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      “Are you…”  The man in front of me looked down at his sign, which had my name written on it with a black marker.  “Christina Banks?”

      “Yes.”  I nodded and tilted my head slightly.  “Are you—Mr. Foster?”

      He doesn’t look like the guy my mother described—but it’s been a while I guess…

      “No.  My name is John.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “I’m just here to pick you up.  I’ll take your bags.”

      “Thank you.”  I handed him the duffel bag that was hanging on my shoulder and took a step back so that he could pick up my luggage.

      I didn’t have much with me.  I certainly didn’t pack eighteen years of my life into a suitcase and a duffel bag.  I brought the essentials, and the rest of my things were supposed to arrive in a few days.  I still wasn’t bringing everything that I owned from Chicago to Los Angeles, but I hoped I would have enough to make it through my first semester of college at the University of Southern California.  It was my father’s alma mater, and I had been planning to spend my college years there since I was a little girl—I just didn’t expect to run into the complications that arose after I got a scholarship for everything except room and board.

      “How far is it to Mr. Foster’s house?”  I followed John outside and waited as he loaded my things into the trunk of a black sedan parked by the curb.

      “In this traffic?”  He slammed the trunk and put his hands on his hips.  “It’ll take us about an hour to get there.”

      “Okay.”  I nodded and walked around to the side of the car.

      John opened the back door and closed it once I was seated.  The car was really nice.  I had never been driven before—by an actual driver.  My mother said that Mr. Foster was well off, which was why he was in a position to help, but she didn’t tell me that he was rich enough to have his own driver.  I hoped he was as nice as she said because I was still nervous about living with someone I didn’t know.  It was a temporary arrangement, and she vouched for him, but he was still a stranger to me.  I knew him by name—and vaguely remembered him stopping by when I was younger—but I didn’t really know him.

      “So, have you been working for Mr. Foster very long?”  I leaned forward and tried to make conversation once the car pulled onto the highway.

      “A few years.”  John nodded.  “He’s a good boss.”

      “Cool…”  I leaned back in my seat—I really couldn’t think of anything else to ask him.

      Mr. Foster—or Greyson, as my mother called him—was my father’s best friend.  I was really excited when I got accepted to USC, but when I realized that my scholarship wasn’t going to cover anything outside of my educational expenses, I thought I was out of luck.  My father left us with a little bit of money after he passed, but there was no way that my mother could afford to pay for me to live in California.

      She saw how disappointed I was when I realized that my dream was about to fizzle out and decided to ask Mr. Foster for help.  I hoped he would help me get an apartment and cover a couple of months of rent until I could get a job—instead, he offered to let me live with him while I was going to school.  I didn’t want to be a charity case, but it was an amazing offer—one that I couldn’t really turn down.  I still hoped that I would be able to get my own place after I got a job, but I was overwhelmed by his generosity.

      “I don’t think Mr. Foster is home from work yet, but your bedroom should be ready.”  John pulled the car up to a large iron gate and used a remote to open it.

      “That’s…”  My eyes nearly bulged out of my head as I stared at the mansion ahead of us.  “That’s his house?”

      “He’s got a few.”  John chuckled.  “But yes—this is where he lives.”

      I couldn’t help being a little jealous when the car came to a stop in front of Mr. Foster’s mansion.  It was clear that being a sports agent in Los Angeles was a lot more lucrative than Chicago.  My father barely left us with enough to get by—Mr. Foster was living in the lap of luxury.  I followed John into the house, and he led me to a bedroom at the top of a large spiral staircase.  I had to blink a couple of times to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.  It was certainly better than what I was used too.  The room was nearly as big as the house I grew up in, and it appeared that I had my own bathroom—I was used to sharing a half-bath with my sister and fighting over the mirror in the morning was a daily battle.

      “If you need anything, you can hit the red button on your telephone.”  John motioned to a phone that was sitting next to the bed.

      “Who does that call?”  I raised my eyebrows inquisitively.

      “Mr. Foster has an assistant named Lauren who takes care of everything.  If you need something, she’ll handle it.”  He nodded quickly.  “If you need to go somewhere, she’ll call me.”

      “Oh wow, okay.”  I blinked in surprise.

      John left me alone in my new bedroom, and I decided to start unpacking.  The walk-in closet was enormous, and I certainly didn’t have enough stuff to fill it.  I could have stacked all of the boxes that were on the way to Los Angeles in the back corner of the closet and still had room to do cartwheels.  There was a large dresser that looked more like a wardrobe.  All of the socks and underwear I owned would fit in one of the drawers.  I probably wouldn’t have needed more than two to hold all of the socks and underwear I had ever owned.  The bed was king sized and even bigger than the one in my mother’s bedroom.  I wondered if it was a California King.  They were supposed to be bigger than regular ones—and I was in California.

      I should take a few pictures and send them to my sister.  Lorrie is going to be so freaking jealous.

      I pulled out my phone, snapped a few panoramic shots, and then walked into the bathroom.  There was a large whirlpool tub that reminded me of a Jacuzzi, and two shower heads.  The sink was a large oval basin that I could have fit in if I curled up in a ball, and the mirror covered the entire wall behind it.  There were also lights on the side of the mirror, which—unfortunately, made me realize I had a couple of blackheads that needed to be handled.  I didn’t even notice them when I was getting ready that morning.  The mirror made the blackheads stand out so much that I dug into my purse and grabbed my makeup so I could add an extra layer to hide them until I had time to properly handle the problem.

      Now what?  I guess I could explore the rest of the house…

      I walked downstairs and started looking around.  The first room I came to appeared to be a library.  There was a large oak desk in the middle of the room and more books than I thought anyone could read in one lifetime.  I saw some pictures on the wall and walked over to get a better look.  I had to assume the guy that appeared in all of them was Greyson Foster.  He was—hot.  My sister remembered him a lot better than I did, and she mentioned that he was attractive, but that was an understatement.  He was standing next to a celebrity from movies or sports in almost every picture, and he looked like he was the star.

      He knows a lot of famous people…

      In the middle of all the celebrities was a picture of Mr. Foster with my father.  Seeing my father’s face was enough to make my eyes tear up.  I was only five years old when he passed away.  Most of the memories I had of him were stories that other people had told me.  I was so young when he passed that I didn’t have many of my own.  My father was a little older than Mr. Foster, but not by much.  My father just didn’t take good care of himself—and he had a few vices, although most people didn’t mention those when they talked about how great he was.  I missed him, even though I didn’t get a chance to really get to know him.

      “You must be Christina.”  A voice startled me, and I turned around to see the man in all of the photographs standing in the doorway of the library.

      Oh my god, is that a—British accent?  My mother mentioned that he was a Rugby star in England before he became a sports agent…

      “Hi!  Mr. Foster!”  I walked over and extended my hand.  “Most people call me Chrissy.”

      “Chrissy...”  He took my hand and shook it.  “Nobody calls me Mr. Foster.  Greyson—or hey, you—yeah you will work just fine.”

      Wow, every word he says sound like poetry—and he’s so much hotter in real life…

      “It’s nice to meet you—again.  I know I met you when I was younger, but I barely remember it.”  I looked up at him and for a second, I got lost in his mesmerizing brown eyes.

      “You’ve definitely changed a little bit since then…”  He narrowed his eyes.  “I’m guessing you don’t play with Barbie dolls anymore.”

      “No.”  I blushed and suppressed a grin.  “Thank you so much for letting me stay here.  I promise I won’t stay any longer than I have to—a couple of months at most.”

      Hopefully I can afford my own place by then if I find a job.

      “It’s no trouble at all.”  A slight smile formed behind his neatly trimmed beard—it was a darker shade of brown than his eyes with a little bit of gray along his chin.  “I have plenty of room and your father was like a brother to me.  You can stay as long as you like.”

      If I stare at that amazing smile too long, I might never want to leave…

      “I really appreciate it…”  I nodded and forced myself to look away.

      “Are you hungry?  I assume you haven’t eaten anything since Chicago?”  He turned and started walking down the hallway.

      “Now that you mention it…”  I followed behind him.

      Greyson walked into what appeared to be the living room.  It had a fireplace and the biggest television I had ever seen.  The couch was big enough to seat my extended family and looked like it was more comfortable than the bed I slept in at home.  There were several photographs on the wall in the living room as well, but most of them appeared to be pictures of his family.  It looked like Greyson had a couple of brothers that were younger but not quite as attractive as him—and a sister that was absolutely stunning.  If the picture of his father was any indication, then Greyson was going be even hotter once he had a little more gray in his beard and a few streaks in his hair.

      I’ve never really been attracted to an older man before, but Greyson is so freaking hot that I can’t stop staring…

      “Do you eat normal stuff, or should I ask my chef to start researching how to cook tofu?”  He tilted his head inquisitively.

      “I eat pretty much anything.”  I shrugged.  “Except—like, anchovies on my pizza.”

      “Okay, good.”  He chuckled under his breath.  “I don’t like those either.”

      Greyson picked up the phone and hit the red button at the bottom.  He asked his assistant to have some food delivered and even the word cheeseburger sounded sexy when he said it.  I thought he was going to have something delivered, based on the conversation, but instead—a chef showed up and started preparing our meal.  I wasn’t sure if he just appeared on command like John or if it was some sort of special service rich people could order.  A cheeseburger and fries in my world meant a trip to a fast food restaurant.  I would have been happy with that, but Greyson didn’t seem like the fast-food type.

      I doubt he maintains that incredible physique on a diet of cheeseburgers and fries. If he does, then I need to know his secret.

      “Let me give you the grand tour while our food is being prepared.”  Greyson walked towards the door and motioned for me to follow him.

      “Sounds good.”  I nodded.  “I only made it as far as the library—well, and my bedroom—which is awesome, by the way.”

      “Awesome enough for you to consider staying longer than a couple of months?”  He looked over his shoulder at me.

      “I just don’t want to impose…”  My words trailed off when he opened the door at the end of the hall, and I saw an enormous indoor pool.  “Wow!”

      “There’s a pool and a jacuzzi in here.”  He waved his hand for me to follow.  “A steam room over there…”

      “This is incredible…”  I stared in disbelief.

      “The indoor pool is heated.  The outdoor pool is not.”  He pointed to the window.

      “Two—two swimming pools?”  I walked over to the window and blinked in surprise.

      I definitely didn’t want to impose, but it was hard to imagine cramming myself into a small apartment when I had an offer to live with Greyson until I graduated from college.  The rest of the house was just as amazing.  There was an indoor gym complete with a basketball court, and the downstairs had a movie theater—like an actual movie theater with an IMAX screen and reclining chairs.  He even had a small room next to it with a popcorn machine and a soda fountain.  I wasn’t sure what he didn’t have.  I wouldn’t have been surprised if there was a freaking grocery store somewhere in his house.

      “Alright, the food should be ready.”  He started walking back towards the kitchen area.

      Greyson asked about my family once we sat down to eat—how my mother was doing and whether or not my sister’s boyfriend had finally proposed.  It seemed that he kept in contact with my mother regularly, even though she didn’t mention him much.  He told me a couple of stories about my father from when they were younger and worked together in Chicago.  I had never heard much about that side of my father’s life.  It was painful for my mother to talk about him, so I didn’t ask many questions.  Most of what I knew about the man who passed away long before his time came from my sister, who was old enough to remember him better than I could.

      “Something we need to discuss…”  Greyson leaned back once he was done with his meal.  “While you’re staying here, whether it’s for a few months or longer—I have a few rules.”

      Not surprising.  I’d have rules too if this was my house.

      “Of course.”  I nodded.  “This is your house and I’m just a guest.”

      “I don’t like having strangers here when I’m not home.”  He tilted his head slightly and smirked.  “So, no sneaking boys in while I’m at work.”

      “Oh gosh.”  I blushed and chuckled under my breath.  “I definitely won’t do that.”

      I didn’t have a boyfriend to sneak into my house when I was in high school, and I doubt that’s going to change just because I’m in a different state.

      “You’re going to be in college, and I remember how that is, but you need to be home at a reasonable hour.  If you decide to go out and have a drink or something, I won’t judge you, but please don’t drive.  John will pick you up—anytime, wherever you are.”  He folded his arms across his chest.  “Even if you’re not living here.”

      “I appreciate that.  That won’t be an issue though.  I don’t drink—and I don’t have a car…”  I shrugged slightly.

      “You’re welcome to use any of mine if you want.”  He pointed towards the wall.  “Except the Maserati.  That’s the one I drive.”

      “How many cars do you have?”  I looked where he was pointing and saw a rack with at least a dozen sets of keys.  “Oh wow!”

      “If you use one of my cars, please stay off your cell phone—no texting and driving.”  He tilted his head slightly.  “I mean that.  Your mother will kill me if something happens to you when I’m supposed to be looking after you.”

      “Yeah, no problem.”  I nodded quickly.  “Wait—looking after me?”

      “Of course.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not your babysitter, but you’re still a kid…”

      Ouch…

      “I mean…”  I looked down at the table for a moment.  “I’m eighteen.  I think I can manage on my own…”

      “Maybe, but you’re still my responsibility while you are living here.”  He slid his chair back and started to stand.

      “Are those all of the rules?”  I looked up at him, feeling slightly offended that he thought I was just some kid he had to look after.

      “The basics, yeah.”  He nodded.  “Just stay out of trouble.”

      “I don’t think that will be a problem.”  I looked away before he could see me roll my eyes.

      “Good to hear.  I’d hate to have to ground you or something.”  He chuckled and started walking towards the door.

      Great, so this is basically like high school—except I live in a mansion and I get to drive a fancy car if I want…
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      The next day

      “Lauren, what’s all this nonsense?  I’ve gotten two calls already this morning about Ricky?”  I walked into the lobby of my office and glared at my assistant.

      “Yes sir.”  She nodded quickly.  “Apparently he partied a little too hard last night and missed practice this morning.”

      “Bloody hell…”  I growled under my breath.  “Send someone to his house to get his ass in gear.”

      “Yes sir.”  Lauren reached for the phone.

      Ricky Bonds was my biggest client and the one who brought in the most money.  He was the quarterback for the Los Angeles Bashers, and he was supposed to be on the field practicing with the rest of the football team—not sleeping off a fucking hangover.  Luckily, he was too good for the team to let him go, but Coach Thornton’s patience was wearing thin.  Ricky wasn’t going to lead the team to their second Super Bowl appearance if he didn’t show up for practice—and he should have been there early considering that he fumbled the ball the last time he touched it, which cost his team the game.

      A few more plays like that and they won’t care how good he is—he’ll be riding the fucking bench.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One hour later

      

      

      “He’s on his way to practice.”  Lauren walked to the doorway of my office and peeked her head in.

      “Good.”  I leaned back in my chair.  “Any other issues we need to deal with?”

      “No, but you’ve got a few meetings this afternoon.”  She held up the tablet that was always in her left hand.  “Nothing major, just routine stuff.”

      “That’s fine.”  I turned towards my computer.

      “Oh, how are things going with your new roommate?”  Lauren lowered her tablet and chuckled.  “I still can’t believe you let an eighteen-year-old girl invade your Fortress of Solitude.”

      “No problems so far.”  I shrugged.  “She moved in yesterday.  The rest of her stuff arrives tomorrow.  I guess she’s doing—whatever kids her age do.  Studying for school or doing homework.”

      “I doubt that.”  Lauren grinned.  “Classes haven’t even started yet.  I bet she’s already broken something or found out where you hide the key to the liquor cabinet—she probably found that the minute you left this morning.”

      “It’s—not locked.”  I raised my eyebrows slightly.  “Nah, her mother said she’s a good kid.  I don’t think I have anything to worry about.”

      “Oh boy…”  Lauren looked down and started laughing.  “You’re in so much trouble.”

      “Don’t you have some work to do?”  I narrowed my eyes and growled under my breath.

      “Yes sir.”  She turned and walked back to her desk, but I could still hear her laughing.

      I really hope she isn’t right.

      I was more than happy to help when I got the call from Chrissy’s mother.  I really didn’t even think twice about it.  Chrissy’s father, Samuel Banks, was my mentor and my best friend when he was alive.  Truthfully, he was the only real friend I ever had, and I would have done anything to help his family.  I had offered multiple times over the years, but Candice Banks was a proud woman.  She refused to take a handout, even when she needed it.  She even returned the money I tried to send her anonymously—I guess she knew I was the only one who would have sent it.  Being able to finally help was enough for me to open the doors to my Fortress of Solitude, as Lauren put it.  I could handle an eighteen-year-old girl—surely.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day

      I tried to reassure myself that everything was going to be fine when I got home, but Lauren’s warning stuck with me, so I decided to leave the office after my last meeting was done.  I was a little concerned that Chrissy hadn’t hit the red button at all during the day.  I figured she would at least ask for some lunch.  There was a chance she decided to drive into town to pick up something, but that meant she was using one of my cars—which, also filled me with worry.  It would be easier just to make sure the house was still standing, the cars didn’t have any dents, and Chrissy wasn’t passed out on the couch with an empty bottle of liquor beside her.

      Damn it, Lauren.  I convinced myself this wasn’t a big deal and now my head is going crazy with every worst-case scenario possible.

      “Chrissy, are you here?”  I walked through the front door and closed it behind me.

      There was no response, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t somewhere in the house.  I checked the garage and saw the cars were all there.  The security panel indicated that the garage had stayed closed between the time I left and when I came home.  I checked the kitchen and saw a few breadcrumbs on the counter.  That solved the lunch mystery.  She must have made something for herself—and left a mess.  I wiped them off and walked into the living room.  No sign of her—and the liquor cabinet looked like it hadn’t been disturbed—not that I would have really noticed since I didn’t drink much.

      What would I be doing if I was her—ah, the pool perhaps?

      I decided to check the pool before I went to the room with the security cameras.  If she was in the house, that would have been the quickest way to find her, but my initial instinct was right.  She was doing laps in the indoor pool.  I was going to just leave her there, but she spotted me before I had a chance.  She quickly swam to the edge of the pool and started to climb out.  My eyes—well, they nearly bulged out of my head.  Chrissy might have been an eighteen-year-old girl, but there was nothing teenage about that body.  She was pretty—I obviously noticed that when she arrived, but there was a big difference between noticing she was a cute girl in a t-shirt and jeans—and realizing she was fucking gorgeous in nothing but a bikini.

      Okay, mind out of the gutter.  That’s Sam’s kid.

      “Hey!”  She grabbed a towel—and thankfully covered up the breasts that were almost impossible to look away from.  “I didn’t think you would be home this early.”

      “It was a slow day.”  I shrugged and walked down to the concrete that surrounded the pool.  “I see that you’ve made yourself at home.”

      “Yeah, I’ve never been in a heated pool before.”  She started to dry off her arms.  “It’s incredible!”

      “Honestly, right now?  The one out there is probably just as warm.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “It rarely gets cold in California.”

      “Where I’m from?”  She raised both eyebrows.  “It’s cold in the summer—well, windy.”

      “Yeah, I remember.”  I smiled and nodded.  “That’s one thing about Chicago and London that I definitely don’t miss.”

      “I could definitely get used to this weather…”  Chrissy turned and started drying off her legs—giving me a perfect view of her heart shaped ass in the process.

      Yep, I should turn around and leave—I shouldn’t stare—fuck!

      I didn’t turn around.  I watched as she bent down to dry her legs—watched as her bikini slid towards the crevice of her ass and left little to the imagination.  She was no kid.  My cock started to stiffen in my pants and I still kept staring.  I finally broke my gaze and just looked towards the pool.  I could still see her out of the corner of my eyes, but at least I wasn’t looking at her like some kind of pervert when she turned around.  I reminded myself that she was Sam’s daughter over-and-over, but it was really hard to tell myself that the beautiful woman in front of me was the same little pigtailed kid I saw a couple of times before I moved to Los Angeles.  She was all grown up, that was for damn sure.

      “I need to swing by the college tomorrow and pick up some stuff.  Are you still cool with me borrowing one of your cars?”  She wrapped the towel around her body and started walking towards the door.

      “Yeah—of course.”  I nodded quickly.  “You could always have John drive you if you want.”

      “I think…”  She turned back towards me and bit down on her bottom lip.  “I kind of want to drive the Porsche.”

      “Then consider it yours while you’re here.”  I walked ahead of her and held the door open.  “Unless you just want to drive a different car every day of the week…”

      “Except the Maserati, right?”  She gave me a quick wink.

      “Right…”  I nodded and followed her into the hallway that led back to the main part of the house.

      I made arrangements for dinner and was relieved when she walked downstairs to eat in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.  That—kept me from staring at least.  Unfortunately, seeing her gorgeous curves opened a door in my head that I couldn’t close.  I started noticing how her sky-blue eyes shimmered when she laughed—how her lips were perfectly pouty, which made me think about how good they would feel if they were pressed against mine—or wrapped around something else.  I felt like I was losing my mind.  She didn’t just open a door in my head—she was snuggled up on the couch in my mind and ready to put her feet up.  I had to get her out of my mind, and the best way to do that—was with a drink.

      “Hey, that theater downstairs…”  Chrissy walked into the living room as I was pouring some Scotch into a highball glass.

      “Yeah?”  I looked over at her.

      “Does it have Netflix?”  She raised her eyebrows inquisitively.

      “Um, no…”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I don’t have much time for television.  I could probably set it up, if you want, but I’m pretty sure there’s an app on the television over there though.”

      “Ah okay.  I don’t get to go to the movies much, so Netflix is about all I have.”  She picked up the remote.  “Do you mind if I watch something?”

      “There’s nothing at the theater right now that you want to see?  No good movies out?”  I lifted my glass and took a sip.

      There we go.  The alcohol will get my head screwed on straight.

      “There might be…”  She shrugged.  “But I don’t really want to go to the movies.  I just thought it would be fun to watch my shows on the big screen.”

      “No, I mean—if the theater has it, so do I.”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “What?  How?”  She blinked in surprise.

      “Think of it like…”  I raised an eyebrow as I pondered how to describe it.  “Netflix for those who know the right people.”

      “Okay, well—then yeah.  I’d much rather watch something down there!”  She smiled and nodded.

      We went down to the theater and Chrissy decided that she wanted to watch a horror movie that had just been released.  It wasn’t my favorite genre—but I didn’t care.  I fired up the popcorn machine and made a batch.  It really didn’t go with Scotch, so I just let her fix what she wanted.  Everything in the theater was controlled with a remote, so I set up the movie, got the lights dimmed properly, and walked over to take my seat.

      “This is—kind of like a date.”  She giggled slightly, but then her eyes opened wide.  “I mean, not that we’re on a date.”

      “We’re definitely not on a date.”  I exhaled sharply.

      At least if we’re watching a horror movie I’ll be so busy rolling my eyes at the plot holes to look at her—plus it’s dark.

      I’m not sure why Chrissy chose a horror movie.  She nearly threw her popcorn when the first jump-scare scene hit.  I saw it coming a mile away.  The movie was some sort of slasher film with a villain that could appear and disappear without explanation, despite being a normal guy with no sort of supernatural power.  Chrissy didn’t seem to be bothered by the parts that didn’t make sense.  She grabbed my arm a few times and once, she even dug her nails in—which made me laugh under my breath.  I finished my Scotch long before the final scene was over, and it was wearing off when the credits rolled.

      “That was so good!”  Chrissy turned towards me once I hit the button to slowly illuminate the room.

      “Was it…”  I shrugged slightly.

      “You don’t like horror movies do you?”  She narrowed her eyes at me.

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “You could have told me…”  She gave me a slight nudge with her hand.  “We could have watched something you like.”

      “It’s really not a big deal.”  I leaned forward and started to stand.  “I like sports movies.”

      “You like movies about your job?”  She stood up and laughed.  “I bet your favorite movie is Jerry Maguire…”

      “No, that was your father’s favorite movie.”  I turned towards her.  “My favorite movie is Rudy.”

      “That was—Dad’s favorite movie?”  She started to blink several times, and I saw a hint of tears.  “Mom never told me that…”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bring up something that would upset you.”  I immediately felt shitty—I had processed losing my best friend, but it was much different for a child to lose their father.

      “No, it doesn’t bother me.  I like hearing things like that…”  She looked down and I saw her swallow hard.

      “Your father was a great man.”  I felt a strong urge to hug her, not because of attraction, but because it looked like she needed one.

      “I wish I would have known him…”  She exhaled sharply.

      “I’ll tell you anything you want to know—well, almost anything.”  I offered a hug and she stepped into my arms.  “There are a few things I might have to sanitize—for young ears.”

      “Ugh, there you go with that kid crap again.”  She leaned against my shoulder and laughed slightly before a sob took it away.

      She cried a little bit while I hugged her.  I didn’t mind.  I understood why.  It was a tough situation all around.  When she finally broke from my embrace, we went back upstairs and sat down in the living room.  I spent a couple of hours telling her stories about the man I remembered—the good parts at least.  I left out the time I saw him snort so much cocaine I had to drive him to the hospital because I thought he was going to overdose and the time I had to stop him from dishonoring his marriage because he was so drunk that he was actually tempted to do more than look.  Chrissy didn’t need to hear any of that.  She just needed to hear about the man who cried the day she was born—the man who made me swear to look after his family if anything ever happened to him.

      And that’s a damn good reminder that I can’t give in to any sort of temptation.  Chrissy is his little girl.  It doesn’t matter if she’s all grown up now…

      I stayed up later than I normally did, but it felt good to talk about Sam.  We met after I graduated from college and moved to Chicago.  I was looking for a fresh start, and while my Rugby career was short, I still got recognized pretty often in London.  Sam and I originally bonded over the fact that we both went to USC, which was a big part of why he pushed the agency he worked for to hire me.  He hadn’t been there long himself, but he had five years of experience—and I was a sponge that wanted to soak up everything he could teach me.

      I had a lot of guilt left behind when his vices finally devoured his soul.  I left Chicago, and in a way, I felt like I abandoned him.  I just—couldn’t watch the downward spiral, and I was starting to pick up a few of his vices myself.  The most important thing he ever taught me was that I didn’t want to end up like him, even if he was a great man before he took his first hit in the morning.

      “Okay…”  Chrissy wiped her eyes.  “I guess I should go to bed.”

      “Yeah, me too.”  I nodded and started to stand.

      I didn’t offer the second hug, but I wrapped my arms around her when she walked up to me.  The door in my head was closing.  I was starting to see that the girl in my arms was just that—a girl that was much too young for me, despite her generous curves.  I just had to keep reminding myself that she was Sam’s daughter, and that touching her would be the ultimate betrayal of his memory.  I couldn’t do that.  He was too good of a friend—never asked anything of me except one thing—to take care of his family if anything happened to him.  I had done my best to uphold the request, and I would have done a lot more of Chrissy’s mother would have let me.

      I watched as Chrissy went upstairs to her bedroom and decided to fix one more drink before I retired for the evening.  I was exhausted enough to fall asleep, but I didn’t want to go to sleep thinking about Sam.  That would just make me toss and turn all night.  I had enough of those nights after he passed away when the guilt really took root in my heart.  I didn’t think I could have actually saved him if I was there, because I tried that before I left, but it didn’t stop me from wondering if I could have done more.

      I’ll try to make up for that by keeping my hands off his daughter, because I’m way too fucking tempted, despite knowing that I shouldn’t even think about it.
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      The next day

      Greyson was gone when I woke up the next morning.  I showered and fixed some cereal before heading over to my future alma mater.  I could have done most of the paperwork online, but I was eager to see more of the campus.  I didn’t get to see much when I took my tour and I wasn’t even sure I would be accepted at that point.  It still hadn’t fully sunk in that I was going to be a student at the University of Southern California.  I was going to be walking the same halls that my father did—possibly even attending classes with some of the same professors.  My mother wasn’t thrilled that I wanted to follow in my father’s footsteps and get into Sports Management, but she didn’t want to hold me back from my dreams.

      I wasn’t really interested in managing clients or representing them like my father did.  I wanted to be involved in the Event Marketing side of the industry.  It was going to take me an extra year to complete a program in Event Marketing and Sports Management, but I was pretty sure that it would give me an edge over the competition when I started looking for a job.  There was definitely a market though—I just hoped there still was in five years.  I’d never live in a mansion like Greyson, but I would have an income that let me live comfortably.

      I completed the necessary paperwork, explored the campus a little bit, and was on my way back to the car when my phone lit up with a message from my sister.

      Lorrie:  How is it going?  Did you make it to the campus yet?

      Chrissy:  Yep!  I’m just about to head back to Greyson’s house.  Hold on, I gotta take a picture of the car I’m driving.  You’re never going to believe this!

      Lorrie:  Is that a Porsche!?!

      Chrissy:  Greyson let me borrow it…

      Lorrie:  Holy shit!  Be careful!

      Chrissy:  I will!

      Lorrie and I traded a few more messages and then I put my phone away before I cranked up the car.  It was a beautiful day—well, to me at least.  It was probably a normal day for people in California.  I decided to do a little window shopping downtown and take the long way back.  The car definitely had some horsepower.  A quick press on the accelerator put me well over the speed limit.  I decided not to push my luck.  The last thing I needed was a speeding ticket.  Downtown was nice, but I didn’t have any money to spend.  I stared at stuff I would never be able to afford for a little bit, and then headed back to Greyson’s house.  I had started to turn into the driveway when my phone buzzed.  I dug it out of my purse and saw another message from Lorrie.

      Lorrie:  Mom wants you to call tonight if you can.

      Chrissy:  Is everything okay?

      Lorrie:  Yeah, she just misses you.  I’m trying to convince her to get a cell phone so she can text—but you know how much she hates technology.

      Chrissy:  That’s an understatement.  Okay, I’ll call tonight.

      I let the car slowly roll into the driveway as I was texting with Lorrie.  I hit the button to open the garage and kept rolling forward.  A second later, something caught my attention and I looked up to see Greyson directly in front of me.  I panicked and hit the brakes, which caused me to drop my cell phone.  I didn’t even get to grab it from the floorboard before Greyson walked around to the driver’s side and opened the door.

      “I thought we discussed this—no texting and driving.”  He glared at me with a look of disappointment on his face.

      “Sorry, I swear I didn’t while I was on the road!”  I grabbed my cell phone and shoved it into my purse.  “Just in the driveway…”

      “Let me see your phone.”  He motioned to me.

      “What?  Why?”  I looked at him on confusion.

      “I won’t read your messages. I just want to look at the time stamp.”  He motioned towards me again.

      Wow, he’s serious about this…

      “See, look.”  I pulled out my cell phone and showed it to him.  “I literally just started texting her.  The other ones are from when I was at school—before I even cranked up the car.”

      “Okay.”  He nodded and pointed to the garage.  “Go ahead and park the car—try not to hit anything in the process.”

      I felt a twinge of guilt, but I was also a little disappointed that he didn’t trust me.  I hadn’t really earned it, and he did literally catch me texting while I was behind the wheel of his Porsche, so I tried to let go of my initial thoughts.  Greyson was already inside the house when I parked the car, and for some reason—I had a strange feeling of dread when I walked through the door.  It was the same kind of feeling I used to have when I disappointed my mother or got in trouble at school.  I didn’t like that feeling, and I definitely didn’t like the stare I got from Greyson when I walked into the living room.

      He looks hot-as-sin, even when he’s looking at me like I’m some sort of disappointment.

      “Sit down.”  Greyson motioned to the couch and his words were a command—not his request.

      “Okay.”  I swallowed a lump that tried to form in my throat as I took a seat.

      “You’ve lost your car privileges for one week.”  He leveled his gaze on me.  “John will drive you anywhere you need to go, but I want you to know that I meant what I said about texting and driving.”

      “Seriously?”  I blinked in surprise.  “I really wasn’t texting and driving!  I was just in the driveway!”

      “I believe you and your messages confirm that, but I need to be sure that you understand how serious I am about this.  I lost one of my clients because they couldn’t keep their hands off of their phone while they were driving.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “He wrapped his car around a telephone pole because he had to swerve when a kid ran out in front of him.”

      “Oh god…”  I looked down and exhaled sharply.  “I’m sorry—I didn’t know that.”

      “There are rules and I really need you to follow them.  I’m not your father, but I have to look after you while you’re staying with me.”  He raised his shoulders slowly and shrugged.  “I’m not trying to be an asshole.”

      “No, I get it.”  I nodded in understanding.  “I won’t drive for a week and after that, my phone will stay in my purse until the car is turned off.”

      “Good.  I’ll give you another chance in a week, but there won’t be another one after that.”  He leaned towards me.  “I’m sure you don’t want to have to call John every time you want to go somewhere.”

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “It’s nice to have that option, but I don’t want to rely on him for everything.”

      If I had my own place, I could take public transportation, but there are no bus routes out here…

      The line had been firmly slashed in the concrete.  Greyson was hot—so much so that he was practically smoldering, but he was not just some guy that I was living with.  I was his responsibility and he intended to take it seriously.  I didn’t want him to regret letting me stay at his house—and I certainly didn’t want to be a disappointment.  I was a good kid growing up.  I rarely got in trouble.  I could count the number of times my mother had to sit me down for a talking-to on one hand and the number of times I had gotten in trouble in school on the other.  Fearing the guild that would come afterward was enough to keep me on the right path most of the time.  I wondered if my father would have the same look on his face that Greyson had—if he had lived long enough for me to ever get in trouble.
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      Later that evening

      I ate dinner with Greyson just like I had the previous night, but I felt like there was a rift between us.  I really enjoyed our fake-date downstairs in the movie theater—I loved hearing the stories he told about my father.  I wasn’t foolish enough to think a guy like Greyson would ever look at me and see someone that he could become romantically attached to, but that didn’t stop me from developing a crush overnight.  It was a weird crush.  I knew he was old enough to be my father—yet, it didn’t really register the same way.  It was just—different.  I saw both sides of it at the same time.  He was a guy who was ridiculously hot, with a British accent that made me want to swoon, yet I was still his responsibility.

      I guess I’ve got a few unresolved Daddy issues, but I’ve always known that—I just didn’t expect them to manifest like this…

      “Are you going to bed early tonight?”  Greyson walked up to my door and peeked into my room.

      “Yeah, probably so.”  I nodded.  “I have to call my mother before I do, but I think I’m going to go to bed after that.”

      “I hope you’re not upset with me.”  He took a step into my room.  “We can still hang out.  We can even watch a movie downstairs after you call your mother if you want.”

      “I don’t think I want to do that tonight.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’m not upset with you.  I’m just disappointed with myself…”

      “Hey, look at like this—you didn’t get grounded.”  He smirked and shrugged.

      “I doubt being confined to this house would be much of a punishment…”  I looked around and finally cracked a half-smile.

      At least he’s joking about it…

      “True.”  He chuckled under his breath.  “I guess the other alternative would be what?  A spanking?”

      “Ha!”  I looked up at him and grinned.  “I don’t think people do that anymore.”

      “I’m pretty sure they do.  At least where I’m from—although they don’t really let them use the cane in England like they did when I was younger.”  He tilted his head slightly and narrowed his eyes.  “If you text and drive again, I might have to break out the old-fashioned method of dealing with that kind of behavior.”

      I think he’s still joking around—I mean, I hope he’s joking…

      “I don’t know, I think I might be faster than you.”  I bit down on my lip and giggled.

      “Did you forget that I used to play Rugby?”  His tone was jovial but slightly threatening.

      “Yeah, but didn’t you retire during your first year as a pro because of a knee injury?”  I looked down at his leg.

      “I can still move on it pretty good.”  He took a step towards me.  “Want to test it?”

      “Hey, we were just messing around!”  I hopped up when he reached out to grab my arm, but I couldn’t stop laughing.

      “Were we?”  He playfully lunged towards me and caught my wrist.

      “Okay, you can still move pretty good—for an old guy.”  I rolled my eyes and continued giggling.

      “That’s gonna cost you.  Turn around.”  He motioned with the hand that wasn’t holding my wrist.

      “Wait, you’re not serious!”  I pulled against his grasp.

      “Turn around and take your punishment like a good girl—if I have to drag you over to the bed, I might be tempted to give you more than one.”  He tried to put a serious expression on his face, but I could still see his smile hiding behind his beard.

      “Okay, fine.”  I turned around.  “Just one…”

      SMACK!

      “There, now you’ve been properly punished.”  He let go of my wrist.

      “So, I get my driving privileges back?”  I cocked my head and grinned.

      “What?  No.”  He shook his head back and forth quickly.  “That was just for calling me old.”

      “Oh…”  I looked down at the floor for a moment.  “How many to get the keys to the Porsche?”

      “Seriously?”  He raised his eyebrows.  “You want me to spank you instead of taking away your car keys for a week?”

      “No.”  I raised my head and smiled.  “I was just messing around.  I don’t want you to really spank me.”

      “Well, now I know what to do the next time you misbehave.”  He winked at me and walked towards the door.

      I’m not sure if he was joking about that—or if he was serious…
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      The next day

      I woke up the next morning with a little bit of sweat on my brow—and I knew why.  I had a rather vivid dream.  Greyson was upset with me over something, and he was chasing me around the house like the guy in the horror movie we watched.  I wasn’t going to get killed if he caught me though—I was going to get spanked.  It was a weird dream, to say the least, but when I shifted to the edge of the bed, I realized that my panties were wet.  My forehead might have been damp from sweat, but that wasn’t why my panties were soaked all the way through.

      Daddy issues galore—now I’m getting turned on by the thought of him spanking me.

      I went to the bathroom and decided to take a bath instead of a shower.  I didn’t have anywhere to be, and it wasn’t like I could take the Porsche out for a spin.  I filled the tub with soapy water and climbed into it.  It really did feel amazing.  The tub we had at my house in Chicago wasn’t one that you could really take a bath in.  It wasn’t dirty, it was just old, and the stopper didn’t hold the water in very well.  It also didn’t have jets—which I turned on as soon as I was submerged.  They felt really good against my back, and I laid there for several minutes before finally shifting—which caused one of the jets to shoot a stream of water right between my legs.

      “Oh wow…”  I swallowed hard and looked around like I had just been caught doing something really dirty.

      I was alone—and the jet really did feel good when it sprayed my pussy—especially after the dream I had.  I shifted until I found the right spot and smiled when it started to send pleasure through my veins.  I didn’t get to masturbate much at home.  I shared a room with my sister, who was planning to live there until her boyfriend finally did pop the question.  I had the freedom to do that in Greyson’s house—in the privacy of my own room at least.

      I guess it won’t hurt anything.  Maybe it’ll get my mind off Greyson.

      That was a foolish thought, because when I slid my fingers down to my clit, he was the only thing I started thinking of.  My inexperience probably played a big part in that.  I was still a virgin—and no guy had even tried to take my cherry.  I had crushes and went on a few dates, including the major events in high school like Homecoming and Prom, but there was no real spark with any of those guys.  Greyson was just—different.  He brought something to life inside of me that I had never really felt before.  I would never have him—I wouldn’t even know how to try to make a move if I thought he was interested.

      A fantasy is all I have, so I might as well enjoy it.

      I imagined myself with Greyson—I imagined letting him catch me like he tried to do in my dream.  Would he spank me, or did he have another reason for wanting to pull my panties down?  Both options excited me.  I didn’t want to be punished; I just wanted the playfulness I got the previous night.  I’d call him old again if that’s what it took.

      My fingers massaged my clit while the water teased me.  The combination was incredible.  I imagined Greyson’s hands on my body—his lips against my skin—and then I felt a pressure start to build up inside me.  It was going to be a big one.  It had been weeks since I made myself cum.  I rubbed my clit a little faster once the pressure started to build.  It felt so good that I didn’t want it to end, but I needed the release.  The pressure peaked along with the pleasure and then my body started to shake.  I suppressed my moans.  I was pretty sure I was alone in the house, but I didn’t want to risk it.

      Oh god, that feels so good!

      My orgasm made my pussy spasm, which felt a little odd with the water spraying it, but it was still pleasurable.  Once it was over, I kept my eyes closed and enjoyed the jets, but I shifted so that it wasn’t hitting me in the spot that made me cum.  I let the afterglow mix with the warm water for about twenty minutes before I finally finished my bath and rinsed off with the shower.  The evidence of my trip to paradise was washed away and I felt oddly refreshed.  The edge had been taken off, which was exactly what I needed.

      Now I have to find something to do until Greyson gets home…  At least the rest of my stuff will arrive today.  I’ll have some more boxes to unpack.
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      “Lauren, did Ricky make it to practice today?”  I peeked my head out of my office.  “I just got a news alert—someone posted an article about him.”

      “I saw it.  If you would read your email, you’d see that I already sent you a synopsis.”  She turned towards me and raised her eyebrows.  “It’s nothing—just a fluff piece about the next game.”

      “Okay, good.”  I nodded quickly.  “Anything from the other clients?  I swear, Ricky is the only one that we ever hear anything about.”

      “That’s because he’s the superstar.”  Lauren chuckled.  “None of your other clients are needy.”

      “At least we have Ricky so that we don’t get bored.”  I exhaled sharply.  “Meetings this afternoon?”

      “Again, check your email.”  Lauren rolled her eyes.  “You have one at noon and then you’re all done.”

      “Perfect, I might head home early.”  I leaned against the door frame.  “Do you think you can hold down the fort?”

      “I always do.”  She nodded quickly.  “Are you not able to leave your new roommate alone for a full day?”

      “Nah, that’s not it.  The rest of her stuff is being delivered today, so she might need some help lugging it all upstairs.”  I shrugged slightly.

      “I’m sure John would be happy to help, or you could just hire someone.  I can take care of that if you want.”  She tilted her head inquisitively.

      “I think I can handle it.”  I looked down at my leg.  “Even with my knee…”

      “At least you won’t have to worry about leaving her there alone next week.  Classes start Monday.”  Lauren leaned over and looked at her calendar.  “She won’t be out of school until around two…”

      “You wrote down her schedule?”  I smirked and nodded.  “Of course you did, you’re the best.”

      “Remember that when it’s time for my annual review.”  Lauren turned back towards her computer.

      You already make more than anyone else in your position—but, I’ll still give you a big one, because I would never be able to manage this place with you.

      I spent the rest of the day going through my emails—I really did need to be better at keeping up with them.  Lauren filtered all of the stuff I didn’t need to read, but there was plenty that needed my attention.  The main thing I was interested in was stars that were going to be needing an agent soon, and promising prospects coming out of high school.  It would be nice to land the next Tom Brady or Ricky Bonds—I just needed to get to them first.  I groaned when I realized that I had a black-tie dinner coming up.  I didn’t like those.  They were fun when I first came to Los Angeles because I got to meet lots of celebrities, but then I realized they were just regular people—and most of them were pretty boring.  The ones that weren’t were into things I didn’t have any interest in—like staying out all night and doing lots of drugs.

      My meeting wasn’t very interesting at all, but my attendance was required.  Thankfully, it was just a teleconference.  The meeting was with a shoe company that was pitching a deal for one of my clients that was never going to be a superstar.  That’s why he was getting a pitch from a shoe company I had never heard of instead of Nike.  Either way, it was the first endorsement deal he had ever been offered, and we were going to sign the paperwork, even if the deal was trash.  He needed the extra money, and I got a commission.  If it was a bigger company, I would have negotiated for a better price—but then again, if it was a bigger company, they would have chosen someone else to wear their shoes.  Two hours later, he was officially the face of Slick Kicks USA—whoever the fuck they were.

      “Alright, I’m heading home.”  I walked out of my office and closed the door.  “Anyone press the red button while I was in my meeting?”

      “No.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I can check the security footage if you really want me to see what she’s up to.”

      “Nah, that’s okay.”  I waved her off.  “Don’t watch me while I shower—stalker.”

