenaline still rushing through my veins made it impossible for me to calm down.

      Allison shook her head in bewilderment. “Do you really believe I would keep something like that from you? Do you think I’m some kind of monster?”

      I took a deep breath, but it did nothing to still my jackhammering heart. “Look, I need you to tell me the truth.”

      “I’ve never lied to you,” she said. “I got with Doug not long after you left.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, and what the hell was that about? That guy’s a real piece of shit. I can’t believe you got back with him.”

      Allison folded her arms and stuck out her hip. “Hold on a minute. The only reason I got back with him was because you up and ran off to the Air Force again and didn’t even bother to call me and say goodbye.”

      I threw my hands up in frustration. “You’re the one who kept spouting off about friendship the whole time we were together at the dance. If I had known you wanted me for more, I’d have asked you to wait for me!”

      “I can’t believe you,” she said. “You’re the one who said you loved me and then left!”

      “Yeah, because you didn’t say it back.” It had been the worst slap in the face. To say it and hope she’d say it back, only to be disappointed when she closed her eyes and stayed silent.

      “I was scared. I was graduating, and you were already enlisted.”

      “Fuck that. It’s in the past.” I wanted to focus on the future, and all I cared about at that moment was if that little girl belonged to the two of us. “What I want to know is, how long after I left was it before you found out you were pregnant?”

      I was in her face now and demanding answers like I had a right. I didn’t want to fight. I wanted to pull her into my arms and hold her until we melded into one being. But I had to know the answer.

      “You need to leave,” she said. “I can’t believe you’d come here and make this kind of accusation.”

      “It’s not an accusation. I just need to know. How long was it? I’m not leaving until you answer me.” I took her arm to pull her close, but she pushed me away, then turned and walked into the house. She left me standing there in the fucking yard like the asshole I felt like.

      As I went to get in the car, Sierra ran out, and Allison was on her heels, but only to pull her back.

      “Don’t leave, David! Mama, why’s he leaving?” She covered her little face with her hands, and my fucking heart broke into a million pieces.

      Allison pulled her back into the house as I turned out of the driveway and headed home. I punched my dash and shook out my hand. I wasn’t trying to fight with Allison, and I had not wanted things to end that way. Fuck! I’d been a fool. I should have used more tact, but instead, I’d gone total fucking caveman on her. Like she didn’t get enough of that shit from Doug.

      I’d have to make it right, but for now, before I made it worse, I’d just keep driving. Things couldn’t have been any worse if I’d punched Doug in the teeth, and I wished I had.
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      I wiped my eyes at the bathroom mirror and tried to compose myself before going back out to talk to my mother.

      “Your father is tucking Sierra in for a nap. She was so upset he left and said she hates Doug for ruining her life.” She naturally would blame her father, and I wouldn’t be able to defend him since he had started the drama that led to David leaving. Not that he deserved to be defended.

      “She’ll be okay,” my mother said.

      “I’m not so sure. She loves David, and he’s always been so good to her. I shouldn’t have lashed out at him, but I can’t believe what happened.”

      “You didn’t want to see him attack Sierra’s father. It’s perfectly natural.”

      “What? No.” I realized my mother hadn’t seen or heard what went down, and I debated on saying anything.

      “Then what happened?” She took some of the dishes from the drying rack and put them away.

      I was unable to think of a good excuse, so I knew the truth was the way to go, even if it shed a bad light on me for my previous actions. “He had the nerve to suggest Sierra is his daughter.”

      My mother’s eyes widened. “Allison! Is that possible?”

      I knew my mother didn’t want to think that I’d slept around, or that it was possible I wouldn’t be positive who Sierra’s father was, but then, who tells their mother about their sex lives at eighteen?

      “We were together prom night.” She gave me a scolding glare. “Oh, please, Mom. What were you doing with Dad on prom night?”

      Her face turned red, but she held out her hand as if to calm me down. “Allison, that’s right around the time you conceived Sierra! He’s not being unreasonable. Have you ever considered it?”

      “I had my cycle the week after, and I wasn’t late until I’d been with Doug.” There was no way. I would have known.

      “You can’t go by that. Did the two of you use protection?” It seemed my mother was hopeful.

      I let out a sigh and plopped down into my chair. “No, we never have.”

      “Never have?” My mother crossed her arms and leaned against the counter.

      “Newsflash, Mom. We’ve been together a few times. He was my first love. Who else was I going to give my firsts to?”

      Before my mother could react, the doorbell rang. “Maybe it’s him.”

      “If it is, tell him to go away. I’m too shaken up to deal with him.” A moment later, I heard Katrina’s voice and let out a sigh of relief.

      “Hey, did I come at a bad time?”  Katrina looked around like a bomb was about to go off.

      “No, and yes,” I said. “It’s never a bad time for you, but you did miss all of the excitement.”

      “That’s me. The story of my life, starring Katrina Maxwell. You can watch it for free.” She hung her bag on the chair next to me and sat down. “So, tell me!”

      “Doug showed up to give Sierra her bag, and David was here.”

      “Did they get in a fight? Please don’t tell me I missed the chance to see Doug bleeding.”

      “No, they didn’t. Doug actually threw a punch, but David pulled some military move on him, caught his fist and twisted it around behind his back. It brought him to his knees, which was really nice.”

      “So, what’s with the gloomy face, and where’s Sierra?” Katrina glanced around to the living room and shrugged. “Did she go with her dad?”

      “No. David lashed out at me. Said Doug was an asshole and wanted to know if Sierra was his daughter and I just kept it a secret from him.”

      “I told you! Oh man!” She looked to my mother, who took out a few plates and brought them to the table. “I told her he was the father.”

      “Mom’s kind of the last to know about prom night.”

      “Don’t tell your father,” she mumbled as she sliced the pumpkin pie and served us each a slice. “It will upset him, and he really thinks the world of David.”

      “Who just snapped my head off and accused me of knowing Sierra was his. Like I’d choose Doug over him.”

      “You already did in a way, I suppose.” Katrina sliced through her pie and took a bite. “Mmm. This is so good. Thanks, Mrs. B.”

      Mom gave her a half-hearted smile and took her own bite. “You need to get a test done, Allison. I guess we should have a long time ago.”

      “I was with Doug two weeks after David went back to the Air Force. I had my period. I had no symptoms. With Doug, I knew right away. It was like a week later, and I was already starting to get sick. It has to be his.”

      Mom let out a sigh. “Sounds to me like you were already pregnant when you were with Doug.”

      Katrina nodded in agreement, still shoving her face with pie.

      “I just can’t believe it,” I said.

      “If I had known all of this, you’d have gotten a test done,” my mother said. “I should have been a better mother and known something was off. Then you wouldn’t have gotten mixed up with that asshole.”

      I’d never heard my mother say ugly words, but her frustration was apparent. Katrina glanced at me and then looked down at her plate.

      “How could I be so stupid? How come the doctors didn’t say something? Don’t they know these things?” This couldn’t all be on me.

      “No, because it’s not an exact thing. Each woman carries their children differently. Did you tell the doctor you’d been with multiple people?”

      “Jesus, Mom. It was David and then Doug, not both of them and a roomful of men. I didn’t think it was David’s, so I didn’t mention it. We went off the date we thought I conceived with Doug and that was that.”

      “Sierra was born a week early. You could have carried her longer than term, most women do on their first babies.” She looked up and met my eyes. “Get a test.”

      “I will, Mom.”

      Katrina picked at her crust. “What are you going to do if it’s his?”

      “I don’t know. He’s so mad at me. I didn’t expect him to lash out that way.”

      “He must see himself in her. It’s the eyes.” Katrina reached out and touched my hand, squeezing it. “He probably just feels like he missed out. I’m sure he’s just upset in general, not mad at you.”

      “He has missed out. If she’s his, he’s missed six years. Not only her birth but her first steps, her first tooth, crawling, bottles, diapers. I think of all the time Doug wouldn’t help me with her, but I know if David had been around, he would have. He would have been there for her first Christmas and birthday; all of them. He would have read her bedtime stories and spoiled her rotten.” I shook my head and scrubbed my face.

      Mom cleared her throat and got up to get a glass of cider. “I think what you need to worry about is the legal ramifications. Doug could sue you. He’s been an asshole, sure, but he’s paid child support. He married you, supported you. You could say all because of the baby. You two wouldn’t have ended up together otherwise, and you know it.”

      I hadn’t thought of that, but I wouldn’t put it past Doug to do something so dirty.

      Katrina’s mouth hung open with shock. “Do you think he’d do that?”

      “If her father is a DeVant, you can bet your sweet ass he’d do it.” My mom had a point. Being a DeVant would impact things in a big way. To us, the DeVants were just the people across the street, but to the rest of New York City and across the world, they were money.

      “David would take care of her,” I said.

      “He’d take care of you both,” Mom said. “He’s in love with you. I can see it in his eyes when he looks at you.”

      “You didn’t see how upset he was. This is unforgivable.”

      Katrina held up her finger. “You didn’t do it on purpose, Allison. If you’ve even done it at all. You can’t be sure until you take that test, and then if he’s the dad, you’ll deal with it. I bet he’ll marry you, and you’ll be a perfect little family.” She seemed so sure of it, but I wasn’t.

      “Even if he doesn’t want to be with me, he’ll want to see Sierra. I’ll have to share her with him and send her off with him like I do now with Doug.”

      “At least you’d know she’s in better hands,” my mother said. “It makes me cringe to see her going off with Doug. And the more she grows and looks like her mother, the resentment will grow, too.”

      “That’s already happening. She was upset the other day because Cindy and her father said something about my looks; that I was ugly. And since she’s always hearing how much she looks like me and is like me, she put the two together.”

      I hadn’t told my mother the details, but she knew it had gotten worse.

      “I hope David is her father,” she said. “You’ll both be better off.”

      “I’m not so sure. What if he resents the time lost and takes her from me?”

      “No court would do that,” my mother said. “You know David wouldn’t. But I tell you what she would have. Missy would be her aunt, and she’d have a nice little family with cousins and a father who cares about her and her mother. That one has always loved you.”

      I knew she was right. I needed to talk to David, but I needed to think some more and figure out how to tell him that he might be right and to apologize to him for not thinking it possible sooner. I had to let him know that I would have preferred him to Doug and to the life I’d had with him. Surely, he couldn’t feel like I’d have rather had all the pain and misery over him.

      Katrina finished up her pie, and we chatted for a little while longer. My father had gone down to his chair sometime during our conversation and left Sierra upstairs in my bed to take her nap. Tired from a long, emotional day, I went upstairs to lay beside her, and when I walked into the room and saw her lying there, the covers pulled up to her little chin, where one little hand rested, and the other was high above her head stretched across the pillow, I couldn’t help but see the resemblance. Her deep, soulful eyes, though lidded, where the exact color and shape of David’s. The soft, roundness of her cheeks was pure DeVant, as well as her ears. How could I have not seen them before? They must have been glaringly obvious to David, and it was no wonder he’d gotten emotional. Seeing firsthand how Doug had no regard for Sierra, it was human instinct to be protective of your child, and even your child’s mother.

      The minute Sierra met him, she was in love. She’d taken to him, perhaps by sheer instinct, and the two of them were already joined at the hip. I had to wonder if that’s why he’d been so quick to agree to Career Day. He’d wanted to get to know her, probably having his suspicions all along.

      I’d thought the bond had formed quickly because of David’s charm, but now, I knew it had to be more.

      I climbed into bed with her and tucked her close against me. She rested her hand on my arm. “Is it time to trim the tree, Mama?” she asked with sleepy eyes, eyes that were so much like David’s when she was tired that I knew exactly what the test would say.

      “Not yet. Let’s rest a little longer.”

      Without another word, she snuggled closer and put her little hand on my arm. I didn’t know how I was going to tell her, but I knew it wouldn’t be anytime soon, not until after the test confirmed things. Despite Doug being a hard person for me to deal with, he had been good to Sierra in many ways, and many children, no matter how many troubles they had with their real fathers, still loved them, deep down. Sierra wasn’t capable of true hate.

      Either way, with all of this going down, my little girl would be affected, and it was all my fault.
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      Waking up alone hadn’t been my plan, and I’d known the day before that I wanted to end up with Allison in my bed. I wasn’t sure how I was going to pull it off, but I’d hoped to work it out somehow. But then, Doug had shown up, and things had gone to shit really fast.

      Now my aching cock had no one else to give it release, and since I was pissed off at myself for being such a dick to Allison, I wasn’t going to do myself any favors. Self-deprivation was a bit extreme, but I deserved it.

      I got out of bed and decided to head over to Missy’s house, hoping to find at least a slice of pie left that my brother hadn’t eaten, and see if she’d gotten him back to the facility.

      I was shocked to see him still there when he answered the door. “What are you doing here?” I looked around to see the twins on the floor with a game of Candy Land.

      “I’m currently stuck in the Molasses Swamp.” He patted my back and then walked over to lay on the floor beside Tiffany.

      “Hi, Uncle David!” The twins spoke in unison.

      Blaine smiled. “Yeah, it was late, and so Missy called the center to see if I could spend the night. She’ll bring me back tomorrow. It’s good to have some time with the girls, you know?”

      I knew how much fun the kids were, and it only reminded me of Sierra. “Yeah, I know. They’re pretty amazing, huh?”

      We exchanged a smile, and I headed over to the kitchen to find an entire pie that was untouched. I wasn’t sure if I should cut it or not.

      “I see you found your pie.” Missy came into the room, still wearing her bathrobe with her hair bunched up in a towel. “I thought I heard someone. How are you?”

      “Did you say this entire pie is mine?”

      She nodded. “Yes. The whole thing.”

      “Then I’m doing better than I was a minute ago.” I grabbed a fork and turned to see Missy holding out a can of whipped cream. “You’re the absolute best sister a guy could have.”

      “I know. You’d both do well to remember that. That’s Mrs. Beall’s recipe. Mom’s was too complicated.”

      I avoided a response by shaking the can and applying it to the top of my pie.

      “So, how’d dinner go?” she asked. “Did you have turkey or ham? Did you tell Allison you’re crazy for her?”

      “No, but I did show her I’m a total hotheaded, crazy man.”

      “What does that mean? Did you two have a fight?” She gave me a narrowed glare and let out a sigh like I’d just screwed up everything. “What did you do?”

      “I might have suggested that I thought that Sierra might be my child.”

      “What? And you think this, why? Because you had a good time at Career Day? Jesus, David.” She took the towel off her head and let her damp hair fall to her shoulders.

      “The timeline makes sense, and I’m not just saying it to hurt anyone. I can’t help but feel it in my bones. Every time the kid looks at me, it’s like my own eyes are looking back at me.”

      Missy’s expression turned thoughtful. “I didn’t want to suggest anything the other day, but I kind of saw the resemblance, too. She reminds me a lot of Blaine when he was younger, but the eye color. You’re the only person I know who has that dark shade of blue eyes.”

      “I know. That was my clue. But I should have been more tactful and used a freaking softer touch when I brought it up. I practically snapped Allison’s head off, and I was a bit too accusing.”

      “You think she knew?” Missy put her hands on her hips, and I could tell she wasn’t going to be happy with Allison if that were the case.

      “No, I don’t think that at all. Doug Simon is a real jackass, and no one would put up with his bullshit unless they thought they had to.”

      “So, what did she say?”

      “She told me to leave.” I pushed the pie away and scrubbed my face with my palms. “I hate that she’s mad at me.”

      “If her past is any indication, she’s over it already. You should call her.”

      “Not yet. I don’t know what to say, but I’m not giving up until I get proof. She wouldn’t tell me how long it was before she found out she was pregnant.”

      “If my memory serves me right, it was still June that year. I’d gone over to borrow Mrs. Beall’s tea server set for a party I was throwing. The thing was gorgeous, and I’ve tried to find one like it, but it’s impossible. But anyway, that was for my friend, Sarah’s, bridal shower, and her wedding was August first. The shower was in June. Late June.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive,” she said. “I didn’t want to give the setback. It got so many compliments at the party, and it looked so nice on my table.”

      “I’m glad you’ve got a photographic memory when it comes to tea sets,” I said. “So, that would mean Sierra could be mine, right? I’m not just grasping at straws or speaking out of line?”

      “No, it’s entirely possible if you slept with her.”

      “Yes, I totally did. Remember, I took her to prom?”

      Blaine walked into the kitchen to join us as the girls gathered their game up and took it to their room.

      “You totally did what?” he asked.

      “Slept with Allison on prom night,” Missy said, rolling her eyes. “And now, he thinks that Allison’s little girl is his daughter.”

      “Holy shit, does she look like you?”

      “Yes, and you too.” Missy crossed her arms and rested against the counter.

      He held up his hands. “I never touched Allison. She was way out of my league.”

      “And I’d have broken your neck,” I said.

      Blaine and Missy belted out laughter that echoed off the kitchen walls.

      “You’re still so into that girl,” Blaine said. “I’m surprised you didn’t marry her already.” Blaine gave me a pathetic look, and I gave it right back.

      “What?” he asked. “You do love her, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, of course, I do. I never really stopped over the years. I just pushed the idea of us to the back of my mind, thinking it would never happen. But now, she’s in my life, she’s still fucking amazing, and you should meet the kid. She’s perfect in every way, and everything I’d ever want my kid to be.”

      “Sounds like you’re in love with her, too.”

      “I am. It’s going to gut me if I’m wrong.”

      “Have you asked Allison about it?” Blaine asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh yeah,” Missy said. “He screwed up pretty badly on that one. All but accused her of hiding it from him.”

      “Wow. That’s harsh, but did she know?”

      “No way.” I pulled the pie close again, raked my fork into the cream, and licked it. Then I took another bite.

      “You going to eat that whole pie?” Blaine asked, eyeing it.

      “Yes. Missy said it was mine.”

      He turned to our sister. “Why does he get all the pie?”

      “Yours is on the table in the tin. I was going to let you take it to Elk Grove later, but since you’re going to whine about it.” Missy took the pie out of the carrier and slid it in front of him.

      I opened the drawer and passed him a fork.

      Blaine smiled. “This is the life. God, I’ve missed you, sister.”

      “Likewise, but once that’s gone, there is no more. The other pie is for the girls, and Kevin’s is the coconut one.”

      “Coconut?” I glanced over at Blaine and grinned. We both loved coconut, especially Missy’s coconut pies.

      “Don’t eat his pie,” she said. “Guys, I’m warning you. I’ve got to get ready and get this hair dried before I freeze to death.” She turned and walked away, and I listened to make sure she was up the stairs.

      I smiled at Blaine, who shook his head. “No way. I’m just back in her good graces. I’m not going to eat Kevin’s fucking pie.”

      I thought of how the guy had cheated on my sister and walked over to the table, spotting a pretty coconut pie. The delicious aroma hit my nose as I lifted off the lid. “It sure does look good.”

      “Does it?”

      “Yeah, you know Missy was telling me a story about Kevin the other day. About something he did a long time ago.”

      “You mean the affairs? She told me. I still can’t believe it.”