      “I only check them when you tell me to.  I’m the best, remember?”  She chuckled as I walked towards the elevator.

      I knew Lauren was telling the truth.  I believed in trusting people, but I had a level of paranoia that I never really let go of—so of course, I checked the logs periodically to see if anyone had been looking at my security cameras.  My paranoia was part of what drove my last serious girlfriend away—she said I was too possessive.  I had been in a bit of a dry spell since then, because I really did love her—I just didn’t know how to turn off the core of who I was.  Maybe the paranoia was going to be useful for something since I had an eighteen-year-old girl living with me that didn’t even know how to drive my car one time without breaking the rules I laid out for her.

      Maybe I need to start checking the security footage to see what she does all day when I’m away…  No, that is probably crossing a line, even if it is my house.  I did deactivate the one by her bedroom—right?  Fuck… I need to do that as soon as I get home.

      I went into the room where the security cameras were and deactivated the one that was outside of her bedroom.  It was something I had told myself to do before she moved in, but it completely slipped my mind.  Once I made it to the main part of the house, I saw a stack of boxes near the living room.  I assumed the thud I heard was one being dropped on the floor in her bedroom.  I leaned down to pick up a box and Chrissy came walking down the stairs with a little bit of sweat on her brow and her hair tied up on a ponytail.

      “Ah, you’re home—really early.”  She smiled as she continued walking towards me.

      “Yeah, another slow day.”  I started up the stairs with the box and grimaced when my knee protested.

      “You have a lot of those.  Should I be concerned that we’re going to be homeless soon?”  She chuckled and grabbed a box.

      “Nah, most of my clients are self-sufficient.  I could probably work from home if I really wanted to.”  I turned the corner and put the box down next to the others.

      Damn, I need an elevator in this place…

      We slowly moved all of Chrissy’s stuff upstairs and I left to make arrangements for dinner while she unpacked.  It was still early, but if I gave the chef a little notice, he could fix something that was a little nicer than burgers and fries.  My knee was definitely noticing that I had been up and down the stairs a few times, but I gave it one more push so I could go back up and help Chrissy unpack.  She was bent over a box when I made it to the top of the stairs, and while I normally kept my thoughts to myself when she walked by me in a pair of jeans—they were stretched tight across her perfectly shaped ass.

      Damn it, one step forward—two steps back.

      The door in my head refused to let me shut it entirely, even when I wanted to just bolt it shut.  I was torn—so fucking torn.  I liked her and there was simply no way to ignore that.  She was a bit immature, but that wasn’t as much of a problem as it would have been normally.  I had this inner desire to embrace that and protect her—while simultaneously wanting to give her one quick smack on the back of those jeans.  I resisted the urge.  I was already kind of regretting the fact I gave her one the night before, even though it was just playful.  Doing it again would probably not be so well received—especially if it was spontaneous.

      “Did you pack everything you owned?”  I looked down at the box.

      “No.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “My grandparents always bought me clothes for Christmas—since we really couldn’t afford them otherwise, so that’s what most of it is.  Thankfully, I can still fit in the same t-shirts I wore a couple of years ago.”

      Yeah, those are bit tighter than you realize, but they do fit.

      “Are you sure that’s all you brought?”  I bent down and pushed open one of the flaps to the box in front of me.  “This one looks like it’s full of school newspapers.”

      “Oh crap…”  She looked down at the box.  “I thought I left that one in the closet.  I was just hanging onto all of that for my Memory Box—whenever I get one.”

      “Not just newspapers.”  I shuffled them to the side.  “Looks like a few term papers—tests—report cards too.”

      “Yeah, don’t look at those.”  She shook her head back and forth.

      “Why is that?  You must have made good grades if you got a scholarship to USC.”  I pushed the box towards the closet.

      “Not the best—otherwise I would have gotten a full ride that included a dorm room.”  She shrugged.

      We got all of her stuff situated while the chef prepared our dinner.  I hoped she liked steak, because that was the main course.  Luckily, when we got downstairs, she seemed excited.  We ate our food and then spent some time in the living room before she decided that she wanted to watch a movie in the theater.  I let her choose what we watched, and I was glad that she chose something besides a horror movie—until I realized it was a romantic comedy.  I would have preferred jump-scares over two hours of people constantly fucking up before they finally got their happily ever after.  There were a few funny parts though, and the plot wasn’t completely ridiculous—except for that part where they solved all of their problems in the last fifteen minutes.

      “My last Friday night before college starts…”  She looked over at me as the credits rolled and the lights came on.

      “Yep.”  I looked over at her.  “Starting next week, you’ll have your nose in a book every night.”

      “I don’t know about that.”  She raised her eyebrows and smiled.  “I have to get the full college experience—that requires me to party more than I study.”

      “As long as you are home at a decent hour.”  I gave her a slight nod.

      “Yeah, I remember the rules…”  She sighed and laughed.

      “Do you?  I seem to remember you forgetting one of them already…”  I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes.

      “Yeah—don’t text and drive.”  She nodded.  “And don’t call you old.”

      “Honestly?  After carrying all those boxes upstairs, you might actually be able to outrun me this time.”  I looked down at my knee.  “I might need to hop in the Jacuzzi before bed.”

      “Oh really…”  She shifted to the edge of her seat and stood.  “So, I can call you old and get away with it?”

      “Don’t push your luck,”  I growled under my breath.  “Adrenaline might kick in.”

      “I don’t know—I kind of like pushing my luck.”  She took a step back.  “Old man…”

      Chrissy took off towards the stairs and I had no choice but to go after her.  I had no idea what I was going to do if I actually managed to catch up.  I already had a bit of regret over making her turn around for one smack—but she challenged me, and she knew what was going to happen if I did catch her.  My thoughts were spinning a little bit as I started up the stairs.  Did she actually—want me to do it?  I had been fighting my own temptations so much that I never paused to see if she was sending me the same signals—but the more I thought about it, the more I started to question if they were right in front of me the whole time.

      This is going to get really complicated if I’m fighting to control myself and she’s hoping I don’t…

      “Yeah, you’re too slow—old man.”  She giggled as I got to the top of the stairs and darted around the corner.

      I saw where she was going—and I knew my house better than she did.  I might have been slower than normal, but I could take a shortcut.  I went through the living room, around the back side of the library, and before she could reach the stairs that led to her bedroom, I was in front of her.  She was looking over her shoulder, ducking and trying to figure out where I was.  She almost ran into me before she finally turned around.

      “Oh crap!  Wait, where did you come from?”  She blinked in surprise.

      “I took the shortcut.”  I motioned towards the door beside me.

      “That’s cheating…”  She tilted her head and folded her arms across her chest.

      “Not my fault you took the long way.”  I shrugged.  “So, what were you saying about me being an old man?”

      “Okay, fine…”  She sighed and turned around.  “I guess I deserve this one.”

      “You think you’re just getting one?”  I reached out and grabbed her arm.  “The penalty gets worse every time—you obviously didn’t learn your lesson the last time you were in this position.”

      I shouldn’t do this—I definitely shouldn’t do this.

      “Get it over with…” She bent over enough to make her jeans stretch across her ass.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow!  Those were harder than last night.”  She rubbed her ass after the last one landed.

      “Maybe you learned your lesson this time…”  I chuckled under my breath.  “Okay, I’m going to get changed and try to soak my knee in the Jacuzzi.  Chasing after you just made it worse…”

      “Okay.”  She nodded and rubbed her ass one more time before walking up the stairs to her bedroom.

      I needed a drink, not just because of the thought tumbling around in my head, but also because it would help with my knee.  It rarely bothered me unless I did something to aggravate it.  Carrying boxes definitely did the trick.  I poured a glass of Scotch, changed into my swim trunks, and grabbed a cigar from my humidor.  I rarely smoked, but it was good to enjoy one occasionally after a long week.  I walked down to the Jacuzzi and climbed inside.  The heat felt really good on my knee and the Scotch wasn’t bad either.  I leaned my head back against the Jacuzzi wall and as soon as I got comfortable, I heard the door open.

      “Mind if I join you?”  Chrissy walked out of the house in a bikini that was even more revealing than the one she was wearing the first day I noticed her curves.

      It’ll be really awkward if I say no…

      “Sure, come on.”  I shifted and gave her an inviting wave.

      I had managed to take a step forward, a couple of steps back, and hell—I had kind of lost count.  The sight of her in the bikini might as well have been a mile in the wrong direction.  I shifted my eyes so that I wasn’t staring, but fuck if that wasn’t the hardest thing in the world.  She turned her ass towards me as she climbed into the Jacuzzi and the sight of it made my cock immediately rise to attention.  I took a quick drink from my glass of Scotch and puffed on my cigar—somehow trying to make enough of a cloud to protect me from what my eyes were begging to stare at.  Once she sank beneath the surface of the water, I was able to settle the raging lust that wanted to take control of my thoughts.

      “This feels even better than the pool…”  She moved her hands in a wide circle.  “I’ve never been in one of these before.”

      “Really?”  I raised my eyebrows in surprise.  “The Rugby team I played for had two—one filled with ice water and one like this.”

      “Ice water?”  She shivered and shook her head.  “No way.”

      “It helps when your muscles are fucked up after an intense workout or a big game.”  I shrugged.  “I don’t miss those days.  I prefer this a lot more.”

      We talked for a little while and just enjoyed the comfort of the Jacuzzi.  She didn’t seem to be bothered that I gave a few smacks for calling me old.  I did notice that she was laughing more than usual—and finding reasons to nudge me with her hand when the conversation called for it.  I almost thought she was flirting—or trying to.  If that was her intention, she wasn’t very good at it.  I tried to remain stoic.  I smoked my cigar, drank my Scotch, and added to the conversation when necessary.  I might have been doing my best impression of a statue on the outside, but my thoughts were definitely starting to spin.  I was wondering if the fuse was lit—and we were both in over our heads.

      “How’s your knee?”  She leaned forward and pressed on it—thankfully, she pressed on the wrong one because she wasn’t very gentle about it.

      “It’s fine.”  I shrugged.  “I think I’ll live.”

      “I guess I won’t give you another reason to chase me…”  She looked up for a moment and grinned.  “You cheat anyway.”

      “You just don’t know the layout of the house very well yet.  I might not get the element of surprise next time.”  I chuckled under my breath.

      “Tempting—but I’m not wearing jeans now.  It might hurt if you did catch me.”  She leaned back against the wall of the Jacuzzi.

      “I could make it hurt if I wanted to.”  I narrowed my eyes.  “Even through your jeans.”

      “Well then I better be on my best behavior from now on.”  She gave me a quick wink.

      What the fuck did that wink mean?

      I had never struggled to read a woman’s intentions before.  They were usually pretty clear—and rarely one-sided.  I just couldn’t get a good read when it came to Chrissy.  The signs seemed to be there, but there was a chance that what I saw on the surface was exactly what lingered beneath it—she was an eighteen-year-old girl far from home and having fun.  I had reminded myself that she was Sam’s kid so many times that it was starting to have less of an impact—and it felt like a mountain of bad intentions were trying to kick the door in my head wide open.  I needed to just get out of the Jacuzzi and go to bed.  That was the best option—otherwise, I might end up doing something I regretted.

      “Alright, I think that’s it for me.”  I leaned forward and tapped out my cigar in the ashtray on the edge of the Jacuzzi.

      “I might stay in here a little longer…”  She nodded and stretched out.

      “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow.”  I climbed over the edge of the Jacuzzi and grabbed my towel.

      I’ll call this a successful escape…
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      I watched as Greyson stepped out of the Jacuzzi and reached for his towel.  I might have teased him with my old man comment, but there was nothing old about that physique.  I previously noticed that he had a few tattoos, but his entire upper torso was a cascade of beautiful ink.  He had an incredible body—he looked like someone had carved a perfect statue and brought it to life.  The sight of him dripping with water as he dried off made my bikini try to melt off my hips.  I didn’t want him to go—I wanted to spend as much time with him as possible.  I just couldn’t work up the courage to ask him to climb back into the Jacuzzi with me—so I watched him walk into the house.

      I wish I had been paying closer attention when my sister was talking about flirting with guys.  I was so sure I would never need to know any of that stuff…

      If it was some guy at school, I could have asked my sister for advice.  Unfortunately, Greyson wasn’t someone I could ask her about—because she would tell me that I was an idiot and acting like a child.  I sank below the surface of the water and stayed there until I was fighting for air before sitting back up.  I still felt like I was suffocating on the inside.  I just—wanted to know if we were playing a game I could win or if he just thought I was some kid he had to look after.  I wanted to believe there could be more.  I knew it was stupid, but I couldn’t help how I felt.  I didn’t even want to go to bed—because I was afraid I would have another vivid dream like the one I had the night before.

      I guess I don’t have a choice.  I can’t stay up all night…
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      I walked down the stairs as soon as I was showered and there was no sign of Greyson.  I knew he was home, because it was Saturday and he said he didn’t have to work.  I peeked in the garage just to make sure his Maserati was there—and it was.  I walked down the hallway and heard a noise coming from the gym.  I peeked in the door and saw him flat on his back underneath a really heavy weight—one that he was bench pressing like it was nothing.  I didn’t want to startle him, so I waited until he was done with his reps to walk through the door.

      “Is this what you do on Saturday?”  I looked around the gym.

      “Yeah.”  He nodded and sat up.  “I usually squeeze in a few workouts during the week when I can.”

      Of course, he’s covered in sweat and now his muscles are pumped from working out—just what I need to see first thing in the morning when I’m fighting my attraction to him.

      “Do you want to work out with me?”  He leaned forward and started to stand.  “I don’t use the treadmill—bum knee and all.”

      “I—don’t know about that.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “This is the first time I’ve even been inside a gym.”

      “Is everything set for school?”  He tilted his head slightly.  “Anything you need help with?”

      “Yeah.”  I nodded in confirmation.  “I mean, except the car—I have to get a ride with John.”

      “I already took care of that.”  He grabbed a towel and threw it over his shoulder.  “He’ll be waiting for you outside Monday morning.”

      “Okay…”  I sighed.  “Then I guess everything is set.”

      Greyson went to one of the machines that worked a muscle I had never used, so I decided to go to the kitchen and find something to eat.  I was looking forward to my first day of college, but my head was still in turmoil over Greyson.  He finished his workout, showered, and then came back downstairs in a t-shirt and jeans.  I wasn’t really sure what he did all day when he was home by himself.  I had only seen him after work—as it turned out, the weekends weren’t completely devoid of work.  He went into his library and I heard him hammering keys on his laptop.  I was a little bored by that point, so I decided to go for a swim.  I changed into a bikini and headed down to the pool.  I did a couple of laps and started paddling around in place when the door opened, and Greyson walked out.

      “Are you finally done with work?”  I looked up at him.

      “Yeah, it was nothing important, but I am behind on my emails.”  He shrugged.

      “Are you going to join me?”  I swam towards the edge and splashed some water at his feet.

      “Sure, let me go change into my swim trunks.”  He nodded and walked back towards the house.

      I was tempted to tell him that he didn’t need a pair of swim trunks—but that would have been wildly inappropriate.  I waited until he returned and stared as I got another look at his marvelous physique.  It certainly made me think dirty thoughts, but I kept them to myself as he walked into the pool and swam towards the deep end.  Everything about him made my body scream for his touch, but I did my best to just stare—and I think he caught me a couple of times.  I just couldn’t help myself.  The site of his gorgeous body and beautiful ink was making me tingle—and his accent was almost enough to make me want to take another trip upstairs to spend some time in the tub pretending I could do more than stare.  I couldn’t do that—not while he was in the house, so I followed Greyson to the deep end of the pool and playfully splashed him with a little water once he surfaced.

      “Alright now, none of that.”  He waved his hand and splashed me with even more water than I sent his way.

      “Don’t tell me there’s a rule that says I can’t splash you.”  I slung my hand towards him and most of the water hit him in the face.

      “Well if there was, you would have just broken it twice.”  He chuckled and slammed his hand into the water which sent a wave in my direction.

      I might get his hands on my body again—if I push my luck.  It’s too bad they don’t linger after one of those quick smacks…

      “So are you going to take away my pool privileges or spank me?”  I giggled and swam away from him.

      “I don’t know…”  He bounced on the bottom of the pool and followed me towards the shallow end.  “You do seem to like the pool.”

      “Taking away my pool privileges would be cruel.”  I tilted my head to the side. “I’d have to spend all my time in the theater.”

      “Then I guess you’d rather have a spanking.”  He moved to the edge of the pool and pulled himself up onto the side.  “Come on over here.”

      He’s practically irresistible when he’s dripping wet…

      “Fine…”  I bit down on my bottom lip and swam over.

      “Over my knee, hurry up about it.”  He patted his knee and smiled.

      Is he going to actually spank me this time?

      “I’m hurrying.”  I pushed myself up and he leaned forward to help.

      “You know—a spanking seems like a little much for splashing me.”  He tilted his head slightly.  “I think you need to be dunked!”

      “What?  No!”  I shook my head back and forth.

      It was too late.  Greyson laid a trap and I walked right into it.  I actually thought he was going to spank me—instead, I was about to get dunked.  I wasn’t balanced on my feet, so when he held my arms and slid back into the water, all I could do was go along for the ride.  He pushed me under the water and gave me a quick push on the top of my head to make sure I was fully submerged.  I immediately came back up, but I was sputtering water and wiping my eyes when I did.  My vision didn’t focus immediately, but I could hear Greyson laughing.  I wasn’t amused, mainly because I had been deprived of what I wanted.

      “That’s wasn’t fair!”  I blinked my eyes into focus and glared at him.

      “I bet you won’t splash me again.”  He cocked his head and grinned.

      I was sort of disappointed—but slightly relieved.  I had mentally prepared myself for a few smacks on my ass, and as much as I hated to admit it, the thought of getting them kind of turned me on.  Being dunked certainly quelled the fire, but I wished it was still burning.  We played around in the pool for a little longer, and I had learned my lesson about splashing him, so I avoided it entirely.  We got dried off once we were done and went inside to change.  I definitely wasn’t going anywhere with my driving privileges revoked, so I put on a pair of loose fitting pajama pants and a t-shirt with my high school logo—it was tighter than I expected, but not uncomfortable.  When I came back downstairs, the front door was open.  A few seconds later, he walked inside with a rather large box in his hands.

      “I think one of your boxes—got lost?”  He gave me a perplexed stare and put it down on the floor.

      “Hmm.”  I walked over and looked at it.  “Yeah, it’s one of mine—but I thought I already had everything.  Wait, no—my sister sent this one.”

      “Maybe the movers missed it and she decided to overnight it to you?”  He shrugged and pointed at the overnight shipping label.

      “Yeah—maybe.”  I leaned over and started pulling the tape off of the box—the second I opened the top flap, I realized what it was.  “Oh, no… This was supposed to stay at my house.”

      “What is it?”  He leaned forward.

      “It’s my uh…”  I chuckled under my breath.  “Box of Shame.”

      “Box of Shame?”  He raised an eyebrow.  “What does that mean?”

      “It’s all of the stuff I decided to keep that I didn’t want to make it into my Memory Box.”  I laughed and closed the flap.  “I’ll put it in the closet upstairs.”

      “Well now I’m intrigued…”  Greyson folded his arms across his chest.  “What kind of shameful skeletons do you have in your closet, young lady?”

      “The kind that you don’t make a stop at when you’re going down memory lane.”  I shrugged slightly.

      “Now, I really want to see.”  He narrowed his eyes at me.

      “Fine…”  I picked up the box.  “I guess one trip down the wrong side of memory lane won’t hurt anything.”

      I carried the box into the living room and dropped it by the couch.  We both sat down, and I started picking through the stuff inside.  It was filled with stuff that made me cringe—like a love letter I wrote to a guy I had a crush on professing my undying love—and thankfully never sent.  There were some bad report cards, tests that I completely bombed, and discipline forms from the few times I did get in trouble at school.  I kept most of my high school memories in the box that he had already seen, and I wasn’t ashamed of a bad grade here and there, but some of the comments on the papers I put in my Box of Shame—those would get a ceremonial burning once I graduated from college.

      “Why wouldn’t you just put all of this stuff in your Memory Box?”  He tossed a couple of papers to the side.  “You obviously wanted to keep all of it…”

      “I did want to keep it, but some of it was just for motivation, like the comments on this paper where the teacher trashed me for my writing—it gave me a baseline for comparison to what I was writing as I got older.”  I showed him the paper.

      “Wow, okay.”  He nodded.  “That’s a little harsh.”

      “Plus, the Memory Box is supposed to be for good memories.  If I ever have kids one day, I want to be able to share it with them when they’re old enough, and they don’t need to see stuff like this…”  I reached down and picked up a picture of me with Amanda, my best friend from high school.

      “What in the world…”  He chuckled.  “I thought you were a good girl—are you smoking in this picture?”

      “Yeah.”  I rolled my eyes.  “Amanda stole a couple of cigarettes from her dad and thought it would be cool to snap a few pictures—cause you know, that kind of stuff is cool when you’re in high school.”

      “I suppose.”  He nodded.  “It’s also the kind of stuff that would get you a trip over my knee—for more than a few playful smacks.”

      “Mom would have grounded me for a year—which is why it went in the Box of Shame.”  I tossed the picture back in the box.

      “What’s this?”  He leaned forward and picked up a discipline form.  “You got sent to the Principal’s Office for cheating on a test?”

      “That was—a misunderstanding.”  I rolled my eyes.  “I wasn’t actually cheating.  I just had my notes under my book…”

      “Ah.”  He nodded.

      “Okay, maybe I peeked.”  I suppressed a grin.  “I really needed to pass the test and didn’t study the way I should have.”

      “So you were cheating?”  He put the paper on the other side of the box.

      “Yeah, but it wasn’t intentional.  I left my notes there by accident and just—couldn’t resist when I realized it.  The teacher caught me, and I saw the inside of the Principal’s Office for the first time.”  I shrugged and sighed.

      “Sounds like another thing that would have gotten you a trip across my knee…”  He gave me a playful nudge.

      “Mom grounded me.  That was enough…”  I looked back down at the box.  “Here’s the other time I got sent to the Principal’s Office.”

      “You only went twice?  Ever?”  He blinked in surprise.

      “I was a good kid…”  I pretended to be offended.  “I got in trouble with my teachers a couple of times, but only ended up sitting across from Principal Davis twice—and I made it to high school before my first trip, so that was kind of an accomplishment in and of itself.”

      “You pulled the fire alarm.”  Greyson’s eyes opened wide.  “Chrissy!”

      “It was a bet…”  I sighed.  “I lost—and it was so freaking stupid, I know.  The fire department showed up and I got a serious talking-to by one of the firefighters and Principal Davis.”

      “Then you got suspended for three days…”  Greyson pointed at the bottom of the form.  “Or wait, what is in-school suspension?”

      “My school didn’t really suspend people because it was like a vacation for some students and they were abusing the system.  They had a classroom—well, it was more of a closet—where you spent the entire day doing extra work instead of going to class.”  I shook my head with another sigh.  “Trust me, it was a lot worse than being suspended.”

      “Let me guess—you got grounded again.”  He chuckled slightly.

      “Oh yeah and not for a week.  I didn’t get to go anywhere for three months.”  I nodded quickly.  “Mom was pissed.  She even had to pay a fine because of it and made me work that off doing odd jobs in the neighborhood every Saturday and Sunday until I made enough to pay her back.”

      “An appropriate punishment…”  He nodded.  “Not all that you deserved, but respectable.”

      “I would have gotten all of that plus a trip over your knee?”  I bit down on my bottom lip and smiled.

      “Definitely.”  He chuckled and put the form back in the box.

      Wow, I would have gotten spanked a few times if he was responsible for me back then—I wonder if I would have done a little better in school if I had that threat hanging over my head…

      The rest of the stuff in the box wasn’t quite as interesting.  We finished going through it and then I carried it up to my room.  I still hadn’t filled much of the enormous closet, despite having more boxes than I originally expected.  I picked up my cell phone and sat down on my bed, checking my social media accounts, and responding to a few texts.  That was just an aimless distraction—because what I was really thinking about was what he said.  I felt a little torn.  I was attracted to Greyson—there was no doubt about that, but there was another part of me that wondered what it was like to have him be truly responsible for me.  Would he actually spank me if I deserved it?  Was that—what I had needed my whole life?

      I’ve never had a father, but—maybe I’ve always needed something else.  Maybe I’ve needed a Daddy…
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      Chrissy’s mother conveniently left out everything from the Box of Shame when she told me that her daughter was a good kid.  I would have still agreed to let her live with me because I would have never turned down a request from the Banks family, but I might of proceeded with a little more caution.  Maybe not.  She had a rebellious streak—all teenagers had one.  I had my fair share, but I didn’t put it in a box to preserve the memories.  Still, she seemed to have turned out okay, even if she didn’t have someone to actually punish her the way she might have deserved.  It was interesting to see that side of her—it also gave me a little more perspective on what I might be in for if she stayed longer than a few months.

      I’m not sure how I’ll survive if she does.  I was originally fine with her staying until she graduated, but now I’m worried that every day will make it harder to keep my hands off her…

      I was starting to come to the realization that the attraction wasn’t one-sided, which kind of terrified me.  I wasn’t entirely sure the previous night, but I saw the way she looked at me in the gym.  I saw it in her eyes when we were in the pool.  She stared—and there were times when it looked like she wanted to devour me with her eyes.  That was why I decided to dunk her instead of spank her—because I wasn’t sure where it would lead if I actually did land a few smacks on that perfect ass when it was in a bikini and dripping wet.  The door in my head didn’t like the pressure I was putting on it to try and keep it closed.  If I applied much more, it might just come off the hinges.  The image of Sam’s little girl was gone—all I could see was the woman she had become, and that was more terrifying than realizing that the attraction was mutual.

      I just need to keep it together.  Once she goes to college, she might meet a new guy—someone her age that will give her the kind of future she deserves…

      There was another facet of the attraction that was toying with my thoughts too—the fact that despite her womanly curves, she hadn’t fully grown into them emotionally.  Underneath the layer of gorgeousness that intoxicated me was a girl that never had a Daddy.  She had a father—for a few years, but not long enough to make a lasting impression.  Sam wouldn’t have left a good one, even if he was alive, unless he found a way to overcome his demons.  I could see that in her eyes too—the ache for someone to take her in hand and actually be the Daddy she never had.  Maybe it was why she actually let me look through her so-called Box of Shame—she wanted me to see that she wasn’t always a good girl.

      I’ve met a woman like that before and she did call me Daddy.  The dynamic was complicated, but sometimes it was beautiful.  Unfortunately, the complications ultimately pulled us apart and I swore I’d never consider that kind of relationship again.

      Thinking about being the kind of man Chrissy needed tugged at my soul.  It brought out the protective side of me.  Even though I was holding onto the realization that she might find a guy her age at college, there was a part of me that knew it would fill me with jealousy.  I was starting to feel possessive—and she wasn’t even mine to possess.  I had watched that side of me ruin what I had with my last girlfriend—and I still had a ring upstairs to remind me how much the relationship meant.  She wasn’t like Chrissy though—she didn’t need a man to protect her or take care of her.  Maybe there was a part of me that craved that in a relationship in order to make my dominant side flourish the way it begged to in order to fulfill all of my needs.

      She’s coming back downstairs.  I need to get all these thoughts out of my head and put a smile on my face.

      “Do you want some lunch?  I was gonna make something…”  Chrissy peeked into the living room.

      “You don’t have to do that—red button, remember?”  I pointed at the phone.

      “Your assistant probably doesn’t want to be disturbed on the weekend.”  She walked into the living room and stared at the phone.

      “She works seven days a week.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “Trust me, she doesn’t mind.  She’s well compensated and if I’m not calling, my clients keep her phone ringing all day long.”

      “Okay, I guess we can order something.”  Chrissy nodded and handed me the phone.

      I wasn’t completely helpless to the point that I needed Lauren for everything, but I did rely on her more than I should.  When I first started my own sports agency, I worked seven days a week and would have literally starved if I didn’t have her there to make sure I ate.  Back then we were working in a tiny room in the worst part of Los Angeles—but things took off once I landed Ricky Bonds as my first big client.  That started a cascade, because other players thought that anyone who could handle Ricky Bonds had to be the best agent in the business.  They weren’t wrong—or maybe I was just stroking my own ego.  Either way, I became a success fairly quickly, and the red button became a lifeline even though I didn’t necessarily need it anymore.

      “Alright.  The chef will be here shortly.”  I put the phone down and leaned back on the couch.

      The chef arrived and fixed us some lunch.  It wasn’t anything fancy, but I went ahead and put in an order for dinner since he was there.  Chrissy and I talked a little more while we ate.  She asked a few more details about my life—parts that didn’t involve her father.  I told about my family, growing up in a house full of siblings, and getting into Rugby when I was pretty young.  I told her a little more about London, being a professional Rugby player—for the brief time that it lasted—and deciding to move to America for a fresh start.  She knew most of the rest, because I met her father after college, and we had covered that extensively.  After we finished eating, we returned to the living room and I sat down beside her on the couch.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t just moved a butler in here.”  She looked over at me and smiled.  “You have a staff, but none of them actually stay at your house…”

      “I’ve always valued my privacy.”  I shrugged.  “I didn’t have that growing up, and once my agency started growing, I rarely got any time to myself unless I was at home.”

      “Then I moved in and—goodbye privacy.”  She tilted her head and laughed.

      “I don’t mind.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “Privacy did get boring after a while, and it definitely hasn’t been boring with you around.”

      “Because you have to keep chasing me around the house?”  She narrowed her eyes and I saw a mischievous grin form on the corner of her lips.

      “Partially…”  I nodded and made eye contact.

      I think she’s about to do it again—fuck, she just can’t stop tempting me…

      “Well you wouldn’t have to cheat to catch me if you weren’t such an—old man.”  She started laughing and hopped to her feet.

      “No cheating this time—if you really want to call it that.”  I grabbed her arm before she could get her footing.  “And you’re not running.”

      “Hey, that’s not fair!”  She pulled against my grasp, but I kept it tight enough to keep her from getting away.

      “You started it—remember that.”  I pulled her down across my knee so that her ass was tilted in the air.

      “I thought I would have a fighting chance this time…”  She grumbled, but it was playful.  “I already figured out the shortcut after last time—so you definitely weren’t going to use it against me.”

      “Is that so?”  I chuckled under my breath.  “I think you wanted me to catch you…”

      “Maybe…”  She squirmed a little bit and seemed to—actually get comfortable over my knee.

      I’m not going to be able to fight this.  I’ve—totally lost control.  She is begging me to spank her—but does she want a few quick smacks or something more.

      “Maybe while you’re here, we should talk about all that naughty behavior I saw in your Box of Shame.”  I pulled my breath into my lungs and held it there—almost afraid of how she would respond.

      “That was years ago…”  She exhaled sharply and I heard a slight whimper.  “I’ve been a good girl since then.”

      “That’s—highly debatable.”  I looked down at her ass, practically entranced with the sight of it.  “It’s going to sting a little bit more than it did last time—these pajama pants aren’t as thick as your jeans.”

      “Especially if you punish me for what I did in high school…”  She sighed and looked over her shoulder at me—it wasn’t just a playful stare; her eyes were burning with desire.

      Fuck—the line is already crossed, and I don’t think I can get back across it.  She definitely can’t…

      “Is that what you want?”  I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “Maybe just—one thing I did wrong.”  She bit down on her lip and practically started to tremble.

      She wants it—but she’s struggling.  I’ll try to gently ease her into it.  She’ll figure out whether or not she likes it, and if she actually wants—discipline.

      “We can start with the cheating.”  I looked down at her ass.  “If I was going to punish you for pulling the fire extinguisher, I’d have to pull your pajama pants down—and you’d be here twice as long.”

      “That bad, huh?”  She bit down on her lip again and pulled the edge of it into her teeth.

      “Definitely.”  I nodded.  “Not the worst thing you’ve done—but worthy of feeling the sting through nothing more than a thin pair of panties.”

      She didn’t have a negative reaction to that.  I guess I can push a little further—we’re already so far past the line now that it doesn’t matter.

      “Okay…”  She exhaled sharply.

      “Of course, if I was going to punish you for smoking…”  I let my words trail off for a second.

      “You’d have to pull my panties down for that, wouldn’t you?”  She trembled a little harder.

      Fuck, she got there on her own?  She really does want this…

      “That’s right.”  I nodded.  “That spanking would hurt a lot worse.  It would be one that you wouldn’t forget the next time your friend showed up and tried to be a bad influence.”

      “Okay, then I guess I’m just going to be spanked for cheating—this time.”  She squirmed a little more.

      This time?  She hasn’t even felt my hand and she’s already planning her next trip across my knee.

      It had been a long time since I had a woman across my knee begging to be punished.  I had to remind myself that what was about to happen was very new for Chrissy, and there was a chance she had a fantasy that wouldn’t match reality.  I was fine with that.  The line wasn’t just crossed, it was totally gone.  I had to give her a spanking and make sure it was a taste of actual discipline.  If she didn’t want it, I would stop.  There was no need for a safe-word.  She didn’t know how to use one and real discipline wouldn’t have an escape option.  It was better to just read her body language and hold back if it was too much for her to handle.  I was pretty sure that the girl inside her that needed a Daddy was reaching out to me—and she did want to get a spanking that left her with a little redness when she looked in the mirror later.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow!”  She squirmed a little bit.  “I definitely feel it a lot more through my pajama pants!”

      “I told you that you would.”  I nodded and lifted my hand.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Owww…”  Her response was a little more drawn out and I heard a slight whimper.

      “Why don’t you tell me why you’re getting spanked?”  I lifted my hand again.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ouch!  Because—I cheated…”  She whimpered a little louder.

      “Do good girls cheat on their tests?”  I let my hand linger for a second and then pulled it back.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “No!”  She kicked her feet and squirmed.

      “So what were you when you decided to cheat?  Were you being a good girl?”  I left my hand flat against her ass.

      “No…”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I was—being a bad girl.”

      “And what happens to bad girls?”  I lifted my hand.

      “They—get spanked.”  She exhaled sharply and grabbed onto my pants.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Oh god, I’m sorry!  I won’t cheat again!”  She squealed and bounced on my knee.

      “I’m glad to hear that.”  I rubbed her ass a little bit.  “But, you’ve already cheated—so you have to be punished for it.”

      “Y-yes, sir,”  She whimpered but settled back across my knee once she stopped bouncing.

      She seems to be taking it well.  I’ll try a few smacks that are a little harder at the end of this series…

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ah!  I’m sorry!”  She bounced a little more when she felt the last three, which were placed directly in the middle of her ass.  “Please, I won’t do it again!”

      The barrier is coming down.  She won’t be able to take much more—I don’t want to actually hurt her.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Oh god…”  She buckled against my knee and I heard a faint sob in her throat.

      “I think that’s enough for now.  If you cheat again, you’ll be across my knee a lot longer.  Do you understand?”  I put some firmness in my question.

      “Yes sir!”  She nodded quickly.  “It’ll never happen again!”

      “Good.”  I patted her ass a couple of times.  “Now, let’s talk about the other issue—you called me an old man.”

      “Oh wait, no!  I didn’t mean it…” She shook her head back and forth.

      “You still did it and you’re still going to get punished for it.”  I lifted my hand—they were going to pretty gentle compared to what she had already gotten, but they were still required.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Okay—I won’t do it again…”  She whimpered and kicked her feet.

      She’s sore enough for the gentle smacks to hurt a little bit…

      “We’ll see if you can bite your tongue next time.”  I leaned forward and scooped her up in my arms.

      Chrissy had a hint of tears in the corner of her eyes, but the spanking wasn’t enough to make her cry.  It was a good introduction and she would be able to process how it made her feel once she had time to settle down some.  I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close.  She let her head rest on my shoulder and curled up in my lap.  It felt really good to have her against me—but that wasn’t what it was about.  I gave her a little taste and she would have to determine if it was something she wanted to experience again.  She stayed in my arms for nearly thirty minutes before she finally leaned back from my shoulder.  There were no more tears in her eyes, but her face was a little red.

      “Thank you…”  She swallowed hard and stared directly into my eyes.  “I—think I needed that.”

      “I think so too…” I nodded.

      Chrissy stared at me for a few seconds and then she leaned forward.  I wasn’t even sure what she was doing at first—then I felt her lips land on mine.  I was so caught off guard that I didn’t really return the kiss.  I was just kind of shocked.  It wasn’t that I didn’t have a desire to do it—I had certainly thought it, I just wasn’t prepared for it to happen when it did.  She quickly realized it was one-sided and pulled back with a look of horror on her face.  Her eyes bulged and she pulled away from my embrace.

      “I’m so sorry.  I don’t know why I did that…”  She ran towards the stairs before I could react.

      “Chrissy, wait…”  I stood up and started walking after her.  “It’s okay, we can talk about this.”

      “I don’t want to talk.  I just—I’m sorry.”  She to the top of the stairs and I heard her bedroom door slam shut.

      And—here come the complications.
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      I literally wanted to curl up in a ball and die.  I don’t know why I kissed Greyson.  I was just—so overcome with emotions that I reacted to the moment.  I thought something was developing, but I was clearly misreading the situation.  I thought his playfulness and willingness to actually spank me was because he felt the same way I did—obviously I was wrong.  The spanking didn’t make me cry, but the embarrassment certainly did.  I grabbed my pillow, squeezed it against my chest, and started to bawl like I was a little girl that had just found out her crush thought she was ugly.  Every emotion went through my head in an instant, colliding together and creating the perfect storm for a tsunami of tears.

      “Chrissy, please don’t hide in there.  Let’s talk about this…”  Greyson tapped on my door.

      “Please—please just leave alone.  I can’t—I just can’t right now.”  I buried my face in my pillow so that he wouldn’t hear the sob that followed my words.

      “Okay.  If you want to talk, I’ll be downstairs…”  He tapped my door a couple more times.

      I listened until I heard Greyson’s footsteps on the stairs before I pulled my face away from my pillow.  I felt like a foolish child—a foolish child that fell for my father’s best friend because I believed that he could be my Daddy.  It was a complicated disaster and I made it worse by kissing him.  I did need the spanking.  It was an emotional release and even though I could still feel the sting, I didn’t regret letting him put me over his knee—it was what came afterward that filled me with regret.  I could have had something—something I truly needed—and I let desire cloud what I had until I was staring at the face of a man who clearly didn’t want to be kissed by me.

      How did I misread that?

      It was the first time I had ever initiated a kiss and would probably be the last.  I understood some of my confusion.  Being across Greyson’s knee wasn’t just purely about discipline.  It made me wet—my panties were soaked.  It was the hottest, most sexually charged moment of my life—but he wasn’t a willing participant in that fantasy.  He was just giving me a spanking.  He didn’t mean to lead me on—I had to accept that.  He couldn’t help that he was hot-as-sin and looking at him made me think dirty thoughts.

      At the end of the day, I was just a child that he was looking after.  The sooner I came to terms with that, the easier it would be.  It also confirmed that I needed to start looking for a job as soon as I got my car privileges back—because I needed to move out of his house as soon as possible after making the environment as awkward as humanly possible.  The tears stopped coming after a couple of hours, but I still felt sick to my stomach.  I just lay in my bed and stared at the wall as time ticked by.  The rest of the day was gone when I finally heard Greyson’s footsteps on the stairs again—and they made the sick feeling in my stomach twist into a knot.

      “Dinner is ready.”  Greyson tapped on my door.  “You need to eat something.”

      “I don’t want to eat.  I’m not hungry.”  I shook my head back and forth even though he couldn’t see me.

      “I’ll leave a plate in the microwave for you.  You can go downstairs and eat after I go to bed if you get hungry…”  He walked away from my door and I heard him walking back down the stairs.

      I guess he still intends to feed me.  Hopefully he’s not rethinking his offer to let me stay here—I don’t want one kiss to send me all the way back to Chicago when I’m so close to realizing my dreams.

      I stared at the wall until I heard Greyson’s door close.  I wasn’t really hungry, but I was aware of the need to eat something.  I had a light lunch and I had worked all of that out of my system in tears.  I walked downstairs and found the plate of food right where he said it would be.  I microwaved it to at least get it warm again and then carried it to the table.  In the middle of the table—was a folded piece of paper with my name on it.  I was scared to read it.  It could be anything from a letter expressing his disappointment to an eviction notice.  I put down my plate of food and pulled my chair out.  My curiosity wasn’t going to allow me to just leave the letter where it was.  I had to read it.  My hands trembled as I reached over and picked it up—but I fought against the shaking to open it.

      Dear Chrissy,

      Samuel Banks was my best friend in the whole world.  I made him a promise.  I promised him that I would always look after his family.  I’ve told you the good parts of his life and I’ve sugar coated a lot of it.  You deserve to know the man he was when he was great and not the one that lost the fight with his demons.  That man—the great man—was the one who cried when he held you the day you were born.  He was the one I swore an oath to.

      What happened today wasn’t your fault.  All of the blame should be on my shoulders.  I had a responsibility and I neglected it.  You’re a beautiful girl and I get lost in those sky-blue eye sometimes—how they shimmer when you laugh.  Sometimes it’s really hard for me to remind myself that you’re still Sam’s daughter, because you’re certainly not the little girl you were when I left Chicago.  I let temptation get the better of me and that was a mistake.  I confused you and I regret that.  It’s—so complicated.  I like you.  I like you way more than I should.

      I don’t want things to be awkward between us, but we’ve crossed a line.  Hell, I can’t even see it anymore, so we have to draw a new one.  If you’re worried that I’m going to kick you out, it hasn’t even crossed my mind.  I would do anything for your family and one awkward moment doesn’t change the promise I made.  I hope that we find a way to move past it, but this house is big enough for us to never see each other if that makes it easier.  Even if we don’t avoid each other entirely, we have to stay on opposite sides of the line.  I’ll do my part to make sure that happens.  I’m sorry it has come to this, but I think you’ll eventually see that it needs to be this way.

      -Greyson

      I was in tears when I finished Greyson’s letter, but I wiped them away so I could read it again.  My eyes absorbed the words, but my brain was struggling to process everything.  I wasn’t wrong.  Greyson did like me—it wasn’t entirely one-sided.  He was conflicted and I could understand that.  I certainly had been—since the moment I moved in.  His letter was meant to be the nail in the coffin of whatever we could have had.  I didn’t have a choice or a say in the matter—I just had to accept it.  I ate my food and walked back upstairs.  I didn’t feel the need to cry.  I was just kind of numb inside.  All of the crying had left me emotionally spent, so when my head finally did hit the pillow, I was out.
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      The next morning

      I didn’t sleep as long as normal, but it was a dark, dreamless slumber.  I woke up before the sun was actually up.  I rolled over on my side and saw Greyson’s letter next to my bed.  I read it one more time before I climbed out of bed and stretched my muscles.  My thoughts were in turmoil.  I didn’t want to let go of what I had with Greyson.  The kiss wasn’t a mistake—it was just resisted because he was conflicted.  My thoughts started to surge.  Was there any way to save what we had?  Could I head him off before he finished drawing the line he talked about?  I had to try.  There was no guarantee that I would be successful, but I couldn’t give up without fighting to save it.

      I peeked out my door and confirmed that he was still in his room.  The downstairs was dark, and he would have turned on a light if he was already up.  When I wallowed in my misery the day before, I convinced myself that there was no hope for us because things were one-sided.  I knew that wasn’t the case anymore.  That gave me enough hope to walk down the stairs—grab a piece of paper—and sit down at the dining room table.  I knew what I wanted to say, I just needed to find a way to put it into words.