      “Yeah, I know. Me neither. You know, our sister’s been good to him. Look at this house. Look at this fucking pie. I bet you had a feast yesterday, too.”

      “Yeah, we did. You know, Miss. She goes all out.”

      “I know she does.” I brought the pie over to the table between mine and Blaine’s. We exchanged a look and then stared down at the pie.

      “You first,” Blaine said, giving me a nudge. “He was talking about saving his fucking pie for later, just last night after dinner.”

      I smiled and stuck my fork through the perfect meringue topping and into the creamy coconut filling. “Oops.”

      “How does it taste?”

      “You know what they say, revenge is sweet. If this is all I can do to pay him back for screwing around on my sister, it’s worth it. But I’ll have my eye on the fucker from now on.”

      Blaine joined me in eating the pie, and we were nice enough to leave Kevin one slice, the same way our father left him breathing.

      “So, are you going to tell Allison how you feel about her?”

      “I think eventually I will. I mean, I know I want to, but I need to find the right time to approach her. She looked like she wanted to punch me the last time I saw her. I can’t blame her. It was a real dick move, what I did. I was just so pissed off at her ex. He showed up talking shit about me being around Sierra. He talked bad shit about Allison, too, and how I couldn’t buy everything in life. I fucking hate the guy.”

      “He was an asshole in school,” Blaine said. “I remember him. He always talked down to the underclassmen.”

      “Yeah, he’s a real douchebag. He tried to hit me. I blocked it, though. I wanted to lay waste to him, but I held back. Maybe if I had, then I wouldn’t have been so angry and snapped at Allison.”

      “Well, take it from me, don’t wait forever to mend things. She’s a good girl. She’s always been head over heels for you. I remember that time she wanted to buy you something for Christmas, and she made me try and figure out what you’d want. Me and Missy both were asking you a hundred and one questions, and all you kept saying was a radio for your car. Well, we both knew Dad was getting you that, so we told her you wanted a pocket knife.”

      “I still have that thing, too.”

      “Of course, you do. Because you love her. Go to her, man. Make this shit right, and get your girls. What are you waiting for?”

      I knew he was right. I put the slice of coconut back in the tin and then pulled him in for a hug. It was funny that even my little brother, who didn’t care about much of anything just days ago, only wanted me happy now. And I hoped his days of darkness were over.

      I headed out, knowing I had to figure it out soon.
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          Allison

        

      

    

    
      I slept in and woke up at my mother’s house to the sound of my father and Sierra laughing. I hadn’t expected to stay another night, but with our nap taking so long, my father said decorating the tree could wait.

      I went downstairs to find them already busy working on the tangle of lights that had always been the first task after the tree was put together. Mom had bought the artificial tree years before when I was younger, and even though it was growing a bit lopsided from being packed in storage year after year, it was always beautiful when it was done.

      “Good morning, sweetheart.” Mom held a box of ornaments as Sierra carefully took one.

      “Hey, Mama.” Sierra walked the glass ornament over to the tree and hung it on the front branch.

      “Be sure to put some in the back, Cupcake,” my father said. “Or one side will be heavier, and it will fall over.”

      “Mom, can I talk to you in the kitchen?” I had been thinking a lot about what happened and knew I needed time to think things through.

      Mom placed the box on the chair and went into the kitchen with me. “What’s the matter, honey? Are you still stressing about yesterday?”

      “Yeah, I know I need to talk to David. I was just hoping to have a little more time to myself to think things through. Do you think Sierra could stay here another night or two?”

      “Certainly. Your father was hoping we’d be able to take her down to the apple orchard to pick apples.”

      “That would be perfect.”

      “He loves you, Allison. I’ve known that since he was a little boy. He used to be so protective of you, and he’s always been a respectable person. I know he didn’t mean anything by what he said. Talk to him, and work this mess out.”

      “I will.” I pulled her in for a hug and was so grateful I had parents who didn’t mind helping with my child. I’d won the lottery when it came to parents.

      I gathered my things and made sure that Sierra had everything she needed, and since Doug had brought her bag, she did. I headed out to the diner and was relieved when Katrina was there.

      I walked in, and the guys in the back all shouted out to me. I waved. It was nice knowing they’d all missed me. Katrina laughed and came over, pulling out her pad and pen. “Are you going to order something, or is this a social visit?”

      “Both. Give me some strong black coffee and all the sugar in this place.” I liked to load it up myself.

      “Nothing to eat? Did you get things worked out with David?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. Mom and Dad are watching Sierra for a few days, so I hope to give him a call and see if he wants to talk. I just don’t know on what level he wants to handle this. I want to have a test, and I think that’s what he’s getting at, but I’m not sure if he wants a daughter and a girlfriend or wife, too.” I let out a deep breath and raked my hands through my hair. “I’m still not sure how to handle Sierra finding out.”

      “You’ll do fine. All of that will come to you in the moment. Just call the guy. You two can work all the details out from between the sheets.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “Please, girl. You got a sitter. You’re going to have a couple of nights by yourself, and I know you don’t like to be alone.” She laughed, and I asked her to lower her voice a little. I didn’t mind my personal stuff being blathered to the diner, but now that it concerned a DeVant, I thought it best that we keep it down.

      She turned and headed to the counter to fill my coffee order, and she brought herself a cup too and slid across from me. “I’m taking five, Mindy.”

      Mindy smiled and continued wiping the table across the room.

      “Is she my replacement?” I asked.

      “She’s one of them. It took two to fill your shoes. I’m gunning for three, but I’m afraid it will cut my hours. We’ve been doing okay, but it’s sadly not as busy as usual.

      “People are staying in with family.”

      “I guess.” She let out a long sigh and stretched her arms up over her head. “Sierra’s going to be okay, Allie. Worst case scenario, she’s stuck with Doug as a father. She’s a tough kid. Call him.”

      “I am. I’m not about to wait until Monday to see him. Talk about awkward. No, we need to get things worked out. I think I’m going to go home for a bit, though, clean some house while I don’t have Sierra, and call him. Maybe I’ll text at first, just to feel him out. I told him to leave. I should be the first to text, right?”

      “Yeah, and make sure to tell him you’re all alone and how much you want him.” She sipped the last of her coffee while I was still stirring in sugar to taste.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be a bit subtler about it than that.” I gave her a wink.

      “Well, I know you’re sick of hearing me say it, but I still want your life.” We shared a laugh and talked a bit more about how she could have it, housework included.

      I headed home about an hour later, after making a quick stop for a few groceries on the way, and once I settled into the house and adjusted to the warmth, I got up from the sofa and cleaned a bit. I started with the intention of doing some light dusting, but it turned into cleaning everything, including the light fixtures. I got down on my hands and knees to wipe beneath the coffee table and saw my old photo album.

      I opened it to see a ton of old photos from when I was growing up. Pictures of me and Katrina on our first day of college, and graduation day when I thought the entire world was mine. I hadn’t thought about those dreams in forever. I’d wanted to go to business school, but I’d also kicked around art school for design. Once I found out I was pregnant, one goal seemed like too much.

      I kept sifting through and found a picture of David and me at prom. The black and silver backdrop, along with his dress blues, made his blue eyes pop. I traced my fingertip along his face and wanted to cry.

      I’d been keeping myself busy the entire day, cleaning, washing, scrubbing; anything to keep me from calling him. But it was no use. I couldn’t take it. I had to hear his voice. I got up, and on my way to the kitchen to get my phone from the charger, someone knocked at the door.

      I checked out the window to see a black Cobra parked in my driveway, and my heart sank. He’d beaten me to the punch.

      I opened the door and stepped aside as he rushed in.

      “Allison, I know I fucked things up big time, and I’m sorry if I upset you, but I only got so upset because I care, and dammit, Allison, I’ve always loved you.”

      I rushed into his arms and kissed him, full and deep on the mouth. But he pulled away after a moment.

      “I’d never hurt you intentionally,” he said.

      “I know.” I cupped his face in my hands and ran my fingers through his bristly beard.

      “I should have used some tact and not snapped at you.”

      He was going to keep on apologizing until I shut him up, so I captured his mouth again and held him captive. He relaxed against me for a moment, and just when I relaxed as well, he lifted me off my feet and into his arms.

      “I’ve wanted you so badly, baby.” He carried me to the couch where he sat, pulling me across his lap. He held onto my waist and stroked me there as his hand slipped up beneath my long t-shirt.

      “I’ve been cleaning all day,” I said. “Trying to find the courage to call you.”

      “I know. I’ve eaten an unhealthy amount of pie doing the same thing.”

      I ran my hands up the rippling muscles of his abs and slipped them around to his back beneath his shirt.

      “Where’s Sierra? Is she sleeping?” He kissed my mouth again and then let me take a breath to answer.

      “She’s at my parents’ house until tomorrow. I needed a little time alone.”

      “Looks like I came over at the perfect time then, right?”

      He pushed my top up over my head and then he tossed it to the floor. Then he teased at my waistband and kissed me, his mouth trailing down my chin, my neck, my collarbone, until he stopped at my breasts. I didn’t have a bra on, having pulled it off when I’d gotten home. I thanked myself for that habit, and from the way David’s mouth went down on my nipples, nipping and tugging, sucking and squeezing, I was sure he was thankful, too.

      Heat blossomed between my legs, and I shifted to not only face him but to straddle his legs. I sat astride him, and he cupped my ass to grind me against his hard length. Something caught his attention, and he reached forward around me and found the prom picture on the coffee table.

      “You still look the same, baby. You were so beautiful that night. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. And then, when you let me kiss you, I knew I had the only thing that mattered to me in my arms. I told you I loved you, hoping you felt the same for me. And I’d wanted to ask you to wait for me so badly, but I was too afraid of holding you back.”

      “I would have waited,” I said. “I should have. We’re both at fault for not calling, for not trying, but I didn’t have to run to him. I waited two weeks. I hoped you’d call me the whole time. I didn’t know where they’d sent you or how to call you.”

      “I know. I’m so sorry, baby.”

      “I’m not sorry I have Sierra. I’m not ever going to be sorry for that, even if she is Doug’s girl.”

      “I know. I know.” He closed his eyes tightly and then crushed his lips back against mine, kissing me hard and deep. He pulled away. “Regardless, I should have waited to talk to you. I just had to know, and that guy made me so fucking angry.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it right now, David.” I was breathless and aching with desire. I needed him. I’d needed him for far too long to waste another minute worrying about anything other than being together. Like Katrina said, the rest would work itself out

      He brought his mouth down to my breasts, which one hand kneaded. The other landed between my thighs. I brought my hand down from his strong shoulders to his lap, where I stroked his cock and tried to undo his pants.

      “Do you want to go to your bedroom, or stay in here?”

      “Take me to bed,” I whispered against his neck as I kissed my way across his flesh.

      I felt his hands slip around my waist, taking hold as the other cupped my bottom, and he stood, holding me close. I was a bit disoriented as he pushed the door open and then spun us around, but then he laid me down on the bed and went straight for my waistband, which he tugged down with one hard pull. I slipped my legs and feet free, and he stood over me, looking down at me; his eyes bore into me with so much lust that I ached for him to take me fast and hard.

      His hands moved to undo his pants, and he stepped out of them, along with his boxer briefs, and he gripped his rigid cock and gave it a pump with his fist. I loved to watch him stroke himself, and I knew when he met my eyes, he was ready to give it to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          David

        

      

    

    
      She eyed me as I stroked my cock. I hadn’t intended on her pleasuring me, but she sat up, and I held it out for her to taste. My eyes rolled back in my head, and she let her tongue slide down my veiny shaft and then flicked it against my balls, which were heavy from the week before. I’d been too busy punishing myself to find a release, and my throbbing cock was leaking a bit from the tip, which she gathered with her tongue and spread around on my head as she took it deeper.

      I ran my fingers through her hair and sighed. I knew I wanted to bury my cock deep inside of her, but at that moment, I didn’t care where, as long as she was enjoying herself.

      She smiled at me around my cock and then took me down so deep, my head popped into the space behind her tonsils and locked in with suction. She moaned, and her vibrations had me almost ready to come. I pulled away and smiled.

      “Not just yet, baby. I’ve got better plans for that. But first, I want to make you come.”

      She laid back on the bed with both knees bent to show off her glistening pussy, which I couldn’t wait to get to. Like her, I was a bit greedy for a taste, so I crawled up on the bed and dipped down between her legs.

      I drew my nose between her folds and breathed in her intoxicating scent. Then, I licked her from her clit to her tight, back star and tickled the spot until she clenched.

      I moved back to her clit, and she moaned. I knew she needed more. I penetrated her with my fingers, two moving nice and slow into her tight hole. Her walls were pulsing, pulling me inside her deeper, and I couldn’t help but want them to be working around my cock like that.

      I moved up on my knees and held her legs apart. I centered my cock and nudged my hips forward to bury it deeply.

      “David.” She breathed my name, and I met her eyes, searching hers as if they held every answer in the universe.

      “What’s the matter, baby?” I moved my hips faster, lifting her legs so I could pound hard against her tender g-spot. She cried out in pleasure.

      “It’s so—It feels so good.” She was in a daze of pleasure, and I loved to see her in a state of bliss where she was so consumed by me that she could barely complete a sentence.

      “I’m going to make you come so good, baby.” I pulled her down to the edge of the bed and stood beside it, taking her legs and turning her to one side as I stroked her soft button. She moaned and closed her eyes, and I came down to capture her mouth and slipped my tongue deep where my cock had been.

      I could taste myself on her, and it only made me hotter.

      “I’m so close.” She could barely strain the words out, and then, she writhed, screaming out in ecstasy as her release consumed her.

      Her tight pussy quaked around my cock, pulsing and milking until I thought I couldn’t hold it any longer. Sure enough, a minute later, I plunged deep into her and stayed there, my seed spilling inside her and filling her up. As I continued to thrust, it splashed us both.

      I slid my cock out of her and stretched out beside her on the bed, kissing her shoulder as she curled against my chest. Her nipples grazed against me, and I stroked her back slowly. Her skin was like silk, warm and smooth beneath my touch, and her hair was even softer, like angel wings. It slipped through my fingers as I closed my eyes.

      I could hold her in that moment forever, but I wasn’t done, and neither was she. Her hand snaked down to my shaft, and she found it hard and ready for round two.

      “I want to go to the shower, David.”

      “Your wish is my command.” I moved to the edge of the bed and took her hand, pulling her up with me.

      She led the way, and I followed, keeping myself pressed tightly against her. She turned the water on and took my hand, leading me into the shower where she wrapped her arms around my broad shoulders.

      “I wanted to call you so badly last night,” I said. “To think, we could have been doing all of this sooner?” I leaned down and kissed her, and she giggled.

      “I stayed at my parents’ house. I didn’t want to come home all alone and miss you. I guess I didn’t want Sierra asking me a lot of questions, either.”

      “I hate that I let her down. It’s the last thing I ever want to do to either of you.” I brought my mouth down on hers as my hands moved up to cup and tease her breasts. After I’d coaxed both of her nipples back into peaks, I moved a hand back down to her soft mound and rubbed it with firm pressure.

      She moaned and wiggled against me. “It’s so sensitive.”

      “I think I should be a bit easier on it this time around then, don’t you think?”

      She gave a soft giggle and then squealed as I went to my knees and worshipped her little-wet pussy.

      My dick was throbbing to be inside of her, but this moment was all for her. I took my time licking and teasing, and then, once I had her panting, I pressed two fingers together and slipped them inside, fucking her steadily with a come-hither motion.

      She leaned her back against the steamy tile, thrusting her hips out to give me better access. She panted and moaned with every movement of my fingers inside her, and the sound of it had me rock hard and aching for her. She writhed with every touch, and her legs trembled like she could barely stand. I knew she was getting close again. Moments later, she threw her head back and moaned, filling the shower with the echoing sounds of her pleasure. Her tight slit pulsed as her juices spilled into my palm.

      “You get so wet,” I said, slipping down to feast on her nectar.

      She panted and cried out my name as I continued relentlessly. When I was done, her little pussy had another reason to purr.

      I got to my feet, and she kissed me hard. “I’ve never come so much in my life as I do with you.” Her voice was breathless.

      I had mixed emotions about her past experience. On one hand, I thought it was a shame that she hadn’t experienced so much pleasure before. On the other, I was glad I could deliver and do for her what Doug or any other man couldn’t.

      “I’m glad it’s good for you. I love to make you come, baby.” I rubbed my cock against her mound and reached down to stroke her slit with it.

      “I haven’t had any experience, really. Just you and Doug.”

      “You’ve never been with anyone else?”

      She shook her head, and I hated Doug even more. He’d been my only competition.

      “I wish it was only you. But you’re the only one who has mattered.” She said it with such conviction that I believed her.

      “Did you ever love him?” I needed to know if her heart had been her guide.

      She met my eyes. “No. I was so mixed up about you. Doug had tried to get me back since prom when I went out with you. He hadn’t liked that, and with you not around and no hope, I decided to be with him. I’d ended things and swore I’d never be with him again after that one time, but then I found out about Sierra. I was pregnant with his child, and when I told him, he accepted responsibility. I loved him for that, I suppose. Or at least respected him for it, but it wasn’t ever the love I have for you.”

      I wished she’d just said it back then. If she had only spoken the words, it would have given me hope and made things a hell of a lot easier on us both. But then, she wouldn’t have had Sierra, unless she was mine.

      I pushed my cock into her pussy and tongued her mouth all at once, overwhelming her with my passion. She moaned and rocked her hips, so I pulled my mouth away and hitched up her legs, which she pinned against the opposite wall.

      I thrust my hips slowly, grinding into her. We worked up such a rhythm that we were both close to our release, but I was determined to give hers first. I reached down and stroked her tight, back hole, and just touching it sent her over the edge. Her pulsating walls milked my cock, and it felt so good to be so deep inside of her.

      My cock head swelled as the last waves of her orgasm washed through her. As she stilled, holding on to me with a fist-like grip, I spilled my hot load, soaking her walls. I jerked inside her and fucked her a little bit while my seed spilled down her legs.

      I pulled my cock out of her. She tried planting her feet, but her knees buckled beneath her, still shaking from the aftershocks of her pleasure. I held her up, keeping her body pressed to mine. In my arms, I washed her soft flesh and slipped my hands between her legs to get every inch of her clean.

      When I was finished, I stepped out of the shower and grabbed two towels. She followed, still wobbling, and I dried her off and picked her up to carry her to the bed. I tucked her beneath the covers and curled up beside her.

      “We need to talk about things, Allison.”

      “I know. I’m ready to talk. I know there’s no anger in you at the moment.”

      “There’s never anger for you. I just need to know if there’s a chance. I have to see if she’s mine.”

      “I really didn’t think there was until you said it. Katrina teased me a time a two, but I didn’t think it was possible. I’d bled right after we were together, so I didn’t think you could have gotten me pregnant. With me being with him, it seemed more likely. But when you said it, I guess I just felt threatened. I don’t know. Scared that you’d think I knew and kept the truth from you on purpose. Of course, there’s still a chance she’s Doug’s daughter.”