      Dear Greyson,

      Thank you for your letter.  It clarified things.  You’re an honorable man who is trying to do the right thing, and I respect that.  I just can’t sit back and watch you stomp out the flicker that has formed between us.  I don’t want to just be someone who walks around the house when you’re not home, nor do I want to draw a line that keeps us apart.  I want you to keep your promise, but sometimes promises are interpreted in a way that blinds us to the ambiguity.

      There’s something I need and you’re the only one who can give it to me.  You know I grew up without a father, and yesterday was the first time it felt like I had a Daddy.  I don’t think you would be dishonoring my father’s memory by taking on a role he never had.  I need—discipline.  I need rules with consequences that make sure I follow them.  I’ve lied to you, so I’m going to come clean.  What you do with this confession is up to you.  All I can do is write it out and put the letter where you can see it.

      Everyone believed I was a good kid, but that was a matter of perception.  I was a good kid because I didn’t get caught most of the time.  It was a label I didn’t deserve.  My mother was disconnected after my father died and she didn’t really pay attention to what I did.  The few times I got in trouble were because I seriously screwed up.  My Box of Shame is that—things I’m ashamed of, but I never got the punishment I deserved for anything I did because I was a very good liar.

      The test I cheated on?  I left those notes under my book intentionally.  I planned to cheat.  I would have gotten away with it too, if the teacher wasn’t so nosy.  I cheated on several tests without getting caught, and my arrogance finally caught up with me.  The fire alarm?  I pulled it on purpose, and it wasn’t because I lost a bet.  I actually won the bet, but Amanda chickened out.  I almost got in real trouble for that one, but a few crocodile tears and pretend remorse made them go easy on me.  After all—I rarely got in trouble.  I was a good kid.  The picture you saw of me smoking?  Amanda didn’t steal the cigarettes from her father, and she wasn’t a bad influence.  It was the other way around.  I stole them from her father while I was staying over one weekend.  I pressured her into trying it—and I took the picture.  It wasn’t just once either.

      I told myself that I was going to be a different person when I got to California.  I was going to work hard, do well in my classes, and earn everything on my own merits.  I want to keep that promise, but I won’t be able to do it without guidance.  I didn’t even manage to drive your Porsche once without breaking the rules.  I won’t text and drive again, because I understand the risks, but if I’m left to my own devices—and you ignore me—who knows what kind of trouble I might get into?

      By the time you read this, I’ll be upstairs in bed.  I’ll be waiting for you to come up to my room and punish me.  I’ll probably regret these confessions if you do, but I know exactly what I deserve.  I’m not asking you to violate your promise to my father—I’m asking you to uphold it.  I need you to be the Daddy I’ve never had.  I won’t kiss you.  I won’t try to push what we have beyond what I deserve.  I just need you to make sure I’m able to keep the promise I made to myself.  Help me be a better person—give me the guidance and discipline that is required.

      -Chrissy

      I folded the paper in half and wrote Greyson’s name on the outside of it.  I assumed he would check the table to see if I had read his letter when he got up—after that, everything was firmly in his court.  I was giving up control.  I was coming clean about lies that I had even convinced myself were true.  I did that pretty often growing up.  If I had a Daddy like Greyson, my ass would have been bared and spanked at least twice a week—well, until I figured out that I needed to actually follow the rules to avoid going over his knee.  I doubted that my good girl perception would have been an illusion after he blistered my bottom a few times.

      He might actually kick me out when he reads this letter.  I have to risk it.  I don’t want to go back to Chicago as a failure, but I don’t want to be one in California either…
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      I was in a foul mood when I woke up.  I wanted to lash out at someone, and I even started looking through my phone to see if anything was fucked up at work.  Unfortunately, Lauren had everything under control, so all I could do was be angry at the air I was breathing.  I showered, put on my clothes, and walked down the stairs.  I was curious to know if Chrissy had read the letter, but I was actually afraid to even check.  I poured my heart into it and quelled everything inside me until the words were right.  She got the finished version.  There were a half-dozen copies in the trash can that weren’t right.

      I had to press the reset button.  There was no other choice.

      I languished in what happened between us after Chrissy locked herself in her room.  I wasn’t angry at her.  I was just disappointed that I didn’t see it coming and push her away before she kissed me.  I regretted letting things progress that far.  I kept losing my grip on the door in my head, and I took things too far.  I let myself linger in the wrong moment until it consumed me.  Her lips against mine were like a slap in the face—not because I didn’t want to kiss her, but because I realized just how wrong it was when I felt them.  At least it was done—there was no turning back.  I walked into the dining room and saw the letter where I left it—except it wasn’t my letter.  My name was on the front of it.

      She wrote me a response…  Okay, I guess I have to read it.

      I poured a cup of coffee that had been brewing since I woke up and hit the button on my phone to start it.  I was definitely going to need some caffeine in my system—it would go well with the thoughts of an eighteen-year-old girl that I took advantage of.  I expected it to be a flurry of scalding emotions hotter than the coffee I was drinking.  I deserved it.  I was the one who let her believe that something could happen between us—I was the one who kept refusing to slam the door the way I needed to and stay on the right side of the line.

      Here we go…

      I unfolded the letter and started reading.  It started off well, but when I got to the part about her lies, my jaw fell open.  It wasn’t just a letter—it was a confession.  Everything she had told me about her Box of Shame was a lie.  My mind started replaying the conversation in my head—she wasn’t just a liar; she could look me in the eye and laugh as the dishonesty poured out of her lips.  My jaw was no longer hanging open when I got the last paragraph.  It practically hit the floor and rolled across the room.  I dropped the letter on the table in front of me and stared at it.  I couldn’t believe what I had read.  I had to read it two more times just to make sure that I wasn’t imagining it.

      Holy shit.

      I wanted to stand my ground and maintain the position that I claimed as my permanent one when I wrote my letter to Chrissy.  I just didn’t know how that was possible after reading her letter.  She even found a way to turn the promise I made to her father around and blast me in the face with it—like I would be breaking it if I didn’t take action.  Chrissy needed a Daddy.  Everything I had suspected was true, but it was much more complex than what I saw on the surface.  She didn’t just need a spanking; she was a good candidate for the cane—not that I would ever use that on someone.  I sugar coated the truth about her father—she sugar coated her lies.  She fed me what I wanted to hear—while maintaining an air of innocence.

      She’s not a good girl at all.  There’s a she-devil hiding behind those curves…

      There was no way I could just ignore her cry for help.  My need to protect and look after her collided with what she needed, which was discipline.  She needed rules with consequences because she had never lived in that kind of world.  Calling me an old man and asking to be spanked—it was bratty behavior begging for a firm hand.  I was going to have to give it to her.  I could bottle my feelings and stay on my side of what was going to be a blurry line.  I could be the Daddy she needed me to be.

      If she’s waiting upstairs for me, then I guess I need to go show her what it’s like to actually be punished—and she won’t be wearing those pajama pants when I do.

      The letter made me develop a whole new level of respect for Chrissy.  She was able to see her needs and actually ask for them to be fulfilled.  My letter didn’t deter her.  It might have quashed the kiss, but it didn’t take away her need.  I finished my coffee and picked up the letter.  I found my place on my side of the blurry line as I walked up the stairs.  I wasn’t going to pursue a romance with her—I was just going to keep the promise I made and look after the girl that needed discipline.  I hoped I could find a way to keep one door shut while another one stood wide open.  It wouldn’t be easy, but it was what she truly needed from me.

      “Chrissy?”  I put my hand on the doorknob and turned it—the door was unlocked.

      She rolled over and looked at me.  Her eyes immediately went down to the letter and I saw her tremble.  She knew why I was there—I knew what I had to do.  There was no confusion about that.  I closed the door and walked to her bed.  I still had to proceed with a little bit of caution.  She was asking me to really spank her—and I would—but I had to make sure that I didn’t really hurt her in the process.  I had to take her past her limit—to the point where the pain made her cry, and then I would find out how sorry she really was.

      “It seems that you’ve been a very naughty girl.”  I tilted my head slightly.  “I don’t even know where to start—but let’s discuss the lies.”

      “I told the truth…”  She pointed at the letter.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that you lied.”  I sat down on the edge of the bed and patted my knee.  “You know what you’re going to get—and you know the position.”

      “Yes sir…”  She nodded and crawled over to the edge of the bed.

      “Take off your pajama pants.”  I gave them a quick tug once her feet were on the floor.

      “Okay…”  She nodded and started to slowly slide them down.

      “Be quick about it.  You know what you deserve.” I firmed up my tone.

      “Yes sir.”  She swallowed hard and kicked her pajama pants off once they were around her ankles.

      “And now—your panties.”  I motioned to her again.  “You won’t need those while you’re over my knee.”

      “Oh god…”  I saw another tremble, but she obeyed and slid her fingers into the waistband of her panties.

      “Oh god is right.”  I nodded.  “You’re in a lot of trouble and this is going to be a spanking that you never forget.”

      “I’m sorry I lied.”  She swallowed hard and I saw her arm shake.

      “You’ll be saying that a lot before I’m done with you.”  I took her arm and guided her across my knee.  “You’re going to be saying it with tears streaming down your face, too.”

      “This one is really going to hurt isn’t it?”  She exhaled sharply once she was in position over my knee.

      “Yes, it is.”  I let my hand rest on her ass.  “But you know that you deserve it.  That’s why you wrote that confession, isn’t it?”

      “Yes sir…”  She nodded.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow!  Oh god!  That really stings!”  She bounced on my knee, but I kept her firmly in place.

      “It’s going to sting—and then it’s going to hurt.”  I lifted my hand.  “Because that’s what bad girls get.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “I’m sorry!”  She whimpered and shuffled uncomfortably on my knee.

      “I’ve already heard that from you.”  I growled under my breath.  “It doesn’t change what you did.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Please!”  She bounced on my knee and threw her hand back.  “Just—I need a break.”

      “You don’t get to ask for a break while you’re being punished.  Move your hand or you’re going to get more than you’ve already earned.”  I pushed her hand away.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow!  Oh god!”  She bounced on my knee again and moved her hand like she was going to try and throw it back, but she stopped herself.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      She wasn’t crying.  She was whimpering and the last smack brought out a squeal, but I hadn’t hit her limit.  She was reacting to the pain, which was normal, but it was what she asked for.  I wasn’t holding her tight enough that she couldn’t escape.  If it really became too much for her to handle, she could get off my knee.  Her ass had a little red in the middle and there was a pink halo surrounding it.  I hadn’t even gotten to the part where she would start getting two in the same spot.  I was still rotating my hand back and forth across her ass for one well-placed smack before the other one fell on the opposite cheek.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Please!  I’m so sorry!”  Chrissy’s head flew back, a sob rushed from her throat, and I finally saw a tear roll down her face.

      “Tell me what you’re sorry about.”  I kept my hand bouncing on her skin so that the sting would keep getting worse.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “I’m sorry I lied!  I was sorry when I wrote my confession!”  Another sob rolled from Chrissy’s throat.

      “Then why did you confess?”  I pulled her closer.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow…”  She squealed and bounced on my knee.  “I—I knew you were the only one who could help me learn how to be the girl I’ve always pretended to be!”

      “With accountability?”  I looked down at her.  “And punishment?”

      “Yes…”  She nodded and slumped forward.  “I’ve needed it for a really long time.”

      She might not have been taken to the limit, but she had gained clarity.  That was more valuable than testing her limit to see how much she could take.  I was pretty sure she would end up across my knee again—one spanking wasn’t going to fix everything.  It was a journey, and she had barely found her footing so that she could start her walk towards the future she wanted.  The first step of the journey had been taken, and her punishment was over.  I pulled Chrissy off my knee and held her in my arms.  She really did deserve to be spanked for a little bit longer—but she didn’t need it.  The appropriate lesson had been learned.  It was the beginning, but it definitely wasn’t the end.

      “Thank you…”  She leaned against my chest and dug her fingernails into my shirt.

      “Are you going to thank me every time I spank you?”  I ran my fingers through her hair and pulled her closer.

      “I don’t know—I just feel like I should.”  She exhaled sharply and I felt her tremble as a few more tears soaked into my shirt.

      It was the first time I had held a woman in my arms that was naked from the waist down without having a million dirty thoughts in my head.  Things had evolved.  I wasn’t focused on my lust.  I just wanted to take care of the girl in my arms and help her find a way to move past her mistakes as she embraced the future she wanted.  The desire wasn’t completely gone, but I found my place on the right side of the very blurry line.  When the door in my head tried to open, I held it shut.  I could be Chrissy’s Daddy—if that was what she needed.

      “Are you ready to talk?”  I gently caressed her hair once she was no longer crying.

      “I—I guess so.”  She gave me a slight nod and leaned back.

      “If you want me to be your Daddy, then we need to discuss the rules.”  I tilted my head to the side.

      “What do you mean?”  She gave me a slightly perplexed stare.  “You already went over the rules with me…”

      “That was when I thought you were a good girl.  Now that I know the truth, my expectations are going to be a little higher.”  I nodded and made eye contact.  “There will be no drinking—no parties—and you will have a curfew.”

      “A curfew?  Really?”  She raised her eyebrows in concern.

      “Do we need to discuss that while you’re over my knee?”  I growled under my breath.

      “No!”  She shook her head back and forth.  “No drinking, no parties, and I’ll have a curfew.”

      She’s learning…

      “I know you won’t have homework in the traditional sense while you’re in college, but there will still be assignments—and I expect you to work on them every day when you get home.”  I brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes.

      “Procrastination is one of my weaknesses…”  She nodded.  “I’ll try to do better.”

      “I don’t want you try.”  I stared into her eyes.  “I want you to prove that you’re not the same girl that made all of those mistakes in high school.”

      “I already know what will happen if I don’t…”  She looked down at my knee.

      “That’s a motivator, but I want you to find your own inner resolve—because it’s what you truly want, not because you’re afraid you will get spanked if you don’t do what you’re supposed to.”  I nodded and pulled her close for another hug.

      “Thank you—again.”  She sighed as her head dropped down against my shoulder.

      I guess I’m her new Daddy…
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      It felt so good to be in Greyson’s arms.  I still had the strong urge inside me to press my lips to his—to try and get him to kiss me back—but I promised him that I wouldn’t.  I had to keep that promise.  My confession sent my panties to the floor, but it wasn’t because he wanted me.  I had been spanked—like I had deserved for a really long time.  My ass was stinging and hurting with heat radiating from the surface.  It served as a reminder of why I had been spanked, even after the punishment was done.  It was what I asked for and I got what I truly needed—finally.  I just had to find a way to carve out my new existence underneath stricter rules and a positive influence—or else.

      “I’m going to go downstairs and make some breakfast.”  Greyson leaned back from our embrace.  “Why don’t you get cleaned up and join me?”

      “You’re—making breakfast?”  I blinked in surprise.

      “Yeah, I don’t feel like calling the chef right now.”  He shrugged.  “I’m sure I can still remember how to scramble some eggs and burn some bacon.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be wonderful.”  I smiled and stood to my feet.

      I waited until Greyson was downstairs and then I went to the bathroom.  The first thing I did was strip off my pajama top and inspect my ass in the mirror.  The redness was slowly starting to fade.  It didn’t feel like there would be any bruises and he certainly didn’t keep me over his knee long enough to leave blisters, but it was still painful.  I decided to go for a shower instead of a bath.  If he was making breakfast, I didn’t have time to waste blowing bubbles in the soapy water.  Normally, I liked a hot shower, but that wasn’t going to feel very good, so I left enough chill in the shower to soothe my bottom without amplifying the burn.

      There we go.  That feels good…

      The first spanking Greyson gave me wasn’t true discipline.  It was a little more playful and it left my panties wet.  The one I had just received wasn’t playful, but there was still something about the experience that left me with a lingering sense of sexual euphoria.  It wasn’t just the spanking.  It was the way he took control—the way he talked to me—the firmness in his voice.  It was the ability to just give in and trust him completely, even when I knew that it was going to hurt.  My hand moved to down to my clit and I rubbed it until a hard knot formed against my finger.  I was going to have to cum—it was the only way to release the pent up desire inside me that craved more from Greyson than discipline.

      Even if we don’t have a relationship that crosses the line, the desire isn’t gone—I’ll just have to satisfy those urges myself…

      I rubbed my clit until the pressure built beyond the point that I could control it.  I stifled a moan once the endorphins sent pleasure shooting through my veins.  It wasn’t as intense as the climax I got when the jets were doing most of the work, but the edge was gone.  I finished my shower, dried off, and got ready to go downstairs for breakfast.  My head was still spinning from the mixture of pleasure and pain, but I intended to keep my promise to Greyson.  I would hold the attraction on my side of the line and never cross it, because I needed a Daddy more than I craved his touch.  Maybe that was just a lie that I was telling myself.

      I’ll keep saying it until I convince myself that it’s true.  Greyson won’t give me what I want, but he’s willing to give me what I need—I can fill in the rest when I’m alone…
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later

      The new dynamic was certainly different.  I felt a simmer in the air when I was with Greyson before I made the mistake of trying to kiss him.  He had a certain look in his eyes—a lingering desire that he was afraid to embrace—the same look that smoldered beneath my sky-blue orbs.  Instead of seeing that stare when I looked his way, I was faced with the new reality that our letters had brought to life.  It was loving and tender, but there was no hint of passion.  I didn’t totally understand what I was seeing when he was fighting off his attraction, but I certainly noticed the difference when the door was completely shut.

      “Do you have all of your clothes picked out for school tomorrow?”  Greyson looked over at me.

      “I guess.”  I shrugged.  “I’ll just grab something from the closet.”

      “Let’s make sure.”  He stood and motioned for me to follow him.  “I don’t want you to run late because you can’t find your favorite shirt.”

      “Okay, sounds good.”  I nodded and followed Greyson upstairs to my room.

      “I’ve never really put much thought into what I wear.”  I opened my closet and pulled out a few t-shirts.

      “Do you own anything other than t-shirts?”  Greyson looked past me into the closet.

      “What’s wrong with t-shirts?”  I titled my head slightly.

      “Nothing, but you want to make a good first impression.  The professors notice when the students care.  There’s more to that than sitting in the front row and being attentive.”  Greyson chuckled.

      “Yeah—I’m more of a back row kind of student.”  I looked down at the floor and smiled.

      “Not anymore.”  Greyson shook his head back and forth.  “This is the new you—remember?”

      “Right…”  I raised an eyebrow.  “I guess I can sit in the front row.”

      “Come on, we’re going shopping.”  Greyson closed my closet door.  “You need some new clothes.”

      “What?  No.  I can’t afford that…”  I stared at him and shook my head.

      “You’re not paying.”  He stopped and turned back towards me.  “You need some professional clothes, a few nice tops—maybe something to wear besides jeans.  This isn’t high school anymore.  The old dress for success phrase applies to more than job interviews.  Some of your professors have contacts in the Sports Management world—you want them to speak highly of you if anyone ever asks…”

      “They’ll speak highly of me if I don’t show up in a t-shirt and a pair of jeans?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “You’re creating your brand, Chrissy.  Some students will come running in the door at the last minute—every day.  That becomes their brand.  Some will actually show up on time, but they’ll look like they just crawled out of bed—then they’ll sleep through half the class.  That’s how they’ll be remembered.”  Greyson shrugged.  “You want to differentiate yourself and build a strong brand.”

      “Interesting…”  I blinked in surprise.  “I never thought of it like that before.”

      I followed Greyson to his Maserati, and he held the door open for me.  It was a really nice car.  I thought the Porsche was amazing, but the Maserati blew it away.  It was probably a good thing that Greyson didn’t let me drive it.  I would have been tempted to see how fast it could actually go.  Greyson drove us downtown and led me into one of the stores that was far too expensive for me to even browse, much less consider shopping there.  They had very nice clothes, but the price tags made my stomach twist into a knot.  The prices didn’t seem to bother Greyson at all.  I spent nearly an hour just looking at clothes while the sales associate followed us with a rolling rack.

      “Okay, try all of this stuff on and see what you like.”  Greyson motioned to the rack that he had filled with every piece of clothing I showed a mild interest in.  “This should be a good start.”

      “A good start?”  I raised my eyebrows.  “There’s no freaking way I’m letting you buy me all of this stuff!”

      “I’m not allowed to spoil you?”  He tilted his head slightly.  “I thought that was part of the deal…”

      I guess he intends to be my Daddy in more ways than one…

      “Just a couple of things—really.”  I looked at the rack.

      “If you don’t get to that damn dressing room…”  Greyson leaned forward so that the sales associate couldn’t hear what he said.  “We’re going to the car to have a discussion about your behavior.  Is that what you want?”

      “Um—no sir.”  I shook my head back and forth very quickly.

      He’s serious about this…

      I settled into my role.  He never told me to call him sir—the word just felt right when it left my lips.  I either had to accept his gift and be spoiled by him or face the consequences.  I had a pretty good idea what those consequences would be, and I didn’t want him to take me to the car for a spanking.  I went to the dressing room, tried on the clothes, and let him buy them for me.  Once we were done at the first store, we went to another one—where we bought me even more clothes.  He helped me pick out a few professional outfits that I could wear when I gave presentations and possibly even have on hand if I got a job interview down the road.  I never really thought about my brand, but I couldn’t deny that he made some good points.

      “I’m tired.”  I exhaled sharply as we loaded my clothes into the backseat of the Maserati.  “I never thought I’d be saying that after a shopping trip…”

      “Since we’re already downtown, we might as well have dinner out.”  He walked around and opened the passenger door.  “Anything you’d like to try?”

      “I—honestly don’t know.”  I shrugged.  “Surprise me?”

      “Okay.”  He smiled and nodded.

      I wasn’t sure what kind of restaurant Greyson would choose, but I really didn’t know what was available in the area.  Going out for dinner was pretty rare when I lived with my mother.  It was usually reserved for special occasions.  After my father passed, it was rare to even get a cake for my birthday—much less a trip to a restaurant.  It’s strange how so much of that period of my life faded away without forming memories, but little things like that stuck with me.  Greyson chose a restaurant that had a wide variety of options.  I decided to just eat like a college student and eat fried food with fried sides.  Greyson chose a steak with a baked potato.  We were both eying the stuffed mushrooms as an appetizer, so he ordered it.

      “I’m definitely going to miss this if I move out in a few months…”  I looked down at our appetizer and sighed.  “Today has been fun.”

      “What do you mean?”  He tilted his head slightly.

      “I’m—not a charity case.”  I exhaled sharply.  “I’ve never had anyone buy stuff for me like this.  It was fun to feel like I had money for once in my life.”

      “No, I meant the other part—what do you mean about moving out in a few months?”  He titled his head in the opposite direction.

      “I still don’t want to be a bother…”  My words trailed off for a second as I tried to focus on what I should say.  “I’m sure you’re eager to get rid of me.  Isn’t that what Daddies look forward to the most—the day when their spoiled brats move out?”

      “No!”  He seemed insulted by what I said and reached for my hand.  “You’re not moving out.  That’s no longer an option.”

      “I—I didn’t think this changed anything.”  I reached for my water and took a quick drink.  “I don’t want to impose…”

      Especially if this is never going to be more than two people standing on their side of the line—I just need enough time to find a job.

      “Your letter changed everything.  You aren’t leaving.  You’re going to stay with me and focus on school.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “This isn’t up for discussion, so don’t even try.  I know you want to make it on your own, and you will, but you’re my responsibility until then.”

      I didn’t have much of a response.  I had been repeating the same thing since I move into his house—I didn’t want to be a charity case—I didn’t want to impose.  I might have had the option of leaving before I wrote the letter, but it was clear that the option had been taken away.  If he was going to be my Daddy, then I was going to have to stay with him.  It would have been rude to leave after he bought me so many nice things—even if I hated the fact that I couldn’t afford it on my own.  I had to find a way to exist in my new world.  I definitely needed him to be my Daddy and having the option of leaving taken away actually brought my future into focus.

      This does make things a little easier.  I just have to figure out how to meet his expectations…
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        * * *

      

      The next morning

      I expected Greyson to be at work when I woke up for my first day of college, so I was surprised when I saw him downstairs.  Apparently, he wanted to personally make sure that I didn’t miss my ride or try to sneak out in an old t-shirt and a pair of jeans.  We ate breakfast, made sure everything was ready for school, and then I went upstairs to get finish getting ready.  I might not have been thrilled to be a charity case he spent his money on, but I couldn’t deny that the new outfit was amazing.  If I had taken the time to properly do my nails and makeup—and made more of an effort with my hair, I could have easily passed for one of the preppy girls I went to high school with.

      That’s a scary thought.  The only difference between us was a wardrobe and some Maybelline?

      I was nervous when I gathered my things and headed towards the stairs.  I felt like I should have been walking in slow motion with a rock song playing in the background.  Greyson smiled when he saw me and I still blushed, even if he was never going to look at me the way that I wanted.  I looked at myself in one of the mirrors near the door and I couldn’t help but have a little more confidence.  He was right—my appearance did make a difference.  It was the new me—things were going to be different in College.

      “You look lovely.”  Greyson walked up and squeezed my hand.  “Are you ready to go?”

      “Thank you so much…”  I turned towards Greyson and hugged him.  “Is John waiting outside?”

      “No.”  Greyson squeezed me tight and then pulled back from our embrace.  “I decided that I’m going to let you use the Porsche.  I trust you’ll make better decisions this time around?”

      “Yes!”  I hugged him again.  “Thank you—Daddy.”

      “You’re welcome.”  He took a step back and motioned towards the keys hanging on the wall.  “Hurry along now.  You don’t want to be late.”

      I grabbed the keys and walked towards the door.  I—called him Daddy.  It rolled off my tongue as easily as calling him sir.  I asked him to be my Daddy.  I didn’t expect to actually call him Daddy.  It didn’t feel strange.  He didn’t have a negative reaction to it.  In fact, he didn’t seem bothered by it at all.  I decided not to dwell on it.  If it felt right and he was okay with it, then maybe I would say it again.  I drove to USC and found a parking spot near my first class.  There was an energy on the campus—and a new energy surging through me.  It was time to start over and do what I promised myself that I would.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day

      “Hey, you look like you know your way around this place, do you know where—this is?”  A girl in a t-shirt, a pair of jeans, and a freshman-stare ran up to me with her schedule in her hand.

      “Um.”  I glanced down at it.  “Oh, you’re in my next class.  It’s this way…”

      “Our schedules must be similar—I was in your last class too.”  She smiled and walked beside me.  “I’m Meghan by the way.”

      “I’m Chrissy.”  I looked towards her and tilted my head inquisitively.  “I didn’t see you in Professor Hawthorne’s class…”

      “I sat near the back.”  Her smile got a little wider.  “I like to keep a low profile.”

      So did I—quite recently in fact.

      We got to our next class, and Meghan slouched in the back while I walked to the front row.  I wasn’t trying to be the teacher’s pet or anything like that—I just wanted to show that I was attentive and ready to learn.  All I really learned on the first day was which of my professors wrote the book that we had to buy for their class and what we would be learning that semester.  After my last class was done, I walked towards the car.  Overall, it was a really good day.  I was almost to the parking lot when I heard someone call my name and turned around to see Meghan waving, so I stopped walking and let her catch up.

      “Hey, I just wanted to ask—and I’m sorry to just invite myself—but do you know if there are any parties around here tonight?”  She bit down on her lip and smiled.

      “Parties?”  I blinked in surprise.  “Uh—no, I don’t really know where any are.”

      “Oh, I just thought you would…”  She looked a little disappointed.

      Do I really look like the girl you ask about parties?  Wow, that’s never happened before…

      “I’m sure there are plenty of frat parties—maybe even some on sorority row.”  I motioned in the general direction of both.

      “I don’t really want to pledge…” She reached into her purse and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.  “I’m sure you’re a legacy somewhere, right?”

      “Me?”  I chuckled slightly.  “No.  My father went to school here, but I don’t think I’ll be joining his fraternity.”

      “That might be a bit tough…”  She pulled a cigarette out of her pack.  “Want one?”

      “No thank you.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      I do want one, but I’m definitely not going to come home smelling like that on my first day—I’m sure Greyson would notice.

      Meghan and I talked for a few minutes before she decided to go ask around and see if anyone else knew where the parties were.  She reminded me of myself—the college girl I would have been if I hadn’t been fortunate enough to meet Greyson.  Instead of being a random student in the back row, I had people asking me for help—that was a change.  I left USC with a smile on my face.  My phone buzzed in my purse when I was halfway home, but I ignored it.  I was not going to text and drive, even if it was an emergency.  The phone could wait a few minutes.  That was a whole new philosophy for me, but it was another lesson that I had learned because Greyson gave me rules that I knew were for the best.  Once I was safely parked in the garage with the engine off, I reached into my purse and pulled out my phone.

      Lorrie:  How was your first day?  Was it amazing?

      Chrissy:  It was awesome!  I think I’m going to like college.

      Lorrie:  Get in any trouble?

      Chrissy:  No!  Never! :)

      Lorrie:  Right…  I bet you will be partying until dawn and then sleeping off your hangover in your first class tomorrow.

      Chrissy:  Nah, I’m trying to do things a little different now.

      Lorrie:  Wow!  Well, don’t forget to call home!  Mom misses you.

      Chrissy:  I’ll call her tonight!  Promise!

      I dropped off my stuff in my room and changed into some comfortable clothes.  Greyson wasn’t home, so I had a couple of hours to myself.  I considered a trip to the pool, or a movie in the theater downstairs, but I was feeling pretty lazy.  I decided to just watch Netflix and relax on the couch.  Several of my shows had new seasons available, so I picked my favorite and started watching.  I got through two full episodes and part of a third before Greyson got home.  I paused my show and sat up on the couch as he walked into the living room.

      “How did your first day of school go?”  He walked to the liquor cabinet and poured a glass of Scotch.

      “It was good—apparently better than the day you just had if you’re pouring a drink the second you walk through the door.”  I raised my eyebrows in concern.

      “One of my clients caused a few problems.”  He exhaled sharply.  “Nothing major.  I want to hear about your day.”

      Greyson at down on the couch and I told him about my first day of college.  I couldn’t deny that he was right about my brand.  I felt like I was off to a good start.  The professors noticed that I was attentive—and the other students did as well, judging by my interaction with Meghan.  I told him about her too—how she was like looking in a mirror and helped me realize that he had helped me find the right version of myself to present as I began the next chapter of my life.  Greyson seemed pleased and seeing a smile on his face brought one to mine.  I wished he would tell me more about what was bothering him, but I didn’t want to pry—especially if I had already managed to make him smile.

      “So, did you take care of all your homework?”  He sipped his Scotch and raised his eyebrows inquisitively.

      “It’s too early in the year for that.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “The professors didn’t give you a syllabus outlining your assignments this semester?”  He tilted his head slightly.

      “They did—but I don’t have anything due until next week.”  I shrugged.  “Today was just about meeting everyone and finding out what I would be learning.”

      “Yes, and it should also be the day you get started on all of your assignments.”  He looked towards the television.  “You’ll have plenty of time to catch up your shows when you get a break.”

      “Okay, point taken.”  I nodded.  “I definitely need to get better about procrastination.  I’ll start them when I get home tomorrow.”

      “Or—you could go work on them now while we wait for dinner.”  He motioned towards the stairs.  “I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

      “Fine…”  I sighed.  “I guess I’ll go get started.”

      So much for a relaxing evening…

      I carried my school stuff upstairs and set my laptop up.  I read through a couple of syllabuses, but I had trouble focusing.  There were lots of stuff to do, but while I hated procrastination in high school, I also thrived on it.  I could put all of my focus where it needed to be when there was a deadline in front of me.  Trying to get in that mindset when I didn’t have a deadline to meet felt foreign.  Instead of working on my assignments, I just browsed social media, updated my Facebook status, and started chatting with Amanda.  Her classes started a week before mine and she wanted to tell me about all the hot guys she met.  I chatted with her until dinner was ready, and then went downstairs to eat with Grayson.

      “Were you able to make any progress?”  Greyson looked up at me as I walked into the dining room.

      “Yeah.”  I nodded quickly.  “I’ve got the foundation in place at least.”

      “Good, well after we finish eating, you can go upstairs and work on it some more.”  He smiled and started serving our food.

      “Okay…”  I nodded.  “That sounds good.”

      I really didn’t want to go back upstairs and waste more time, but it was the only option he presented me.  I couldn’t help but wonder if he would have been so concerned about my education if I hadn’t asked him to be my Daddy.  I wanted to keep watching television, go for a swim, or possibly watch a movie in the theater.  All of my options might not have captivated my interest when I got home from college, but they were all better than spending the evening upstairs studying.  Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like I had much choice.  I went to my room, called my Mom, and once the call was over, I got distracted by social media again.  I played a few games on Facebook and aimlessly looked at people’s pages until I heard Greyson’s footsteps on the stairs.

      “Are you wrapping things up?”  Greyson walked into my room.  “It’s getting late.”

      “Late?”  I looked at the clock in the corner of my laptop screen.  “It’s not even ten o’clock.”

      “You need your rest.”  He tilted his head slightly.  “You don’t want to be one of the kids sleeping in the back of the class tomorrow morning.”

      “Okay…”  I sighed and nodded.  “I guess I’m going to bed.”

      “Let me take a look at your work before you do.”  He motioned to my computer.  “I’ve taken all of your classes—maybe I can give you some pointers.”

      “My—work?”  I swallowed hard and looked at the computer.

      “Surely you haven’t been up here for hours doing nothing…”  He narrowed his eyes and his tone got firmer.  “Chrissy…”

      “I—I tried to work on it.  I just got distracted.”  I sighed and looked at my computer.  “I’ll do better tomorrow.”

      “I believe you will.”  He nodded as I turned back towards him.  “But—unfortunately, you didn’t do what you were supposed to do and I’m sure you know what has to happen before you go to bed.”

      “You’re—you’re going to spank me?”  My lip trembled.  “I don’t even have an assignment due!  I’ve got plenty of time…”

      “You were supposed to be up here working.”  He looked at my computer again.  “Clearly, you weren’t.”

      I realized that Greyson was right.  I had fallen into the same trap that plagued me when I was in high school.  Instead of working on my assignments, I spent the evening on social media—wasting valuable time.  Procrastination had been my downfall several times.  Even when I got the intense focus that a looming deadline could bring, I rushed through everything.  It was never my best work.  Greyson walked to the bed and sat down on the edge.  He motioned for me and I approached.  I didn’t argue when he slid his fingers into my pajama pants and lowered them.  I wanted to argue when I realized my panties were next, but I was afraid that would make it worse.  Once my panties were around my knees, Greyson guided me into position.  I was bent at the waist and my ass was elevated thanks to the position of his knee.

      “Tell me why you’re going to get a spanking.”  Greyson patted my exposed ass.

      “I—I didn’t do what I was supposed to do.”  I sighed and closed my eyes.  “I should have been working on my assignments.”

      “That’s right.”  He lifted his hand.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow…”  I tensed up and whimpered as I felt the sting come to life.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “You’ll get this regularly if that’s what it takes.”  He lifted his hand again.  “When you have an assignment, that’s what you should be working on.  I don’t care if it’s due the next day or at the end of the semester.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Yes sir!”  I squealed and bounced on his knee as the sting got more intense.  “I’m sorry, Daddy!”

      That word—Daddy.  I said it again…

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Your social media privileges are revoked, effective immediately.  After your punishment is over, you will delete all of your accounts.”  His voice was calm—like he wasn’t asking me to obliterate my life.

      “What?”  I looked over my shoulder.  “Daddy—No…”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “You need to be focused on your future instead of the past.”  He tilted me on his knee.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Oh god!  Daddy, it hurts!”  I squealed and bounced on his knee.

      “Are you going to do what I said?”  He lifted his hand and brought it down in the middle of my ass.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Yes sir!”  I nodded quickly and felt tears forming in the corner of my eyes as the sting turned into a burning sensation.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Okay, then it’s time for you to delete your social media accounts and go to bed.”  He let his hand rest on my upper thigh.

      I wiped away the tears that had tried to form and hugged him when I was allowed to stand.  Then I did exactly what he said.  I sat down at my computer—gingerly, because of the soreness he left on my sit-spot—and deleted my social media accounts.  It wasn’t like I was just going to lose contact with the people I truly cared about—I had their contact information saved in my phone.  Once my accounts were deleted, Greyson hugged me one more time before leaving me alone in my room.  I could have gone to sleep—I was certainly exhausted.  Instead, I turned my laptop back on and started working on my first assignment.  Every time I shifted in my chair, I got a reminder of why I was so determined to make sure all of my assignments were perfect.  Greyson lit a fire on my ass—and it was one hell of a motivator.

      He keeps showing me why I need a Daddy.  I know I made the right decision when I asked him to take on that role—I just wish there was a way for it to become more.
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      Several days later

      Chrissy settled into her new role quite well.  After she got a spanking for wasting time on social media and deleted her accounts, she became very focused on her assignments.  I looked over them every night and while I had a few pointers, she was doing very well on her own.  Her work was excellent, well researched, and I was pretty sure her professors were going to see that she was serious about her education.

      It really didn’t take very much guidance to get her to that point.  I helped her bring the confidence simmering below the surface to light and gave her the right motivation to focus on what was important.  She might have lost her way in high school, but she wasn’t as bad as she thought she was.  She was crying out for attention.  She wanted someone to peel back the layers and see that she was nothing more than a lonely girl in need of love and discipline.  I had done that, and she was finally on the right path.

      “We have a situation.”  Lauren looked up at me as I walked into my office building.

      “Yeah, my phone has been going crazy since I parked my car.  Let me guess—Ricky missed practice again?”  I leaned against the edge of her desk and tried to hide my immediate frustration.

      “It’s a little worse than that.”  She turned her computer monitor towards me.  “A paparazzi got some pictures of him—out with a girl last night.”

      “So what?”  I shrugged.  “He goes out with a lot of girls…”

      “Yeah, but this is Marshall Smith’s wife.”  Lauren’s jaw tightened and I finally realized why she was so concerned.

      “Oh bloody fucking hell!”  I threw up my hands.  “Okay, get me a meeting with Marshall Smith’s agent.  We’ve obviously got some damage control to do here.”

      “I don’t know if this is a situation we can control.”  Lauren shifted her computer monitor back around so that she could see it.  “This is a disaster…”

      “Have you been able to get in touch with Ricky?”  I walked towards the door of my office.

      “No, he’s not answering his calls.  Don’t worry, I already sent someone to check on him.”  She nodded quickly.

      “Thanks…”  I sighed and sat down behind my desk.

      Marshall Smith was the star wide receiver for the Los Angeles Bashers, and Ricky’s favorite target when he threw the ball.  Marshall could turn any decent pass into a touchdown and some of Ricky’s bad passes had become legendary because of Marshall’s miraculous ability to catch any ball he could touch.  They were a team and if they weren’t on the same page, then it was going to be disastrous for the rest of the season and there was no way the Bashers would make it to the Super Bowl.  I needed to know how bad it was.  Ricky loved the ladies—but his teammate’s wife?  That was practically treason.

      Ricky, what the fuck have you done?

      I pulled up the pictures that the paparazzi took.  There were pictures of Ricky having dinner with Emily Smith, pictures of them outside the restaurant looking cozy—but nothing that proved they were involved—except the final shot—the one of them getting into a limousine together.  A few hours later, that same limousine was seen parked in front of the Ritz-Carlton.  Thankfully, there were no shots of Marshall Smith’s wife doing the walk of shame, but people could connect the dots pretty easily—especially when the paparazzi practically drew them a road map.  The court of public opinion was already in session.  Multiple news outlets had picked up the story and it was making headlines.

      “Ricky is on his way.”  Lauren walked to my door.  “He says this is a huge misunderstanding.”

      “Right…”  I growled under my breath.  “Have you been able to get Marshall Smith’s agent on the phone?”

      “No, not yet.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I assume his phone is probably lighting up like yours is right now.”

      “Mine—isn’t ringing.”  I looked down at my phone.

      “That’s because all of your calls get forwarded to me.”  She chuckled slightly.  “Speaking of which—I’ve probably missed ten calls in the time it took for me to walk over here and tell you that Ricky is on his way.”

      This place would go down the drain without her…

      After I signed Ricky Bonds as my first big client, I considered expanding and bringing in additional agents to help manage everything.  Ricky Bonds was the kind of client you could build a powerhouse agency around.  But—I saw what that was like in Chicago when I worked with Sam.  There wasn’t much of a relationship between the agency and the client.  I wanted clients that hired me, not clients that hired my agency.  I might not have had a full stable of superstars, but I knew every one of my clients.  When I worked for the agency in Chicago, I had so many clients that I barely even got a chance to sit down with them, much less find the right endorsements deals or provide them with what they needed to expand their personal brand.

      “He’s here…”  Lauren gave me a warning—and then the doors flew open.

      “What the fuck is going on, Foster?  I pay you to make sure this shit doesn’t happen!”  Ricky came storming into my office and he was seething.

      “Ricky, I can’t control the paparazzi.”  I stood up and glared at him.  “What in the bloody hell were you thinking?  Marshall’s wife?”

      “I didn’t fuck Emily!  I would never do that…”  He walked over to the liquor cabinet where I kept a few bottles for clients.  “I need a fucking drink.”

      “Tell me what happened.”  I sat down and waited for Ricky to finish pouring his drink.

      “It was totally innocent.”  He sipped his drink and sat down across from me.  “We were—we were planning Marshall’s birthday party.  It was supposed to be a surprise.”

      “Don’t feed me that bullshit.”  I scoffed at him.  “She got in your limousine—the same limousine that was spotted in front of the Ritz-Carlton a few hours later…”

      “I was at the Ritz-Carlton, but I wasn’t with Emily.  I dropped her off and then I got a call from someone else.”  He took a gulp of his drink.  “I need you to fix this…”

      “Okay.”  I nodded quickly.  “If you’re telling me the truth, this should be easy to clear up, but—we might have to spoil your plans for Marshall’s birthday party.”

      “That’s fine…”  He sighed and shook his head.  “I’d rather save his marriage than his fucking birthday surprise at this point.”

      Ricky left my office and I started making calls.  It was a damn good thing most people were so enamored by Ricky’s bad boy reputation that they were willing to take my call.  They wanted dirt and were certainly unhappy to learn that I wasn’t calling with any.  Ricky’s reputation was so bad that they expected him to just own the affair and give his teammate two middle fingers if he didn’t like it.  I finally got a call from Marshall Smith’s agent around lunchtime and he confirmed that Emily told him the same story Ricky told me.  Marshall was—suspicious, but willing to sit down with Ricky and try to clear the air.  It felt like a small victory at least.  I just hoped they were telling the truth.

      “The tabloids are picking up your version of the story.”  Lauren walked to the door of my office.  “I guess Marshall Smith’s agent is feeding them the same one.”

      “Yeah.”  I nodded.  “It seems like Ricky might be innocent—this time.”
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        * * *

      

      I was at the office until nearly seven o’clock dealing with the fallout of Ricky’s evening excursion with Emily Smith.  Things seemed to be settled.  Ricky and Marshall sat down to talk and hugged when it was over.  I hoped that was the end of it and they would be able to work together on the football field.  If they had a good game and won, then people would forget about the story.  There was a good chance that Ricky would do something else to land himself in the headlines—and odds were that he wouldn’t be innocent the next time around.  I had done my job and definitely earned my paycheck for the day.  It was time to go home…

      At least everything I had to deal with today kept my mind off Chrissy.