      “Come on,” I said. “Look at her. You don’t see it?”

      It was clear as a fucking bell to me, especially now that I knew there was a chance. It was like a light in the tunnel, leading me home to her.

      “I admit, I see it now,” she said. “But when she was born, she was so pale, and her eyes were much lighter. She did favor Doug a bit more. People even said she was daddy’s girl.”

      I wanted to puke at the thought of someone else being my little girl’s daddy. “If it is true, there is so much lost time to make up for.”

      “I know, and I feel horrible thinking you could have been cheated out of that. We need to know, so we can make it right. But I’m so scared.”

      “I know you are,” I said. “But don’t be.”

      “It’s easy for you to say. We’ll have to do this behind Doug’s back. If she’s his, he can never know I did it. But then, what happens to us? I don’t want to lose you.” Tears flowed, and she buried her head against my chest.

      I pulled her close and kissed her lips. I never wanted her to think she could lose me. Not ever again. I held her tight until she fell asleep in my arms.
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          Allison

        

      

    

    
      David held me all night, and it was strange waking up next to him in my own bed. After smothering me with kisses, he got up and pulled on his pants. “I’m going to go find us something to eat. You need your strength for round three.”

      Heat blossomed between my legs, and I rolled to the edge of the bed and sat up, finding my robe at the foot of the bed. I slipped it on and went to the bathroom where I waited my turn. He washed his hands, gargled some of my mouthwash, and went to the kitchen, leaving me there to freshen up alone.

      The sex had been amazing, but my breakdown had hindered our conversation. It was good to know that he’d reassured me on the subject of him leaving me. But I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d thought any more on the subject.

      I went to the kitchen to find him. “I’m sorry about crying like a big baby.”

      I felt like a fool for bawling, but I couldn’t help myself. It was like every emotion I’d had over the past month had accumulated all at once and leaked out of my face in one big, ugly crying fit.

      He waved a spatula at me from the frying pan. “Don’t apologize. I knew this was going to be emotional, and that’s why I had such a hard time bringing it up to begin with. But look, I don’t want you to worry. If she’s his, I’ll respect that, even though I don’t respect him, but I’m not leaving you. I’ve done enough of that in my life.”

      “But what about if she’s yours? You know Doug’s not going to be happy until he’s made our lives miserable.”

      “I’m not worried about that,” he said. “Money talks. We’ll get a lawyer, present Doug with a settlement that he can’t refuse, and we’ll never have to see him again.”

      “I hope it’s that easy. He loves Sierra in his own way, and she loves the only man she’s ever known as her father, as a father. We’re going to have to prepare ourselves for how it’s going to affect her. She could be angry, happy, resentful. There’s really no telling.”

      “I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure she’s happy, whether I’m her father or not. I promise you. And as for me? I’ll be the happiest man on earth.”

      “You really care about her, don’t you?”

      His eyes lit up. “She’s the neatest kid ever, as far as I’m concerned. But her awesomeness is another reason why I refuse to believe she belongs to that asshole.”

      “She might get that awesomeness from me, thank you very much.” I feigned insult and stepped up to the counter beside him.

      “I think she does.” He leaned over and kissed me. “I know that’s where she gets her beauty. I’ve always wanted a family. A beautiful wife and a little princess I could love and spoil rotten.”

      “So, when do you want to get this test?”

      “As long as you’re all for it, we’ll do it as soon as possible,” he said. “I can pay someone to rush the results even, and make sure it’s all done legally and with witnesses so that it can’t be disputed.”

      “And then what?” I needed to know where we went from there.

      “Then, if she’s mine, we raise our beautiful daughter together.” He shrugged like it was the simplest thing in the world.

      “And if she’s not?” I held my breath and waited for the answer.

      “Then we raise your beautiful daughter together?” He looked at me with hopeful eyes. “I don’t want to spend another day without you in my life. Both of you.”

      The tears came again, spilling down my cheeks in fat drops, and he turned off the stove, dropped the spatula, and pulled me into his arms to kiss me.

      After I wiped my tears and settled down, he served me some sunny-side-up eggs and joined me at the table. “So? Are we in this?”

      “Yes,” I said. “And I never thought I’d say this, but I guess I’m officially dating my boss. Do you think that’s going to cause any problems?”

      “Nah. As long you promise to fuck me at least once a week on that desk. Maybe one or two blowjobs a week. And that’s minimum.”

      I playfully slapped at his shoulder, and he leaned over to kiss my forehead. “That office sex was pretty amazing, baby.”

      “I agree.” I turned pink thinking of how I’d almost been busted by Greyson. “We’ll have to change the locks, so Greyson doesn’t see something he shouldn’t.”

      “He’s going to have to learn to knock.” David took a bite of his eggs and ran his toast through the runny yolk.

      “Yeah, he nearly got me the other day.” I brought my fork to my lips, and he gave me a quizzical look. “I was so worked up thinking about you. I had to fight my urges. Thank goodness that I managed. No telling what he’d have walked in on.”

      He fanned himself with his fork. “I would’ve had to poke his eyes out.” He gestured with the fork, and I laughed.

      “Maybe he’ll walk in while you’re sliding on a condom, and it will do the job for you.”

      He nearly spat out his juice. “I still laugh every time I think about that. It was the only fucking one we had. We were so green then.”

      “It was sweet. You were so gentle with me.”

      “I should have had my ass kicked. It’s no wonder we didn’t get you pregnant then.”

      “That would have been terrible,” I said. “Me a junior, and you a senior? Our parents would have killed us. You should have seen my poor mother’s face when I admitted we’d done it on prom night.”

      His eyes went wide. “Dammit. Well, you realize this means I can never see your parents again, right?”

      I gave him a kick beneath the table. “She said she won’t tell Daddy.”

      He seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.

      “So, you thought I was good that first time?” he asked.

      “Well, to be honest, I didn’t have any experience back then. And the second time—Prom Night—that’s all I had to compare it to.”

      “At least I didn’t slap you in the face with a contraceptive.”

      “No, but you probably knocked me up,” I said.

      “What about last night? Are you protected?” He didn’t seem too bothered by the need to ask.

      I met his eyes to assure him. “I’m on the pill, so yes.”

      His eyes burned on mine. “I remember laying you back and diving down under that dress. You had on so many layers of fucking clothes, I didn’t think I’d ever get you naked.”

      “My mother had talked me into wearing hose. I remember you ripped them.”

      “I shredded those things.” He laughed. “I relived that night so many times while I was away. Most of the guys had dirty magazines and pictures they all passed around, even if it was some man’s old lady, but I had the best image in my mind. I’d close my eyes and see you panting beneath me, feel your body close to me. I got lost in it.”

      “You really did that?” I blushed, thinking of him thinking of me.

      He laughed. “Like you’ve never? You just admitted to me that you were nearly three-fingers deep when Greyson walked in.”

      I gave him a sideward glance. “I might have relived it, too, but I’m just surprised to hear you did.”

      “I loved you. I wanted to go back home to you so badly, and when I finally had the chance, I got word that you were pregnant and getting married. I put you out of my mind then. The dream was gone, so I let a career in the Air Force be my dream.”

      “We have right now,” I said. “No more regret. Let’s move forward.”

      “Sounds good to me.” He leaned over and kissed me, and soon enough, I dropped my fork, and he pulled me into his lap, where he ground against me.

      “When you said you wanted to raise her together, what did you mean?” I asked. “I mean, together as a couple, yes, but what kind of couple?”

      “A mommy and a daddy couple, I guess,” he said. “If that’s what you want, of course. I don’t need a piece of paper to know you’re mine forever, but we’ll get one if you want it.”

      “Yes, I do want it, but we don’t have to rush. First, I want a piece of paper proving you’re Sierra’s father.”

      He ground his hips against me tightening the grip he had on my ass. He lifted me up against the table, standing between my legs which he picked up and put over his shoulders as his hand snaked down to tug his pants down.

      His cock bounced between his legs, jutting forward from his hips and licking against my sex as he searched for my entrance. I reached down and centered him, and he thrust hard to enter me.

      “This is going to be a fast engagement. I hope that’s okay?” He met my eyes, and I melted, unable to speak. I nodded my head, and he smiled. “I’m going to throw away those fucking pills, too.”

      “Are you?” I laughed, hitching a breath as he buried himself deep inside me.

      “Yes, I don’t want you to take another one. I want to make another baby as soon as possible.”

      “You must really want a family then.” I giggled, but the thought of him wanting to make me pregnant turned me on so much that I pulled him down to my mouth and made love to his.

      He pulled away and turned to my ear, his whispering voice giving me chills. “I want our baby. Our family with Sierra, no matter what. Tell me you want it too, Allison. Tell me you want me to come deep inside you, fill you up with our child.”

      “Yes, please,” I begged. His cock felt so good inside me, and seconds later, I gripped his shoulders and clawed his back as my orgasm milked his cock.

      “That’s right. Milk it from me, baby.” He buried his cock deep, and a moment later, I felt it pumping inside of me, his load tingling in my depths as it filled me up.

      We lay spread across the table, his face tucked between my shoulder and my neck. Then he rose up and met my eyes. “No more birth control? For real?”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “No, if it’s what you want too, Allison. Don’t let me force you into it. I’ll be greedy, but I won’t take away your options. You can tell me to wait; tell me to go to hell if you want to.” He searched my eyes. I knew he wanted it so badly, there was no way I could say no. And I wanted it, too. I wanted a child that we could raise together, one who he could watch be born, and grow, and go through milestones.

      “I’ll call my lawyer today, and we’ll get that test ordered and all the paperwork. I want to make sure we get his done right, baby. If she’s mine, I don’t want there to be any trouble.” He was going to make sure we were a family, no matter what.

      I gripped his hand and looked him in the eyes. There was something else I needed to say to him. Something I’d gone too long without saying, and I’d regretted it ever since. “I love you, David.”

      “I love you, baby.” He pulled me into his arms. “It’s going to be okay. I promise. Let’s go get Sierra.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          David

        

      

    

    
      I sat in my office looking over the calendar and knowing that I’d made all of the arrangements and talked to my lawyer. Now that everything was prepared, the only thing I had to wait on were the test results, which were due today. I’d wanted to pay a healthy sum for overnight results, but the lawyer said it would look bad if anything ever went to court, and rather than make waves, I should be patient. That was easier said than done.

      Sierra was still in the dark, but over the past two weeks, I’d managed to make things right for leaving on Thanksgiving, and lucky for me, she still blamed Doug the most.

      Allison and I had convinced Sierra we were checking her tonsils, and all three of us swabbed our mouths in front of the lawyer and sent the samples to be tested. Neither of us had told Doug what was going on just yet. With any luck, the results would be in by the time I made it home for dinner, and I’d get the answer I wanted.

      I told myself again and again if for some reason Sierra wasn’t mine, I’d be okay and still try to be the best father I could be, but I wanted it so badly that I knew it was going to be emotional, regardless.

      The phone rang as I stepped into the elevator. “Are you on your way?” Allison’s voice was full of enthusiasm. “The results are here! They were just delivered.”

      “I’m in the elevator. I’ll be home as soon as I can. Don’t peek!”

      “I’m not going to peek. I want you to be the first to look.”

      “Did you say anything to Sierra?” I asked.

      “No, I think we should talk to her together. She knows you’re coming over. I’ll be so glad when we can all live together.”

      “I know, baby.”

      We’d both agreed that things needed to move a bit slower than we wanted until we found out for sure the results. We only wanted to have one talk with Sierra, and we’d either tell her I was going to be a stepdaddy or her real daddy. And then, we’d all move in together either way. I only hoped that Doug wouldn’t throw a tantrum, but I was ready for him. I’d promised Allison I wouldn’t engage in any fights with him, and I’d let the lawyers handle everything for Sierra’s sake.

      “It won’t be long now, I promise,” I said.

      “Just be careful, okay?”

      “I will.” I had the urge to test that Cobra’s speed on the way home, but now that I had a family, I knew I better take my time and make it home in one piece, or Allison would kill me.

      Half an hour later, I showed up at her house, and Sierra came to the door. Allison had a talk with her about opening the door up, so now it took an act of Congress to get her to let anyone in.

      “Are you sure you’re my David?” Her little voice was even softer through the door.

      “Baby, it’s me. Open up the door.”

      “Do the secret knock again. Just one more time.” She let loose a giggle, and I knew she was just fucking with me.

      I did the knock, and she opened the door with a big smile on her face. “I knew it was you all along!”

      She hugged me tightly, and then Allison ran out from the bathroom.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Give me a minute.”

      She ducked into the bedroom and came back with the letter, which Sierra grabbed from her hands.

      “A man came earlier, and he didn’t know the secret knock,” Sierra said. “But Mama said it was okay to answer the door. He brought a letter to Mama. And she said it’s really important.”

      “It is, thank you.” I took the letter from her, and as if it were full of magic, I suddenly felt my blood start to rush. It was funny how such a thin envelope could be so important. It held the answer to a question which had burned inside of me for weeks.

      I looked up at Allison, and she crossed the room and took my hand. “Let’s sit.”

      She brought me to the couch, and I thought it was a good idea. I had a feeling I might hit the floor.

      I let out a deep breath, and my heart pounded so hard it was drumming in my ears. My hands shook as I went to open the letter, and Allison reached over to place her hand on mine.

      “No matter what,” she said.

      I gave a nod and wasted no more time ripping open the envelope. I pulled out the ivory paper and unfolded it. My heart raced as I scanned the page, and then I pulled Sierra over into my lap and held her tightly. The lump in my throat made it impossible to speak, so I passed the letter to Allison, who fell against us in tears.

      “Mama, what’s the matter?” Sierra’s eyes sparkled, and I knew I had to let Allison explain it.

      “It’s good news, baby. The best news.” I held on tightly to my two girls as Allison fought back the tears. “You know me and David have known each other for a long time, right?”

      Sierra nodded her head and turned to face me. She took my face into her small hands and scrubbed my beard, then she wiped the tears from my cheeks.

      “Don’t cry.” She laid her head on my chest, and I collected myself. I hadn’t cried so hard in years, not even when my father died, but this was the best day of my life.

      “He’s happy,” Allison said. “You know, I knew him before I knew your daddy. And I know this is going to be hard for you to understand, but as it turns out, David is the man who gave me you, and not your father.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “What’s that mean?”

      “It means, I’m your real father,” I said.

      “No foolin’?” Her eyes widened, and she smiled. “So, I have two daddies?”

      She started to shake and dove into her mother’s lap.

      “Not quite,” Allison said. “It’s just that, David is your father instead. But that doesn’t mean you can’t still care about your dad, but it’s just that he’s not your dad. David is. He always was. We just didn’t know it.”

      She was having a hard time, and I knew it was because it was confusing for Sierra.

      “So, I don’t have to go to Daddy’s house any more? Not this weekend?”

      I could tell she didn’t want to go, and she’d been crying about having to for days. I wanted to tell her she didn’t have to go back to that loser’s house ever again, but I knew I had to keep my cool and let Allison handle the situation.

      “Baby, we’re going to have to tell your dad that you’re not his,” she said. “And he will be a bit sad. It’s okay if you’re sad, too. And you can still be friends, and if you still love him, it’s okay.”

      I knew what she was telling her was for a reason, but Sierra shrugged. “I don’t want to go there anymore. Can we still have ice cream tonight?”

      Allison and I laughed. We’d promised her ice cream and had hoped that the news wouldn’t ruin our evening.

      I leaned over and kissed her hair. “Yes, you can have all the ice cream you can eat tonight.”

      “Let’s not overdo it, Daddy,” Allison said with a laugh.

      “Are you going to be my Daddy now?”

      “Is that what you want to call me?” I searched her eyes, and to her credit, she gave it a lot of thought.

      “I don’t want to hurt my other daddy’s feelings, but I want to call you Daddy, too.”

      “Then that’s what you call me, okay. Because I am your daddy, and I love you so much, Sierra. How would you like for you and your mama to come live with me?”

      “In a new house?”

      “With your very own bedroom still, and you can paint it any way you want. The house is big, and best of all, it’s right across from your grandparents’ house.” I turned to look at Allison, whose mouth popped open.

      “What? Your father’s house?” She placed her hand on her heart.

      “Our house. Think about it, Allie. It’s perfect. We’d be able to have your parents close, and Sierra can have my old room if she wants. We know the neighborhood is nice and discreet, and my place isn’t very kid friendly. What do you say?”

      “Yes. I think it’s perfect. How long have you been keeping that to yourself?”

      “Since I ordered the test. I knew no matter what, that’s where we need to be.”

      “But I thought it’s for sale. What about Missy and Blaine?”

      “They’re both in agreement, and I’ve already tried to buy their shares, but they both insisted on signing them over. They said I could consider it a Father’s Day gift.”

      “You have the best family.”

      “No, we have the best family.” I turned back to Sierra. “So, what do you think? Do you want a new room and a big house across from your grandparents?”

      “Yes!” she cheered. Then she leaned in close to my ear.  “Can I have a playroom, too?”

      I chuckled, and Allison tousled our daughter’s hair. “I like this kid,” I said. “She knows how to make a bargain. Yes, you can have any room you want for a playroom.”

      “Not the master suite,” Allison said. “I want that one, and I want to redecorate. It’s not that I don’t love the house. It’s gorgeous, but for a family of such wealth, your father never updated a thing.”

      “That’s because he wanted to leave it how my mother left it. But it’s yours now. You choose everything, okay? Make it your project.”

      “Can I go pack now?” Sierra jumped down from my lap and headed to her room.

      Now that I was alone with Allison, I took the chance to talk to her about one last, pressing issue. “I don’t want to wait to tell Doug, okay? I think we need to do it sooner, rather than later. She’s not going to that man’s house again. She’s cried all week about it, and I’m going to have my lawyer ready to fight this.”

      “I’ll call him tonight,” Allison said. “I know he’s going to come here.”

      “We’ll be gone. We’ll pack up and go to the house. There’s no reason we can’t, and Sierra will like seeing her new home. You heard her. She’s packing her bags as we speak.”

      She let out a sigh. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      “Call first. I’ll go help Sierra pack.” I headed down the hall to her room where I heard her talking to someone.

      I peeked around the corner and found her sitting on the bed with Mystery. “So now, we have to get all packed up because my new Daddy said I’m getting a new house. But don’t worry. I made sure there’s room for you.” She stuffed a few toys into her bag, and I had a feeling if I looked, there’d be nothing but toys and stuffed animals in her overnight bag.

      I knocked on the doorframe, and her little face turned up to meet mine. “I’m almost packed.”

      “I hope you have some clothes in there.” I walked over to sit on the bed and peeked inside the bag. “How about you just pack a change of clothes, and we’ll come back for your toys later?”

      “I can’t leave Mystery.” Her little brows furrowed.

      “Of course not. Mystery is family.”

      “Can Mystery have her own room, too?”

      I laughed, thinking she drove a hard bargain. “I think Mystery would rather be close to you. Besides, maybe someday you’ll have a little brother or sister, and they’ll need the room.”