      I was doing my best to be the Daddy that Chrissy needed and keep the door in my head permanently closed.  My lust was under control—my desire was contained—but something else had started to toy with my thoughts.  I was starting to actually like Chrissy.  It was more than just attraction drawing me to her like a moth to a flame.  I was watching her grow and become the woman she wanted to be—it was an amazing transformation.  It made her even more beautiful in my eyes.  She embraced what she needed and when she made mistakes, she understood that discipline was what she had always lacked—a firm dose of it reinforced every lesson.  It might have started as something playful, but that need was always simmering beneath the surface.

      “Sorry I’m late…”  I walked upstairs when I arrived home and found Chrissy in her room.

      “Are you?”  She looked at her clock.  “Oh wow, I was distracted by the assignment I’ve been working on.”

      “You didn’t eat dinner?”  I raised my eyebrows in surprise.  “I figured you would have fixed something.”

      “No.”  She shook her head back and forth.

      “Well, it’s a little late to call the chef.  How about pizza—delivery.”  I chuckled under my breath.

      “Yeah, that sounds good.”  She nodded.  “I’ll keep working until it gets here.”

      “Okay.”  I couldn’t help but feel admiration as I watched her turn back to her computer and continue where she left off.

      She’s definitely taking it seriously now…

      I ordered pizza and it arrived about thirty minutes later.  We ate it downstairs and Chrissy seemed eager to go back upstairs, but I could see the exhaustion in her eyes.  I decided that she had put in enough work for one evening and suggested that we watch a movie.  She was actually hesitant—like she couldn’t spare a couple of hours—so I had to insist.  I wanted her to stay focused on school, but I didn’t want her to burn out before the semester was over.  We popped some popcorn and ate it while we watched a comedy that had been out for a couple of weeks.  It wasn’t very amusing to me, but I liked hearing Chrissy laugh.  That was better than the movie to me.

      “Alright, I guess I should go to bed.”  Chrissy yawned and put her hand up to cover her mouth.

      “One more day.”  I looked over at her.  “Any plans for the weekend?”

      “Plans?”  She raised an eyebrow.  “I planned to work on my assignments…”

      “You haven’t made any friends at school?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “I’ve met a few people.”  She nodded.  “But you said I needed to stay focused on my assignments.”

      “There’s a balance.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “You can have fun—as long as you don’t go overboard.”

      “I remember.”  She sighed.  “No drinking.  No parties.  Oh, and I have a curfew.”

      “That’s right.”  I nodded quickly.  “I want you home by eleven.”

      “Okay, maybe I’ll see if any of the people I’ve met want to hang out.”  She nodded.  “That might be nice.”

      I wanted to spend the weekend with Chrissy, but I didn’t want to stifle her development.  Social skills were as important as making good choices.  She would always be faced with situations that required her to display maturity as she decided how to react to them.  That was the mistake her father made—he didn’t know how to hang out with people that made bad choices without giving in to peer pressure.  Based on Chrissy’s confession, she was often the one peer pressuring others, so she needed to learn how to be a positive influence as well as resist temptation.  It was my protective nature that forbid her from going to parties or drinking.  I would have looked past it with a disapproving glare if she was just living with me—but if I was going to be her Daddy, there was no way I could do it without being overprotective.

      I can’t change my nature and being her Daddy does cater to it—but I have to make sure I don’t fall for her now that I’ve bottled up my desire…
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      The next day

      “Hey there…”  I walked up to Meghan when I spotted her standing outside of the building where our next class was being held.  “Did you find another party last night?”

      You seem to have found one every night this week—while I’ve stayed at home and worked on my assignments.

      “Yep!”  She nodded quickly.  “Why, do you want to go with me tonight?  I was actually—thinking about staying in.”

      “Really?”  I blinked in surprise.  “You’re already done partying after a week?  College is going to last four years!”

      “No, that’s not it.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I just—can I tell you something that doesn’t go further than the two of us?”

      “Yeah, of course.”  I nodded and leaned closer.

      “Someone tried to put something in my drink last night.”  She looked down at the ground.

      “Oh my god!  Do you know who it was?  We need to report them!”  My eyes opened wide.

      “No.”  She sighed and pulled something out of her purse.  “My mom gave me these before I left for school—they’re straws that you can dip in your drink to see if someone tried to slip something into it.”

      “I’ve heard about those.”  I exhaled sharply.  “Holy shit, Meghan.  Yeah, I might a little wary of going to another party too…”

      “I should have known frat parties weren’t going to be my thing.  It’s not like I was hanging out with people like that in high school—college is no different.”  She sighed again.

      “You need to hang out with me this weekend.”  I gave her a slight nudge.  “We can have fun without going to a frat party.”

      “Sure.”  Meghan lifted her shoulders for a slight shrug and nodded.

      We walked into our first class and separated once we were inside the classroom.  Meghan headed to the back row and I headed to the front.  I paid attention to the professor, but my thoughts were elsewhere.  If Greyson hadn’t laid down a new set of rules when he became my Daddy, I would have probably gone to a couple of parties—and I wouldn’t have had anything to test my drink with.  It was a good reminder that the world wasn’t safe and having someone like Greyson in my life was a blessing.

      Maybe I’ll be able to pay it forward and be a positive influence on Meghan instead of being the bad influence for a change.

      Meghan had an apartment near campus that her parents were paying for.  I agreed to meet her there later that evening and then we would hang out downtown.  I was picturing window shopping when I suggested it, but she seemed to be more excited about the prospect of meeting someone famous.  I wasn’t sure if celebrities just wandered the streets of Los Angeles on a Friday night, but it was kind of exciting to think about it.

      After I was officially done with my first full week of college, I drove back to Greyson’s house and decided to go for a swim since he wasn’t home yet.  He still wasn’t there when I got finished in the pool, so I decided to call home.  I think my mother would have preferred if I called every day, but I had done a pretty good job of staying in touch.  Shortly after I hung up with my mother, I heard the front door open, so I headed downstairs.

      “Hey, guess what!”  I practically bounced down the last few steps as I made it to the bottom of the stairs.  “I’m going out tonight!”

      “Hmm.”  Greyson turned towards me and narrowed his eyes.  “With who?”

      “Meghan—I told you about her.”  I nodded quickly.  “We’re going to hang out for a little bit.”

      “The girl that was looking for a party?”  His face reflected a hint of concern.

      “Yeah, but we’re not going to a party.  I promise.”  I leaned forward and nudged him.  “You told me I should go out and have some fun.”

      “I did.”  He nodded the concern shifted to a slight smile.  “Just remember to be home by eleven.”

      “No words of wisdom or—warnings?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “I trust you to make good decisions and stay out of trouble.”  He shrugged.  “You know the rules and what the consequences are.”

      “I do…”  I nodded in agreement.  “I’ll see you tonight—don’t wait up!”

      “I will be waiting up.”  He narrowed his eyes and growled under his breath.  “You better be home on time.”

      “I’m teasing you.  I will be home before eleven.”  I laughed as I walked towards the garage door.

      I was a little conflicted when I left Greyson’s house.  I definitely planned on following the rules, but at the same time—it had been several days since I had gotten in any sort of trouble.  Being spanked when I did something wrong wasn’t exactly pleasant, but it still had a strange effect on me.  I liked it and hated it at the same time.  I was doing my best to say on my side of the line Greyson put between us, but there was a lingering need that was never going to be satisfied if he was nothing more than my Daddy.  Being over his knee might have been enough to bring me to tears when I was being punished, but there was still something about it that turned me on.  The thought of coming home and finding myself over his knee for doing something wrong made me tingle.

      I’m sure I’ll find myself in that position regardless—sooner or later.  I probably shouldn’t push my luck…
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, we’re definitely taking your Porsche.”  Meghan smiled as we walked outside of her apartment.  “Can I drive?”

      “Uh—no.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’m borrowing it from a friend.”

      I guess that’s the best way to describe Greyson to someone I don’t know.

      “I want friends that loan me expensive cars…”  Meghan walked over to the passenger side door as I unlocked the car.

      “It’s more of a family friend.”  I slid behind the steering wheel and looked over at her.  “He’s letting me stay with him while I go to school.”

      “So you’re not rich?”  She raised an eyebrow.

      “No.”  I laughed and shook my head.  “I wish.”

      I told Meghan about my life in Chicago as I drove us downtown.  Her story was similar, but she didn’t lose her father when she was young like I did.  She had a normal middle-class upbringing sprinkled with an average dose of teenage rebellion.  Her parents were paying for her apartment and student loans were paying for her education.  She decided to pursue a Sports Management degree because she wanted to be a Sports Analyst.  It started as a hobby when she watched Baseball with her father, and she had actually written several articles that had been published before she even graduated from high school.  I began to realize that she wasn’t just sitting on the back row because she was uninterested in our classes, she just learned things a lot easier than I did—her downfall was test anxiety—which is why she wasn’t able to land a scholarship.

      “Wow.”  Meghan leaned forward.  “I’ve never seen so many stores that I recognize from movies in one place at the same time…”

      “Where do you want to look first?”  I looked over at her.

      “All of them.” She raised her eyebrows and laughed.

      I found a parking spot and we started checking out the stores.  We did some window shopping, actually went inside a few of them, and put a lot of wear on the bottom of our tennis shoes.  We didn’t see anyone famous, but there were plenty of false-sightings along the way.  Meghan was absolutely certain she saw Brad Pitt, but after we followed the guy into a store, we realized that it wasn’t him.  It really was a lot of fun.  We grabbed dinner at a small cafe and kept checking out the stores until we were ready to stop staring at expensive things we couldn’t afford.

      “This has been a lot of fun.”  Meghan leaned over and nudged me as we walked back to the car.  “Too bad we can’t go into one of those clubs and get a drink.”

      “I don’t know.”  I shrugged.  “I don’t really drink.”

      “God, you’re such a goody-two-shoes.”  Meghan giggled and opened the passenger side door.  “You don’t smoke, you don’t drink—I bet you’re still a virgin.”

      “Uh…”  I looked down at the pavement.

      “You are!?  Oh my god.”  Meghan rolled her eyes as she sat down in the passenger seat.

      “Why is that a bad thing?”  I slammed my door and looked over at her.  “I just haven’t met anyone…”

      That’s not entirely true, but the one I’d love to be with wants to keep a line between us.

      “Okay, we did your version of fun this weekend.  Next weekend—you’re coming out with me.”  Meghan narrowed her eyes.  “I’ll show you how to have some real fun.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know about that…”  I shook my head back and forth.  “That’s not my thing.”

      “You’re in college!  You’re supposed to live a little!”  She rolled her eyes.  “Besides, if we’re together, we can look out for each other.”

      “Maybe…”  I nodded.

      There’s no way in hell Greyson would go for that.

      I kept dodging Meghan’s insistence as I drove her home.  I finally agreed that we could discuss it on Monday, but I didn’t make any promises.  I glanced at the clock as I approached Greyson’s house.  It was ten-thirty.  I was going to make curfew with plenty of time to spare.  As that realization hit me, I felt my foot pulling back from the accelerator.  If I was late—I would definitely get punished.  A spanking was almost guaranteed—and he might tell me that I couldn’t go out with Meghan the next weekend.  It would eliminate that temptation—and I would get a taste of what I was starting to crave.

      Am I really going to intentionally miss curfew just so he will spank me?

      I knew the answer to the question I asked myself even before I took a side road, circled the block, and kept driving as the clock ticked towards eleven.  There was conflict, but my hesitation didn’t overpower my need.  I had the same craving I had inside me when I wrote the letter.  I knew what was going to happen when I walked through the front door—I knew I was going to be punished.  Coming to terms with that when I rolled into the garage ten minutes past eleven didn’t stop my heart from beating hard in my chest—and I felt my legs tremble when I stepped out of the car.

      “You’re late…”  Greyson met me at the door.

      “I—lost track of time.”  I looked up at him as the lie spilled across my lips.

      “Go upstairs and change into your pajamas.  I’ll be up to have a talk with you shortly.”  Greyson pointed at the stairs.

      “Yes sir.”  I nodded and sighed.

      It really didn’t matter what I put on.  They were coming down when I went over his knee.  It was exhilarating and scary at the same time, but I had already made my choice.  I changed into my pajamas and waited on the edge of the bed.  My heart kept beating hard in my chest—my pulse kept racing—and both got faster when I heard his footsteps on the stairs.  Daddy was coming to deal with me, and I knew what that meant.  I just hoped I didn’t regret it when I felt the tears in my eyes.

      “Are you going to tell me the truth now, or lie to me again?”  Greyson walked into my room and pulled a chair over to the bed so he could sit down.

      “What do you mean?”  I looked up at him.

      “I have a tracker on my Porsche.”  He pulled out his phone.  “I watched you drive around the block several times—and you were close enough to make it home before eleven.”

      Oh shit…

      “Um…”  I stammered over my words.

      “What were you doing?”  He tilted his head slightly.  “Tell me the truth.”

      “I—I…”  I felt a lump rising up in my throat.  “I wanted to get in trouble…”

      Now I feel like an idiot.  Of course he has a tracker on the car—I didn’t even think about that.

      “You wanted me to spank you?”  He tilted his head in the opposite direction and it felt like his eyes were staring straight into my soul.

      “Yes sir.”  I exhaled sharply.  “I—I can’t really explain it…”

      “You’ve never had real discipline or rules that have consequences.  I get that.”  He nodded.  “But, punishment is supposed to be something that deters you from making bad choices—not something that encourages them.”

      “I know.”  I sighed and looked down at the floor.  “It does hurt when you spank me, but—the first one…”

      “In the living room?”  He narrowed his eyes.

      “Yes sir.”  I nodded.  “It did something to me—and I know this is crossing the line you talked about.  I’m sorry.  I’m trying…”

      “It’s hard for me too…”  He sighed and I saw the conflict spread across his face.

      “Then why fight it?”  I lifted my head slowly.  “You don’t have to just be my Daddy.  I don’t care if there’s an age difference or if you were my father’s best friend—that was a long time ago.  He’s not here anymore—but you are.”

      Greyson stood to his feet.  I saw the look on his face shift.  It went from the face of a man who was fighting to control his desire, to one of a man who intended to take what he wanted.  He walked to the bed with a purpose, pulled me to my feet, and crushed my lips beneath his.  Fireworks went off in my head immediately.  He forced my lips apart and started to ravage my mouth.  I melted into his arms as they wrapped around me.  He kissed me until my head was spinning and when our lips parted, we both gasped for air.  It was nothing more than a brief pause—he kissed me again with even more ferocity and pushed me back against the bed.  I sank down onto the mattress with his lips seared to mine the whole way.  His lips pulled away and started kissing my neck as his hands explored my body.

      “Oh god…”  My back arched and I moaned when I felt my skin sizzle underneath his lips.  “I want you.”

      “Not tonight.”  He leaned back and shook his head.

      “What?  Why not?”  I blinked in surprise.

      “We have some naughty behavior to address tonight.”  A grin formed on the corner of his lips.

      “Yes we do, Daddy.”  I nodded and my hands moved to my pajama pants.

      I wanted him—so freaking bad.  I wanted him to keep kissing me—I wanted him to keep going until he claimed my innocence—but I had been a bad girl, and I needed to be punished.  Greyson sat up on the bed and I had my pajama pants down before he pulled me across his knee.  My panties were next—but he was the one who pulled those down.  My pussy was wet and tingling.  There was no way he didn’t see that.  Being spanked always turned me on, but the previous ones had hurt enough to keep me from dripping with desire.  I wasn’t sure he could spank me hard enough to make it stop after I felt his lips though—they had done something else to me entirely.

      “Tell me why you’re going to get a spanking.”  His voice was calmer—no real intensity behind it, and his fingertips traced my ass as he asked for my confession.

      “I was a bad girl.”  I squirmed on his knee.  “I stayed out past curfew—on purpose.”

      “Then you tried to lie about it when you got home, didn’t you?”  His fingers slid along my inner thigh and the tickle sent a surge of excitement through my veins.

      “Yes sir.”  I nodded enthusiastically.  “I was a really bad girl.”

      I don’t think this spanking is going to hurt as much as the other ones—especially when I’m this turned on.

      “And you know what happens to bad girls…”  His hand pulled away.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Yes sir…”  I squirmed as his hand came down.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “You like being a bad girl.”  He pulled one of my legs closer which forced them apart.  “I see how wet you are.”

      “I do…”  I moaned and nodded.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow…”  I whimpered when I felt the sting, but the desire was still coursing through my veins.

      “The spanking isn’t going to be your punishment tonight.”  He slid his fingertips across the surface of my ass and then let them slide along my thighs again.  “Because I know how much you like it.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “What…”  I whimpered again.  “What is my punishment going to be?”

      “After I get you so turned on that you can’t stand it…”  He lifted his hand.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “…I’m going to leave you here to think about your bad behavior all night long.”  He chuckled under his breath.  “You will not touch yourself after I’m gone.”

      “I don’t know if I can resist!”  I squirmed on his knee and moaned.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “You will—because your hands will be tied to the bed.”  He teased me with his touch and then I felt the sting again.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “That’s not fair!”  I squealed and bounced on his knee.

      “It’s very fair.”  He chuckled again.  “You need to be punished and since this isn’t working, I’ll find another way to make sure you regret your bad behavior.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Daddy!”  I squealed a little louder.  “You could—just spank me harder.”

      “Another time perhaps.”  He shifted me on his knee.  “It’s time for you to go to bed.”

      “Please!”  I lifted my hips and searched for his hand.

      Greyson scooped me into his arms and laid me in the middle of the bed.  I couldn’t believe that he was serious—but he wasn’t kidding.  He opened my closet, got one of my scarves, and used it to secure my hands to the top of the bed.  The fabric was too thick for me to tear, and I certainly gave it a few tugs to see if it was possible after he was done.  My ass was a little sore from being spanked and the sting was still there, but I was burning with so much desire that I barely noticed it.  I couldn’t believe he was actually going to leave me tied to the bed and unable to take care of the problem myself.

      “Please don’t do this…”  I looked over at him as he walked to the door.

      “Maybe I’ll untie you for breakfast if I feel like you’ve learned your lesson.”  Greyson gave me a quick wink and turned off the light.

      He’s really going to leave me tied to this damn bed for the whole night…

      Sleep was impossible.  My pussy was tingling with so much burning need that I thought I was going to die.  I tried to rub my legs together—squirm—anything that would give me the pleasurable sensation I craved.  None of it worked.  All it did was make the frustration get more intense.  I thought about screaming, but I wasn’t sure that would work out in my favor.  He had already tied me to the bed—I didn’t want to spend the night with a gag in my mouth too.  I wasn’t sure where things were between us—not exactly.  The kiss set my soul on fire.  The spanking was a lot more playful—which was exactly what I wanted.  He could have taken my virginity if he wanted.  I certainly wouldn’t have fought him if he tried.

      Instead, I’m going to spend the night in misery because I need to cum so freaking bad.

      It was nearly two hours before I finally relaxed, and the desire started to fade.  I couldn’t get the thoughts of what he did out of my head, but I wasn’t simmering in my own lust anymore.  The line was officially crossed for the second time.  I hoped Greyson wouldn’t try to draw another one.  That ship had sailed in my mind.  I wasn’t going to be able to just call him Daddy—I needed more than that.  I still needed guidance and I’m sure that I would screw up enough to get punished again at some point, but I needed to be the woman in his arms too.  The look in his eyes right before he kissed me—I needed to see that every night.

      The next time I see it, I hope he doesn’t stop after he kisses me…

      I finally drifted off to sleep, but it wasn’t a restful night.  I wasn’t entirely comfortable in the position I was in.  I would have tossed and turned if I could have.  The endorphins that flooded me with desire became poison when I finally went to sleep.  They made me dream of Greyson and all of the things I wanted him to do to me.  I woke up several times during the night with my pussy wet again, but I was able to force myself to go back to sleep.  He was with me in my dreams—I wasn’t alone in a bed wishing he was there.  It was too bad that it wasn’t reality, but it was all I had.  I had to keep believing that it would become more than a dream—that the kiss was the beginning of what we both really wanted.  I couldn’t fight it anymore—not after he finally caved.  Greyson was my future, and I wasn’t letting him draw another line between us.

      I’ve fallen for him.  I just need him to catch me.
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      The ability to fight my desire for Chrissy disappeared in an instant.  The door in my head blew open like it had been caught in a tornado, and then it was ripped off the hinges.  There was no way to ever close it again because it was gone.  It was my fault—I brought something to life inside her that made it impossible for me to hold back.  She needed a Daddy, but that wasn’t the only thing she needed.  It wasn’t the only thing I needed either.  I could give her the guidance she needed in order to realize her dreams, but the line was already too blurry.  I was caught up in something I was trying to fight while she was coming to terms with her own desires.  We met somewhere in the middle, and I wasn’t sure what that meant for our future, but I knew what it meant for our present.

      It might not last forever, but there won’t be enough emergencies at work to keep distracting me from the things that haunt my thoughts.

      Keeping it bottled up was impossible.  It was more than just desire.  She already understood how to manipulate me when she wanted something.  She used my vow to her father to twist me up to the point that I agreed to become her Daddy, and then she used the rules I set to chase her craving.  I brought that craving to life.  I teased and spanked her before it was really meant to be punishment, and that connection was made before it became a method of discipline.  She was a bad girl at heart, even if she was trying to be a better person.

      Now she’s my bad girl—and I don’t think I’m going to be able to let her go.

      I showered and got dressed for the day—then I walked down to Chrissy’s room once it was daylight.  She was still tied to the bed and appeared to be sleeping.  She looked like an angel and seeing her tied to the bed certainly brought the dominant man inside me to the surface.  I wanted her—but that was going to add another layer of complication to our relationship.  I wasn’t entirely sure how to navigate through the complications quite yet, but we could spend some time figuring that out before we took things to the next level.  I had to untie her first—and I was pretty sure that she wasn’t going to be happy that I left her in bed to suffer as punishment for—well, trying to get punished.

      “Good morning.”  I knelt on the bed and started to remove the scarf that was around her writs.

      “You’re—so freaking mean.”  She pulled her arms free and turned towards me.

      “Maybe…”  I chuckled under my breath.  “Do you feel like you’ve been punished now?”

      “Yes.”  She nodded quickly.  “All night long!”

      “Good.”  I tilted my head slightly.  “Hopefully you’ve learned your lesson—if not, I can do it again tonight.”

      “I definitely learned my lesson.”  She exhaled sharply.

      “I’m going to make breakfast.  Come down when you’re ready.”  I turned towards the door.  “Just because you’re untied—you still don’t get to touch yourself.  You don’t get to do that until I give you permission.”

      I walked downstairs and started making breakfast.  Chrissy took a shower and I was done with breakfast by the time she made it downstairs.  I wanted to pick up exactly where we left off the previous night, but we weren’t there yet.  We needed to talk and figure a few things out first.  I wasn’t going to draw a blurry line that neither of us could stay on the right side of, but the new elements of our relationship needed to be defined.  It was my possessive controlling nature coming out, but it wasn’t something I could contain.  I still had to be her Daddy, even if I was coming to terms with being a whole lot more than that.

      “Are we going to talk about last night?”  Chrissy didn’t touch her food once it was in front of her and I could see the worry on her face.

      “We are.”  I nodded and sat down across from her.

      “I’m just—scared that it’s going to be like last time.”  She exhaled sharply.  “I don’t want to find another letter that says how wrong it was.”

      “You won’t.  I’m not going to push you away, but we still have to lay a few things out.”  I picked up a piece of bacon and took a bite.

      “Okay…”  She nodded and picked up her fork.

      “If our relationship moves forward—like it did last night—it doesn’t change everything.”  I reached for my coffee and took a sip.  “You will still be expected to follow the rules and there will be consequences if you don’t.”

      “Consequences that aren’t always good—considering what you did to me last night.”  She narrowed her eyes.  “I thought I was just going to get a spanking…”

      “Clearly we have to work on that.”  I nodded.  “There will be a time and place for play—but there will still be discipline if necessary.”

      “So I don’t have to be naughty if I want you to put me over your knee?”  A faint glimmer of hope appeared in her eyes.

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “But the next time you are there because you deserve to be, it will not be very pleasurable.”

      “I guess I messed that up by letting you know that I liked it…”  She smirked and reached for a piece of bacon.

      “You weren’t that good at hiding it—I just didn’t want to push things far enough to actually hurt you.”  I picked up my fork and pushed it into my eggs.  “Things may be a little different the next time you get in trouble—you might have trouble sitting down for a couple of days.”

      “Well if I get a little taste of what you gave me last night, I probably won’t be very tempted to misbehave.”  She bit down on her lip and grinned.

      “We shall see…”  I narrowed my eyes and gave her a playful growl.

      I laid out a few more rules for Chrissy while we finished our breakfast—but I made sure she understood that the consequences would be real the next time she did something to actually earn a trip over my knee.  My role as her Daddy was going to be separated from the other side of our relationship.  It was two halves of a whole, which was what we clearly needed.  She could be a playful brat if she wanted, but what she got for that wasn’t going to be real punishment.  There was a chance that we would never make it to the point where real punishment was required—I was actually hoping that was the case.  I had no problem with a relationship that was built heavily on kink—I enjoyed that myself when there wasn’t a serious reason for her to be in position for punishment.  I just couldn’t shake the feeling that she would test me—at least once.

      “I guess I should work on my assignments.”  She looked down at her empty plate.  “I don’t want to waste the whole weekend.”

      “For a little bit.”  I nodded.  “I need to check in with Lauren and catch up on a couple of things for work anyway.”

      “Okay.”  She pushed her chair back and stood.  “Maybe a few hours of work and then we could go for a swim?”

      “That sounds good.”  I pushed my chair back and stood.

      Chrissy walked around the table and gave me a hug.  It was a lot more sensual than any of the other ones she had given me and when she pulled back from our embrace, I couldn’t resist her lips.  I lifted her chin and gave her a kiss—one that lasted long enough to make my cock throb in my pants.  Her lips were so perfectly pouty and felt amazing against mine.  I could have spent all day tasting them, but we really did have stuff that we needed to work on.  Chrissy headed upstairs.  I headed to my library where my laptop was.

      I haven’t gotten any notifications on my phone, so I assume everything is okay—but dealing with Ricky’s shit yesterday put me behind…
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      A few hours later

      I enough work to keep me busy, even after Lauren got rid of the emails that didn’t need my attention.  I had a tough schedule ahead of me when Monday morning rolled around.  Things were quiet on the Ricky front for a change, but there were plenty of other clients that I needed to work on deals for.  A couple of contracts were going to expire at the end of the season, some endorsement deals were pending, and I still had a black-tie event that I wasn’t looking forward to.  I was supposed to have a plus one—and if I was involved with Chrissy, then I wasn’t going to be able to call up any of the women I would normally go with.

      I wonder if Chrissy could handle being around a bunch of famous people…

      “Are we going swimming, or what?”  Chrissy’s voice interrupted my thoughts and I looked up to see her standing at the doorway—in a very revealing bikini.

      “Yeah…”  I closed my laptop.  “I really thought I had seen the skimpiest thing you owned already.”

      “I have a few of them…”  She grinned and started walking down the hall.

      “I can’t believe your mother ever let you wear any of those to the pool in Chicago.”  I followed behind her and decided that it didn’t matter if I stared anymore.

      “Well no, she never—let me.”  Chrissy giggled.

      “More of your bad girl behavior.”  I exhaled sharply.  “Why am I not surprised?”

      “I wanted something sexy to wear when I got to California.”  She turned back towards me.  “Obviously it worked—you certainly noticed.”

      “Pretty hard not to…”  I nodded.  “Okay, I have to go change into my swim trunks.”

      “Why?  You don’t need them.”  She reached behind her back.  “I wasn’t planning to actually wear this in the pool.”

      “You’re not going to stop teasing me are you?”  I watched as she let her bikini top slide down her arms.

      “Nope.”  She grinned and tossed it on the floor.

      Chrissy’s bikini bottom was next, and then she was walking to the pool in nothing but a ponytail holder.  She was fucking gorgeous—not that I wasn’t already aware of that before I saw every inch of her beautiful body on display.  I followed her to the indoor pool and watched as she sank into the water.  I stripped down to my boxers but decided to leave them on.  She looked a little disappointed when she realized that I wasn’t going to pull them off before I came into the pool.

      “That’s not fair—I’m not wearing anything.”  She stared as I walked down the steps.

      “That was your choice.”  I shrugged and sank into the water.

      “I thought I was finally going to get to see one…”  She looked down at the water.

      “What?”  I raised my eyebrows.  “You’ve never—seen a dick before?”

      “Not in—real life.”  She shook her head back and forth.

      “Hold on.”  I stopped in my tracks and processed what she had just said.  “Are you telling me that you’re still a virgin?”

      “I am…”  She nodded.  “I was a bad girl sometimes, but—I never did that.”

      “Wow…”  I blinked in confusion.  “I didn’t expect that.”

      “Is that going to be a problem?”  She bounced on the bottom of the pool and moved closer to me.  “I was really hoping you would be my first…”

      “I think we’re long past that being a problem…”  I exhaled sharply.  “It doesn’t change anything now.”

      I don’t know if it would have changed anything before, but I’m too far gone for that now.

      “Good.”  She grinned.  “So—do I get to see it?”

      “Bloody hell…”  I sighed and shook my head.

      “I could do—more than look.”  She ran her tongue across her lips.  “If you want.”

      Well now I’m not going to be able to resist at all.

      I moved to the edge of the pool and pushed myself up to the side.  Chrissy swam over and put her hands on my thighs.  Her fingernails dug into the fabric of my soaked boxers and she got a pretty good idea of what was underneath since they were clinging to my skin.  She started to tug, and I lifted so that she could pull them down.  Her eyes focused on my cock, which sprang to life immediately once it was exposed.  If she had never seen one in real life, then she had never sucked one either.  I wasn’t sure if she would know what to do exactly, but I had no problem letting her practice.  Any hope of trying to find boundaries before we took our relationship to the next level evaporated as fast as the line I tried to form.

      “It looks—bigger than I expected.”  She leaned forward and wrapped her hand around my shaft.

      “Yeah, you can keep saying that.”  I chuckled under my breath.

      My chuckle was replaced with a gasp when she leaned forward and kissed the base of my cock while her hand moved along my length.  She flicked her tongue against my balls and then moved it up towards the engorged head.  Her tongue felt amazing—and it had been a damn long time since I had a blowjob.  She might have been inexperienced, but she got the idea pretty quick.  I put my hand on the top of her head and let it rest there as her lips parted and she started to pull the engorged head between them.  It disappeared as she moved her lips down my shaft and I felt her tongue move against the bottom.

      “That feels really good.”  I exhaled sharply and smiled.  “Fucking amazing.”

      Chrissy coated my cock with her saliva and started to move her lips up and down my length.  My hand squeezed down on the top of her head and I let out another gasp.  I wasn’t sure if she would actually be able to swallow the whole thing, but she seemed determined to try.  She pulled me deep into her throat and gagged for a moment—then she pulled back and tried again.  I was in heaven, even if she hadn’t gotten my entire length in.  It wasn’t going to take that to make me come because it had been way too long.  Chrissy’s hot mouth was exactly what I needed—and I didn’t even realize it until I felt her lips sliding along my length.

      “Keep going—just like that.”  I leaned back on one hand and kept the other on top of her head.

      I wanted to close my eyes and enjoy it, but the sight of her lips moving along my shaft was mesmerizing.  I couldn’t look away.  I watched as she kept pulling my cock deep into her throat as she tried to swallow it.  She wasn’t giving up and it felt so good while she tried that I didn’t complain.  She moved up and down my shaft at least twenty times, each one making me throb harder—then I felt the barrier in the back of her throat relax.  She leaned forward a little more and every inch of my cock disappeared until her lips were against my balls.  My eyes opened wide and I felt my balls twitch with excitement.

      “Bloody hell—that’s incredible!”  My head went back, and I felt my breath getting trapped in my throat.

      I was trapped in a moment of ultimate ecstasy.  She made me feel so good that I didn’t want to come, but I had to chase the release like my life depended on it.  Her lips kept moving up and down my shaft—faster and faster until it felt like my balls were going to explode.  Every time she descended on my cock, she took my entire length and swallowed.  The tension got to be too much for me to handle.  I had to sit up and grab her head with both hands.  My muscles started to quiver and shake.  My neck got stiff.  The come built up in my balls like a cannon that was about to explode—and that was exactly what was going to happen.  My cock throbbed and pulsated as the endorphins shot through my veins.

      “Oh fuck, I’m gonna come!”  My hips lifted up and I drove my dick into her throat.

      Cum rushed through my shaft and erupted in Chrissy’s throat.  I didn’t even get a chance to think about whether or not she would want to swallow.  I felt a twinge of guilt, but it was too late—and thankfully, she was already swallowing every drop before the regret gave me pause.  I felt another burst coming and held her head as it flooded her mouth.  She kept swallowing until every drop was gone and then she slid her lips along my shaft.  I hated to watch them pull away because I felt my cock throb as I imagined having them right back where they were.

      “I did okay for my first time?”  She looked up at me and grinned.

      “You did—phenomenal.”  I exhaled sharply.

      “Do you feel bad about tying me to the bed yet?  You could have had that last night…” She bit down on my lip.  “I would have been glad to apologize with something besides words.”

      “Oh, you little tease.”  I reached down and pulled her out of the water.  “You’re mine now.  I’m going to make you come so fucking hard.”

      “I hope so—because that really turned me on.”  She licked her lips and her grin got wider.

      “I know something else that will turn you on…”  I pulled her down across my knee.  “It’s gonna sting a little bit since your ass is wet.”

      But I know that is exactly what you want…
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      “Don’t spank me, Daddy.”  I wiggled my ass at Greyson.  “I was such a good girl…”

      “Even good girls have to pay a little price for teasing…”  He put his hand on my ass and gave me a couple of light pats.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow!  You’re right…”  I bounced on his knee.  “That does sting a little more when it’s wet.”

      “I bet that’s not the only thing that’s wet.”  He pushed his hand between my legs and rubbed my clit.

      “Oh god…”  I moaned and started to squirm, but he pulled his hand away before I could feel much pleasure.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Naughty girl.”  He pushed his hand between my legs for the second time and rolled his finger around my clit again.

      “Yes!”  I nodded quickly and moaned.  “Very naughty…”

      “Do you want me to make you come?”  He pulled his finger away.

      “Please…”  I looked over my shoulder at him and saw his hand lifting.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      The combination of being spanked and then pleasured immediately after his hand stopped falling on my exposed skin sent euphoria through my veins.  It was erotic, sensual, and made the desire more intense than anything I had ever felt before.  I didn’t want it to stop—but I couldn’t tell which one was doing more to me.  The spanking started to hurt, but the bliss I felt when his finger massaged my clit was intense and beautiful.  I just wanted to stay on his knee forever—trapped in the moment.  He wasn’t spanking me very hard, but it was enough to make my ass sting.  The sting wrapped around the euphoria and formed a perfect union that made the pressure inside me start to build towards an orgasm.

      “I’m a naughty girl, Daddy.”  I rubbed against him.  “Give me the spanking I deserve.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “That’s right, beg for your punishment.”  He started rubbing my clit again.

      “Please—please punish me.”  I threw my head back and moaned.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      I wasn’t going to be able to take much more.  The pleasure was too intense.  He moved his finger back to my clit and I started to shake with euphoric bliss.  He was right.  I could tell that I was going to come harder than ever before.  He gave me a few more smacks—harder ones that landed directly in the center of my ass—and then he started to rub my clit faster.  My hips bucked against him and I bounced on his knee.  I could hardly stay in place.  He put a hand on my lower back and held me in position while he rubbed my clit.  I was gonna come alright—and it was building so fast that my head was starting to spin.

      “Oh god!  I’m gonna come!  Oh god!”  My whole body began to shake.

      The euphoria took me to the edge of ultimate bliss, and I lingered there for a brief moment before I tumbled over the edge.  I tumbled straight into ecstasy, hitting every orgasmic bump on the way down.  My body jerked and I lost control of my muscles for a moment, but Greyson held me tight.  His finger kept moving around my clit in a rapid motion—using the hard bundle of nerves like a button that injected jubilation directly into my soul.  He rubbed my clit until I finally started to calm down—and then I felt a peaceful afterglow that left me a little tired but floating on a cloud of triumph.

      We both got to come—and I’m still a virgin.  If that felt amazing, then how good will it feel when he’s finally inside me?

      “I think we should go to the jacuzzi now.”  Greyson held me in his arms and started to stand.  “You might sink to the bottom if you go back in the pool.”

      “That’s—probably true.”  I nodded and smiled as I leaned against his chest.

      The jacuzzi felt incredible on my tired muscles—muscles that had been exhausted from doing absolutely nothing except existing in the moment.  The hot water in the jacuzzi did make my ass sting a little bit, but it wasn’t unbearable.  I snuggled in Greyson’s arms and he held me while we enjoy the warmth.  I wasn’t sure what was better—the afterglow or being able to savor it in his arms.  I felt so comfortable and relaxed, like I had found the safest place in the entire world.  I never wanted to go—but we had to get out of the jacuzzi eventually or we would spend the rest of the day looking like prunes.

      “What would you like for lunch?”  Greyson leaned forward and pressed his lips to my forehead.

      “I don’t know.”  I shrugged.  “I’d like to just spend the day with you—without having to call the chef.”

      “I guess we’ll have to find something to cook.”  He chuckled and leaned forward.

      “We could order something.”  I sat up and reached for the edge of the jacuzzi.  “They won’t go further than the door.”

      There were plenty of options for delivery and it had been ages since I had Chinese take-out, so we decided to order that.  It would also give us leftovers for dinner if we got hungry again—and breakfast if we didn’t.  It had been a few years since I had woken up to the smell of Chinese leftovers being nuked in the microwave.  After we ate, I knew that I was going to have to work on my school stuff some more.  I hated it, but at the same time, it was the right thing to do.  I needed to stay on top of things and Greyson expected it.  He might have let me slide, but I didn’t want to take advantage of the situation—even if there was something that I could do to distract him pretty easily after learning how much he liked to feel my lips.

      “I guess I should go back upstairs…”  I sighed and leaned forward.

      “Yeah.”  He nodded.  “I was going to watch a game this afternoon anyway.  There’s a college kid I’ve got my eye on, but I haven’t had a chance to watch him play.”

      “Boring…”  I rolled my eyes.

      “So, you’re getting a Sports Management degree, but you don’t really—watch sports?”  He tilted his head slightly.  “You never played any either…”

      “Yeah, I’ve had that internal crisis too.  I just always wanted to be like my Dad—I mean, I didn’t know exactly what he did until I was older.”  I shrugged.  “There are other elements of Sports Management I like though.  I think I might like to do Event Marketing.”

      “Is that your passion though?”  He narrowed his eyes at me.  “What would you want to do if you could pick anything?”

      “I don’t know…”  I looked down at the floor.  “Did you want to become a Sports Agent?”

      “No, I wanted to be a Rugby player.”  He chuckled and tapped his knee.  “Life had other plans, so I had to make some too.”

      “Right…”  I nodded.  “I’m honestly—not sure.”

      “It’s quite honorable to want to follow in your father’s footsteps, but you don’t have to get a Sports Management degree.  If there’s something else you want to do, you should consider it.  He would certainly want you to follow your own dream—not his.”  Greyson reached forward and grabbed the remote.

      I guess I need to think about that…

      I walked upstairs to my room and sat down at my computer.  I loaded up my assignment and stared at the page where I left off—I didn’t have much more to go until assignment I was working on would be done.  My mind started to wander, and I thought about what Greyson said.  I already knew that I didn’t want to be an agent.  Event Marketing was much more interesting, which is why I decided to try and combine that with Sports Management.  I didn’t necessarily have to do Event Marketing for sports.  There were plenty of other options that—were more appealing after I took some time to think about it.  Greyson was right.  I might not have known my father, but the man he described wouldn’t have wanted me to blindly follow a dream that wasn’t mine.  I needed to forge my own path.
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      Later that evening

      “Okay, I can’t work on anything else.  I’m going to have a headache if I keep staring at that screen.”  I walked into the living room and looked at the television.  “Damn, is your game not over?”

      “The one I was watching ended so I started watching another one.”  He muted the television and turned towards me.  “I guess you’re tapping out on schoolwork for the day?”

      “Yeah.”  I exhaled sharply and sat down on the couch.  “I’m tired—maybe I need some coffee or something.”

      “Why don’t I make us some tea.”  Greyson put the remote down and started to stand.

      “Tea?  Oh right, I guess you like tea—being British and all.”  I chuckled under my breath.

      “I grew up drinking it, but I don’t drink it much these days.”  He shrugged.  “If you need a pick-me-up, it’ll definitely do the trick.”

      “That sounds good.”  I nodded and leaned back against the couch.

      Greyson went into the kitchen and made some tea while I stared at the muted television.  It had been a while since I watched a football game.  I watched a couple of games during high school, but it wasn’t how I normally spent my Friday nights.  It seemed to be a big deal at USC.  I watched the scores along the bottom of the screen and saw that USC was winning their game.  I would definitely have to go to one game before I graduated—just to see what it was like to watch a game in a big stadium.

      “Why aren’t you watching the USC game?”  I looked towards Greyson as he walked back into the living room with a tray.

      “They’re playing a cupcake school today.”  He shrugged.  “It’ll be a blowout.”

      “Yeah, but aren’t you supposed to watch anyway?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “Support the team.  Rah-rah-rah?”

      “I went to school there, but I have to watch a lot of game as it is.”  He put the tray down and poured two cups of tea.  “I can’t watch them all.”

      “So, as a sports agent—you meet a lot of celebrities?”  I picked up my cup and added some sugar.  “I saw the pictures in your office.”

      “Ah, yeah.”  He nodded.  “Well, I get invited to a lot of events because I know people.  It’s the endorsement deals that normally open those doors.  Ricky Bonds has a deal with Nike, and he’s done some commercials—I just get looped into all of that.”

      “Hmm.”  I sipped the tea.  “Wow, this is really good.”

      “Why do you ask?”  He sipped his tea and tilted his head.  “Do you want to meet some celebrities or something?”

      “I guess that isn’t a big deal for you…” I shrugged slightly.

      “It used to be.  There was a time when I didn’t miss a single event if I got invited.  These days, it’s just a hassle most of the time.  I don’t really need to schmooze anymore.  People come to me when they want something.”  He sipped his tea again.

      “I guess you have the luxury.”  I nodded.

      “I’ve got an event coming up soon.  If you think you can be on your best behavior and not start screaming when your favorite actor walks by, I could take you.”  He put down his tea and looked back towards me.  “I mean it though—this isn’t a game where you get to misbehave because it’s cute.”

      “I think I can tell the difference between when it’s cute to misbehave and when I should bite my tongue.”  I reached over and nudged him. “Like now—I’m feeling a little mischievous.”

      “Are you?”  He narrowed his eyes.  “I guess the tea is working.”

      “I’m getting my second wind.”  I took another sip.

      I just need to find a way to get in trouble…

      The game was about to begin—and it wasn’t the one on television that I was interested in.  I just had to figure out what I could do to get his attention.  I didn’t want to do something that was actually going to break a rule—his threat wasn’t idle.  If I got in real trouble, I was going to get a spanking that made me regret what I did.  I could always throw myself over his knee and ask for it, but that was a little too easy.  I wanted him to be annoyed enough to give me a few firm smacks before it was over.  The spanking I got by the pool was certainly fun—but I wanted to whimper a little bit—maybe even squeal.  There was something about the hint of danger that turned me on as much as the sting.  I finished my tea and got up to look around the living room—Greyson stared as I did—he obviously knew what was on my mind.

      “What are you doing, Chrissy?”  He tilted his head slightly.

      “Nothing…”  I grinned and walked over to the bookcase.

      “Yeah, I don’t believe that for a second.”  He narrowed his eyes at me.

      “What’s this?”  I noticed there was a box on the bookcase that had a cord running to an electrical outlet and a slight hum emanating from it—when I opened it, I saw that it was filled with cigars.  “Oh, I bet these are expensive.”

      “Leave those alone.  They are expensive.”  He growled under his breath.

      “Yeah, but they’re bad for you.”  I looked into the box.  “Maybe I should throw them away.”

      “Stop playing around.”  He stood up and walked over.  “I know you’re just trying to be a brat because you want something, but don’t mess with those.”

      “You’re no fun…”  I rolled my eyes and closed the box.

      “What am I going to do with you?”  He shook his head and grabbed me by the waistband of my pajama pants.

      “I’m trying to give you a reason to do something to me.”  I bit down on my lip and looked up at him.

      “You’re walking a fine line…”  He growled under his breath.  “One that is going to put you across Daddy’s knee instead of getting you the playful spanking you want.”

      “How do you know that isn’t what I want?”  I smiled and tilted my head.

      “You seemed to enjoy what happened at the pool a lot more than any of the other spankings you’ve gotten.”  He pulled me a little closer.

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t want a visit from Daddy every now and then…”  I put my hand on his chest.

      “I’m guessing we’re in the now part of that.”  He exhaled sharply.

      “We are.”  I nodded.

      “Fine.”  He pulled away from me and walked to his liquor cabinet.  “I’ll let you choose how you spend your evening.”

      “Okay…”  I stared at him with a little bit of confusion on my face.

      “You know how I feel about alcohol.”  He pulled a bottle out, along with a shot glass.  “I’m going to pour you a shot.  If you choose to drink it, then I’ll take you upstairs and punish you.  If you don’t want that, then you can join me on the couch, and we can have a little fun.  Your choice.”

      Well this certainly got serious—real quick.

      Greyson poured a shot, put the bottle away, and left it sitting on the table.  He walked back to the couch and left me to make my choice.  I could down the shot and get punished for it, or I could have a little fun like we did at the pool.  I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to drink the shot—I was just trying to playfully get a few firm smacks. The shot was going to get me more than that.  Somewhere inside of me, the lingering need for a Daddy just started to take charge.  I walked towards the shot and stared at it.  It was a mistake—a big one—yet I knew I was going to make it before I lifted the glass to my lips.

      “Last warning.”  His voice was stern, and I knew he meant business.

      “Yeah.”  I stared at the drink and lifted it to my lips.  “Bottoms up…”

      In more ways than one…

      “You really did it…”  Greyson stood to his feet.

      “That—wasn’t alcohol.”  I felt my face pucker.  “What was that?”

      “It was just a mixer, but—the intention was still there.  We’re going upstairs, young lady.”  He walked over and grabbed me by the arm.

      Why am I suddenly feeling a lot of regret over that decision?  Isn’t that what I wanted?  Oh god…

      “Wait, you’re not—really going to spank me are you?”  I had no choice but to go with him, because he was practically lifting me off the floor.

      “I gave you a choice.”  He pulled me towards the staircase.  “You made it.”

      “We could—have some fun…”  I reached down and tried to grab his cock.  “I could do what I did for you earlier.”

      “You’re going to be on your knees apologizing once I’m done with you—and then you’re going to spend another night tied to the bed.”  He pushed me into my room once we got to the top of the stairs.

      I was torn between the strange desire and the realization of what that desire was about to cost me.  I wished I could take it back, but I couldn’t—I just had to let my bad girl side out to play.  She was like a devil whispering in my ear when it was time to be naughty, but when it was time to face the punishment—she had completely disappeared.  I made the decision—and it seemed that I was going to have plenty of time to regret it over his knee.

      “Strip from the waist down.”  He sat down on the edge of the bed.  “You should know the routine by now.”

      “Yes sir…”  I nodded and pushed my fingers into my pajama pants.

      I let my pajama pants and panties fall to the floor, then I walked over to Greyson.  He guided me across his knee and put me in the position I knew so well.  I felt that hint of panic creeping up—the one that I was searching for when I started looking for a way to get in trouble.  I just hoped the touch of danger and thrill of getting a few firm smacks didn’t become my greatest regret before it was over.  There was safety in letting my bad girl side out when I was with Greyson, even if it did result in a sore bottom.  I held all of that together when I was with Meghan.  I considered that an accomplishment.  I had started to become a different person, but the bad girl inside of me still needed to be spanked—maybe she was ready for her punishment after all.  Maybe she was wrapped around my core and we were in one in the same.

      “Tell me why you’re going to get spanked.”  Greyson patted my ass a couple of times.

      “Because—I acted like a brat.”  I exhaled sharply.

      “I guess that’s an honest answer.”  I felt his hand lift.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ouch!”  I squirmed on his knee.

      Those were certainly firm…

      “I could go easy on you, but that’s not what you want—is it?”  He traced the curve of my ass with his fingers.

      “No sir…”  The truth left my lips before I could think about it.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Bad girl…”  He growled under his breath.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow!  Oh god!”  I bounced on his knee and threw my hand back to cover my ass.

      “Not tonight.”  He immediately grabbed my wrist and pinned my hand to the small of my back.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “It hurts!”  I whimpered and thrashed in his grasp, but he kept me in place.

      “That’s what you wanted.”  He shifted me on his knee so that my balance was off and it would be harder for me to try and escape.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      Greyson intended to give me a real spanking.  There was no doubt about that.  His hand was going back and forth across my ass, leaving a sting where it landed—a sting that got worse every time I felt his hand.  I played with fire and I was getting burned.  I could feel tears welling up in the corner of my eyes.  I was going to cry.  I was going to lay across my Daddy’s knee and cry while he gave me the spanking I deserved for acting like a brat.  I was trapped in a moment of my own making and it was time to get my comeuppance.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “I’m sorry I acted like a brat!”  I squealed and a sob formed in my throat as the first tear rolled down my face.

      “I gave you a choice.  You made the one that put you right here, didn’t you?”  He growled under his breath.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Yes sir!  I’m sorry Daddy!”  I squealed and the tears flooded my eyes.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      I started to bawl and then something strange happened inside me.  The pain felt like it consumed my emotions for a moment—then I felt a weight lift from my soul.  The first time I was over his knee, I felt an emotional release, but it wasn’t that powerful.  He held back then.  He stopped when the tears came.  It wasn’t a true emotional release—it was just a taste.  I was moving past the point of tasting it.  The release was devouring me.  The pain was no longer important.  The pain was just a tool that guided me towards what I truly needed.  I felt my body go weak and I started to simply sob while his hand continued to stoke the fire that was burning across the surface of my ass.  Instead of getting one smack before he moved to the other side, I got two in a row—chaotic smacks that I couldn’t predict—it was like feeling my soul raptured through the agony of what I needed.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Okay, I think that’s enough.”  Greyson’s hand slowed down and then it simply rested on my scorched skin.

      I didn’t have the words to thank him.  He pulled me into his arms and I just cried against his shoulder.  It was a full-on emotional tornado that shattered my sanity while my soul brought me back from the edge of despair.  Greyson held me until my tears were dry and then he shifted on the bed.  I was ready to please him in any way I could—to show him gratitude for the incredible gift he had given me—but he just held me.  I snuggled in his arms and he kept me tight against his chest.  I had learned to feel safe in his arms, but I felt something else—the purity of an emotion that was trying to become love.  Greyson was everything I needed and a rock I could cling to when everything else felt unstable.

      This goes deeper than simply being turned on when he takes charge—this is what I’ve been searching for my whole life.
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      The next morning

      I wasn’t sure how Chrissy would react to her punishment.  I considered going easy on her, but the need that burned in her eyes was too bright for me to ignore.  I threatened her with real punishment, and she was drawn to it.  The curiosity pulled her from the playful side of being spanked to the darker side of what she needed.  I felt a shift in the dynamic when she started to cry.  I pushed against her limit until I felt her break.  I had never taken it that far, even when she deserved a spanking, but she was finally ready to face it.  The girl that spent the night in my arms clung to me like I was the only thing left in the world.  Maybe I was—in her mind.

      I hope that isn’t something we have to repeat very often.  I enjoy dominance, but that was too cerebral—it shattered her.

      I woke up before Chrissy did and watched her sleep.  She was so beautiful—a prize that was too pure for a man like me.  I thought I would spank her, then let her apologize to me while she knelt at my feet and used her lips the way she did when we were by the pool.  That wasn’t the right ending to our evening.  The dynamic had shifted again.  She needed her Daddy instead of the man who wanted to taste her flesh.  That was the real line that had be drawn—one that I could finally see.  There would be nights when she clung to me on an emotional level—and perhaps there would be one when our passion was fully ignited.  She just wasn’t ready for that yet, and truthfully, neither was I.

      “Good morning.”  I smiled as she opened her eyes.

      “I slept…”  She blinked a couple of times.  “I slept like a rock.”

      “The peace that follows an emotional moment.”  I nodded and pulled her closer.  “Sometimes that feeling can be better than anything else in the world.”

      “It really was…”  She stared at me for a moment and then her eyes opened a little wider.  “Oh god, I was—supposed to do something for you after we were done.”

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “That wasn’t what you needed.”

      “Yeah.”  She exhaled sharply.  “You’re right.”

      We lay together in silence for a little while.  My thoughts were twisted around the emotions running through my head.  Finding a way to navigate through what we had was going to be difficult.  There were needs that had to be satisfied and those needs weren’t always going to be sexual.  The emotional connection was stronger than that.  But, in the morning light—her need started to shift.  The girl that needed to be punished was pushed to the side and saw the need for passion unfolding in her eyes.  It started with a kiss—a gentle one at first—then I crushed her lips beneath mine.  I wanted her so bad, but I couldn’t push if she wasn’t ready to give herself to me entirely.  We kissed, teased and touched for nearly an hour—but we didn’t go further than that.  That was all the moment called for, even though my body begged for more.

      “Come with me.”  I rolled to the side of the bed and extended my hand.

      “Where are we going?”  She looked up at me but gave me her hand.

      I didn’t answer.  The passion was there, but she was still vulnerable.  She needed kindness more than lust.  I had to show her that there was more to the Daddy she clung to than just a firm hand that delivered discipline.  I ran a bath, removed the rest of her clothes, and helped her into the soapy water.  I used a sponge to wipe away the remnants of the tears—and then massaged her scalp once the shampoo was in her hair.  It was sensual but calming.  Whatever chaos was in Chrissy’s head seemed to melt away as I took care of her.  After the bath was over and she was dry, we cuddled on the bed again.  She needed to be in my arms, and that’s exactly where I wanted her to be.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day

      “I guess we can’t stay in bed all day.”  Chrissy rolled towards me.  “I’m sure you have some work to do—and my computer is calling my name.”

      “You’re ahead on your assignments.”  I brushed a strand of her out of her eyes.  “There’s nothing at the office that needs my attention.”

      “Doesn’t your star client play today?”  She chuckled under her breath.  “You have to watch that game, right?”

      “I don’t have to watch it.  I can catch the highlights.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I usually watch the college games on Saturday to scout future clients.  The ones that play on Sunday are already on the books.”

      “Makes sense I guess…”  She nodded.

      We stayed in bed for a little longer, then decided to get up so that we could eat.  It was past time for breakfast, so we had an early brunch.  We spent the rest of the day close to each other—on the couch, in the Jacuzzi, and we even took a nap later that afternoon.  It was the first nap I had taken since I was a toddler.  There were kisses and a few sparks of passion, but they never went beyond teasing.  There were moments when I thought they would, but it wasn’t what either of us needed.  I knew what was happening—maybe she did too.  We were falling in love.  The emotional connection was stronger than the fire that roared into lustful desire.  Our souls were searing together and forming a bond that was stronger than any other dynamic that had existed up until that point.  Consummating it wasn’t necessary—we would find our way back to that path when the moment was right.

      “This has been—the best day…”  She looked up at me when we made it back to the couch after dinner.

      “I’ve enjoyed it too.”  I pulled her into my arms.

      “Last night was exactly what I needed.”  She sighed as she settled into my embrace.  “I think it helped me find my way past some lingering issues…”

      “So, does that mean the bratty girl is locked away forever?”  I looked down at her and smiled.

      “No, not at all.”  She looked up at me and a grin formed on the corner of her lips.  “She has her place—and she knows what will happen if she gets out of line.”

      “I’ll be ready to deal with her—when she comes back.”  I pulled Chrissy closer and kissed her forehead.

      “She’ll be back…”  Chrissy sighed.  “But—not tonight.”

      We stayed on the couch until it was time for bed, and I led Chrissy to my bedroom.  After spending one night with her in my arms, there was no way that I was sending her to bed alone.  We had a little more kissing and teasing before we finally got to the point that we were both ready for sleep.  I felt an immense happiness in my heart—a joy that had been hidden from me for quite some time.  I was beyond falling—I was well past that.  Whatever hesitation had remained was gone.  There was no way that I was ever going to let Chrissy go.  She was mine—the bad girl and the one who wanted to find her place in the world.  One was a girl who needed her Daddy.  The other was a woman who belonged in my arms.  We would both find the balance that helped us navigate the future.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later

      “Lauren, where are the scouting reports I asked for?”  I peeked out of my office and looked at my assistant.

      “They’re—in your email.”  She turned her head towards me.  “They’ve been there since yesterday.”

      “Bloody hell.”  I exhaled sharply.  “I really have to get better at managing that.”

      “Yes, but you’ve said that so many times I’ve given up.”  She laughed and shook her head.

      “A couple of these kids that are going to be ready to enter the draft are promising.”  I leaned against the door frame.  “Things might get busy around here if I’m able to sign a couple of them.”

      “Sounds like you may need a bigger garage.”  She raised her eyebrows slightly.  “They seem to love buying you cars as a token of appreciation when they sign that first big contract.”

      “And when they sign endorsements.” I nodded in agreement.  “By the way, how are we looking on that?  Is Under Armor still interested in the deal we met with them about?”

      “Again—the report is in your email.”  She rolled her eyes.

      “Give me the highlights.”  I waved my hand at her.

      “They are still interested, but they made a counter-offer.  You should decline and tell them that your client isn’t budging.  They’ll pay it.  They’re desperate after Nike sniped two of their biggest clients.”  She shrugged.  “Those are the highlights.”

      “More than highlights—that’s an entire business strategy.”  I chuckled and nodded.  “Maybe they should be buying you a car.”

      “I mean—if you’ve got a spare.”  She grinned.  “You’re letting the eighteen-year-old drive your damn Porsche.”

      “Yeah…”  I nodded.  “She’s responsible though.  I trust her.”

      “I guess she hasn’t raided your liquor cabinet or threw a big party yet?”  Lauren raised her eyebrows inquisitively.

      “No, she’s—doing okay.  Speaking of which, I need you to RSVP to the black-tie thing.  I’ll have a plus one…”  My words trailed off for a second.

      “A—plus one?”  Lauren narrowed her eyes.  “And you said that after we talked about your new roommate, so…”

      “She’s my plus one.”  I connected the dots Lauren had already figured out.  “She’s never been to an event with celebrities before.”

      “Is there something going on that I should be aware of?”  She tilted her head suspiciously.  “You have seemed a little—happier recently.”

      “I’m not having that discussion with you.”  I shook my head and walked back into my office.

      “She’s eighteen!  Don’t forget that…”  Lauren laughed and I thought she was going to finish by reminding me how old I was, but the phone rang.

      Yeah, I’m too old for her but I don’t give a fuck anymore.  I know what I want, and I know what she needs…

      I loaded up my emails and started reading them while Lauren talked on the phone in the other room.  After a few minutes—I realized that whatever conversation she was having seemed to be rather heated.  It wasn’t uncommon for her to get tough with someone, especially if we were negotiating, but she usually called me in if they were being difficult.  Her hushed tone and angry words finally drew enough of my attention for me to get up from my desk and walk to the door.  She hung up the phone as I got there and when she turned around, I saw that her face was practically white—like the color had been drained completely.

      “Lauren, what’s wrong?”  I walked closer, feeling concern shoot through my veins.

      “We’ve got a big fucking problem.”  She exhaled sharply.

      “Oh god, what did Ricky do this time,”  I growled under my breath.

      “Not Ricky—you.”  She looked directly into my eyes.  “Greyson, someone hacked your security cameras.”

      “What—wait…”  I blinked in surprise.  “Oh my god.”

      “Yeah.  It’s some kind of fucking hacker group and they’re threatening to release the videos if you don’t pay them off.”  She turned around and hit a button on her keyboard.  “I don’t even want to open the files they emailed me, but they say there is enough in here to make you pay whatever they want…”

      “Fuck.  Forward me the email.”  I walked back into my office.

      I watched my world crash down in front of me once I opened the email and confirmed there was no virus attached to it.  My security cameras had definitely been hacked—and everything I had been doing with Chrissy was on full display.  There were clips of me spanking her, clips of us naked in the house—and the worst was the video of us by the pool.  It was a damn good thing I turned off the camera by her room—but the rest of it was enough for my stomach to twist into a knot.  I was familiar with the hacker group.  Even if they got paid off, there was no guarantee that the videos would be gone forever.  A few celebrities had been hit and their videos got released even after they paid the price that was supposed to bury them.

      “Yeah.”  I shook my head angrily and looked up as Lauren walked into my office.  “This is really bad.”

      “I guess she’s more than a roommate, huh?”  Lauren sat down across from me.  “I was just teasing you about that…”

      “It’s very complicated.”  I exhaled sharply.  “It’s about to get even more complicated too…”

      “Let me make some calls.”  Lauren sighed and looked down at her tablet.  “After the big celebrity attack, there were rumors that a couple of celebrities were able to keep their stuff from getting released.”

      “Really?”  I raised my eyebrows in surprise.  “How?”

      “I don’t know.”  She shrugged.  “The news only reported the stuff that actually got released.  I remember Ricky mentioning something about it though…”

      “If there’s any way to fix this—please let me know.  I just—I need to get out of the office for a little bit.”  I stood up and started walking towards the door.

      I was terrified.  There was no other emotion to describe how I felt.  I could endure being exposed.  If I lost a few clients—hell, if I lost all of them—I had enough money to survive.  I didn’t really give a shit if anyone saw my dick.  Chrissy was the one that I was worried about.  She would be identified fairly easily.  Everyone she knew would see the videos.  Her family would hear about them, even if they didn’t sit down and actually watch them.  She would never be able to go to college without having people stare at her—and I could only imagine what her mother would have to say.  She might even fly to California just so she could cut my cock off.

      I used to check my shit daily to make sure things were secure—but I’ve been so distracted since Chrissy moved in.  That may come back to haunt me.

      I couldn’t go back to the office.  I had Lauren cancel the rest of my meetings.  The instant I got back to my house, I turned off all the security cameras in my house and ripped the plugs out of the wall.  I wanted to rage—break something—so I settled for putting my fist through one of the television monitors.  My hand started to bleed, but I didn’t care.  I wrapped it in a towel and walked to the living room.  There wasn’t a glass big enough for the drink I felt like I needed, so I just grabbed a bottle of Scotch.  I was sitting in the dark with it in my hand when I heard the front door open.

      Fuck, now I have to tell her…

      “Greyson?”  Chrissy walked to the doorway.  “There was blood—are you okay?”

      “Sit down…”  I turned towards her and exhaled sharply.  “We need to talk.”

      “Did I do something wrong?”  She turned on a lamp and her eyes immediately focused on the bloody towel wrapped around my hand.  “Oh my god—let me see that.”

      “No.”  I pulled my hand away.  “Sit down!”

      “I’m—sorry?”  She snapped her head back, but slowly sat down on the couch.

      “I fucked up Chrissy—I really fucked up.”  I lifted the bottle to my lips.

      All I could do was tell her the truth.  She had a stunned look on her face and then I saw tears in the corner of her eyes once the realization began to set in.  I expected her to freak out—scream at me—tell me that I was an asshole for having cameras in the house that could record our intimate moments.  Instead, she just listened to everything I had to say and crawled closer to me.  Even after hearing that I could have destroyed her life, she still seemed concerned about my hand.  She peeled the towel away and inspected it while I continued to drink.

      “You may need stitches…”  She gently pressed on the edge of the wound.

      “I’m not going to the fucking hospital.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “There’s a First Aid kit in the bathroom.  I’ll bandage it.”

      “No, I’ve got it.”  She took the towel and started to stand.

      Chrissy cleaned my wound and washed away the blood.  She was right—I probably did need stitches.  I just didn’t give a fuck.  It would definitely leave a scar if I didn’t get it fixed, but I had a few of those already.  Chrissy used some liquid adhesive to get the wound closed and then bandaged it up so that I wouldn’t be able to squeeze my hand and tear open the seal she made.  If I managed to keep it straight for a few days, it might actually heal without a trip to the hospital—provided I didn’t get an infection.

      “I’m really sorry, Chrissy.”  I exhaled sharply.  “I never expected something like this to happen.  I always checked my cameras regularly—obviously I shouldn’t have installed those fucking things to begin with.”

      “It’s not your fault.”  She lifted my arm and forced me to embrace her.  “We’ll figure it out together.  Lauren said there might be a way to stop them from getting released, right?”

      “Yeah…”  I sighed.  “I just hope she’s right.  I don’t want this to screw up everything you’ve worked for.”

      “I have you…”  She took my good hand and squeezed it.  “That’s all I really need right now.”

      I wish it was that simple…
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      Greyson was in rough shape.  I had never seen him look so defeated.  It wasn’t because he was concerned about himself—he was concerned about me.  Seeing that look on his face made my stomach twist into a knot—but it wasn’t because I was afraid of the video getting leaked.  That certainly terrified me, but what made my stomach knot up was a harsher realization.  I made a mistake—and it might have been my fault that his security cameras were hacked.  It wasn’t something I did intentionally, but if what I feared was true—I knew who did it.  I just didn’t know how to fix it before our world came crashing down around us.
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        * * *

      

      Three days ago

      “Chrissy!”  I heard someone calling my name and turned to see Meghan walking towards me.

      “Hey Meghan.”  I smiled and turned in her direction.  “Ready for another week of hiding in the back of the room?”

      “Maybe…” She pulled her pack of cigarettes out of her purse.  “I gotta burn one down before I go in there though—I’m barely awake this morning.”

      “Did you go out last night?”  I tilted my head inquisitively.

      “Yeah, I might have.”  She nodded and lit a cigarette.  “You’re definitely going out with me next weekend!”

      “Meghan…”  I shook my head back and forth.  “Look, I appreciate the offer, but that’s just not my thing.”

      “Having fun isn’t your thing?”  She raised an eyebrow and exhaled a stream of smoke.

      “I—do like to have fun, but I’m just not interested in going to parties or getting wasted—that’s not my idea of fun.”  I shrugged slightly.

      It might have been at one time—but not anymore.

      “Fine.”  She rolled her eyes.  “Well I’m not spending another weekend window shopping—I’m not in high school anymore.”

      “I get it.”  I sighed.  “I’m going to head to class. I’ll see you in there.”

      “You probably won’t.”  She took another drag from her cigarette.  “You’ll be too busy paying attention.”

      It felt good to stand up for myself and tell Meghan that I wasn’t going to succumb to her version of peer pressure.  I was tempted—but what ultimately shifted my perspective was the emotional release I had over Greyson’s knee.  It was a hard spanking.  It really hurt.  But, despite that—it was exactly what I needed to navigate towards the future I wanted.  I found the line between what my body craved and my breaking point.  I doubted I would ever be free of my kinky desires or the need to call him Daddy, but I had found the balance.  Being taken past my limit was enough to show me the way—and the path in front of me was beautiful.

      So beautiful that I don’t need to embrace my bad girl side anymore—except when I’m with Greyson, because he knows how to handle her.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later

      “You didn’t wait for me…”  Meghan came running up after we finished our last class and I was almost to the parking lot.

      “I figured you were upset.”  I stopped and looked over at her.  “You didn’t seem happy earlier.”

      “Whatever…”  She rolled her eyes.  “If you don’t want to have fun, then I guess you can just be my lame friend.”

      “I’m okay being lame…”  I shrugged and pulled my keys out of my purse.  “I’m focused on other things.  I’m not judging you or anything.  If you want to go out and party—do it.  It just doesn’t interest me…”

      “Yeah, I just wanted to hang out with you—I thought we could have fun.  I’ll let you make it up to me.”  She grinned.

      “How?”  I raised an eyebrow inquisitively.

      “Let me drive your Porsche.”  She grabbed the keys out of my hand before I realized what she was doing.

      “Meghan, no!”  I reached out for her, but she was already running towards the car.

      “I’m not going to wreck it!”  She clicked the button to unlock the door and was inside the car before I caught up.

      “Seriously!”  I pounded on the window.  “This isn’t my car!  I can’t let anyone drive it!”

      “I’m driving it…”  She pushed the key into the ignition and rolled down the window.  “You can either get in or pray I bring it back.”

      “Ugh!”  I ran around to the passenger side and climbed inside.  “Meghan, please—this is a really bad idea.  If something happens to this car…”

      “Relax, I know how to drive.”  She hit the radio.  “We need some music—why isn’t this synced to your phone?”

      “I never set that up.  It has Satellite Radio.”  I waved her off.  “Okay, drive it around the parking lot—that’s it.”

      “Fuck that.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I’m hitting the highway in this baby—I want to see what it can do.”

      “Please don’t do that…”  I actually considered jumping out and trying to flag down a security guard for help, but I didn’t want to get Meghan in trouble.

      “It’ll be fine.”  Meghan backed up and made the tires squeal when she hit the accelerator.

      This is a fucking nightmare.  Greyson is going to kill me!

      My nails dug into the leather seat as Meghan drove out of the parking lot.  I was beyond terrified, but I realized that I was just going to have to ride it out.  I hoped Greyson would believe my story if he found out Meghan drove his Porsche.  I kept looking in the rear-view mirror—afraid we were going to get pulled over—afraid Meghan was going to go too fast.  Thankfully, she settled down once she hit the highway—and in a moment that brought me an incredible amount of relief—she turned off at the first exit.  My knuckles were white when she pulled the car back into the parking lot.  I wanted to scream at her, but I wanted her out of the driver’s seat first.

      “This thing is awesome…”  She picked up her phone.  “I bet my music would sound great in it too.”

      “You’ve driven it.  That’s enough.”  I reached over to take the keys from the ignition.

      “I’ll get out in a minute.  I just want to hear one of my favorite songs—see how it bumps with this sound system.”  She hit a couple of buttons and synced her phone to the car.

      “Fine…”  I sat back in my seat and glared at her.

      “Wait, why does this car say it’s registered to Ricky Bonds?  Like—the football player?”  She stared at the screen.

      “It was a gift from him.”  I nodded.

      “Holy shit.  You didn’t tell me you were living with Ricky Bonds!”  She looked at me in shock.

      “I’m not.  I live with his agent—Greyson Foster.  He’s a family friend.”  I sighed.

      I really didn’t want to tell her all that—it was bad enough that she thought I was just some spoiled rich girl…

      “You have to be fucking kidding me.”  Meghan’s mouth fell open.  “So—you must have celebrities around all the time?  No wonder you got into Sports Management!  You’ve already got a connection!”

      “I don’t even know if I’m doing that anymore.”  I shrugged.  “Seriously, Meghan.  Please—I need to go home now.”

      “Fine…”  She hit the button to play her song.  “Just let me hear my song.”

      I sat there while Meghan nodded her head to the beat of a rap song I didn’t recognize.  After she was done, she turned off the car and handed the keys back to me.  I was so angry that I was seething, but I kept my temper in check.  There didn’t seem to be any damage.  If Greyson looked at the tracker, he would probably wonder why I just made a random loop before returning to school, but at least everything was okay.  I finally let out a sigh of relief once I was behind the wheel of the car and on the way home.

      I don’t think Meghan and I are going to be friends anymore…
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        * * *

      

      Two days ago

      I didn’t talk to Meghan much at school the day after she decided to hijack Greyson’s Porsche for a joyride.  I was civil—but that was about the end of it.  I made sure she was nowhere to be seen when I pulled the keys out of my purse after school.  I had just made it home, changed into some relaxing clothes, and started working on my assignments when there was a—knock—followed by the sound of someone rapidly pressing the doorbell.  I was instantly on high alert because I definitely wasn’t expecting anyone, and Greyson didn’t mention visitors.  I walked down the stairs and peeked outside to see Meghan—standing on the front porch.

      “What the hell?”  I pulled the door open.  “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to see the house.”  She ducked under my arm before I had a chance to react.

      “Meghan—this isn’t my house.  Greyson doesn’t like to have visitors.”  I pulled the door wide open.  “You need to leave.  Wait, how did you find out where he lived—and how did you get through the front gate?”

      “Oh, when I synced my phone to your car, it downloaded a bunch of information.”  She smiled and looked around the house.  “Is he home?”

      “No, and you need to leave before he gets here!”  I motioned to the door.

      “I want the grand tour first.”  She started skipping down the hallway.

      Great, another nightmare—and another reason for Greyson to kill me.

      For the second day in a row, I had to cave in and let Meghan satisfy her curiosity.  I gave her a brief tour and followed as she looked around on her own.  I just wanted her out of the freaking house as fast as possible—although I did contemplate drowning her in the pool as an alternative.  I wasn’t just done with the friendship; I was done with her as a person.  She no longer reminded me of the girl I used to be—she was much worse.  I contemplated calling the police—or possibly calling John to see if he would come forcibly remove her, but I decided against it.  I didn’t want to alarm Greyson if I could get her out of the house before he showed up.

      “Nice place.  I wish I had this kind of cash…”  Meghan walked back into the main part of the house.

      “You’ve seen enough, right?  You need to go before Greyson gets home.”  I pointed at the door.

      “Fine, but I expect an invitation at some point.  You have a heated pool—a jacuzzi—hell, you have a regular swimming pool too!”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I bet there’s a liquor cabinet around here somewhere…”

      “I’m done with this.”  I walked up and grabbed her arm.  “You have to leave.”

      “Hey, don’t be a bitch about it.”  She pulled her arm out of my grasp.  “Not all of us live in the mouth of fucking luxury with a—family friend or whatever he is.”

      “Just fucking go.”  I pointed at the door.

      “I thought you were friend…”  She rolled her eyes and started walking towards the door.  “Whatever.”

      “If you want me to be a friend, try acting like a friend.”  I followed her to the door and slammed it.

      I looked out the window once Meghan got to her car.  She didn’t leave immediately.  She played on her phone and I even saw her open her laptop.  I had no idea what she was doing, but I wasn’t going to open the damn door again.  After about ten minutes, she finally drove off.  I was angry, but glad she left before Greyson got home.  It would be hard to explain—and I would probably get a trip over his knee for being careless.  At least she was gone—that was what mattered.  I just hoped that she would stay gone.

      I tried to be civil—well that’s over.  I’m not even going to speak to her after this freaking stunt…
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        * * *

      

      Present day

      All I needed was Greyson.  Nothing else mattered.  When I walked into the living room and heard what he had to say, I quickly started to put the pieces together.  If his security cameras were hacked right after Meghan came by the house—then I felt confident that she had something to do with it.  She got his address and the code for the front gate when she synced her phone with the Porsche.  What else would it have given her access to?  I needed to investigate, but before I could do that, I needed to take care of Greyson.  He was in a dark place, and if that was my fault, then I had to find a way to pull him back from it.

      “Do you need anything?  Can I call the chef—or order something?”  I squeezed the hand that wasn’t hurt.

      “No, I’m fine.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “I just need time to pass—and for Lauren to figure out if we can stop this asshole from leaking the footage once we pay them off.”

      “You’re—going to pay?”  I blinked in surprise.  “Don’t do that…”

      Don’t give that bitch a dime—I’d rather the world see me with a red ass than for her to profit off this.

      “I don’t really have a choice.”  He exhaled sharply.  “If this is the same group that hacked all of those celebrity photo cloud accounts a while back—then there’s no way for the cops to track them down.  And honestly?  I don’t even want to involve the cops at this point because of what is on that footage…”

      “Why do you think it’s the same group?”  I tilted my head inquisitively.

      “That’s who claimed responsibility when we got the call.”  He shrugged.  “I think I just need to go to bed…”

      “I’ll join you.”  I stood and reached for his hand.  “Maybe I can do something to take your mind off this…”

      “Right now?”  He sighed and looked down at the floor.  “I just want to be alone for a little bit.”

      I waited until Greyson was upstairs to grab my phone and head to the garage.  I synced my phone to the Porsche, deleted the profile Meghan set up and looked over everything that was transmitted.  It seemed that once the phone was synced, several apps downloaded.  I checked each of them and found one that was tied to some of the devices in the house—including the security footage.  The app was password protected and my pulse raced as I punched in the code for the front gate.  The app unlocked and I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me.  I was staring at a screen with all of the security cameras in the house—and a folder with archives of recorded footage.

      It was her…
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      Greyson decided to stay home from work.  He didn’t even get ready to go in.  I wanted to stay home with him, but slightly relieved when he insisted that I go to school.  I wasn’t going to school though—classes hadn’t started, and I was early.  I was going to Meghan’s apartment, and I wasn’t leaving until I was sure that the footage was gone.  After that, I would tell Greyson everything—but not until I was certain that it was fixed.  Her car was parked outside, so I went to her door.  I kept pounding until she finally responded, and the door opened.

      “You fucking bitch!”  I hit the door with my shoulder and knocked her back.

      “Chrissy, what the hell is wrong with you?”  She stared at me in confusion.

      “Don’t even try to deny it.”  I slammed the door.  “I know it was you!”

      “What are you talking about?”  She blinked and shrugged.  “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You know exactly what you did!”  I glared at her and tried to control the urge to start swinging.  “You hacked Greyson’s security cameras!  You tried to blackmail him!”

      “Oh…”  Her expression faded.  “Yeah, you’ll never be able to prove that.”

      Well, now I’m not going to be able to resist the urge to start swinging.

      I wasn’t a violent person and I wasn’t a fighter—I had never even been in a fight.  That didn’t stop the rage from boiling over until I lunged at Meghan and pulled her down to the floor by her hair.  My open hand left a mark across her face and she started screaming, but I put my hand over her mouth to silence her.  If one of the neighbors called the cops, I was definitely going to jail, so I had to work fast.

      “Where’s the footage?  On your laptop?”  I looked around her apartment and slowly slid my hand away from her mouth.  “If you scream again, my nails are leaving a scar.”

      “What the fuck, Chrissy…”  Meghan started trembling when I pulled my hand away from her mouth.  “You—you can afford to pay!  You’re rich!  I have nothing!”

      “You have a family that loves you.  You have an apartment that they’re paying for—how can you say you have nothing?”  I snarled at her and balled my fist.  “I grew up without a father.  I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for Greyson’s generosity—I’m sure as hell not going to let you destroy him so you can make a buck!”

      “I wasn’t going to show anyone the footage!”  Tears formed in the corner of her eyes.  “I was just—I needed some money.  I knew it was nothing to him after I saw that house…”

      “Where’s the footage?”  I pushed a fingernail against the bottom of her eye.  “Tell me!”

      “It’s—on my laptop.  The password is Meghan.”  Her face twisted into a grimace and tears started to pour out of her eyes.  “My laptop is on the table by the couch…”

      “Don’t you fucking move.”  I stood to my feet and kept an eye on Meghan as I grabbed her laptop.

      “Chrissy—I’m so sorry.  I wanted to be your friend, but…”  A sob stifled her words.

      “I don’t want to hear your fucking sob story.”  I knelt down on the floor and put the laptop on her chest.

      I opened the laptop and found what I was looking for.  The footage was in a folder on her desktop.  I deleted it and checked to see if she had a cloud account—it wasn’t even set up.  I left the laptop on her chest and found her cell phone.  She didn’t fight when I grabbed her hand and used her fingerprint to unlock it.  I deleted everything from it as well.  I still didn’t trust her, and I knew enough about computers to know that the stuff could still be recovered in the right hands—unfortunately, it was too valuable to risk giving her an opportunity to do that.

      “I’m taking these.”  I closed her laptop and stood.

      “Wait—I need my laptop for school.”  She sat up.  “And—you can’t take my phone!”

      “Consider it a small price to pay for what you did.  You could go to prison for trying to blackmail Greyson—and he’s got enough money to make sure that happens.  Is that what you want?”  I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “No!”  She shook her head back and forth.

      “I’m sorry I was such a lame friend.”  I walked to the door and slammed it behind me.

      My heart was beating hard in my chest and my pulse was racing when I got back to the car.  I couldn’t believe I had actually attacked Meghan—and watched her melt into a ball of tears in front of me.  It was—kind of exhilarating, even if I was something that I never imagined myself doing.  I was going to miss my first class, but I couldn’t let Greyson worry.  I also had concerns that Meghan’s laptop or phone could have tracking software on them.  I was afraid that she would try to call the cops or something once she regained her composure.  I drove to the beach and walked out onto the pier—a few seconds later, her laptop and phone were in the ocean.  There was no way anyone would recover anything off them—if they were ever even found.

      Hopefully, Greyson will be proud of me for handling this myself.
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      I was still angry when I woke up.  I planned to spend the day at home—possibly even day drinking—but after Chrissy left for school, I realized that was never going to work.  I still had a business to run.  Lauren could manage it without me most of the time, but we had canceled meetings the previous day.  I didn’t want to get further behind by canceling more.  I put my anger in the back of my mind long enough to get ready and head to the office.  I had no idea what I was going to do if the footage actually leaked—or what kind of damage control I needed to do before that could happen.  I was used to handling shit for my clients—but there was too much panic to make the right decision when it came to myself.  I certainly didn’t want to have to make a call to Candice Banks—but there was a possibility it was inevitable.

      “You made it in.”  Lauren looked up at me as I walked through the front door.

      “Yeah.”  I nodded.  “Anything yet?”

      “I don’t think the group that hit those celebrities accessed your cameras.”  Lauren turned her monitor towards me.  “I talked to Ricky and he said those guys—they do things remotely and are really good at hiding it.”

      “What does that mean?”  I sat down next to her desk.

      “Well, the person that did this didn’t use some sort of hack—they had your password.  I pulled the logs and it looks like someone accessed them a few days ago.”  She tapped her screen.  “They weren’t trying to hide what they were doing.”

      “Weird…”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “It gets weirder.”  She exhaled sharply.  “I pinged the location and the person who accessed your cameras—they were on your property.”

      “That’s impossible…”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “Is it?”  She raised her eyebrows.  “Check this out—this is from the day they were accessed.”

      Lauren pulled some footage up and started playing it.  I saw Chrissy, which wasn’t a surprise—she was supposed to be home based on the time.  What I wasn’t expecting was for someone else to show up.  I didn’t recognize the girl that walked into the house, but it didn’t look like Chrissy was thrilled for her to be there.  The girl walked around like she owned the place while Chrissy followed behind her with an upset look on her face.  It even looked like they got into some sort of argument before Chrissy slammed the front door.

      “Chrissy didn’t mention this to me at all…”  I stared at the screen.  “Who the fuck is that girl?”

      “I don’t know, but you might want to find out.  The cameras were accessed right after she left, which means—she probably has the footage.”  Lauren nodded.  “Unfortunately, we don’t know what she did with it.  She could have easily sold it to someone that actually knows what they’re doing—or, she could be the one trying to blackmail you.”

      “We need to find out her name.”  I sighed angrily.

      “Her name is Meghan.”  I heard Chrissy’s voice and turned to see her standing in the doorway.

      “Chrissy, what the fuck?”  I stood up immediately.  “You let someone into the house—and you didn’t tell me they were there?”

      “I’m sorry, Greyson.  I had no idea she would do something like this!  I thought she was just—really annoying.  I got her to leave—it just took a little bit.”  Chrissy looked down at the floor.

      “Well you just need to go to school.  I’ll find this—Meghan—and deal with her.”  I growled under my breath.

      “I handled it.”  Chrissy lifted her head slowly.  “The footage is deleted—and I threw her laptop in the ocean.”

      “Wait…”  Lauren’s head snapped back.  “You did what?”

      “You need to start from the beginning.”  I motioned for Chrissy to have a seat.

      Chrissy started a little further back than I expected and told us that it started with Meghan taking her keys so she could drive the Porsche.  I wasn’t happy to hear that, considering that anyone behind the wheel was a liability to me, but that part wasn’t important.  Chrissy described how she suspected Meghan—and got a full confession.  That part was a little alarming, but I might have done the same thing if I was in her position.  When she finished her story, I wanted to believe it was over—but I still had some lingering concerns.

      “Okay.”  I nodded.  “Chrissy, I want you to go home.  We’ll discuss this later.”

      “But…” She tilted her head slightly and I could tell she was offended.  “I—fixed it.”

      “Maybe, but for now…”  I pointed at the door.

      “Fine.”  She nodded and left the office.

      “Please tell me you’re not upset with her after what she just told you.”  Lauren looked at me with concern on her face.

      “I don’t know how to feel right now.”  I exhaled sharply. “I’m still processing it.”

      I want to be furious, but Chrissy isn’t the one I should be mad at right now.  She’s just getting the brunt of it.

      “This is what I’m going to do…”  Lauren leaned forward and started typing.  “I’m going to leak this story to the press.”

      “What the fuck?”   I blinked in surprise.

      “Not everything.”  She smiled.  “I’m going to use the press to our advantage.  I’ll drop a few hints—let people know that some explicit footage might exist of you—probably with a stripper to make it sound believable.”

      “It’s believable that I’m out fucking strippers?  Great.  Do you think it’s a good idea to draw attention to this?”  I felt a little concern rise up in my throat.

      “This is the best way to find out if anyone else has the footage.  Trust me, the reporters will be all over this—because I’m going to suggest Ricky Bonds might be in the footage too.”  She chuckled.  “That will definitely get their attention.”

      “We might want to clear that with Ricky first…”  I reached for my phone.

      “I already did.  I was thinking about it earlier.  He’s so happy you straightened things out after the paparazzi got those pictures of him with Emily Smith that he was eager to help.”  Lauren nodded.

      “If that wasn’t enough, I’m sure we’ll have another Ricky Bonds problem to fix soon enough.”  I laughed and nodded.  “Okay, this might work.  If nothing else, I might get a few clients if they think I’m going to take them out to shag a few strippers.”

      “Free advertising, right?”  She shrugged.

      My anxiety settled down a little bit once Lauren laid out her plan.  I handled my meetings and waited—waited for the phone to ring—waited for anything.  There was a brief moment of concern when a paparazzi claimed he was going to release the footage, but one call to his boss confirmed that he was just trying to get his claws in the hype.  By later in the afternoon, it was clear that we had sent them on a chase for something they weren’t going to be able to find.  Lauren’s research into Chrissy friend—or former friend—revealed that she was just a middle-class kid who had never been in trouble.

      “I guess she just saw an opportunity and took it…”  I exhaled sharply.

      “These are the risks you’re going to have when you have a teenager living with you.”  Lauren shrugged.  “I tried to give you a warning.”

      “Obviously I should have listened.”  I sighed and shook my head.

      “I took the liberty of clearing all your security camera footage off the server, so there’s no chance of this happening again.  I also stopped them from recording—that was fine when it was just you in your Fortress of Solitude, but you can’t record everything that’s happening now…”  She gave me a slight smirk.