      She shrugged. “You’re probably right.” She took the bear and climbed up next to me. “Can I tell you something, Daddy?” The words melted my heart.

      “Of course. You can always tell me anything.”

      “I’m glad you’re my new daddy. I’ve wished it for so long.”

      I pulled her into my lap and hugged her tight. “Me too, baby. Me too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Allison

        

      

    

    
      “You’re not going to be long, are you?” I hated to complain about going to the office, but it was the last place I wanted to be on Thanksgiving Day. It had almost been a year since we’d gotten together, and though it had been the longest year of my life, it was all worth it.

      “Not too long. Unless you want to steal a moment with me?” His eyes smoldered, and he pulled me close, planting a kiss on my lips that lit a fire deep in my core.

      We had fallen into the family mode faster than I’d thought, but even though we’d gotten things settled with Doug, who’d accepted a nice settlement in exchange for never seeing me or Sierra ever again, and though we’d moved into David’s childhood home, we’d yet to solidify our relationship with a marriage ceremony.

      I’d been in agreement when we decided not to rush things, but I’d been waiting so long for him to pop the question, that I had all but given up. Sneaking a moment alone to be close was the most I could hope for. As it turned out living across from my mom and dad had been more challenging on our private time than I’d thought it would be.

      “I think I could spare a little time.”

      I barely got the last word out of my mouth, and he had me horizontal on the desk. “Here again? We’ve got the whole place to ourselves. How about you be a little bit more creative?” I took his hand and led him down the hall to his boardroom where all the important meetings were held.

      “You’re going to give me a permanent distraction, aren’t you? You know every time I come in here to do business, I’ll be thinking of fucking you across this table.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping. I should be a distraction.”

      “You are, baby. You know you’re always on my mind, and it’s a dirty place to be.” He kissed the side of my neck and then kissed me down my neck and shoulder, lightly nipping my flesh.

      Chill bumps rose along my arm and sent a charge of electricity straight to my sex. I pulled him closer and captured his mouth, cupping his face with my hands and raking my hands through his hair. He threw his head back, and I kissed him along his Adam’s apple and then up to his ear.

      He hitched a breath through his teeth and let out a growl from his throat as I reached to undo his jeans. He responded by reaching down to the hem of my shirt and slipping his hand up my thigh, the fabric bunching up around my hips as he dropped to his knees. He closed his mouth over my panties and raked his teeth softly across the tender spot.

      Heat bloomed at my core as he breathed against me and my desire grew so intense I lifted my leg and wrapped it around his hip.

      “I want you spread out on that table, writhing beneath me and screaming my name.” I knew he loved the power he held in this room, and the power he had over me as well as he breathed into my ears and weakened my knees. “That’s right, baby. I’m going to fuck you so good.”

      “Promises; promises,” I whispered against his chest. He took the challenge and gripped my ass, lifting me up, and as I held onto his neck, he lay me back and kissed me down my front only stopping once he’d met my panties again. He looked up and met my eyes, fisting the fabric over my mound and tugging it down, my panties ripping on the side. The noise made him smile, and he gripped the other side and ripped that one as well. He pulled the scrap of lace away from me and held it to his nose. He breathed in my scent and then grabbed my thighs, spreading me wide as his hips nudged forward. He rubbed his swollen head against my tight slit, and I felt another lick of desire as he found my entrance and thrust inside me. He jabbed it a little, then once his head popped inside my pussy, he slowly dove deeper, pushing forward unrelenting until his head was buried deep inside of me.

      Despite our previous plans, I hadn’t stopped taking my pills and we’d both agreed I’d only do so when the time was right, and Sierra was adjusted to the change. I’d taken the last days ago, but with things at work being so crazy, we hadn’t had a minute to be together since.

      “I’ve got a surprise for you, Daddy.” His eyes flashed as I called him by his favorite title. “I quit taking the pill four days ago.”

      “That’s fucking hot, baby. Tell me you want me to put a baby inside of you.” He kissed my neck as I repeated the words.

      “I want you to put a baby inside of me, David.” He pumped his hips harder in response, and I felt my walls clench on his cock as I came hard.

      “That’s my girl. You’re my best girl, aren’t you baby.” He kissed my mouth and then pulled away.

      “You know I am.” I moved off the table and turned my back to him, the hem of my skirt slipping back down to cover me.

      He raised it up and slapped my ass, and I leaned forward over the table and turned back to look at him as he stepped forward and pressed his cock against my tender, pulsing slit.

      We’d had to be quiet for months with a little one in the house, and though my parents had offered to keep Sierra overnight a few times, she hadn’t wanted to stay with them but preferred her new room instead.

      “I need it hard. Make me scream?” I wiggled my ass against him, pushing myself back on his cock. He gripped my ass and thrust hard and deep, slapping my ass as he pounded me, my breasts banging against the table, right at the head of the table where no other man would ever sit.

      He kept at it, relentlessly pounding me through two more orgasms. He reached around and rubbed my clit, holding me tight against him as he whispered in my ear. “I’m going to fill you up so deep. Tell me you want it, baby.”

      “I want it,” I cried out, the emotion and passion of the moment stealing my breath.

      He thrust a few more times, crying out my name. Once he’d spilled inside of me, he kissed my shoulder and spun me around. “That was so hot I’m so glad we had time alone.”

      I righted my clothes and felt like such a naughty girl when I saw my lipstick on the table where my mouth had been pressed to it. I’d leave it there hopefully for him to find the next time he held a meeting, along with the clear indication of my handprints.

      “I’ve needed it. I love our daughter, but I need to be loud at times.”

      “Maybe we’ll go away together soon, just the two of us.” He kissed me and took my arm, leading me out of the room and to the elevator.

      “I’d like that, but for now I guess we should get to dinner. If you’re done here?” I smiled and straightened my lipstick in my reflection of the metal doors.

      “I’m never done with you.” He winked.

      We made it to Missy’s house on time, and I was surprised to see my parents had beaten us there with Sierra. “Mama! Daddy!” Sierra ran from the front steps and dove into her father’s arms. She was a daddy’s girl all the way, and I loved to watch the two of them together.

      We went inside, and I was happy to see Greyson had accepted his invitation and Katrina was there as well, which was a little suspicious. “I thought you’d like to have your friends and family here for the special occasion.

      “Of course. It was so sweet of Missy to host.” His sister had gone above and beyond, and with the renovations going on at our place, she’d agreed to have our friends and family at her house to make for one huge DeVant celebration.

      Dinner was served an hour after our arrival, and though I tried to help Missy set the table, no one would let me lift a finger. “I feel like I should be doing something.”

      “You are. You’re keeping me company.” David gave me a little smirk, and I had the sneaking suspicion that he was up to something.

      After we were served, Sierra asked us all to say what we were thankful for.

      Greyson, who’d recently gotten back from his paid vacation was thankful he’d had a little time off from holding David’s hand. Katrina, who’d finally left the diner to open up her own cafe, was thankful for the friendly investors. Blaine, who’d gone through a miraculous recovery from drugs and alcohol, was thankful to have a full year of sobriety under his belt and his sister and her family back in his life.

      We went around the room, enjoying our dinner as we shared. I was thankful for my wonderful family, and being able to spend more time at home with Sierra since my boss was the most wonderful man in the world, and that’s when it was his turn, and he stood to his feet and cleared his throat.

      “A year ago, I really ticked this beautiful lady off. I figured that this year, I better do something really nice and make it up to her.” The others laughed, and my mother patted my hand across Sierra who sat between us.

      “So, I’d like to take this time, in front of our family and friends to ask her a very important question.” He paused and reached into his jacket pocket where he pulled out a small, Tiffany blue box. The ladies around the table all made a sound, and the men chuckled. “I let this one get away from me years ago. It was the biggest regret of my life. I knew that if I ever found her, I’d never let that happen again. Now, I’d planned on asking her several times, but it just never was the right time, and I don’t know if this is the right time or not either, but I just don’t think I could wait for a more special time than here today in front of all the people we care about.”

      He turned to me and dropped to one knee. “Allison, you’re the only woman for me. I’ve loved you since you were a gangly girl with a Kool-Aid mustache and more elbows and knees than anyone should have.  You’ve given me more in the last year than I ever thought I’d have. A daughter, a home, a family of my own. Would you do me the honor of being my wife and making me the happiest man alive?”

      The room fell quiet as I wiped my tears and tried to catch my breath.

      “Say yes, Mama,” Sierra whispered next to me.

      The other’s laughed as I pressed myself against him, giving him my answer. “Yes!”

      The room erupted with cheers and laughter and after another moment of congratulations and polishing off another glass of wine, we slipped out onto the heated patio, and he pulled me into his arms. “Are you happy?”

      “Of course, I am. It took you long enough.” I kissed his mouth, letting my lips linger on his slow and languidly.

      “Yeah, I know. It’s been a hell of a year, hasn’t it?”

      “Yes. I hope things settle down next year. With work and everything.”

      “They will.” He nodded across the room at Greyson who walked past the door with Katrina who seemed to have him locked into a deep conversation. “Careful what you wish for. I’ll be around a lot more.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m giving the CEO position to Greyson after the new year. I’ll stay on the board of course, and I’ll still have ownership, but it’s time to give him what my father never would. He’s earned it.”

      “Does he know?” Looking across the room at Greyson, he seemed oblivious.

      “Not a clue. I didn’t want anything to eclipse our proposal.” He kissed the tip of my nose and smiled. “You okay with calling me Mister Bigstuff even if I’m not in charge anymore?”