      “That’s for the best.”  I nodded in agreement.  “Thank you.”

      “Oh, and while you were busy today—we got a call from three of those kids you were interested in meeting with.”  Lauren turned her monitor.  “I set up appointments—but you’ll have to meet with their parents first, since they’re still students.”

      “Thank you.”  I looked down at the floor for a moment.  “I’m probably going to regret this—because I think everything will fall apart if I do it—but how would you like to try being an agent instead of my assistant?”

      “I didn’t go to a fancy university or play a sport.  How in the world am I going to be an agent?”  She scoffed at me.

      “You do all of the work already, don’t you?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “I’m sure you could handle it.  You would just have to hire your own assistant…”

      “Hmm.”  She seemed to be pondering it.  “My friend Tiffani is looking for a job—she’s usually more organized than I am.”

      “Great, well she sounds like a great assistant to replace you—but who are you going to get to be your assistant?”  I chuckled under my breath.

      “You need to go home and apologize to Chrissy for not being nicer to her earlier.”  Lauren narrowed her eyes at me.  “If you’re lucky, she might still like you enough to accept it.”

      “Okay, I’m leaving…”  I nodded and walked towards the door.

      I did need to apologize to Chrissy.  My reaction wasn’t appropriate.  I lashed out because she was in front of me—not because she deserved it.  If it wasn’t for her, there was a good chance I would have paid Meghan off and anything could have happened after that.  She might have kept her word and deleted the footage—or got greedy and sold it to someone else.  None of it was Chrissy’s fault.  She didn’t expect someone she called a friend to betray her.  I reacted like her Daddy when she needed me to react like I was the man who loved her—and would do anything for her.  Finding the balance between the two was more difficult than I realized.  Even if I was stepping into the Daddy role, I should have been more compassionate.  I should have at least hugged her.

      Hopefully I didn’t mess things up.  I really have gotten too attached to lose her.

      “Chrissy?”  I pushed open the front door.  “Are you here?”

      “Of course I’m here.”  I heard her voice echo from the living room.  “I was told to go home—that’s what I did.”

      “I’m sorry.”  I walked to the door of the living room.  “I didn’t handle that like I should have.”

      “No, but I think it was a wake-up call.”  She exhaled sharply and stood.

      “What do you mean?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “I was horrified when I realized that it was my fault this happened—but I didn’t just sit back and accept defeat.”  She shook her head.  “I figure it out—I handled things.  I thought you would be proud of me for doing it…”

      “I was proud of you.”  I sighed and looked down at the floor.  “I still am, I was just in shock.”

      “You reacted like my Daddy, which is fine.  That’s the role we agreed you should have.  I guess I was just expecting a different reaction—because I didn’t handle the situation like a girl in need of a Daddy.”  She shrugged.  “I wanted you to see me as more than that—and you didn’t.”

      “I do now.”  I walked up and took her hand with my good one.  “It was a mistake…”

      “I don’t think it was a mistake.”  She looked down and sighed.  “I think it was clarity—and that’s okay.  It just wasn’t what I needed right then.”

      “Are you not able to forgive me?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “Please tell me I didn’t screw this up that badly.”

      “I need a little time to think.”  She exhaled sharply.  “I don’t hold grudges—that isn’t the kind of person I am.  I care about you, but I’m worried that we’ve made so many lines between us that we can’t keep them straight anymore.  I don’t want there to be any lines—I don’t want the thought of a video of us together to freak you out so much that you put your hand through a television monitor…”

      “I was worried about you—and how your family would react…”  I blinked a couple of times as the realization hit me.  “But you don’t care about that.”

      “No.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I really don’t.  My mother was barely there for me.  She did the bare minimum, which—was okay.  I understood why, but she doesn’t have the right to judge me for who I fall in love with.  I never cared that you were my father’s best friend or that you were an older man than me.  I knew what I wanted the moment I saw you—I just didn’t realize exactly how bad I would end up wanting you, or what kind of things you would introduce me to.”

      “You liked being a brat too—sometimes.”  I felt a lot of emotions churning inside me, but I struggled to control them.

      “I did and that won’t change, but these lines—you’re my Daddy when I’m bad, you want me when I’m in your arms…”  She was struggling over her words.  “That’s why you snapped at me like I was some kind of little girl, but I didn’t handle the situation like a child.  A little girl would have come to her Daddy and begged you to fix it.  I fixed it myself.”

      “You’re right.”  I nodded.  “You did.  My reaction was the wrong one.”

      “Yes.”  She sighed.  “It was.”

      Chrissy walked to the stairs and headed up to her room.  All I could do was watch her walk away.  I had been a fool.  I kept trying to find a line when there didn’t need to be one.  She knew what she needed, and I could have provided that whether I was her Daddy or her lover.  I fell too far on the side of the former and it might have cost me my chance to be the latter.  I poured myself a drink and sat down on the couch.  I wasn’t sure where we would be when the smoke cleared, but there was no way we would ever be the way we were.  She needed the accountability, consequences with discipline—that hadn’t changed—but she also needed someone to love her the way she needed to be loved.  I needed to be able to offer passion as well as guidance with no line between us.

      I hope I get a chance to prove that I can.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    







            Chrissy

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t ready to lock Greyson out of my heart, but I needed time to think about our future.  I thought about it a lot after I got back from his office, and the time that passed didn’t make it any easier.  I lusted after him before I felt the connection, and I fought to keep him when I realized I could call him Daddy.  I was still a girl that needed a Daddy—still a girl that wanted to be a brat sometimes if the need arose—but I couldn’t build the rest of my life on that kinky desire.  I needed a man that could be proud of me and look at me as more than a bad girl that needed to be punished, but it wasn’t all I needed.  Greyson opened my eyes to that, yet when I was ready to be the woman standing in front of him—I was still a bad girl who screwed up and needed to be sent home to wait on her Daddy.

      I’m not sure what will hurt worse—being apart from him or being with him knowing that he’ll never look at me the way that I need him to.

      Meghan’s blackmail attempt might have been a blessing in disguise.  It allowed me to really see myself through Greyson’s eyes for the first time.  It was fun and games before that.  I teased him and got my punishment when I deserved it—but, I still thought it was just that—fun and games.  I didn’t think it defined the entirety of our budding romance—the one I was ready to cave into entirely—the one that I believed was turning into love.  The foundation was unstable from the beginning.  Greyson was consumed with hesitation—I was consumed with fighting against it.  The roles had been reversed.

      The brat inside me—that bad girl I promised to eradicate when I got to college—was no longer the driving force behind my actions.  It was something I could tap into when I wanted, but maturity had replaced her.  Greyson helped me do that, but it seemed that we were against the glass ceiling of our relationship.  I didn’t know how to break it.  Greyson didn’t have the strength to do it.  All we could do was stare at each other through the glass and admit the truth—it was there for a reason.

      I don’t regret anything, but this is where we are.
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      I didn’t leave my room until Greyson was in bed the previous night.  I ate—even though my stomach was in a knot, but that wasn’t the real reason I went downstairs.  There was a part of me that hoped I would see a letter in the middle of the table—one that echoed the goodbye I felt was inevitable.  It wasn’t there.  I returned to my room and fell asleep after some tossing and turning.  I didn’t cry.  The girl that needed her Daddy might have, but I had moved past the tears.  Greyson was already gone when I woke up the next morning.  Once again, there was no letter—but I didn’t really expect one after not seeing one the previous night.  I got ready, gathered my things, and headed to school.  I still had a lot on my mind, but I didn’t want to miss another day and end up further behind.

      “Hi, good morning.”  I walked into the Registrar’s Office at USC and leaned against the desk.

      “Hello.”  A thin guy with glasses looked up at me.  “How can I help you?”

      “I need to set up an appointment with my adviser to discuss my scholarship.  Can I do that here?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “Yeah, or you can email them.”  He turned towards his computer.  “What’s your name?”

      “Chr—Christina.”  I nodded.  “Christina Smith.  I also want to talk about some work-study options…”

      I had been Chrissy since I was a little girl, but it was time to leave that in the past like so many other things.  It was a childish name—a name for a brat.  I wouldn’t be able to put that on a business card if I wanted someone to take me seriously.  Chrissy grew up idolizing her father and wanting to follow in his footsteps.  She was a bad girl that liked to tell lies and get out of trouble—she got off on it in a way.  Christina was forging her own path.  I didn’t need to follow in my father’s footsteps because they didn’t fit my feet.  I wanted to veer towards my own dreams—with new footsteps on an unbeaten path.  Sports Management was a part of that past too.  Event Marketing was going to be my future, but I would promote things I enjoyed.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day

      Greyson wasn’t home when I arrived.  I was dreading the moment, because I felt like it was going to be awkward.  I didn’t want to hide in my room.  I had been home for about an hour when there was a knock at the door.  I don’t know why I expected it to be Meghan—maybe because she was the only one who had knocked since I had been there unless we were expecting someone.  She wasn’t at school, so I wondered if she was planning some sort of revenge.  Those were the thoughts running through my head until I peeked through the peephole and saw John on the other side.

      “Hey…”  I opened the door.  “I didn’t call for a ride.”

      “No ma’am.”  He smiled and held up a box.  “I’m making a delivery today.”

      “Oh…” I tilted my head.  “What is it?”

      “I have no idea.  It’s from Mr. Foster.  There’s a note as well.”  He pushed the box towards me, so I took it.

      “Thank you.”  I nodded and waited until he walked away to close the door.

      What in the world is this?

      It was a black rectangular box with a red bow, but it wasn’t very heavy.  I gave it a shake and heard a slight thud inside it.  I carried the box to the table in the dining room and stared at the envelope taped to the top.  I was afraid to open it, yet I knew I would have to.  It was almost a relief when there was no letter on the dining room the previous night or earlier that morning.  The envelope was too small to hold a letter.  I finally tore it open and found a small card inside of it.

      Chrissy,

      Give me one chance to show that I know you’re more than just a girl who needs a Daddy.  Wear this.

      -Greyson.

      I opened the box and my eyes opened wide when I saw what was inside.  It was a gorgeous black dress with an Oscar de la Renta hand-sewn label.  The thud I heard was a pair of shoes—the label inside confirmed they were made by Christian Louboutin, but the red soles told me that before I held them in my hand.  Underneath those was another card with a date.  I checked my phone and saw that the invitation was for Saturday night.  I sat down in the chair and stared at the card.  He was asking me out—and it appeared we were going somewhere fancy—if I accepted.

      I’m torn, but I do still care about him.  I guess I can go on a date with him—he definitely won’t see me as a girl who needs a Daddy in this gorgeous dress.

      I waited for Greyson to come home, but he never did.  The chef showed up, without me calling for him, and made dinner.  I ate alone, called home, and then I worked on my assignments until it was time for bed.  I still had to finish my first semester before I could get my schedule set for an Event Marketing degree that didn’t involve Sports Management.  It would let me graduate on time instead of spending an extra year at USC, and I felt like it was the right option.  When I woke up the next morning, I was curious enough to check Greyson’s room.  He didn’t make it home.  Apparently, he wasn’t looking forward to our awkward meeting either.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday night

      Greyson didn’t return home after I told him that I needed time.  I spent the rest of the week alone in his house.  I had no idea where he went, but I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of guilt.  I knew it would be awkward, but I never meant to kick him out of his own house.  The time apart gave me time to think, and when I woke up on Saturday morning, I knew I would be putting on the dress that evening.  We needed to talk, and I was a little curious to see what it was like to go on a real date with him.  I wasn’t sure if he could actually see me as the woman I had become, but I did miss him.  The time apart had reminded me how much I enjoyed spending time with him and being away from him didn’t feel right.

      I don’t know if this will lead to anything, but I’m willing to give it a shot.

      The dress was beautiful.  The shoes were magnificent.  I didn’t have a purse to match, but I had one that was close enough to pass for elegant.  I walked downstairs once I was finished getting ready and was waiting by the door when I heard a car outside.  I opened the door to see John standing beside a limousine, and he immediately opened the door.  I expected Greyson to be inside, but he wasn’t.  John wouldn’t tell me where we were going, but he said Greyson would be there.  I looked out the window as he drove—and after twenty minutes, I realized we were entering Beverly Hills.  Some of the mansions we passed put Greyson’s to shame, and when the limousine pulled up to the front of one, I saw several faces that I recognized.

      “Oh my god…”  I slid over to the window.  “Is that…”

      “It probably is.”  John looked over his shoulder and chuckled.  “This place belongs to a rather famous movie director.”

      Greyson mentioned a black-tie affair that he was supposed to attend—this must be it.

      I was a little starstruck as I stared out the window.  There were movies stars, musicians, professional athletes, and all sorts of famous people.  I was pretty sure I could name most of them if they were in a lineup.  I continued staring until I saw one face I recognized—and not from the movies.  It was Greyson.  He was wearing a tuxedo and standing next to Ricky Bonds—his star client.  He finally spotted the limousine and started walking towards it.  John opened the back door and I stepped out the car.  Greyson had a smile on his face—and in that moment, I realized just how much I had missed seeing it during our time apart.

      “You look—ravishing.”  He extended his hand.  “Thank you for coming.”

      “It was hard to pass up an opportunity to wear this dress.”  I looked up at him and smiled as I let him take my hand.

      “I thought it would be.”  He grinned and tilted his head slightly.  “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too…”  I felt a lump rising up in my throat.

      “Come, let me introduce you to a few people.”  He squeezed my hand and started walking towards the mansion.

      Greyson introduced me to Ricky Bonds, several movie stars that knew him by first name, and a few athletes that weren’t quite as recognizable as the starting quarterback for the Los Angeles Bashers.  There was a part of me that wanted to turn into a total fan-girl, especially when I met the lead singer of Avalon’s Kiss—I had a poster of him on my bedroom wall when I was in high school—it was probably still there.  I was a little overwhelmed meeting so many people that I recognized due to their fame in such a short period of time, but I managed to hold everything together until we got through the crowd and made it to the bar.

      “Would you like some champagne?”  Greyson looked over at me.

      “Uh…”  I tilted my head slightly.  “Is this some kind of trick—like the last time you offered me a drink?”

      “No.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “Tonight, you’re my date—and I’m not your Daddy.”

      I took the glass of champagne and nervously sipped it.  The event was to raise money for a charity that seemed to have a lot of support.  Everything was intentionally expensive to raise money.  The glass in my hand cost nearly a thousand dollars and it was twenty times that to sit down and have dinner.  Greyson had already paid for two plates—so after I met a few more people, we went into the dining area to eat.  We were seated at a table with some of the people I had already met, and they seemed to be interested in getting to know the new person—me.  I answered their questions and found a few of my own to ask that weren’t pulled from the depths of my fan-girl heart.  After about an hour, they all left, and I was alone with Greyson.  I knew we were going to have to talk things through—and it seemed like the time had come for that discussion.

      “I made mistakes.”  Greyson took my hand.  “A big one—but it doesn’t change how I feel about you.”

      “It just hurt.”  I sighed.  “I wanted you to be proud of me for handling the situation with Meghan.  I didn’t need my Daddy—I needed you.”

      “I see that now.”  He nodded.  “I don’t want to be your Daddy anymore.  I want to look into your eyes and tell you that you’re beautiful—that you’re a woman—the only one for me.”

      “Can you really do that?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “Or will you always see me as the eighteen-year-old girl you’re supposed to look after?”

      “That’s not what I see right now—and not who I want to kiss.”  He leaned forward.  “If you can forgive me…”

      There was remorse in his eyes, and it was genuine.  I did want to forgive him—so I did—but not with my words.  I met his lips with a kiss that was returned immediately.  It was so passionate and full of desire.  It felt like the world melted away like colors running down a painting that had been left in a storm.  The real storm was starting to rage inside me.  I needed Greyson, but it was more than that—he needed me too.  The kiss brought back every emotion I had felt for him and magnified it until I didn’t want to be at the event anymore.  I wanted to be in his arms—and I wanted him to do a lot more than kiss me.

      “Can we go home now?”  I gasped as our lips were separated.

      “Yes.”  He took my hand.  “This party is boring anyway…”

      “I wouldn’t say that—but I’m definitely ready to leave.”  I smiled and followed behind him as he led me to the car.

      We climbed into the back of the limousine and Greyson hit a button that raised a divider so John couldn’t see us.  Greyson’s lips found mine immediately and his hands explored my body as John drove us home.  The second we were inside the house, our lips seared together, and we left a trail of clothes from the front door to Greyson’s bedroom.  Greyson lifted me in his arms we crashed into the bed with our bodies intertwined.  His smoldering lips teased my neck while his hands pushed my legs apart.  I was ready for him.  He was going to be the first man to make love to me, and—he would be the last.  I wanted to spend the rest of my life in his arms, and I knew that was exactly where he wanted me to be.

      “You’re going to be mine tonight.”  Greyson leaned back and I felt his cock push against my pussy.

      “Oh god…”  I moaned when I felt him start to enter my wetness.

      My tightness resisted him as he started tried to enter me.  I knew it was going to hurt, but I didn’t care.  He kissed my neck as he slowly stretched my pussy around his incredible girth.  My back arched on the mattress when I felt him against my hymen.  My innocence belonged to him, and he pushed until he tore through the thin membrane.  He gave me a couple of gentle thrusts as I adjusted to the feeling.  There was a burn where my hymen had been—a burn that got a little more intense when he pushed past it and stretched my virgin pussy a little more.  He slid a hand down to my clit and started to massage it with his thumb as he went deeper.

      “That feels good…”  I exhaled sharply into his ear.  “Keep going.”

      “You feel amazing—so fucking tight.”  He growled into my ear.  “You’re going to come so many times before I’m done with you…”

      I was on my way to the first one and he wasn’t even all the way inside me yet.  My pussy was aching from his cock, but his thumb felt amazing on my clit.  It numbed some of the pain—enough for him to keep going deeper—enough for him to give me a couple of harder thrusts.  My pussy was adjusting, but it wasn’t going to be able to fully adjust until I felt every inch of his length.  His thumb started to move a little faster.  My clit turned into a hard knot underneath his touch and I felt it sending pleasure through my veins.  He kept his thumb moving while his thrusts picked up speed—and went a little deeper.  I felt the pressure building up inside me and I could tell I was about to come.  My nails dug into his back and my back arched.

      “I’m gonna come.”  I moaned into his ear and I felt my pussy spasm on his cock.  “You’re making me come!”

      “Fuck, your pussy feels so damn good— come for me baby.”  He pushed into my spasms and a deep throaty-growl echoed in my ear.

      The orgasm felt really good with his cock inside me, even if my clit was what set it off.  My pussy seized his cock and he had to thrust harder to keep the pace going.  The orgasm took the pain away completely because I was floating on a cloud of bliss.  That allowed him to push himself deeper and then I felt his balls against my skin.  He left himself buried inside me for several seconds while I adjusted.  His thumb moved away from my clit as the orgasm began to fade.  The pain returned for a moment, but the endorphins were blocking most of it.  He pulled back slowly, kissed my neck, and then buried himself inside me with a slow thrust.

      “That felt—really good.”  I dug my nails into his back.

      “It’ll feel even better once you get used to it.”  He pressed his lips to my neck and his hips started to lift again.

      It took a dozen of those slow thrusts for me to get fully adjusted to them, but then they started to get faster.  I felt a new sensation—a beautiful version of bliss resonating from within me.  My g-spot felt even better than my clit, and he hit it every time he went deep.  I wanted him to go faster—harder—so I begged him to.  Once his thrusts got harder and faster, I felt his cock throb inside me.  It was an amazing feeling.  The pressure started to build again, but it was more intense than anything I had felt before.  It swelled inside me and my whole body began to quiver.  I could tell it was going to be a big orgasm—the biggest one of my life.  I wanted him there with me—in that moment—I needed him to feel the same pleasure I felt.

      “I’m gonna come again…”  I moaned into his ear and kissed his neck.  “Come with me—I want you to feel it!”

      “I’m almost there—so fucking close.”  His head rolled back slightly.

      Greyson started to hammer my pussy.  The thrusts were so hard that the bed began to shake and slam into the wall.  That just made the pressure build faster—but I fought against the release because I wanted him to come inside me while my body exploded with bliss.  I felt like I was detached from my soul for a moment—consumed by passion and desire.  His cock started to throb and then it began to pulsate.  He was finally there.  My body started to shake.  I couldn’t control my orgasm any longer.  My mouth opened wide and a squeal echoed from my throat.  His hips started to buck erratically—and I was driven into the mattress by his fury.

      “Oh fuck!”  I squealed louder.  “I’m coming!”

      “It’s okay—I’m about to come!”  His head rolled back further, and I heard a primal roar rush from his throat.

      Cum started to erupt from his cock and his seed flooded my pussy.  My body jerked and shook as the orgasm consumed me.  My spasms made his entire length throb inside me as his lust brought the release we both craved.  He kept thrusting and another orgasm built immediately.  There was no way I could stop it.  It stacked on top of the first one and my bliss surged through my veins again.  He kept going until every drop of cum had been emptied from his balls and my orgasm finally began to fade.  I was exhausted and my heart was pounding in my chest. He collapsed on top of me for a moment and then rolled to the side.  I wanted to be in his arms, but I couldn’t move.  He slid closer and his powerful arms wrapped around me.  I got enough strength to snuggle close to him and felt tranquility as the afterglow settled me down.

      “That was—amazing.”  I let out a long sigh once I got the strength to speak.

      “We’re not done.”  He pressed his lips to my neck.  “I want you again as soon as we have a few minutes to rest.”

      This is going to be a very long night—but there’s nowhere else I’d rather be…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Greyson

        

      

    

    
      The next morning

      I woke up with Chrissy in my arms, but that wasn’t the name she preferred anymore.  She had become Christina, a woman that knew exactly what she wanted.  I saw the transformation too late—and it almost cost me everything.  The reality was that I didn’t really give her the guidance she needed to find it.  The woman she wanted to be was always there—she just needed something to bring it to the surface.  I wasn’t going to waste my second opportunity.  I wanted her in my arms for the rest of my life.  I had fallen hard and fallen quick, but I didn’t need to analyze it.  Our short time together had changed both of our lives and we were better together than we would ever be apart.

      “Good morning, beautiful.”  I brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes as soon as they opened.

      “How are you awake?”  She blinked away the fog as she tried to wake up.

      “Hard to sleep when I’ve got someone as gorgeous as you in my arms.”  I smiled pressed my lips to her forehead.

      “I feel like a need to soak in a tub…”  She groaned and shifted on the bed.  “I used muscles I forgot I had last night.”

      “Want to go down to the jacuzzi?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “Yeah—if I can walk.”  She leaned up.

      “I got you.”  I sat up on the edge of the bed and scooped her into my arms.

      I kissed her a couple of times before I carried her downstairs.  She finally insisted that I let her walk once we got outside.  I wasn’t surprised that she was a little sore.  I had an ache in my muscles too after spending most of the night lost in the pleasure of our passion.  We climbed into the jacuzzi and she immediately moved over into my arms.  The water felt good and we didn’t say much of anything for several minutes.  The warmth soothed our aching muscles and I felt a bit rejuvenated, but the lack of sleep was still noticeable.

      “So, do you believe that I see you as more than just some girl I have to look after?”  I leaned forward and pressed my lips to her forehead.

      “Yeah—I guess you proved it to me.”  She grinned and her fingertips traced my muscles.  “But, I kind of have a confession.”

      “Oh?”  I raised my eyebrows in concern.

      “I don’t think I’m ready to let you stop being my Daddy quite yet.” She bit down on her bottom lip.

      “Is that so?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “Did you wake up feeling bratty because you didn’t get enough sleep?”

      “Not exactly…”  She leaned closer to me.  “I just needed to know that it could be more than that—and now I do.”

      “I guess you’re still going to be my naughty girl sometimes, then?”  I put my finger under her chin and lifted it.  “Even though you don’t have to be?”

      “I’m going to be both.”  She grinned.  “Because I can be.”

      I pulled Christina—or Chrissy—into my arms.  It wasn’t going to easy to differentiate the two, but I was up for the challenge.  I didn’t mind being her Daddy when she needed me to be, but I was going to enjoy being her man a whole lot more.  The line was gone.  There was no reason to try and create a new one.  There was no need for doors that had to be opened, closed, or blown off the hinges.  We were just two people that cared for each other—two people that had found something unique which could grow as we learned to navigate through our future together.  I was just happy that she was in my arms—and she was going to be there for the rest of my life.
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        * * *

      

      Chrissy

      
        
        One year later

      

      

      “You have to let go—I’m going to be late for my first class!”  I looked up at Greyson and smiled.

      “Just show them the new rock on your finger.”  He squeezed my hand.  “I think that will be a good excuse.”

      “It’ll probably just blind them…”  I looked down at my engagement ring.  “Okay, one more kiss—then I really have to go.”

      Greyson pulled me into his arms and crushed my lips beneath his.  We had been together for a year, and he still knew how to set off fireworks in my head.  I wished I could go back upstairs with him—a day in bed would have been much nicer than the classroom, but I really didn’t want to be late.  Our lips seared together, and I got lost in the kiss for a few minutes, but then I got my composure and made a dash for the door.  If I stayed much longer the tingle inside me was going to beg for his touch—and then all bets were off.

      I might have to turn this ring over just to drive…

      The weekend had been interesting—and ended with a hell of a surprise when Greyson got down on one knee and proposed.  I didn’t even let him finish asking his question before I accepted.  I knew long before that moment that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him.  The ring just confirmed that it was going to be made official with a wedding.  My mother and sister handled the news about our relationship better than I expected—I hoped they would have the same reaction when they saw the ring.  Greyson and I had come a long way over the course of a year, with a few stumbles, but we easily recovered.  The stumbles were usually my fault.  I just liked being a brat too much to be the woman I had become all of the time.  Greyson was patient and kind—with a firm hand when I wanted to be disciplined—and a caring one when I needed him to be more than my Daddy.

      That firm hand may be getting quite a workout soon—because now I get to be his bridezilla.

      I wonder if tonight is too early to start…

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Best Friend’s Daddy
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            Madie

          

        

      

    

    
      “No! Don’t do this to me! Please!” I yelled at my car as I heard something under the hood go clunk—and I was pretty sure that wasn’t a good sign.

      My car didn’t respond—not that I expected it to. Instead, there was another clunk, followed by the sound of the engine sputtering out. I mentally cursed my luck and tried to crank it back up, but there was no response when I turned the key. My car was officially dead, and I wasn’t going to make it to my job interview. I wasn’t close enough to walk unless I wanted to arrive with blisters on my feet and sweat dripping from—everything. Even if I tried, I wouldn’t make it time. Frustration surged through my veins, and I groaned as my head fell forward until it was stopped by the steering wheel. I wanted to cry—but I didn’t do that anymore. I swore that I wasn’t going to cry over anything ever again. I had already shed enough tears to last a lifetime.

      Just my freaking luck.

      I pulled my cell phone out of my purse and stared at the screen as I tried to figure out who I could call. I forgot to charge it the previous night and it was at twenty-percent battery. It was an old phone, and twenty-percent wouldn’t last long. I didn’t have enough money in my bank account to call for a tow, and all of the friends in my contact list were away at college—where I should have been, but I was forced to come home after making a terrible mistake. I considered calling my parents, but they were the last two people on the planet that wanted to hear from me. I had been officially branded the black sheep of the family and completely disowned by the two people who were supposed to love me unconditionally.

      I don’t think I have a choice. The only thing I can do is leave my car here and walk back to my apartment.

      I wasn’t going to get the job I was supposed to interview for if I couldn’t even make it there. I didn’t want to burn the bridge completely, so I sent an apology email to the manager who was waiting on me. I got out of my car and started walking towards my apartment building. There was a good chance my car would be impounded. It rolled away from the lane of travel, but it wasn’t really parked.

      I was wearing a two-button navy blazer and a matching pencil skirt with the only set of heels I owned that looked professional. My attire wasn’t meant for walking long distances, and it certainly wasn’t going to be comfortable to make the trip with the sun beating down on me. Determination was enough to push me forward though, so I started wearing the soles off my only good set of heels. Unfortunately, I only made it a couple of blocks before my only good set of heels betrayed me. I caught the spike of my left shoe in a crack on the sidewalk, and it snapped. I stumbled, my ankle rolled, and I landed on my knee. The pain was immediate, and when I lifted it off the concrete, I left a layer of skin behind.

      “Fuck!” I slammed my hand into the concrete. “Really!?”

      My life had felt like it was falling apart for a while, but it seemed that I couldn’t even walk on my own two feet without physically falling as well. I shifted over to the curb and sat on the edge of it to inspect my knee since it took priority over my broken heel. The impact had torn through my pantyhose, and I was bleeding. It didn’t feel like anything was broken, but I was pretty sure it would swell. I looked at my shoe and decided that it could be repaired with some glue—but I didn’t have any. I wasn’t sure I would feel very safe walking on dried glue, but if I got another job interview, I probably wouldn’t have a choice.

      If I don’t get a job soon, it won’t matter if I have a good set of heels or not, because I will be homeless.

      The tears wanted to come, but I refused to let them fall. I wasn’t going to cry again. That was one vow that I couldn’t break. I sat on the curb for several minutes before I felt comfortable walking. I was already going to have a limp, and I didn’t need to complicate things by trying to make the rest of the trip on one heel. My only option was to make the trek with nothing between me and the filthy Los Angeles sidewalk but a thin pair of pantyhose. They were already ruined, so if I added a few more holes, it wasn’t going to matter much. I stood to my feet, tested my knee, and started walking.

      I feel like one of those zombies from The Walking Dead.

      I walked for another couple of blocks, and every step was more uncomfortable than the one before it. I still had more blocks to go than I had already walked. I needed a break, and I was close to a bus stop, so I hobbled over to the bench. It was too bad that I never bothered to buy a bus pass because I could have certainly used one. That thought also came with the sad realization that I was so broke it would be better to try and walk home with a busted knee than to spend a few dollars to ride the bus the rest of the way to my apartment building.

      Maybe I’m actually in hell—maybe I died of embarrassment while I was away at college, and now I’m in purgatory.

      I played around on my phone for several minutes before I felt like I had rested long enough to keep going. I put pressure on my knee, and when I started to stand, I realized that resting had made it worse. It was starting to get stiff, and swelling was inevitable. I took two steps, then had to grab the bench and sit back down. It seemed that my only option was to pay for bus fare when one finally arrived and feel some hunger pangs when my last three dollars would have bought me a cheeseburger from a fast food restaurant. I would probably be homeless by that point. I was sitting there hating my luck when a black sedan rolled up to the curb. The window lowered, and I saw a familiar face peering at me from the other side.

      “Madie? Are ye okay?” The Scottish accent and set of bluish-gray eyes were unmistakable.

      “Hey, Mr. Mackenzie.” I sighed and lifted my hand to wave. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      I’m not, but I don’t really want to admit that to him…

      “You don’t look okay. Get in.” He leaned across the passenger seat and opened the door.

      I really could use a ride to my apartment.

      “Okay.” I forced myself to stand, winced when I took a step, and kind of tumbled forward into his car—it felt eloquent considering how much my knee hurt.

      “What happened?” He leaned over and looked at my knee. “That looks like it hurts.”

      “I fell.” I looked down and sighed. “Will you take me to my apartment?”

      “Aye, lass.” He nodded and turned his attention back towards the road. “Where we going?”

      “That way.” I pointed towards my apartment. “Thank you so much, Mr. Mackenzie.”

      “Where are your manners, lass? I told ye a long time ago to call me Declan.” He turned the car around and started driving in the direction I was walking.

      “Sorry…” I nodded.

      Mr. Mackenzie—or Declan, as he preferred to be called, was my best friend’s father. It had been nearly four years since I had seen him. I used to see him quite often when I was visiting my best friend, Anna—up until the point that her parents got divorced and he moved out. I think every single one of our friends had a secret crush on Anna’s father—most of our mothers did too, although mine would never admit something like that. When Anna wasn’t around, we called him Anna’s hot-dad. I even slipped up and said it to her once—which made her gag.

      Declan didn’t look like he had aged a day since I saw him last. He still had the same reddish-brown hair that was wavy on top and shaved on the side—still had the neatly trimmed beard that didn’t conceal the fact that his jaw looked like it could cut glass. He always had an incredible physique, but it looked like he had added some extra muscle judging by the way his t-shirt stretched around his biceps. He definitely had more ink than I remembered. The tattoo that used to only peek out of his sleeve ran all the way down his arm and onto his hand.

      If his appearance wasn’t enough to make someone’s stomach flutter, he also had the sexiest Scottish accent I had ever heard. He spent his younger years in Scotland and moved to the states when he was a teenager. Most of his words and phrases had been Americanized over time, but there were still a few hints of his homeland in there, often interchangeable unless he was going on a tangent about something. I had only heard that once when he got extremely angry after he caught us trying to sneak out of the house in the middle of the night when we were thirteen.

      “It’s that building right there.” I pointed at my apartment.

      “Alright.” He pulled up to the front of it and immediately got out of the car once he put it in park.

      “I should be okay.” I looked up at him as he opened the passenger side door and extended his hand.

      “I saw ye stumble when you got in the damn car.” He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t want you to fall on yer face getting out.”

      “Thanks.” I took his hand, and when I put weight on my knee, I was glad to have the support.

      “I’ll help ye get to your apartment.” He kept a tight grip on my hand as I started to walk.

      “Thank you…” I sighed and nodded.

      Declan helped me walk to the elevator and decided to ride with me to my floor. I was feeling a little embarrassed that I needed help, and also rather concerned about how bad my knee would be once it did finish swelling. The elevator came to a stop with a jerk, and I winced. My apartment building was in a safe part of Los Angeles, but the only reason it was affordable was because almost everything was outdated. I was just glad the elevator wasn’t out of service like it had been a few times since I moved in. I hobbled towards my apartment once we stepped off the elevator, with Declan making sure I didn’t add some carpet burn to my already damaged knee.

      “This is my apartment.” I put my hand on the door and pulled my keys out of my purse. “I really appreciate this.”

      “No problem at all lass. Do you have a first aid kit? I can clean that up for you.” He motioned to my knee.

      “I think I can handle it.” I sighed and pushed the key into my door.

      “I’ll help you get to the couch at least. Your knee needs to be elevated.” He tilted his head to the side.

      “Okay.” I nodded, opened my door, and hit the light switch like I always did—but nothing happened. “Oh shit…”

      “What’s wrong?” He followed me into my apartment.

      I thought I had another week before they shut off my power!

      “Nothing.” I turned back towards him and tossed my shoes on the floor near the bathroom. “I’m sure it’s just a tripped breaker or something. I’ll call the landlord. He should be able to sort it out.”

      Hopefully, that will convince him to leave so I don’t have to tell him that I can’t even afford to pay my freaking electric bill.
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      I almost drove past my daughter’s best friend before I recognized her. I hadn’t seen Madie in almost four years—in person at least. My daughter, Anna, had pictures of her friends on Facebook, which is why I took a second look when I realized the lass sitting at the bus stop looked familiar. Her knee wasn’t in good shape and I was pretty sure that it was going to be a swollen mess in a few hours. That wasn’t my main concern at the moment though. There was something in her voice when she said her lights didn’t come on because she had a tripped breaker—her tone wasn’t very convincing. My suspicions were confirmed when I saw a stack of overdue bills sitting on the table when I helped her get to the couch.

      “Are you going to call the landlord?” I motioned to her phone.

      “Yeah, in a little bit.” She nodded. “I’m just going to rest for a few minutes. My knee really hurts.”

      “Where’s that first aid kit?” I tilted my head slightly.

      “I told you—I’ll care of it.” She dismissed my question with a wave of her hand.

      “Let me help ye clean that up before I go.” I narrowed my eyes. “I insist.”

      “Okay.” She sighed. “I think it’s in the bathroom.”

      I walked into the bathroom and opened the cabinet under the sink. There were a few bottles of cleaning supplies that were almost empty and a broken hairdryer, but I didn’t see a first aid kit. The medicine cabinet had a bottle of Tylenol and a few prescriptions, but once again—no first aid kit. The drawers were empty except for some junk jewelry and a few feminine products. The closet didn’t have anything but towels. There was no sign of a first aid kit anywhere.

      “It’s not in there.” I walked back into the living room.

      “Oh…” She shrugged. “I’m not sure where it is then. I should be okay. It feels better already.”

      “It looks like it’s still swelling.” I looked down at her knee.

      There’s no way that feels better than it did when I had to help her walk to her apartment.

      “I’ll put some ice on it.” She looked up at me and smiled, but it looked forced.

      “That might be a problem.” I folded my arms across my chest. “Especially if ye don’t have power.”

      “Right…” She sighed. “I’m sure my power will be back on soon—the landlord will take care of it.”

      Madie…” I exhaled sharply. “I saw the stack of bills over there. Did yer power get turned off?”

      “What—no!” Madie’s voice cracked and I saw a terrified look in her emerald eyes for a second before she managed to force a smile.

      “Don’t lie to me, lass,” I growled under my breath. “You were never very good at it.”

      “That obvious, huh?” She sighed, and her head slumped forward. “I’m—having a tough time. I was on my way to a job interview when my car broke down, and then I was walking home when my shoe decided to break down on me too.”

      “Okay, you’re coming home with me.” I unfolded my arms and extended my hand. “I’m not leaving ye here in the dark—especially since you don’t even have a first aid kit to clean up that wound.”

      “Declan, no.” She shook her head back and forth. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Do I have to insist again?” I tilted my head slightly. “Come on, ye can pack an overnight bag and I’ll help you with your car tomorrow.”

      I could see hesitation in Madie’s eyes, but there was no way that I was going to leave her in an apartment with no power when she could barely walk. Even if I was the kind of guy who could do that sort of thing, my daughter would kill me if she found out I abandoned her best friend when she needed help. She tried to shift on the couch and stand—probably to show me that she was fine, but she wasn’t. Her knee was starting to get stiff, and the wound was beginning to scab.

      “Okay.” She nodded. “I guess it would be foolish to spend the night here when I don’t have power.”

      I helped Madie walk the bedroom, and she put a change of clothes in a bag. After that, I helped her get to the bathroom so she could grab a few necessities. The walk back to my car took longer than the walk to her apartment—mainly because she kept trying to do it on her own instead of letting me help. She was always a proud lass, even when she was younger. I could tell that she didn’t like having to rely on someone else. Her body language said that, even when she was grimacing too much to say it out loud.

      “In ye go.” I opened the passenger side door.

      “Thank you.” She forced another smile and held my hand until she was seated in my car.

      I tried to ask Madie a few questions about her situation once we were on the road, but she seemed rather hesitant to talk about it. I decided not to be too pushy. There was obviously something going on though because she was supposed to be at school. I remembered Anna telling me that Madie got a scholarship to a school in Oregon. That’s where she should have been—not applying for jobs in Los Angeles. If she was back in Los Angeles, then there was no reason for her to be living on her own and struggling to pay her bills. Her parents were good people as far as I knew. I doubted they would abandon their daughter—unless something really bad happened. If she didn’t want to talk about it, all I could do was offer a helping hand. I hoped someone would do the same thing for Anna if she was in a tough spot.

      “Alright, we’re here.” I turned into my driveway and pointed at the house.

      “Wow—this is a pretty nice place.” She tilted her head and looked out the window.

      “It was my great aunt’s house—it’s mine now.” I parked the car and turned off the engine.

      I had lived in my great aunt’s house since my divorce. I inherited it after she passed away. It looked nice on the outside, but the inside was a mess. My ex-wife and I planned to fix the house up so we could sell it, and that was still my plan, but it had become a solo project. I had plenty of time on my hands, but it was going slow. It seemed like every time I managed to get one thing fixed, I found two more problems that were even worse. Luckily, my ex-wife didn’t touch my inheritance when we got divorced, so I had enough money to live on and plenty to make the necessary repairs. The house would fetch a good price once I was finished.

      “You can stay in the downstairs bedroom.” I pointed it out to Madie. “It’s not the best room in the house, but I don’t think you should try to climb the stairs.”

      “That works for me.” She nodded. “I would be fine crashing on the couch—it’s just for one night.”

      “No need to do that.” I helped her to the couch and leaned forward so she could sit down. “I’ll get the first aid kit—I know where mine is.”

      I grabbed some supplies from the bathroom and returned to the living room. Madie’s knee was starting to show signs of bruising, and there was definite swelling, but it didn’t look like there was any permanent damage. I cleaned the wound, but I didn’t want to bandage it while she was still wearing torn pantyhose that would have to be removed later. I helped her to the bedroom and waited outside while she got changed. Luckily, she brought a pair of shorts—shorts that barely made it to her thigh and showed off her long, slender legs.

      Don’t even think about that. She’s your daughter’s best friend…

      It was impossible not to notice that Madie was gorgeous. She was always a bonnie lass, but she had become a breathtaking woman since I last laid eyes on her. She was no longer knees and elbows—she had curves that would have made any red-blooded man want to take a closer look. I tried to avoid staring as I tended to her wound and wrapped a bandage around her knee. I definitely didn’t want to stare—because that would just remind me that I hadn’t been with a woman since my divorce—and my daughter’s best friend was the last girl on the planet that I needed to be having dirty thoughts about.

      “Alright, you should be set.” I stood up and gathered the supplies. “I’ll get ye some Advil to help with the swelling? I’m going to grab a beer—you want a soda or something?”

      “I can’t have a beer?” She raised her eyebrows and tilted her head.

      “I’d point out the fact that yer only nineteen, but I was nineteen once, so—fuck it.” I walked to the kitchen and opened the fridge.

      I grew up in Scotland where I could buy beer as soon I turned eighteen—and I took advantage of that every time I visited my parents.

      “Thank you.” Madie smiled and took the beer from me when I returned.

      I don’t know how I’d react if Anna asked for one—probably not so accommodating.

      “I’ll warn you…” I twisted the top off my beer. “Once I have a few of these in me, I forget how to soften my accent—sorry in advance.”

      “What’s wrong with your accent?” She sipped her beer and raised her eyebrows inquisitively. “I always liked it—still do, if I’m being honest.”

      “I can’t get rid of it entirely, but I spent a lot of time trying.” I shrugged. “My ex-wife hated it.”

      She wouldn’t even let me put the Mackenzie family crest on the wall or wear a kilt—but I loved her, so I tried to be the American husband she wanted me to be.

      “That’s crazy. It’s part of who you are…” Madie sipped her beer. “I even hear it in Anna’s voice sometimes when she gets really mad.”

      “Yeah, and her mother hates that.” I chuckled under my breath. “I took Anna to see her grandparents in Scotland when she was a kid and she even picked up a little lingo—that didn’t go over well.”

      “I think I remember that.” Madie sipped her beer and smiled. “She called all the kids at school lads and lasses for several weeks.”

      It was nice to reminisce. I hadn’t been able to do that with anyone since my divorce. Anna was busy with school. My ex-wife had a new boyfriend and we rarely talked unless she wanted me to send money for something that Anna needed. We exchanged a few more stories about Anna over our first beer, and I tried to ask Madie a few more questions about herself once we were halfway through the second one, but she was very elusive. I decided that it was best not to pry, even though I was curious to know why she was no longer attending college. Madie smiled more after her first beer—that was nice to see at least. She always did have a beautiful smile. I just wished that was the only thing I noticed—but it was hard not to glance at the other beautiful things she had gained as she got older.

      “Alright, I guess I need to make dinner. I assume you’re hungry?” I reached out for her empty beer bottle.

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “Nothing fancy though—I don’t want to impose.”

      “There’s no fancy food in this house.” I chuckled as I started to stand. “The microwave is my best friend these days.”