      I laughed. “You’re always in charge with me.” I pressed my hips forward. “And you’re big enough that I’ll call you anything you want if you let me pet him.”

      His turned to laugh. “Are you asking me that, woman? I’m yours forever, Allie. Touch, tug, take anything you want, baby. Anything.”

      “I just want you.” I molded myself against his strong chest as my heart swelled with a love I knew wouldn’t quit.

      “You got me. Forever.” He pulled me close, and we shared a tender kiss. The day was perfect with family and friends, and memories that we’d never forget.
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          Allison

        

      

    

    
      I managed to be well enough to go to Sierra’s play on the last night. I’d hated missing all of the other performances, but David had told me about each one, and he beamed when talking about Sierra’s part.

      I couldn’t wait to see it for myself, and as she took the stage, lifting her little voice through the entire solo, David held my hand, squeezing it tight. When she was done, we both stood and clapped like idiots, and then he handed me a tissue for my tears.

      “We made an amazing child, didn’t we?” I’d been so super emotional, and though I was still a tad dizzy from being sick, I managed to not get sick through the entire play. But once it was over, and we’d shuffled through the crowd, the motion hit me, and I had to excuse myself.

      I finished up in the stall and stepped out to fix my makeup in the mirror and splash cool water on my face. I’d have to grab some medicine. Something that would stop the sinus pressure from making me so sick.

      I walked out, and David took my arm. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, but I need to stop by the pharmacy. My head’s stuffy.”

      Just then, Sierra came from changing out of her costume and held her teacher’s hand who led her through the crowd.

      “Hello, Mr. DeVant. Mrs. DeVant.” I made no move to correct her, and David gave me a knowing smile.

      “Ms. Caine. It’s good to see you again. It looks like things were a success.” David gave her a warm smile and handed Sierra a huge bouquet of roses for her performance.

      “Yes, thanks to you. That donation you made was more than enough to help with the event.” I had no idea he’d given a donation.

      “Glad I could help.”

      “Your husband is a very special man.” She gave him a pat on the back, and his smile widened then she excused herself and headed off into the crowd.

      “Donation?”

      “Yeah, they needed a few things for the production.”

      “You’re amazing. Thank you for taking care of us.” There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for his girls or anyone in need, and it made me special to belong to such a great guy.

      We got in the car, and he took my hand. “She called you Mrs. DeVant.” He gave me a wink. “I can’t wait to hear it all the time.”

      “Don’t forget to stop at the pharmacy.”

      “Are you still sick, Mama?” Sierra’s little voice was full of concern from the backseat where she was nearly invisible behind her roses. I glanced back and found her peeking around them at me.

      “Just feeling queasy, baby. Nothing to worry about.” We pulled up at the pharmacy, and I ran inside alone. I’d planned on just taking a moment, but when I read the back of the box, and it mentioned pregnancy, I wondered what I’d been putting in my body and panic washed over me. What if I’d taken something that could hurt a baby? Should I be concerned? Surely, I’d know. I suddenly felt sick again, but not in the same way. I looked all over the store and finally found the right aisle. I grabbed a test just to be sure and then went back to find a safer medication.

      “That took a bit long. Did you get sick again?”

      “No, just wanted to get the right stuff for my symptoms.” I didn’t want to let Sierra know about my suspicions, and I didn’t want his hopes up either, so I kept the purchase of the test to myself.

      When we got home, I tucked Sierra in, and while David went into full story-time mode, I slipped into the bathroom to read the instructions for the test. I opted for the cup option knowing I’d probably piss all over my hand. David came in as I paced the small room and waited the two minutes it needed.

      “Are you still sick?” His eyes widened as he glanced over and saw the test. “Holy shit. Is that what I think it is?” He looked into the cup. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t want Sierra to overhear, and if I’m not, I didn’t want to disappoint you.”

      “We’ve only been trying for a few weeks.” Despite the fact that we’d never used protection, I’d only recently stopped taking the pill.

      The timer on my phone sounded. “It’s time.”

      He had the stick out and looked at it before I could finish my words. “What’s the pink line mean?”

      “It’s pink?” I grabbed the stick from him and looked at the indicator.

      “Yes, for the love of God, what does it mean?” He grabbed the instructions, and I fell against him.

      “It means it’s positive. We’re going to have a baby!” He lifted me off my feet and spun me around so fast, my arm hit the cup and spilled it into the sink.

      “That was a close one.” I turned on the faucet as he kissed my breasts.

      “I’m so fucking turned on, right now.” He met my eyes with a smoldering look.

      I felt it too. The level of our excitement and the fact that he hadn’t touched me in days for my being sick, had me craving him. He turned off the faucet and picked me up, carrying me to the bed as he made love to my mouth.

      “We did it, baby.” He ran his hands up my thighs and then finally rested it flat against my flat tummy.

      “Better enjoy this figure while you can.”

      “It’s already given me a daughter, and you couldn’t get any hotter, baby.” He dipped down between my legs and pressed his mouth against my panties.

      A moment later, his thumbs slipped in my elastic, and he pulled my panties down, so he could lick my slit. He nibbled and sucked on my clit and then rose up and met my eyes. “You know I’m going to be extra gentle with you, right? No more rough stuff.” He gave me an apologetic look.

      “I won’t break. And besides, I might not be so gentle with you.” He stood and pulled off his pants, freeing his thick erection which jutted proudly from his hips. He had a cocky grin too, and I knew he was feeling larger than life.

      “It’s not an argument, Allison.” He gave me a scolding look.

      “Then don’t argue.” I gripped his cock and pulled it hard toward me, and his breath hitched as I took it into my mouth.

      “Okay, maybe I’ll allow rough, gaggy head.”

      I pulled away and gave him a wicked grin. “I’m going to ride you rough too; I’m sure you won’t complain.”

      “As long as you’re in control and know your limits.” His head fell back as I took him deeper, swirling my tongue and licking his veiny shaft.

      “You want me in control?” I slapped his ass and then gripped it tightly as I took him back into my mouth.

      “Mm. It’s certainly tempting.”

      I stood, turning his back to the bed and resting my hand against his chest. My eyes bore into his, and I didn’t break a smile, not even when he did. Instead, I pushed him back, his ass hitting the bed as I climbed up on the bed and straddled his cock.

      I centered his tip at my entrance and lowered myself, hard and fast, and I cried out as his thick base stretched my pussy to its limits.

      “Fuck, baby.”

      “Mhm. You might think I will break, but I know what this body is capable of, and you’re going to give me just what I want and how I want it.” His eyes widened. He was a strong man and had never experienced me being assertive in the bedroom.

      “Yes, ma’am.” His eyes lit with a smile. “Tell me what you want, baby.”

      “Hard and fast. Don’t be gentle. At least not until I’m a little further along.”

      “Fine. But I’m asking the doctor about it.”

      “Go ahead; I know just what she’ll say.” It was going to be different with me experiencing things for the second time compared to his first.

      He gripped my ass and held me still as he pumped his hips up hard and fast, his thick cock hitting my sensitive spots and making me pulse around him.

      “You’re going to make me come,” I cried.

      “That’s the point, baby.” He rose up and captured my nipple in his teeth, and then he bit hard as I came, clasping his hand over my mouth to muffle the scream of ecstasy.

      He lifted me up and carried me over to the dresser, and thrust his hips steady, working me in a sensual rhythm that rocked everything on its surface. After my candleholder fell to the carpet, he brought me against the wall, my back hitting the surface harder than I think he’d intended. But I didn’t complain. He was giving me just what I wanted. He finally hitched me up against him and carried me back to the bathroom where he balanced me on the counter as he reached over and turned on the shower.

      “Don’t drop me.” I held on tight, and he put me on my feet.

      “I want your hands on the tile.” He slapped my ass as I stepped into the shower. “We’re going to see just how much you can take.” He stepped up behind me as I placed my hands on the tile and glanced over my shoulder.

      “Like this?” I tilted my ass upward, and he got on his knees to worship it, slipping a finger into my throbbing pussy while he rim-jobbed my tight star.

      “Just like that, baby.” He stood and pulled his fingers free, replacing them with his cock.

      “Now that we’ve made a baby, I can take that load anywhere you want to put it.”

      “You dirty girl. Where do you want it?” He pushed his cock deeper and continued to thrust.

      “I do love to taste you, Mr. DeVant.”

      “Then I’m going to feed you this hot, heavy load.” His voice was so sensual in my ear, and I came again on his cock, and he moaned. “That’s right, come all over it first.”

      He pumped his hips and rutted deep, then he pulled free and spun me around. I hit my knees hard, but it was worth the facial he gave me before I took the rest of his load in my throat.

      “Fuck.” He was breathless and collapsed to his knees with me, kissing my mouth and moaning. “You wear me out.”

      “If you think I’m going to wear you out, just wait until you’re busy taking care of an infant. Late nights, dirty diapers, endless crying.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “Me too. You know what I was thinking?”

      “That you want round two?”

      “Well, that, and that I really liked it when the teacher called us Mr. and Mrs. DeVant.”

      “That was pretty hot, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah, and I don’t think I want to wait until Valentine’s Day. Let’s get married next week; New Year’s Eve. We’re not having a huge wedding anyway, and honestly, I don’t feel like going through a whole production. We can still do pink and red for Sierra, but let’s just have something simple with our closest friends and family.”

      “Anything you want.” He kissed my cheek.

      I smiled and waggled my brows. “Let’s get dried off and go wake up Sierra. I can’t wait to tell her.”

      He laughed. “That’s not exactly what I thought you’d want. But I’ll give you that when we come back to bed.”

      “Promise?”

      He pulled me close and kissed me so hard that I pulled away breathless. “Promise.”
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