      That’s my life now—microwave dinners in an empty house. At least I won’t have to eat alone tonight.
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      “So, what is the story with this house?” I held Declan’s hand as helped me sit down at the dinner table. “You said it belonged to your great aunt?”

      “Aye.” He nodded and sat down at the chair to my immediate right, which was at the head of the table. “She passed away about eight years ago and left it to me.”

      “Oh no, I’m sorry to hear that!” I looked down and frowned. “We’re you two close?”

      “We were.” He nodded again. “I lived with her when I came to America.”

      “She had a lot of cool stuff.” I turned my head towards a picture on the wall that I assumed was her. “She was also beautiful.”

      “Aye, that she was.” Declan chuckled under his breath. “She was a movie star in the 1940s.”

      “Wow, she was famous?” I blinked in surprise. “Anna never mentioned that she had a famous relative.”

      “Another thing my ex-wife didn’t like us talking about.” Declan shrugged. “She wanted Anna to have a normal middle-class life—said there were too many spoiled kids with famous relatives in Los Angeles already.”

      I never knew Anna’s mother was so controlling—although she always did seem to be a bit uptight.

      Declan told me a little more about his great aunt while we ate. I wished I could get up and walk around the house, just so I could see everything. There were framed movie posters on the walls, beautiful vases, furniture that looked like it was hand-carved, and enough Scottish decor to know that she loved her heritage. My family didn’t have a lineage worth talking about. I certainly didn’t have any famous people in my family tree—unless you counted all the recognizable names from the Bible. That was the only history they really talked about and they took every word literally—it was part of the reason we weren’t close anymore.

      “Alright, let me help ye back to the couch.” Declan stood and extended his hand. “Then I need to make a quick trip outside.”

      “Why?” I tilted my head slightly as I used his hand for support.

      “I quit smoking after I got married—but, I still like to have one occasionally when I drink.” He sighed. “Ye can’t tell Anna…”

      “I guess I could keep your secret.” I narrowed my eyes. “If you bribe me with one.”

      “Alright, come on.” He motioned to the door. “I guess I can’t really say anything since I already gave ye a beer.”

      “Three beers, actually.” I looked down at the table. “Well, when I finish that one.”

      “True.” He nodded.

      “I think I can walk on my own now.” I put a little weight on my knee. “The bandage is giving me plenty of support.”

      Declan let go of my hand, and I confirmed that I could take a couple of steps without his assistance. We retrieved his pack of cigarettes from a drawer by the door and I followed him outside. I could count the number of times I had smoked on one hand, but I did like the buzz—which I expected to be even better with a little alcohol in my system. Declan didn’t seem to be feeling it like I was, but he was right about his accent. I always noticed that he tried to force a you instead of a ye and elongate his your instead of firing off a quick yer. I just assumed it was because his accent was fading due to the time he spent in America—I never knew it was because his ex-wife was basically forcing him to give himself speech therapy because she hated his accent. I couldn’t imagine anyone hating the way he spoke—it was sexy as hell.

      “Are ye okay to walk back inside on yer own?” Declan held the door open for me after we finished our cigarettes.

      “I should be fine.” I smiled and nodded.

      “Watch your step right there.” He pointed at the ground. “I haven’t been able to fix that part of the floor yet.”

      “It looks like you have several renovation projects going.” I looked around once we were back inside.

      “Aye.” Declan nodded. “I’m trying to fix the place up so I can sell it.”

      “You don’t like living here?” I blinked in surprise. “It’s such a cool house.”

      “It is, but it’s too big for me.” He shrugged. “I don’t need all of this extra space.”

      “What are you going to do after you sell it?” I sat down on the couch and looked up at him.

      “I don’t know yet.” Declan sat down beside me. “I’ve thought about going back home to Scotland. The only thing keeping me here is Anna, but she’s all grown up now.”

      “I think she’d miss you if you moved that far away.” I tilted my head slightly. “Although, I’m sure she’d visit as often as possible. It would be a free vacation.”

      “That it would.” He nodded and grinned.

      We sat and talked while we finished our drinks. Declan told a few stories about Anna that I hadn’t heard from her directly. I could tell he loved his daughter. I wished my parents had that kind of unconditional love for me. They always treated me like a nuisance, which is part of why I spent so much time at Anna’s house. I became more of a disappointment than a nuisance once I returned home from college—and that disappointment only lasted long enough for them to disown me completely. I hadn’t told anyone what happened—not even Anna. It was just too hard to say the words out loud. I still didn’t even like to think about it, because it was the only thing that could bring me to the verge of tears. I wasn’t going to cry about it anymore—or anything for that matter. Tears weren’t going to change the past.

      “I’ll get the next beer.” I reached out for Declan’s empty bottle.

      “You should sit right there.” He narrowed his eyes. “I’ll get it.”

      “I need to stretch my knee a little bit. It’s starting to hurt again, even when it’s elevated.” I grimaced and put some weight on my leg as I stood.

      My knee was definitely swollen, but the bandage helped me walk. I hoped it would be better after a night of sleep. I really couldn’t afford to be off my feet for long. I still had to find a job—but I needed to get my car fixed first. Declan had offered to help with that—and I couldn’t really decline because I had no idea what to do if I lifted the hood. If the problem was something serious, then I was screwed, because I couldn’t afford to have it repaired. I grabbed a couple of beers and walked back to the living room. My knee let me know that it didn’t appreciate my attempt to put pressure on it, even with the bandage.

      “Are ye sure ye should keep going?” He took the beer I offered. “I don’t want ye to wake up with a hangover. I’ve seen a what a pub crawl can do a lightweight.”

      He’s full-blown accent now—damn that’s sexy.

      “I’m fine.” I smiled and sat down next to him. “So, what do you do for fun around here? Does the television even work?”

      “No, that’s an antique.” He chuckled under his breath. “I’ve made some modifications to the den though—that’s where I usually spend my time.”

      “Then why are we in here?” I leaned forward to stand.

      “It was close to the door.” He stood and extended his hand.

      I didn’t need Declan’s support to stand or walk, but I still let him lead me down the hallway. The house seemed like a time capsule from his great aunt’s era, with a few improvements, but the den was entirely modernized. The empty beer bottles on the table suggested that he spent most of his time there—in front of the large television above the fireplace. It was too early to sleep, and I needed a distraction, so we found a movie to watch. It was a mindless comedy, but it took my mind off things. I finished my beer about halfway through and offered to grab another round. Declan didn’t like that idea, but I really did want to keep stretching my knee so that it didn’t stiffen up before I went to bed—he thought I should just keep it elevated, but I persisted. I was definitely feeling the weight on my knee when I returned, but I tried to keep a smile on my face.

      “See, I’m fine.” I walked back in with two beers.

      “Yeah, okay—I guess so.” He nodded and took his beer.

      I tried to walk around the coffee table to my seat, but my knee protested. It seemed that Declan was right, because my second trip to the fridge didn’t go as well as the first. I tried to hobble back to my seat, but the pain caught me off guard. The pain was like a knife that went straight through the front of my kneecap. I tried to take another step, despite the agony, but my knee wasn’t having it. The pain caused me to gasp and fall forward—right towards Declan. Thankfully, he hopped up and caught me before I hit the floor. I collapsed into his arms and grimaced when I felt a spasm in the muscle that runs along the back of my leg.

      “Ye really need to keep it elevated. There’s no reason to be a hero.” Declan helped me back to my seat.

      “I guess you’re right.” I sighed.

      “Let me get ye some ice. That should help a little bit.” Declan walked to the door and disappeared down the hallway.

      I feel like damn invalid…

      Declan returned with a bag of ice and I put it on my knee. He hit the button on the remote to start the movie back up and I kept my foot elevated while the ice tried to help with the swelling. I didn’t want to admit that my knee was in bad shape, but it was pretty clear that it was more than a slight sprain. The movie gave us a few more laughs while we drank our beer, and I finished mine as the credits rolled. The ice helped with the ache, but I was scared to try and put weight on it again. I didn’t want to make it worse before it had a chance to get better.

      “Another beer or are ye done?” Declan reached for my beer bottle.

      “One more maybe.” I nodded and handed him my bottle.

      “I’ll be right back.” Declan picked up the bag of ice that was laying across my knee. “This is mostly water now. Do ye want me to get some more ice?”

      “I think I’m okay.” I bent my knee and flexed it. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

      Declan walked to the kitchen and returned with two more beers. I was definitely feeling it, but I wasn’t quite ready to go to bed. I twisted the top off and took a sip. Declan picked up the remote and started flipping through movies. I wasn’t interested in another movie—I just wanted to stare at Declan. I had done my best to ignore my attraction toward my best friend’s father, but with a little alcohol in my system, my inhibitions were starting to loosen. I was feeling a little flirty, even though I hadn’t really flirted with many guys—the few times I had tried ended with disaster and embarrassment.

      “You’ve added a little more ink since I saw you last.” I leaned forward and tapped his hand.

      “Aye, yer right.” He nodded. “I always planned to get a full sleeve, but after Anna was born—it wasn’t a priority.”

      “Any other new tattoos besides what I can see?” I tilted my head inquisitively.

      “I got a little ink here.” He pulled the neck of his t-shirt down, and I saw that his chest was tattooed as well. “I might get a little more—haven’t decided yet.”

      “I like it.” I leaned closer. “You should do whatever makes you happy.”

      Plus, gorgeous ink is almost as sexy as your accent.

      “Maybe…” He shrugged. “I tried to play by the rules and look where it got me.”

      “Rules?” I blinked a couple of times. “It didn’t sound like your ex-wife was making rules—it was more like demands and ultimatums.”

      You should be the only one making demands—I’d certainly listen.

      “Perhaps…” He sighed and sipped his beer.

      “So, you don’t have a girlfriend—now that you’re divorced and all?” I tilted my head slightly.

      “Nah, I been too busy with the damn house. I haven’t really been looking.” He lifted his shoulders for a slight shrug.

      “I bet you wouldn’t have to look very far.” I reached out and traced the tattoo on his forearm. “All of Anna’s friends had a crush on you—and most of their mothers.”

      “Ha.” He looked down at my hand. “My ex-wife noticed that too…”

      “She should have been noticing how lucky she was to have you.” My finger moved a little further up his arm.

      “Madie, what are you doing?” His eyes continued to focus on my finger.

      “Something—I’ve wanted to do for a really long time.” I exhaled sharply and shifted towards him.

      The alcohol mixed with the emotions of the crush that had haunted my soul since I was far too young to have those feelings—but I wasn’t a little girl anymore—and he wasn’t married. My lips found his and I started to kiss him. I wasn’t sure how he would react. There was hesitation at first and then his lips moved against mine. I felt his tongue—but before it met mine, he pulled away. He had a confused look on his face as his head leaned back.

      “Madie—we can’t do this…” He shook his head back and forth.

      But I want to—so freaking bad.
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      I knew that some of Anna’s friends had a crush on me. Anna thought it was cute to point it out—especially when she realized it wasn’t just her classmates that thought I was attractive. My ex-wife was never amused. She thought it was my fault somehow, like I was intentionally inviting the attention when I wasn’t doing a damn thing—I never even considered it. Nothing Madie said was a shock. What shocked me was Madie’s kiss. There was a natural reaction at first—lips on mine—lips that belonged to a gorgeous lass. They were soft and tempting—but I got my composure before I succumbed to them completely.

      “It’s just us…” Madie’s eyes met mine. “Nobody has to know.”

      If only it was that simple, but it’s never—simple.

      “I would know.” I exhaled sharply and gently pushed her away. “I probably shouldn’t have given you another beer—or any for that matter.”

      “It’s not just the alcohol.” She sighed. “I was one of the girls that had a huge crush on you…”

      Yeah, I’ve always been aware of that—even if you’re not just some bonnie lass with a gleam in yer eye now.

      “It’s time for bed.” I shook my head back and forth. “Let me help ye to yer room.”

      Otherwise I might second guess myself and that would be a very bad thing.

      “Okay…” She nodded and sighed again.

      Madie didn’t look happy, but she let me help her walk down the hallway to her room. Once she was safely seated on the bed with her pajamas beside her, I went out and closed her door and headed upstairs. It would have been easy to give in to temptation. I had a gorgeous nineteen-year-old girl with curves that were impossible to ignore and legs for days practically throwing herself at me. I just couldn’t do that—even if she wasn’t drunk. If the age difference wasn’t bad enough, she was my daughter’s best friend. What if Anna found out I hooked up with one of her friends? She would be appalled.

      Hopefully Madie will come to her senses once she sleeps off the alcohol—I’m sure that’s the only thing that made her try to kiss me in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning

      I woke up early, just like always did. Normally, I would have gone right to work on the house, but Madie was still sleeping, and I was pretty sure the sound of power tools would wake her up. I fixed a pot of coffee but held off on making breakfast—I didn’t know how long Madie would sleep and I didn’t want it to be cold when she finally did wake up. If her knee wasn’t better, then I was going to have to convince her to at least go to Urgent Care. It looked like a sprain, but I couldn’t be sure. There was always a chance that she did some damage to one of the ligaments.

      I guess I can clean up a few things to stay busy. That won’t make any noise at least.

      My inheritance allowed me to quit my office job—the one I hated going to every day—and focus on fixing up the house. The money from my inheritance wouldn’t last the rest of my life, but after I sold the house, I would be able to make a fresh start somewhere. I always thought my inheritance would be what allowed us to retire early and do a little traveling while we were still young enough to enjoy it. When my wife told me she wanted a divorce, I figured she would want half of the money—she was technically entitled to it—but she didn’t want a dime. Refusing to take anything from me when we split seemed to be a point of pride for her, and I certainly didn’t argue. She still hit me up for money when Anna needed something, but I had no problem providing for my daughter.

      My thoughts were interrupted when I heard a noise from Madie’s room.

      It sounds like she’s waking up.

      “Good morning to ye.” I walked into the hallway as she opened her door. “I’ve got coffee made—I’ll start breakfast.”

      “Okay, thank you.” She smiled and nodded.

      “How’s yer knee?” I looked down at her leg.

      “It seems to be a little better.” She demonstrated by putting some weight on it, but I still saw a grimace.

      “Ye should stay off it as much as possible today.” I walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge.

      “I’m really sorry about last night.” She followed me into the kitchen and sat down at the table. “I know that was inappropriate—it was just the alcohol.”

      “Yeah, I figured.” I nodded and pulled out a few items so I could start breakfast. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Madie’s lips said she was sorry. Her eyes said something else entirely. I wanted to believe it was the alcohol that made her flirt—and try to kiss me—but it was clear there was more to it than that. The alcohol just gave her courage. I tried to just ignore what I saw—the devious grin that tried to form when she apologized. I made breakfast and we made small talk as we ate. She asked about Anna—I was surprised she didn’t know more than I did. I got the impression that they hadn’t talked as much as they used to, but it was understandable. Anna was away at college—which is where I thought Madie was before I saw her sitting on a bench by the bus stop with an injured knee.

      “I guess I should try and get a cab home.” Madie looked down at her plate and pushed it to the side once she was finished eating.

      “No way.” I shook my head back and forth. “I can drive ye—besides, I promised to take a look at yer car today.”

      “I know, but you’ve done so much already. I don’t want to be an inconvenience—you planned to spend the day working on your house. I’ll figure things out with my car.” She nodded, but I could see a hint of hopelessness on her face.

      “You’re not an inconvenience. You need to rest your knee. Why don’t ye do that here while I go and take care of yer car?” I pulled out my phone. “What street were ye on when it broke down?”

      Madie was a little reluctant, but she finally gave me the location, and agreed to stay put while I went to check on it. Her knee was a lot better, but I didn’t think it was a good idea for her to go back to her apartment on her own—plus, she had been without power for at least twenty-four hours. All of the food in her fridge was obviously ruined. If she couldn’t afford to pay her electric bill, I doubted she could afford to restock. I didn’t normally like to pry, but it was going to take a little prying to figure out what was going on with her. If the situation was as bad as it appeared, she needed help—I just had to find a way to get her to accept it.

      I have no idea why her parents aren’t helping, but I can’t just ignore what I see.

      I made it to Madie’s car. There was a sticker on the window with a warning that it would be towed if it wasn’t removed by the end of the day. I pushed the key into the ignition and tried to turn over the engine. There was no response. I popped the hood and quickly realized that it wasn’t something I could repair on my own. It smelled like the oil in the engine had burnt—and when I pulled out the dipstick, I saw that it was practically bone dry. There was a good chance that the engine was fucked. I called a tow truck and followed the driver back to the mechanic I normally used. He looked everything over and didn’t believe it was beyond repair—which was a good sign. I told him to fix the car and I would pay for everything.

      At least that is one thing she won’t have to worry about.

      I decided to swing by Madie’s apartment before I went back to my house. As I expected—the fridge was a mess. A few things had already spoiled, and everything else was well on its way. I tossed everything in a garbage bag and put it by the door. I didn’t want to do much snooping, but I did take a look at the bills on the table near the door. Every single one of them was overdue with a past due balance. Even if she did find a job, it was going to take a lot to recover from that. I had an idea for how to help her, but I wasn’t sure if she would go for it. I needed a little more information before I could offer it though—which meant I would have to do more than pry.

      I’m probably going to be playing with fire—especially after I saw that look in her eyes earlier.
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      Embarrassment swept through me the moment I woke up and remembered what happened the previous night. I tried to be nonchalant and pretend that it was just the alcohol, but I knew that wasn’t the real reason—the alcohol just took a few of my inhibitions away. I saw something different in Declan’s eyes—there was a lingering hurt where I had previously only seen confidence. His divorce had taken a piece of who he was. Anna had told me that it was rough for him, but hearing it was a lot different than seeing it. I just pushed things too far—and I did regret that. It wasn’t the first time I had misjudged a situation and made a fool of myself. I was a little relieved when I saw that he wasn’t upset with me—but I still felt like I needed to distance myself from the situation. Unfortunately, I did need his help, even if I didn’t want to admit it.

      He’s shown me more kindness since he found me sitting on that bench than my parents have since I returned to Los Angeles—I know that’s part of why I tried to chase after something that was entirely one-sided.

      I kept my knee elevated for about an hour, but it was feeling a lot better than it did the day before, so I decided to look around the house a little bit. I still kept my weight off it and used the furniture for support. There were areas of the house that were in serious need of repair, and some that he had already modernized. It seemed like he was trying to keep the charm and history while updating things that were so outdated, they didn’t work. It was definitely going to be worth a lot when he was done. I looked around until I heard his car in the driveway and returned to my spot on the couch with my foot elevated.

      “How’s yer knee?” Declan opened the front door and immediately walked over to check on me.

      “It’s doing a lot better.” I leaned forward. “I might keep the bandage on until tomorrow though.”

      “That’s a good idea.” He nodded quickly.

      “How’s my car.” I sighed. “I’m afraid to ask…”

      “It needs a little work.” He sat down beside me. “I had it towed to a mechanic that I trust—he said that he should be able to fix it.”

      “Oh no…” I felt a lump rising up in my throat and panic swept through my entire body. “Declan, I can’t afford to pay for repairs!”

      “I took care of it.” He waved off my concern. “Ye can pay me back when yer able.”

      That might be a very long time…

      “Thank you, Declan.” I sighed. “I promise that I’ll pay you back when I find a new job.”

      “Let’s talk about that, lass.” He turned towards me. “I know yer in a tough spot—I want to help. Why won’t ye tell me what’s going on?”

      “I…” My eyes immediately looked down at the floor. “I made a mess of things.”

      “Ye ain’t my bairn, but I’ve always considered ye family.” He leaned forward and took my hand. “Ye can talk to me.”

      Everyone I’ve told has pulled away from me the minute I’ve told them the truth—which is why I haven’t even told Anna what really happened…

      “It’s tough.” I sighed. “I just—I screwed up.”

      “I know things aren’t perfect, but who’s perfect in this world? I’ve got my share of mistakes that haunt me.” He squeezed my hand. “Trust me, lass. I really do want to help.”

      I’ve bottled it up, but—maybe I shouldn’t pull away from the only hand that’s shown me kindness.

      “I left Los Angeles after high school, just like I planned. I went to college—and it was great a first…” I felt tears trying to form, so I closed my eyes to stifle them. “I met a guy…”

      “Aye, that’s kind of expected—being away from home.” He squeezed my hand again. “Nothing wrong with that.”

      “I—I thought he liked me…” The tears were trying their damnedest to violate my vow, but I refused to give in to them.

      “Did he hurt you, lass?” Declan’s tone shifted from calm and caring to anger—intense anger.

      “Not physically…” I exhaled sharply and opened my eyes. “But—he convinced me to take a few pictures—and send them to him.”

      “Oh no…” His tone softened.

      “Yeah.” I tried to swallow a lump that was even bigger than the first one. “The next thing I knew—they were being circulated around the school. The way people looked at me—the things they said.”

      Slut. Whore. That wasn’t even the worst of it.

      “That’s why ye left school?” He shook his head angrily and his eyes narrowed.

      “It was.” I nodded in confirmation. “I came back home. I didn’t want to tell my parents the truth, but I did. They were never very supportive, but I thought they would be there for me when everything else was falling apart.”

      “They should have been.” He nodded quickly.

      “They weren’t.” I sighed. “They practically disowned me.”

      “They did what now?” There was even more anger in his tone. “Over some fucking pictures?”

      “My parents have always been extremely religious—I’m sure you picked up on that when you met them.” I looked up at him.

      “Aye, I did notice that.” He nodded. “But to disown their child? That’s—not what family is supposed to do.”

      “I thought so too.” I nodded. “I did my best. I got an apartment with the money I had left from school. I found a job pretty quickly and things were going great, but then the company suddenly decided that they were going to downsize. I was the last one hired, so I was the first one they let go…”

      “It’s tough out there.” He sighed. “Especially if you’re trying to dig out of a hole.”

      “That’s exactly what I’ve been doing.” I swallowed hard. “I just can’t seem to catch a damn break.”

      “Well, this is where yer luck changes lass.” Declan squeezed my hand. “I’ve been needing to hire someone to help me fix up this house. If you don’t mind getting yer hands dirty, I could use them.”

      He’s offering me a job? I—didn’t expect that.

      “Really?” I blinked in surprise. “I don’t think I’m very good with power tools, but I could help with other things…”

      I’ve never been scared of breaking a nail…

      “Then it’s settled. Once your knee is healed up, ye can start helping me here. I’ll give ye some money up front to take care of those bills.” He nodded quickly. “I know ye won’t stiff me.”

      “No!” I shook my head back and forth. “Never!”

      “Good. Come here.” He let go of my hand and extended his arms.

      I needed a hug more than I realized. My parents weren’t really the hugging type—not that they would have given me one anyway after I told them what happened at school. Being in his arms made me want to just release all of my emotions and cry on his shoulder, but I managed to avoid it. The warmth of his hug felt reassuring, like there was finally something besides darkness ahead of me at the end of the tunnel. His generosity was overwhelming, and it made my soul long for him more than my body did. I fought that feeling, just like I fought the tears. He was trying to be a friend—and I needed to respect that.

      “Thank you so much for this.” I leaned back from his embrace. “You don’t understand how hard it’s been—or maybe you do. I’m sure you dealt with a lot after your divorce.”

      “Aye, it was tough.” He nodded quickly. “I tried to be a good husband and a good father. It just wasn’t enough…”

      “She was a fool,” I sighed.

      I would fight to have someone like you—and she just threw it all away.

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I try not to think about that part of it. We just became different people. Hell, we met when we were teenagers—I don’t even know if we would have made it down the aisle if she hadn’t gotten pregnant. I think I was just supposed to be her summer fling before college…”

      “Is that what you wanted?” I tilted my head slightly. “Until she got pregnant with Anna?”

      “Me? No.” He shook his head back and forth. “I was in love—so much so that I ignored the warning signs in the beginning. Back in Scotland, we would have called her a lass that needed to be tamed—American culture is a little different.”

      “There are plenty of women in America that wouldn’t complain if someone decided to tame them.” I couldn’t keep my smile hidden.

      Can I raise my hand and volunteer?

      “Maybe.” He chuckled. “She wasn’t one of them though.”

      We continued talking for about an hour before Declan decided that he needed to work on the house. I wanted to help, but I decided that it probably wasn’t a good idea with my knee. If I was going to help him with the house, I needed to get back on my feet as soon as possible. If I tried to do it too soon and ended up making my knee worse, then I would be useless for even longer. I did make lunch for us once he worked for a little while, and he was back on the job as soon as we were done. I found a spot where I could sit, pretend to play on my phone, and watch him. Once he worked up a sweat, the t-shirt clung to every muscle on his upper torso, and it was hard to even pretend that I wasn’t staring.

      He’s even hotter than I remember. It’s going to be really hard not to have dirty thoughts while I’m supposed to be working.

      Declan went upstairs to shower after he was done working for the day, and I had to fight the urge to test my knee on a flight of stairs. It would have been so freaking wrong, but I might have given in to that urge if my knee wasn’t injured. Then again, I wasn’t ready to give up quite yet—and peeping might push the boundary a little too far if he caught me. Working beside him was going to be hard enough without having more than a fantasy about how gorgeous he was without that t-shirt clinging to his body. I could respect his wishes, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try to change them. I just had to figure out how to do it…

      I guess I’ll have plenty of time if we’re going to spend every day together once my knee is healed.

      Declan came back downstairs after his shower. He decided to order pizza for dinner and then he sat down to discuss business. We worked out a weekly wage that I thought was more than fair and he gave me a very generous advance. It was enough for me to catch up on my rent, pay my overdue bills, and get my power turned back on. I would also be in debt to him for a few months before I was back on my feet. The house looked like it would require a lot more work than that, so I didn’t feel like I was taking advantage of him. I would certainly do my best to pull my weight, even if I ended up with more blisters than broken nails.

      “Now that the business is settled, I’m going to grab a beer.” He leaned forward and started to stand.

      “Can I have one, or do I have to pay for my own now that I work for you?” I looked up at him.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Considering what happened last night…”

      “I’ll be on my best behavior, I promise…” I tilted my head and grinned.

      It’ll be hard, but I’ll fight my urges…

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Six

          

          

      

    

    







            Declan

          

        

      

    

    
      I was nervous about giving Madie alcohol after she tried to kiss me the last time she had a few beers, but I caved. She had an emotional day and I was still in shock over what she told me. There was nothing that could have made me abandon my own child. If Anna showed up at my door with blood on her hands, I would want to help her hide the body—not turn her away. Yeah, Madie made a mistake—but that didn’t mean she deserved to be treated like the black sheep of the family. I knew her parents were religious—so much so that I would have called them nuts, but to each their own. If they didn’t want to help her out, I would. She spent so much time at my house when she was growing up that she might as well have been family.

      Granted, she’s not a kid anymore—I gotta keep reminding myself that those gorgeous curves belong to my daughter’s best friend.

      “Here ye go.” I handed Madie a beer. “It sounds like the pizza is here too.”

      “Awesome, want me to get the door?” She leaned forward, but I saw a grin on her face.

      “Ye stay right there.” I gave her a playfully-angry stare.

      The pizza was good even if it was nothing but grease and carbs. I hadn’t taken care of myself very well since my divorce, but I would never go back to kale shakes in the morning and kale salads with dinner. My diet might not have been the best, but I worked most of the calories off anyway. We had a few beers, watched a movie, and my eyelids were heavy by the time it was over. Madie didn’t seem to be ready for bed quite yet, so we made a quick trip outside for a smoke and decided to watch a show while we finished our last beer. After that, I couldn’t stay awake any longer, so I had to call it a night.

      We made it through one night without her trying anything—maybe this will work out after all.
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      “I really need to go back home.” Madie looked up at me and sighed after she finished eating her breakfast. “I didn’t bring enough clothes for a vacation—I just thought it would be one night.”

      “At least stay until yer car is out of the shop. It’s not like ye can get very far on that knee if ye need something.” I reached for my coffee and took a sip. “I can run by yer apartment and pick up a few things if ye want. I have a few errands to run anyway.”

      “My apartment is a mess…” She sighed.

      “I know.” I shrugged. “I stopped there after yer car was towed—and emptied the fridge.”

      “You did?” Madie blinked in surprise. “Wow, thank you so much! I definitely wasn’t looking forward to that.”

      “Ye stay put. I’ll be back in a bit.” I nodded and started to stand. “I’m sure it would be better to stay off yer knee as much as possible until it’s fully recovered—I need ye to be in tip-top shape once yer working on the house with me.”

      “Okay,” She sighed and nodded.

      I drove to Madie’s apartment first since my main two errands were buying supplies for the house and picking up groceries. She had power again. The fridge was empty, but it smelled, so I cleaned it with some bleach wipes that I found under the counter. Once it was cleaned and rinsed, I gave the freezer the same treatment. There were a few dishes in the sink, so I loaded the dishwasher and started it. There was nothing else that required my immediate attention, so I headed to the bedroom so I could pack a few clothes. I wasn’t sure how many days she would need, so I got a duffel bag from the closet and started filling it whatever looked comfortable.

      I guess she needs underwear…

      I opened a few drawers until I found the one that had panties. It was tempting to see what she liked to wear, but I avoided it and just tossed a handful of them into the duffel bag. A few sports bras and one that was hanging in the closet completed my mission. I hoped it would be enough. After I left her apartment, I took care of the rest of my errands. I wished I had a truck instead of a car, because it would have saved on delivery charges at the hardware store, but I really couldn’t justify the cost. My last stop was the grocery store. I grabbed a few things that I hoped she would like, stocked up on beer, and headed back home.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s me.” I opened the front door of the house and stepped inside.

      “Good; I don’t know what I would have done if it was a stranger.” She looked up at me and smiled.

      “Here’s yer stuff.” I dropped the duffel bag on the couch beside her.

      “Awesome.” She leaned over and grabbed it. “Can I shower in the bathroom down here, or do I have to go upstairs?”

      “The one upstairs has been renovated, but I’d recommend using the one down here for now.” I motioned down the hallway. “Yer knee isn’t ready for stairs.”

      “Good point.” She nodded and started hobbling down the hallway.

      I sat down on the couch and picked up the television remote. I really needed to work on the house, but I was feeling a little lazy after my trip out. I decided to watch the news, catch up on some current events, and then get to work once Madie was done with her shower. I stared at the television screen until I heard the shower turn off, and the bathroom door opened. My eyes shifted to the side as she walked out—in nothing but a towel. It looked like she had found the smallest one I had, because it barely covered her ass. My eyes stayed locked on her for a moment, but then I managed to look back towards the television.

      It’s been way too long since I got laid…

      Madie’s curves really were irresistible. While I was married, there was no temptation when I saw the desire lingering in a woman’s eyes. My daughter’s friends were—just children back then. They giggled a lot and whispered to themselves, but I ignored it. After my divorce, I thought about going to a bar and chasing the lust that built up over time, but I never did. Fear played a part in it. I didn’t want to fall for someone again and end up in a similar situation where the loved smoldered out in my partner’s heart while mine still burned. Maybe that was foolish—because the absence of closeness and passion was certainly toying with my head with a woman that didn’t hide her desire was a few feet away from me on the couch.

      “How did yer knee do?” I looked up at Madie as she walked back down the hallway in a t-shirt and a pair of cut-off jean shorts.

      “It seems to be a lot better. I think the bandage was probably making it more immobile than the swelling.” She walked over to me. “There’s some bruising, but it doesn’t hurt like it did yesterday.”

      “Good.” I nodded. “Hopefully you’ll be ready to work in a couple of days.”

      “I could try to start tomorrow if you want.” She sat down on the couch.

      “Nah, let’s wait until yer car is done and you get things settled back at yer place.” I turned towards her. “Is there anything else ye need in the meantime?”

      “I’m good. I don’t want to keep you from working on the house if you need to. I can keep myself entertained.” She looked my way and nodded.

      “Alright, lass.” I stood up and looked down the hallway. “I guess I’ll get started then.”

      There was something therapeutic about working with my hands. My father ran a construction company in Scotland, and I was on the job site as soon as I was old enough to gather nails people dropped or carry a piece of lumber. It was honest work, but my mother wanted to give me an opportunity to have a better life. That’s why she pushed for me to move to America when my great aunt offered to let me stay with her. In retrospect, I’m sure my mother regretted that decision when an unexpected pregnancy changed the direction of my life dramatically. My mother loved Anna though, even if she didn’t expect me to start a family that early. I just hated that they didn’t get a chance to see her much. She would have been a spoiled lass if they lived close enough to visit regularly.

      “What are you planning to do to this room?” Madie walked through the door and sat down in one of the chairs.

      “I was thinking it would be a nice office since there’s no need for another bedroom downstairs.” I turned towards her. “Most people like to have a room they can work in.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.” Madie nodded. “You’ve got a really awesome library though. Why not just make that into an office?”

      “I dunno.” I shrugged. “I thought about it, but that’s one of the few rooms that doesn’t need much work—it might be nice to leave it untouched.”

      “Ah, yeah.” Madie tilted her head slightly. “That makes sense. It’ll maintain some of the history that this house has.”

      “People like that sort of thing—or at least that’s what the real estate agent told me. Ye might have a future in renovations.” I grinned. “Good thing that’s yer job now.”

      “Aye.” She winked and tried to mock my accent, but it didn’t have the right inflection to sound authentic.

      “What are ye? A pirate?” I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “It doesn’t sound as good when I say it…” She shrugged. “Makes me sound like some tavern wench from the middle ages.”

      “Well if yer a tavern wench, why don’t ye fetch me a beer?” I pointed towards the kitchen. “Since yer able to walk now.”

      “Why don’t you ask nicely?” She narrowed her eyes at me, and I could detect a hint of sass in her tone.

      “Won’t you please fetch me a beer—wench?” I chuckled under my breath.

      “That’s a little better.” She laughed and started to stand.

      Madie returned with two beers and talked to me while I worked. It was a little distracting, but I didn’t mind the company. It was nice to spend time with someone who seemed to like me for who I was—someone that didn’t cringe when a ramble made my accent thicker than it was when I tried to control it. I just naturally did that after my divorce because I had done it for so long. It felt a little more natural not to have that weight in the back of my head when I tried to have a conversation with someone. Madie and I talked for several hours before I was finally ready to stop for the day. I didn’t get as much work done as I would have liked, but I had accomplished enough for the day not to feel like a total loss.

      “Anything ye want for dinner?” I unplugged my drill and wiped some sweat off my brow.

      “Is it that time already?” She looked towards the clock on the wall. “Oh wow, I guess it is. I’m fine with whatever…”

      We relocated to the kitchen and I started making dinner while she watched from the dining room table. Our conversation picked up like we hadn’t missed a beat. I thought the generational gap would make conversation more difficult than it was. I barely understood half the things Anna talked about and just nodded along most of the time. Madie was a little different. She had a broader philosophical view of the world and life in general—the vice of her religious upbringing seemed to make her seek clarity instead of blindly following what society spoon fed her generation. I didn’t mind having someone challenge my point of view when they did it with intelligence and it was clear that Madie was quite brilliant. We talked through dinner, and once we were done, we went to the den to watch a movie.

      “So, what are ye going to do once yer financial situation is sorted out?” I picked up the remote and looked over at Madie.

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged and leaned back against the couch. “I’ve been so focused on getting by that I haven’t much thought into the future.”

      “Ye should try to finish college.” I nodded aimlessly. “It’s going to be tough to find a good job without a degree.”

      “Yeah, you’re right about that.” She sighed. “It’s already been a barrier—and the places hiring people straight out of high school don’t pay well.”

      “Maybe ye could apply for another scholarship, especially if ye enroll and do well yer first semester.” I tilted my head slightly. “I know ye did well in high school.”

      “I did—and I thought I had a bright future ahead of me because of it. I certainly wasn’t planning to throw it all away…” She shook her head back and forth. “I was such a freaking idiot.”

      “Don’t beat yerself up over it. Ye made a mistake—I’m sure ye wouldn’t have done it if ye realized the outcome.” I picked up my beer and took a sip.

      “No…” Her words trailed off for a moment. “I knew it was dumb at the time too, but I was enjoying the freedom. You just don’t understand what it was like living with my parents. They restricted everything I did so much that I cut loose a little bit when I got to college—too much, obviously.”

      “Aye, perhaps.” I nodded. “But that doesn’t mean yer entire future has to be defined by one mistake.”

      “One good thing came out of it though…” She looked down at the couch and hesitated for a moment. “I’m here—with you.”

      “Well, yer cut off—that’s definitely yer last beer tonight.” I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “You just make me feel good about myself.” She looked up at me. “I’ve never had that before—I’ve always felt like I was being judged no matter what I did.”

      “Aye, I can relate to that.” I nodded. “A different situation, but one I understand.”

      I feel that same freedom too—but that doesn’t make the situation less complicated.

      The conversation drifted away from us after that. I decided not to cut Madie off, even though I threatened to. We took a trip outside to smoke, grabbed two more beers, and found a movie to watch. Madie sat a little closer, but she didn’t do anything but stare at the screen once the movie started. I found myself struggling with my own temptations. It wasn’t just because she was so damn beautiful. I wanted to pull her close—hug her—tell her that things were going to be okay—but that was dynamite and doing it could light the fuse. I managed to hold back when she tried to kiss me. I wasn’t sure I could do it again, even if I knew it was the right thing.

      It would be so easy to stop fighting that war in my head—and maybe we both need something right now that doesn’t have to be as complicated as I’m convincing myself it would be…

      I was wearing myself down. I knew it, yet I didn’t put another wall up when the previous one started to crack. Every time something funny happened in the movie, we looked at other—and it felt like each look lasted longer than the one before it. I wasn’t ready to bring the wall down completely, but the cracks were definitely leading to it—I could feel it in my soul. We ran out of beer and Madie offered to be my beer wench—one more time. When she returned, she sat a little closer to me. I didn’t scoot away. The next funny scene in the movie caused her to lean towards me when she laughed—I wanted to kiss her and devour those soft, pouty lips—but instead, I just reached for her hand. Our fingers locked together, and she moved closer. We spent the rest of the movie that way—just two people living in a moment.

      This does feel nice…

      “I guess it’s time for bed. I need to get started on the house earlier tomorrow.” I looked down at our interlocked hands.

      “Okay.” She leaned towards me and put her head on my shoulder. “You can wake me up if I sleep in—I don’t want to keep you from being able to work.”

      “You’ll be here bright and early soon enough.” I chuckled under my breath.

      “Wait, you said a job—you said nothing about bright or early.” She leaned up from my shoulder and tried to give me a serious stare but couldn’t avoid smiling.

      “See ye tomorrow.” I leaned forward and let go of her hand.

      I didn’t want to go to bed alone, but taking things slow seemed like the best choice. I wasn’t sure where things were going to lead—and that scared me a little bit. We both had a need, but was that need strong enough to push past all the complications that giving in to it would bring? I liked spending time with her. I liked our conversations—the similar interests we shared—and I felt something when we were close. My thoughts couldn’t escape the kiss—and if her lips found mine again, I was almost certain I would struggle to avoid giving in completely. Conflict continued to resonate as I laid in bed and stared at the ceiling.

      I wonder if she feels conflicted too or if I’m the only one torturing myself…
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      I thought I was going to have to fight my urges when I was around Declan, and I did to some degree, but—it seemed like something else was happening. It was more than just attraction for a guy I had a crush on when I was younger. I was starting to see who he was beneath the incredible physique and gorgeous ink. Those bluish-gray eyes hid so much pain—pain that was even harder to endure than the weight on my soul. That weight faded when I was with Declan, and it seemed like the pain in his eyes did too. It made me want to be close to him—and when he took my hand in his, it just felt so natural. I wanted to kiss him—and do more than that—but the desire started to fall in line behind the connection. I just hoped the connection wasn’t broken once he woke up the next morning and had time to really think about what it would mean.

      I know this could lead us down a path that is paved with problems, but I want to walk it hand-in-hand with him. I don’t want Anna’s hatred to be a mirror image of the disdain my parents have for me, but Declan is a risk I want to take.
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      The next morning

      “If ye don’t want to be woken up by a saw or a drill, ye might want to wake up now.” Declan’s voice was followed by a gentle knock.

      “I’m awake.” I sat up in bed and put my cell phone down.

      “Breakfast is ready if ye want some.” Declan’s footsteps echoed down the hallway.

      My knee didn’t hurt when I put my weight on it. There was some bruising, and I didn’t feel like I could break out in a sprint or anything, but walking wasn’t going to be an issue. I ate breakfast, took a quick shower, and then walked into the room where Declan was working, once I was dressed. He was already hard at work—and his shirt was already clinging to his muscles in the sexiest way possible. He didn’t say much when I walked into the room, but I wanted to help. I was tired of sitting around all day with a bum knee keeping me from doing the job that he had already started paying me to do.

      “What can I do?” I put my hands on my hips. “I think my knee is in good shape.”

      “If ye were going to start working today, ye shouldn’t have started with a shower.” He chuckled under his breath. “If ye feel up to it, you can bring some of the paint in here. We’ll start on that tomorrow.”

      “I should be able to do that.” I nodded.

      “One can at a time—don’t try to be She-Ra or anything.” He turned back towards the wall he was working on.

      My knee was tender, but I was able to move all of the paint into the room without any problems—and I did it one can at a time, like he said. He gave me a few more odd jobs to do until lunchtime and then I helped him set everything up so we could paint the room the next day. I trusted my knee to carry paint, but moving furniture was out of the question, so I returned to the den while he took care of that. The room had previously been a bedroom and I was pretty sure that it would make an awesome office once he was done with it.

      “Alright, I just got a call from the mechanic. He said yer car will be ready to pick up tomorrow morning.” Declan walked to the door of the den.

      “I guess I’ll be out of your hair after that.” I looked up at him and smiled.

      “For a little bit I guess.” He grinned. “Then I expect you here bright and early the next day—just like I said.”

      “I’ll set an alarm.” I rolled my eyes. “Bright and early…”

      Spending time with Declan had been fun. I didn’t really want to leave—but, it wasn’t like I could just move in. He had offered me a job, not room and board. His generosity was already more than I felt like I deserved, although I wasn’t sure how I would have managed on my own if he didn’t come along when he did. We hadn’t discussed anything that happened the previous night. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Relationships were still kind of a mystery to me. I had never been in a real one, so I wasn’t sure if I could call what I had with Declan the beginnings of one or not.

      I guess I’ll see what happens tonight…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’m definitely going to miss this…” I pushed my plate away once I was finished eating. “I usually live off Raman Noodles.”

      “I’ve been there.” He chuckled under his breath. “Hard to live off that when ye spend all day working on this house though.”

      “True…” I nodded. “I might actually have to learn to cook.”

      “Aye, a good skill to have.” He nodded. “If ye want to have dinner with me when yer working, I wouldn’t mind the company—I might teach ye a few things too.”

      “I would love that.” I blinked in surprise. “I definitely don’t mind helping with the clean-up either.”

      “We can do it together.” He stood and reached for my plate. “The walk to the dishwasher isn’t that bad.”

      “I’m guessing that’s part of the remodeling?” I tilted my head inquisitively.

      “Aye, I tried to focus on the stuff I would use first.” He chuckled and nodded.

      We cleaned up the kitchen together—and I noticed that his hand brushed against mine a few times when it wasn’t necessary. I let myself believe that was a good sign, and that things were moving in the direction I hoped they would. Every time I felt the gentle brush of his hand, my heart thumped a little harder in my chest and my stomach fluttered. That was a little more than just attraction. I wanted to be close to him, but I really didn’t want to spend the last night we had together before I returned to my apartment to be spent in front of the television, so I asked him to give me an actual tour of the house. My knee finally felt like it could endure a trip up the stairs.

      “You’ve seen the library.” He motioned to the room we passed. “Living room—den—what will be the office.”

      “And my bedroom.” I nodded and turned to a door that was closed. “Where does this go?”

      “Ah, that’s the basement. Ye don’t want to go down there.” He stopped and leaned forward to open the door. “I may just leave it unfinished. I think it’ll be too expensive to bother with, and most buyers won’t care.”

      “If you put the washer and dryer down there, you could free up more space—maybe even knock down a wall and expand the kitchen.” I looked back towards the kitchen.

      “Perhaps.” He shrugged. “Ye sure about going upstairs?”

      “Yeah, I think it’ll be okay.” I nodded.

      I followed Declan up the stairs and my knee held up pretty well. There was a hint of protest, but nothing that gave me pause. The upstairs seemed to be neglected more than the downstairs. Declan described how his great aunt spent most of her later years downstairs, and while she had a housekeeper that stopped by weekly, the repairs weren’t that important to her. He had done a lot of work on the upstairs bathroom. It was fully modernized with a large whirlpool tub, a spacious shower that could easily hold two, and beautiful countertops. I kind of regretted not trying to come upstairs to shower when I saw it—because it was a lot better than the one downstairs.

      “This is my bedroom.” Declan led me to the last door and pushed it open.

      “Where the magic happens?” I gave him a quick wink.

      “No magic happening in there.” He chuckled under his breath.

      I’d certainly like to make some happen right now—but I don’t want to rush if he’s still testing the water.

      “It definitely looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us.” I put my hands on my hips and looked around the upstairs. “How long do you think it’ll take you to finish?”

      “I haven’t really set a timetable.” He shrugged. “I want to stay here until Anna graduates from college, so I’ll just keep working at my own pace—it’ll probably go faster with ye here to help.”

      “Hopefully so.” I smiled and nodded. “Otherwise, why are you paying me?”

      We made a few more jokes, then headed back downstairs. I sat next to him on the couch and we talked for the rest of the night. There was some casual touching—maybe a little flirting, but he didn’t hold my hand. I kept hoping he would give me a real sign—possibly even a kiss, but he didn’t. I couldn’t risk making that move on him again after the way he reacted the first time. His pace would work for me—as long as he wasn’t shutting me down. If there was a chance something could flourish and blossom, then I wanted it to be right. The conversation continued until we were both tired and decided to call it a night. He walked me to my bedroom door—and I hoped for a kissed—prayed for it even though I didn’t do that much, but all he did was walk away after saying goodnight.

      I guess he’ll be in my dreams—I’m sure he’ll kiss me there.

      I struggled to get to sleep because my thoughts were still on Declan, but I finally did manage to keep my eyes closed long enough to drift into my dreams. He wasn’t there—despite wanting him to be. It was just a peaceful slumber with nonsense in my head. The next morning, I woke up early and drank coffee while he ate breakfast. We ate, cleaned things up in the kitchen, and then it was time to get started on the painting. Declan suggested that we work most of the day, and then he would drop me off at the repair shop so I could go home. It meant we wouldn’t have dinner together, but I did want to get my car before the mechanic was closed for the day.

      “Alright, lass.” Declan poured some paint into a pan. “Ye can use the roller on that wall—ye know how to paint, right?”

      “Yeah, I think I can manage.” I picked up one of the rollers and nodded.

      My attempt at painting wasn’t the best, so I studied how he was applying it and tried to mimic his motions. That worked a lot better. The room was pretty big, and the walls needed several coats, so it took us a few hours to get it done. He was also a little more playful when we were working together. He nudged me a few times, and I returned the favor. We got the walls done, but we laughed a lot in the process. After that, Declan got two rollers that had a little more length on the poles, and we started working on the ceiling. That definitely took longer and a little more precision. I was hot and a little sweaty when we were done, but proud of the work we did. I was finally earning my paycheck at least.

      “I guess that’s all we can do with these.” Declan put down his roller brush. “I’ll need to touch up a few spots with a paintbrush though.”

      “Point me at them.” I picked up one of the other paintbrushes.

      “Right here.” He dipped his brush and walked to the wall. “Along the edges, just to make sure it’s perfect.”

      “Then I can paint something else.” I smiled and waved the brush at him. “Maybe give you a little more color…”

      “I’ve got plenty of ink, lass.” He shook his head and smiled.

      “I don’t know, your other arm needs some…” I jabbed at him with the brush and laughed.

      “The goal is not to get the paint on ourselves.” He pulled his arm away. “No more than necessary at least…”

      “I’ll try to color in the lines.” I narrowed my eyes and wiggled the brush at one of his tattoos.

      “If you paint me lass, I might have to paint you—ain’t talking about using a brush.” He held up his hand and pointed at me. “I’ll put a little color on your bottom.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!” My mouth fell open in shock.

      “Aye, I would. Don’t ye know? Scottish men have no problem turning a naughty lass over their knee and tanning her hide.” He chuckled under his breath, but the look on his face suggested that he might not be kidding.

      Maybe I shouldn’t push this, but the thought of that is kind of turning me on.

      “Prove it.” I leaned forward and tapped his arm with the brush, leaving a smear of paint across one of his tattoos.

      “Ye did it now, lass.” He grabbed my wrist and took the paintbrush out of my hand. “Looks like yer getting a little color too.”

      “You’re not going to hurt me, right?” I felt a twinge of panic as he pulled me towards the only chair in the room and sat down.

      “I told ye what was going to happen. Ye painted me anyway, so across my knee ye go.” He gave me a firm tug, and I fell forward against his leg.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Hey!” I squirmed on his leg and he lifted his knee to get me in a better position.

      “Ye asked for it lass, just be glad these aren’t coming down too.” He snapped the waistband of my shorts against my back and lifted his hand.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Okay! I’m sorry!” I pulled against him and tried to stand.

      “Yer not going anywhere yet—yer going to have a little color before I’m done with ye.” He kept me in position.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      Being held in position—completely overpowered by him—it made body churn with desire. That was the kind of dominant man I thought he would be instead of one that hesitated every time we got close. The spanking was making my ass sting a little bit, but I didn’t even care. I liked the way it felt. Every time his hand came down there was a vibration that made my pussy tingle. It was starting to get wet—that made me want him even more. I wondered if the spanking would lead to something else—I certainly hoped it would. So much so that I wanted to push things further, even if it hurt a little more than what he was doing.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Are ye gonna paint me again or have ye learned yer lesson?” He let his hand rest on my ass.

      “I don’t know…” I bit down on my lip and looked back at him. “If that’s all I’m going to get, then I might be tempted.”

      “Ah, ye are a naughty lass aren’t ye?” He shook his head and chuckled. “Maybe a little more color before I’m done with ye.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow…” I squirmed on his knee, but the desire was too strong for me to ask him to stop. “How are you going to tell if I have the right amount of color—if you can’t see what you’ve done to me?”

      “I figured this would be an easy lesson.” He grabbed the waistband of my shorts. “I didn’t think they’d need to come down.”

      “I’m a slow learner…” I exhaled sharply, and my head spun as the desire got stronger. “You might have to pull them down and really teach me a lesson.”

      What am I saying? I’ve never been this bold before—and if he pulls them down, he’s going to see how turned on I am.

      “Aye, I think I might.” He tightened his grip and pulled them down to my thighs before I felt his hand on my panties. “These will be next if ye don’t learn yer lesson quickly.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Oh god…” I felt the tingle in my pussy get stronger and my wetness spread even more.

      “This seems to be working better.” He chuckled under his breath.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      Except that’s not why I had the reaction I did…

      “Ow.” I whimpered and shifted my hips when the last one landed a little harder in the middle of my ass.

      “Lesson learned then?” He let his hand rest in the middle of my ass where the last smack still resonated with a lingering sting.

      I should say yes, but it’s turning me on so much—what would it be like if he pulled my panties down too?

      “I’m still feeling a little naughty…” I exhaled sharply as my lips said the words bouncing around in my head before I had a moment to think about them.

      “I think I can fix that.” He wrapped his fingers around my panties, and I felt them coming down. “Oh, I see—somebody likes being a naughty lass.”

      “Maybe…” I blushed, and a little embarrassment lingered in my veins, but I had taken it too far for that to stop him.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ouch!” I bounced on his knee, but I still didn’t want him to stop—my body was boiling over with desire.

      “Yer definitely getting a little color now.” He rubbed his hand against my ass. “I think ye need a little more—you like it too much to have learned yer lesson already.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Oh god…” A whimper followed my words.

      “Do I have to send ye to yer room now or will ye behave?” He let his hand rest on my ass.

      “I’ll behave,” I exhaled sharply.

      Declan lifted me off his knee and stood. I was so turned on that my lust began to drip down my thighs once I was upright. Declan reached down and pulled my panties up first, followed by my shorts. They rubbed against my ass and I could feel heat resonating from the spots where his hand had fallen. I thought the spanking would be playful. I had no idea how much it would turn me on. It felt like every nerve in my body was standing on end—begging for his touch—begging for anything that would get his hands on my body again.

      I just have to figure out how to make that happen…
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      “You saw what that did to me.” I looked up at Declan. “You’re not going to leave me like that are you?”

      “No, lass.” He put his hand under my chin. “I’m not.”

      Declan pulled me into his arms and crushed my lips beneath his kiss. There was no hesitation—no pause once his lips found mine. He pushed his tongue into my mouth and started to ravage it. I melted into his arms with the fire inside me getting stronger by the second. I was scared of what I was going to tell him if he was going to take things further than a kiss. I had never been with a man before. I wanted him to be my first, but I was afraid he would push me away once he found out. I didn’t want my innocence to become a barrier between us—yet, I couldn’t keep that part a secret. That was clear once his hands started exploring my body, and I felt his cock bulging his pants.

      “I have to tell you something.” I leaned back from his kiss and gasped. “I’ve—never done this before.”

      “Yer still a virgin?” A look of confusion swept across his face. “I thought—I mean, the pictures you mentioned…”

      “That never led anywhere.” I sighed and shook my head. “It was just a horrible mistake.”

      “Are ye sure this is what ye want?” Declan tilted his head slightly.

      “It is…” I nodded quickly.

      “Then it’s not a problem for me.” He bent down and scooped me up in his arms. “But we’re definitely doing this in a bed.”

      My heart started to pound, and my pulse raced as Declan carried me upstairs. My secret fantasy—my ultimate crush—and I was in his arms. He was going to take my virginity. All of the problems that haunted my life seemed to fade away in that moment. I didn’t care about anything else. I needed to be his more than I needed to draw my next breath. Declan put me down on the bed once we were in his bedroom and stared at me as he peeled off his shirt. He had a lot more ink than I realized when he showed me a glimpse of what was on his chest. His muscles were practically mountains and the tattoos accentuated every one of them.

      “Yer turn.” He tilted his head and smiled.

      “Okay…” I nodded and sat up so I could remove my shirt.

      “That too.” He motioned to my bra.

      “You didn’t take anything else off…” I bit down on my lip and grinned.

      “Not my fault I don’t wear a bra.” He chuckled under his breath.

      “Fine.” I reached behind my back and removed it.

      “Guid god…” he exhaled sharply. “Yer ravishing.”

      Guid means good—I hope.

      “Your turn again.” I watched as his hand went to his belt. “I think you should have to take it all off, since you already stripped me bare once…”

      “Aye, that’s fair.” He nodded.

      Declan unbuckled his belt and then his hand fumbled with his jeans. There was excitement in his eyes—as strong as the desire resonating in my soul. I could see a bulge in his jeans before they came down, and his boxer shorts were barely enough to contain his cock. He kicked off his shoes, so I did the same with mine. His jeans were next, and then his fingers moved to his boxers. I could already tell he was well-endowed, but once his boxers hit the floor, his cock started to get engorged and thick.

      “You’re turn—again.” He grinned and motioned to me.

      “You’ve already seen this…” I sighed as I started to push my shorts down my thighs.

      “I want to inspect it up close.” He put a knee on the edge of the bed. “And explore it with my tongue.”

      “Oh wow.” I exhaled sharply and tingles shot through my whole body.

      “Panties too, don’t be shy. Show me what belongs to me.” His tone got a little rough—and my body reacted to the sound like it was a beacon.

      “Yes sir…” I pushed my panties down my thighs and swallowed hard.

      “You like saying that?” He pulled my panties off my ankles and put his hands on my knees. “Sir?”

      “Maybe...” I bit down on my lip and grinned. “I mean—you did spank me and all. I probably should show you a little respect.”

      “You’re going to do everything I tell you to do.” He tilted his head slightly. “Then I’m going to do things to you that you’ve never imagined.”

      “I might be a virgin, but I have a pretty vivid imagination.” I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth.

      “Yeah? Show me what you do when you let your imagination run wild. Touch yourself.” He pushed my legs apart. “I want to see how wet that spanking made you.”

      I had definitely masturbated before, but never in front of anyone. My hand moved down my body until the tip of my finger was against my clit. Declan watched, and I saw his cock pulsate when I started to roll my finger against the hard knot that formed. I couldn’t help but moan when the pleasure surged through my veins. I saw a flash of desire in Declan’s eyes when my body reacted to what I was doing. It seemed that he—liked a show. I was nervous, but I did my best to swallow that feeling. If he wanted to watch me, then I’d do my best to give him exactly what he craved. The sight of him in front of me with his hands on my body was better than any fantasy I had when I pleasured myself with my eyes closed.

      “Is this…” I pushed my finger passed my clit and rubbed it against my wetness. “What you want to see?”

      “If it’s what makes ye come.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to my inner thigh.

      “I’d rather you make me come.” I moaned and moved my finger back to my clit.

      “Oh I will.” He slid his lips down my thigh. “So many times…”

      “You promise?” I moaned louder. “I don’t think doing this to myself is going to be enough.”

      “Saying it is a promise.” He kissed the opposite thigh and pushed my legs further apart. “When I say something to ye, it’ll always be the truth. I expect the same from ye.”

      “Yes sir.” I nodded, and a twinge of panic hit me, but I ignored the feeling—I had only been dishonest about one thing, but it was the wrong time to think about that.

      Declan continued to kiss my inner thighs while I rubbed my clit. His lips were like the tip of a lit match against the fuse on a stick of dynamite. It was burning out of control and there was no way to stop what was coming. A pressure built up inside me—one that was going to explode as soon as the fuse burned away. I felt myself getting a little more confident as I watched the desire in his eyes each time his lips pressed against my skin. He was driving me wild with nothing more than a kiss, making the fantasy in front of me better than anything that could have ever come together in my head. I kept thinking he would touch himself—or ask me to use my other hand—but he seemed intensely focused on my pleasure. He just wanted to tease me while he watched.

      “I—I’m gonna come.” My mouth opened wide and I gasped.

      “Then you’re mine.” His lips moved down my thighs until I felt his breath against my clit.

      The pressure was too intense for me to keep my eyes opened. They closed as the pleasure surged through my veins. It was stronger than when I masturbated on my own, and made my body shake when the peak hit. There were several waves of bliss before it was over, and I kept my finger moving until the sensation started to fade. My head was spinning, and my muscles were still quivering, but the release had engulfed me. My eyes slowly opened, and my hand fell away. I saw Declan lift up a little bit, and then I felt his finger against the entrance of my pussy.

      “Now that I know how hard ye can come on your own—I know what I have to do to make it even better.” He smiled and started to push a finger inside me.

      “Oh god!” I moaned when he went deep enough to press against my hymen.

      “This will be mine soon enough, but not yet.” He leaned forward and started kissing along my inner thighs.

      Declan kissed until his lips were near my clit, and then he flicked his tongue against the bundle of nerves. They weren’t ready to react yet, but his tongue still felt amazing. He started to slowly move his finger inside me while his tongue circled my clit, and within a few seconds, the pleasure was right back where it was before I erupted in bliss. His tongue was so much better than my finger. The difference was night and day. Having him slide his finger into the entrance of my pussy while he massaged my clit made the sensation even stronger.

      “That feels really good!” I wrapped my hand around the back of his head and moaned. “Keep going…”

      Declan’s tongue was magical. He did things to my clit that I didn’t realize was possible. Slow—fast—each sensation was a little different. He pulled his tongue away from it completely a few times and just made the pleasure surge with his finger inside me. I had gotten so wet that my tightness was the only resistance—I wondered if that would be the case when he was ready to push something much bigger than his finger into my virgin pussy. My body was ready for him—whatever he wanted—but before he did that, it seemed that he was determined to make me come with his tongue.

      “I’m getting close.” My head rolled back, and a gasp rushed from my throat.

      My body quivered, and my hips began to move. I didn’t want to escape his glorious tongue, but the sensations were getting stronger. He kept me in position with one hand and started to push his finger into me faster. His tongue picked up speed. The pressure inside me was so intense that I could feel it against my muscles. I was ready to erupt for the second time. The combination of his finger and tongue pushed me into a myriad of pleasure, and I started to shake. The bliss went through my veins like a tornado and spun inside me. My pussy spasmed on his finger, but he kept it moving inside me. He didn’t stop until the shaking was done, and then I felt myself floating back into the peaceful moment that came immediately after my first orgasm.

      “That was—incredible.” I sighed, and my head fell back against the mattress.

      “Ye don’t know incredible yet, but yer going to before I’m done with ye.” He lifted up and stroked his cock.

      “You can do anything to me that you want,” I exhaled sharply. “You’ve made me feel so good already…”

      “Aye, and I intend to make you feel even better.” He lifted my legs and moved between my thighs.

      Declan’s cock pressed against the entrance of my pussy, and then he started to push it inside me. It wasn’t that bad at first because I was really wet. Once he went a little deeper, I felt the pain of being stretched for the very first time. His cock penetrated me until it was against my hymen. My cherry belonged to him—the man I fantasized about was actually going to be my first. He pulled back a little and shifted his weight as he reached it for the second time with the head of his cock. A harder thrust tore through the membrane, and I felt a sting inside my pussy. The sting got more intense as he went deeper. I knew the pain wouldn’t be there forever—I just had to endure it until my body adjusted to something that was new to it.

      “Are ye doing okay lass?” He tilted his head when the pain registered on my face.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “It’s not that bad.”

      “I’ve never been with a virgin before—let me know if I hurt ye. That’s not my intention.” He pulled back slowly.

      Something about that made me feel good. I wasn’t the first woman that he had taken to bed, but I was the first one that belonged only to him. I wanted him to be more than just my first—I wanted him to be the only one who ever held me in his arms. I needed his kindness—as much as I needed to feel his passion. He was like a rock in the hurricane that had become my life, and I didn’t want to let go. He could have my body—my heart—anything he wanted. It all belonged to him in that moment—a moment that I hoped would last forever.

      “Ye feel so fucking good. I knew that ye would, but it’s freaking incredible.” He moaned as he pulled his cock back to the entrance of my pussy and gave me another thrust.

      “Don’t stop…” I moaned. “I want all of you.”

      Declan kept stretching me around his girth as his length continued to push deeper into my virgin pussy. He started giving me several thrusts between the ones that penetrated further than he had gone before. Those thrusts started to feel really good. If that was what every single one of them would feel like once he was all of the way inside me, I couldn’t wait for him to bury the entirety of his length in my pussy. He mixed up soft and slow thrusts with hard and fast ones. They felt different, but pleasurable—until he went deeper. Each time he did that, I had a little more pain. He was getting closer though. I watched as half of his cock disappeared inside me, then a few more inches, then there wasn’t much left. I wanted it all. I shifted my hips and tried to pull him deeper on my own.

      “Starting to like it, are ye?” He gasped and gave me a few quick thrusts.

      “Yes!” I nodded quickly.

      “Good.” He smiled and gave me what I was begging for—the last few inches that buried him as deep as he could go.

      “Oh god!” I felt a surge of pleasure and pain, but the pain faded quickly.

      Declan left his cock deep inside me until I adjusted to his girth and then he started to thrust again. It was—phenomenal. Every thrust felt better than the one before it, and the harder ones felt so good my eyes tried to roll back in my head. My g-spot came to life for the first time—it blossomed like a flower inside me that was meant to feel nothing but pure pleasure. I was in heaven, because there was no feeling on earth that could compare to it. I felt every inch of his length as his thrusts became quick and pounded into my pussy. His cock throbbed and pulsated inside me as the pleasure that I felt melded with the desire in his soul. Our passion turned into primal lust as we both chased the climax with our eyes wide open.

      “I’ve needed this for so fucking long.” He fell forward and kept hammering his cock into me while his lips teased my neck.

      “I never knew it was what I needed—now I do.” I purred into his ear and moaned.

      Our desires filled the room with so much energy that I could feel it on my skin—I practically choked on my own breath as the pressure built up inside my body. Every throb when he went deep—every pulsation when he started to pull back—it sent more pleasure surging through my veins. The closeness—seeing the need smolder in his bluish-gray eyes—it was more intoxicating than alcohol. I needed to feel his release while I climaxed. It became the only thing I focused on. I shifted my hips to match his thunderous thrusts—he was like lightning between my thighs and I was begging for him to strike the same place over-and-over.

      “I’m—I’m gonna come!” My mouth opened wide, and a scream was ripped from the very essence of my being.

      “Aye, me too—almost there.” His head rolled back, and a primal roar echoed from deep within his throat.

      Declan crashed into me. I tried to meet them. I felt a spasm begin inside me—a spasm that seized every muscle at once and made my toes curl. I stopped seeing color and shapes—except the outline of my lover as he showed me that I was the only person in the world he desired in that moment. Time and space became ours to control. We bent it to our will and it turned into pure euphoria. The pressure released and the spasms became more intense in my pelvis. My pussy squeezed his cock, and his thrusts got harder so that he didn’t miss a beat. He throbbed deep inside me, and then I felt an eruption. His seed flooded my pussy, and my orgasm tasted life. It was different than the others. It was ethereal and melancholic while simultaneously sending a kaleidoscope of pleasure through my body. Declan kept thrusting until the bliss inside me faded, and I felt the last splatter of lust drain from his balls.

      “That was…” I stared at the ceiling and tried to find the words to describe it.

      “Aye.” He nodded, as if he was reading my thoughts—but unable to finish my sentence.

      Declan slid his hands under my back and lifted me off the mattress. He pulled me into his arms as he crashed into the bed. The afterglow of what we experienced was beautiful and tranquil, like nothing in the entire world could ever matter again. It wasn’t just desire. Our souls found something in the darkness that called out to each other, and our bodies drove us towards what we both needed—even if we didn’t understand it completely. I just wanted to exist in that moment with him. I wanted to hold him while he held me. I didn’t care if he was best friend’s father—I didn’t care if there were complications that could pull us apart—I was willing to fight to chase that moment again.

      “I don’t think we’re going to make it to the repair shop today.” Declan pressed his lips to my forehead. “Yer not leaving my arms tonight.”

      “That’s fine with me.” I smiled and nodded. “But it’s not even dark yet…”

      “And we’re just getting started, lass.” He pressed his lips to my forehead again. “Surely you’ve heard about the legendary constitution of a Scotsman.”

      “I—don’t think I’ve heard that one.” I chuckled under my breath. “Did you just make that up.”

      “Aye, but it sounded good didn’t it?” He pushed my legs apart and started rubbing my clit.

      “Did you make up the part about naughty lasses—and tanning their hides too?” I gasped when I felt his finger start to send pleasure through my veins again.

      “That part is true. Every time ye misbehave, I’ll be putting ye over my knee.” He leaned up and grinned. “But ye seemed to like it—so, maybe it ain’t punishment after all.”

      “Well it certainly didn’t make me want to stop misbehaving…” I smiled and moaned as his finger got a little faster.

      “Maybe ye need a little more of that.” He leaned forward and kissed my neck. “But this time I’m going to be inside ye while I tan yer hide.”

      Before I really understood what was happening, Declan rolled me over and gave me a hard smack on the ass. His hands went underneath my waist and lifted me onto my knees. Then I felt him against my pussy from behind. It didn’t matter if I had time to recover or not—he was ready. His cock started to go inside me—making the tired muscles ache as he took what was his. He locked his hands on my waist and started thrusting—slow at first, then it got a little faster. The pleasure started to rip through my body—and then I felt a hand move from my waist as his thrusts slowed for a moment.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Naughty lass…” He squeezed my ass and picked up speed again.

      “Oh god!” I moaned when the sting made me tingle—but it was really intense with him inside me.

      “Ye like it a lot, huh?” He chuckled.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Hold on! You don’t know what you’re doing to me!” My whole body started to shake.

      “I know exactly what I’m doing, lass.” He gave me several hard thrusts, then they slowed.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Fuck—your gonna make me come!” I squealed and my body jerked forward.

      “Aye, and a few more for that filthy mouth.” He slammed his cock inside me several times before his hand came down.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      That was all I could take. My pussy started to spasm on his length. I didn’t realize I could come so quickly. The sting was like music that touched nerves I didn’t know I had; amplified by the ones I discovered when he took my virginity. I fell forward and bit down on the quilt to silence my scream. He pounded his cock into my spasms, and I felt him start to throb. It seemed to turn him on too—or maybe it was the way my pussy felt when I succumbed to bliss. His seed flooded my pussy for the second time, and he kept going until he was drained. My head was spinning when he pulled out and dropped on the mattress beside me.

      “We’re going to have a lot of fun tonight.” He pulled me into his arms. “But next time, yer on top. I need a break.”

      “I need a break before I can even think about that…” I snuggled into his arms.

      My knee might be healed, but my whole body may be worn out before he’s done with me…

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Nine

          

          

      

    

    







            Declan

          

        

      

    

    
      I gave in to temptation and it gave me something beautiful in return. The woman in my arms was gorgeous—and a perfect match for me. She craved dominance—begged for it with her eyes, even when her body wasn’t sure. I might have just been giving in to temptation when I kissed her, but I already felt the connection getting stronger before that happened. I didn’t even think about the fact that she was my daughter’s best friend when I pulled Madie into an embrace and kissed her. That role didn’t define the woman she had become—and she was exactly what I needed to chase the demons from my thoughts.

      We chased our passion throughout the rest of the day and well into the night. Madie might have been a virgin when I took her to bed, but she had a voracious appetite once she found out how good it could be. I definitely needed it. The closeness—the passion—the euphoria that drowned out everything else in my head. It became my salvation with a single touch. When our bodies were finally exhausted, we slept, and I didn’t worry about getting up early. I held Madie in my arms when sleep finally consumed us, and she was still there when I woke up. I didn’t want to disturb her, so I just stared at her beautiful slumber until my eyes closed again. It was nearly eleven before we both started to stir.

      “Good morning my bonnie lass.” I smiled and pressed my lips to her forehead.

      “Good morning to you too.” She looked up at me and smiled. “How late is it?”

      “Pretty late.” I chuckled under my breath. “Why don’t ye take a bath while I go downstairs and make breakfast. We should probably go get ye car before we get started on the house today.”

      “I might need a sick day.” She leaned up. “Or whatever you call it when you wake up so sore you’re not sure you can walk.”

      “Maybe we’ll take a break from the house today.” I sat up next to her. “But we definitely need to eat—we missed dinner, and I worked up quite an appetite.”

      “Me too.” She grinned and leaned her head against my shoulder. “That was—incredible.”

      “Aye.” I put my arm around her. “It was.”

      We stayed cuddled in bed for a few more minutes before we finally broke our embrace. I barely waited for the coffee to finish brewing or the bacon to finish frying before I tore into it. I was starving. I was already on my second plate when Madie finally came downstairs. We ate breakfast and discussed our plans for the day. Madie wasn’t eager to go back to her apartment, and I definitely didn’t want her to leave. She decided to swing by her apartment, pick up a few more clothes, and come back to my place. She definitely wasn’t going to be sleeping in the bed downstairs—she belonged in mine.

      I drove her to the repair shop, and we kissed one last time before she got behind the wheel of her car and drove off. I missed her immediately. Whatever it was inside of me that finally cracked through the wall was already starting to long for her. When I got back to my place, I had a message from Anna on my phone, so I called her back. Things were going great at school and she wanted to visit in a couple of weeks. That gave me a quick reminder that the woman I shared my bed with was still my daughter’s best friend, but I didn’t focus on that. I wasn’t sure how we were going to address that part of our lives. It didn’t matter in the moment—I cared about Madie too much to let her go, even if our relationship was still new.

      We’ll have to tell Anna at some point. She probably won’t be happy, but hopefully we can convince her that there’s more to our relationship than what she will see on the surface—her father sleeping with her best friend.

      I started to miss Madie once I hung up with Anna and sat down in the living room alone. I had spent a lot of lonely nights at home by myself. I got used to the loneliness, even if it wasn’t always pleasant. I battled my demons in broad daylight and my failed marriage was the biggest one of all. I kept asking myself what I did wrong—what I could have done differently—and why my ex-wife wanted out. I had a new sense of clarity after holding Madie in my arms. I wasn’t the one that was broken.

      I certainly had my fair share of mistakes, but I was always devoted. My wife just didn’t like the man I became. The boy I was when we met had a blind sense of love, and once we had a bairn on the way, there was no turning back. We were never truly happily married—she wasn’t at least. I did my absolute best to conform to what she wanted in a husband, but I stifled the man I was in the process. I didn’t have to do that with Madie. That sweet freedom was like an addiction on my breath, and I wanted more.

      “I’m back!” Madie interrupted my train of thought when she opened the front door.

      “Walking in like ye own the place?” I walked around the corner and greeted her with a smile.

      “It wasn’t locked.” She walked to me, and we hugged.

      After a quick hug, and a kiss that lasted long enough to leave us both gasping for air, I led Madie into the den. I pulled her into an embrace as we sat down on the couch, and we just enjoyed the peace and tranquility of being together. Normally, I would have been anxious not to work on the house at all but having Madie in my arms was enough to push those thoughts away. There was silence for a while—then a little teasing—and a few more long, passionate kisses. It had been a long time since I had just savored a moment like that. It was an incredible feeling—two people letting go and enjoying the fall—with nothing to hold onto but each other.

      “I talked to Anna after I got back home.” I pressed my lips to Madie’s forehead.

      “You didn’t—tell her, right?” Madie’s eyes reflected concern immediately when she heard my daughter’s name.

      “No.” I shook my head back and forth. “I have no intention of hiding it though. It’s just one of those conversations that’s easier to have in person.”

      “That’s probably true.” Madie sighed and nodded. “She’s probably going to hate me.”

      “Hate ye? I figured she’d hate me…” I shrugged slightly. “Either way, I’m not ashamed of what we have, and it won’t be something I keep from her. I hope that’s okay with ye as well.”

      “I’ll need some time to think about what I’m going to say. I haven’t talked to her much lately.” Madie exhaled sharply. “It was hard to hear about her life and how great it was going when mine was falling apart.”

      “Did ye tell her what happened at school?” I titled my head slightly. “I’m sure she would have understood if ye wanted to discuss something else.”

      “No.” Madie shook her head back and forth. “I told her something happened, but I didn’t elaborate. We’ve always had the ability to sense when the other one has a weight on them—and we usually don’t pry if the other person doesn’t want to talk about it.”

      “It’s good to have friends like that.” I squeezed her a little tighter. “I’m sure it was hard to talk to anyone after the way yer parents reacted.”

      “Yeah.” Madie nodded. “It was really difficult.”

      “The pictures—ye sent them to some guy ye were interested in?” I slid my fingertips along her arm and took her hand.

      “Yes.” She turned her head and leaned against my arm. “I thought he liked me. I never expected anyone to see them but him…”

      “Dating is a little different than I remember,” I sighed. “The only pictures of naked lasses we got to see were in magazines—well, I guess we had Polaroids, but most people weren’t using them to take dirty pictures.”

      “Technology has ruined us.” Madie’s eyes closed and I thought she was going to cry, but she didn’t. “I wish my parents had been as supportive as you—it would have made things a lot different.”

      “Aye, I’m sure it would have.” I nodded in agreement.

      “I don’t know why I expected anything different from them.” Madie squeezed my hand. “They were always weird about everything. Jesus this—God that. If it was in the Bible, it might as well have been the law in my house.”

      “Does the Bible talk about dirty pictures?” I held back a chuckle, even though I found most aspects of religious radicalism pretty ridiculous.

      “People interpret it in their own way.” Madie shrugged.

      “Part of why this world is so fucked up now.” I squeezed her hand. “Ye won’t get any judgment from me. If yer honest, I’ll be supportive. I’ll give ye the same—I don’t play games.”

      “Thank you.” She tensed up for a moment but quickly seemed to relax. “When I was younger, I used to wonder what it was like to have a father like you—of course, that wasn’t the only reason I wanted to call you Daddy.”

      “Nobody calls me that.” I finally felt like a laugh wouldn’t be inappropriate. “Not even Anna when she was a wee lass. Da when she wanted to be cute or Dad when she wanted to complain—drawing out the ‘a’ as much as she could before her voice cracked.”

      “Yeah, that’s why I liked it.” She looked up at me and smiled. “I had a father—but I never really had a Daddy. He was too rigid to be loving and supportive.”

      “Well if ye want me to be yer Daddy, I really will have to tan yer hide when ye misbehave.” I gave her a gentle nudge.

      “You never did that to Anna.” She looked up at me and narrowed her eyes.

      “Anna was a sweet lass—yer a little too naughty for time out.” I chuckled and pressed my lips to her forehead.

      “I’m feeling a little naughty right now.” Madie rolled over and grinned. “Are you going to do something about it?”

      “I guess a little preemptive discipline wouldn’t hurt.” I moved my hand to her ass and squeezed it.

      SMACK!

      “Are you going to pull down my panties and give me a spanking—Daddy?” She bit down on her lip, and her grin got a little more mischievous.

      “Aye, I most certainly am.” I sat up and pulled Madie across my knee.

      I probably would have thought it was a little strange if any other woman wanted to call me Daddy—but it was different with Madie. She seemed to need that—nobody had really taken care of her before. Having her across my knee was a turn-on for me, regardless of what she called me while she was there. Declan—Sir—Daddy. It didn’t matter. I didn’t have any kinkiness in my marriage, so it was fun to try things out with someone who seemed to like it. There was no denying that Madie enjoyed being in that position—and having a firm hand to keep her there. Her pussy was practically dripping after her first spanking.

      “You can spank me harder than you did last time…” She shifted her hips until she was comfortable. “Obviously, I didn’t learn my lesson—if I’m back here again.”

      “I’ll decide what kind of spanking yer going to get.” I unbuttoned her jeans and started sliding them down.

      If she wants to be a naughty lass, then maybe she needs to be spanked like one.
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      There was something about that position—being so vulnerable and exposed—that went deeper than just physically turning me on. I had a glimpse of it the first time I was over his knee, but I didn’t know what to expect then. My body was crying out for discipline—and my emotions needed to latch onto that too. I wasn’t sure how Declan would react when I told him that I wanted to call him Daddy. If he thought it was too weird, I would have respected that—but he seemed to be okay with it. I tested the waters with Sir—that felt natural. Calling him Daddy made the spanking I was about to receive feel more authentic and it turned me on—it really was the best of both worlds.

      “Alright naughty lass, these are coming down too.” He slid his fingers into the waistband of my panties and slid them down my ass.

      “I’ve been that bad, huh?” I looked over my shoulder and grinned.

      “Aye.” He nodded and lifted his hand. “Ye have.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow…” I squirmed on his knee.

      That’s definitely harder than last time.

      “Yer gonna be saying that a lot before I’m done with ye.” He lifted his hand again.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “I can already tell I’m in a lot more trouble this time!” I kicked my feet when I felt the sting resonate underneath his hand.

      “Aye, this lesson won’t be forgotten as easily as the last one.” He rubbed my ass for a moment, and then his hand pulled away.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow—ouch!” I whimpered and exhaled sharply. “I’m sorry!”

      “What are ye sorry for lass?” He let his hand rest on my ass.

      “Being naughty…” I squirmed on his knee.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “A little color should correct that behavior real quick.” His tone was quite firm—and that was incredibly hot.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow! Yes sir! I’m sorry, Daddy!” I squealed when the last few landed in the same spot—right in the middle of my ass.

      I could feel my pussy getting wet as he spanked me, but the emotional connection was even better. I allowed me to let go of everything and connect with the sting—the sting that was starting to burn. The spanking hurt more than the first one I got, and it was taking me to a different place in my head. Desire and turmoil came together to form something new—a fire that wanted to be stoked until all of my mistakes were consumed by it. There was one I hadn’t told Declan the truth about, and I felt like I needed to be punished for it. I just—couldn’t confess that truth. It would stay in my soul until I drew my last dying breath.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ouch…” A whimper echoed in my throat.

      “Yer going to be quite red when this is over.” He let his hand rest on my ass for a moment. “And ye probably won’t sit comfortably for a little bit.”

      “It’s what I deserve.” I exhaled sharply. “Even if it hurts…”

      I deserve it more than you’ll ever know.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Oh god…” My body jerked forward, and I felt my eyes try to water, but I refused to cry.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Alright, I think that’s about enough, lass.” He patted my ass and rubbed it. “I don’t want to hear any complaints about a sore bottom when it’s time for ye to work tomorrow, either. Otherwise, I’ll give ye a reason to complain.”

      “No sir!” I shook my head back and forth.

      Declan pulled me into his arms and held me for several minutes, but the passion was already lingering on my breath—it was a need that had to be satiated. The spanking had brought it to life as the emotions were purged. I found his lips and started kissing him. My fingers fumbled with his belt while I kicked my jeans the rest of the way off. He helped with his pants once his belt was unbuckled, and I didn’t even give him a chance to get them off. I stroked his cock until it was engorged, and then guided it to the entrance of my pussy. I was so wet that it didn’t take much more than a slight rub against the outer lips for me to sink down on his shaft. I gasped immediately—feeling the ache from the previous night and the bliss of having him inside me at the exact same moment.

      “Fuck me—Daddy.” I pressed my lips to his neck and slid them up to his ear. “Fuck me like that bad girl that I am.”

      I don’t know why those words left my lips as quickly as they did. I certainly never had any sort of fantasy about the man that raised me. It was the substitution that drew me into the embrace of something that felt taboo and forbidden. Declan was different in every way—yet he was what I craved in the image of the one who threw me away. Discipline and passion. Firmness and his gentle touch. They resonated inside one man and I needed him to be all of those things—at the same time. Being treated like garbage by the ones I trusted most broke me—I needed to find something new in the chaos that I had endured.

      “I’ll fuck ye alright.” He grabbed my hips and started thrusting his cock into my pussy while I bounced on it. “I’ll fuck ye until you forget how to come.”

      “Yes! Oh god, yes!” I nodded against his shoulder and felt the pleasure surge through my veins.

      Declan’s cock slammed into me with every thrust. It started harder and faster than it did the previous night. I wasn’t a virgin anymore, even if my pussy still had the ache that the loss of my innocence left behind. I had found the things that could give me salvation. Declan—with discipline and passion that melded with the forbidden. I didn’t feel like a failure in his arms. I didn’t feel like a bad girl—or naughty lass, as he put it—yet I still wanted him to treat me like one. I wanted him to destroy me in every beautiful way possible. I could trust him to put the pieces back together instead of abandoning me when I made mistakes.

      “Ye feel so fucking good…” Declan growled into my ear, and that primal lust made my whole body shake. “Yer going to come for me, aren’t ye?”

      “Yes Daddy!” I dug my nails into his back and squealed.

      The orgasm didn’t take long. There was too much desire churning inside of me and the spanking brought me so close the edge I was surprised I didn’t erupt the instant he was inside me. I clung to him for dear life and bounced on his thrusts until my shaking body couldn’t take anymore. The pressure swelled inside me and then it popped like a balloon. My pussy spasmed on his length and the bliss of his cock hammering my g-spot made me squeal with pleasure. The orgasm started to fade, and I still needed more. I tried to pick up the pace as I chased another release. Declan started to throb inside me. He was getting close too, but I wouldn’t be satisfied with just one primal release from his thick cock. I wanted so much more.

      “Come inside me, Daddy.” I dug my nails in a little deeper. “Then keep fucking me—just keep fucking me!”

      “Oh god!” Declan exhaled into my ear, and I felt his cock pulsate.

      The pressure built for the second time. It was met by Declan’s throbbing cock. He slammed into me until I was on the edge of ultimate bliss, and then I tumbled into euphoria. I felt him begin to pulsate harder, then he roared as his lust tasted mine. My pussy spasmed on him as the orgasm seized control. I felt the first explosion of his seed like a cannon—then thick ropes of lust filled me while my orgasm tried to milk him dry. My muscles started to get weak, but I wanted to keep going. I tried to use my arms to push through the soreness and lift my body. Declan grabbed my ass with both hands, lifted me slightly and then started hammering me as hard as he could with quick upward thrusts.

      “Oh fuck!” I threw my head back and melted into the moment—he was doing all the work and it felt amazing.

      Declan seemed to be driven into a frenzy like a wild beast that was getting his first taste of what he truly craved. There was no stopping his fury. He slammed his cock into my pussy until my third orgasm was ripped from my soul. That still wasn’t enough to satiate his hunger—he finally had the same gnaw inside him that was clawing at me. The third orgasm barely started when the pressure built towards the fourth. I saw stars—constellations even—all of them were reflections of Declan’s bluish-gray eyes—eyes that had become filled with obsessive desire. My third and fourth orgasm stacked on top of each other—they sapped my strength until I felt like I was floating on a cloud.

      “I can’t get enough of yer pussy—feels like heaven.” Declan threw his head back and roared as he started to unload inside me again.

      “Yes! Fuck me!” I screamed as another orgasm built on the fragments of the previous ones.

      Declan kept thrusting until my final orgasm was complete. I knew I didn’t have another one in me. I didn’t even know how to force my eyes open. I simply collapsed into his arms with his cock still buried inside me. He was drained too. His head fell back against the couch, and he didn’t even have the strength to lift an arm to hold me. We stayed in that position for nearly thirty minutes before he finally shifted on the couch, and I sank into his arms as he stretched out. We slept for what felt like an eternity. It was the darkest slumber I had ever experienced—one brought on by the emotional release mixed with physical exhaustion.
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      A few hours later

      “Is it—morning?” My eyes parted slightly, and I blinked a couple of times.

      “We didn’t sleep through the whole night.” Declan smiled and brushed a strand of hair out of my eyes. “A few hours at most.”

      “I probably could.” I snuggled against his chest. “This feels so comfortable.”

      “Aye, it does.” He nodded and his hand slid down to my ass. “How about this—still sore?”

      “A little.” I moved my hips in a circular motion and rubbed my ass against his hand. “You didn’t hurt me though.”

      “I’m starting to think it would take an awful lot to actually hurt ye.” He chuckled under his breath. “There’s more to it than—just liking it, isn’t there?”

      “There is…” I nodded.

      I guess he can sense it too.

      Declan didn’t ask any questions, which was probably for the best. I didn’t know how to talk about it—nor was I sure that I could easily put my thoughts into words he could understand. The secret about what really happened at school was more complex, even if the story I told wasn’t a complete lie. I didn’t like the gnaw of dishonesty that ate at me, but what he said about honesty scared me. I needed him too much to let that mistake damage what we had, and I didn’t realize it would turn into something more. The story I told was enough to make my parents disown me—and that was the soft version.

      “I really don’t want to cook anything.” Declan changed the subject—which I appreciated.

      “We could order out.” I lifted myself off his chest. “I certainly don’t feel like cooking.”

      “Ye might burn the kitchen down too.” He chuckled under his breath. “Okay, delivery it is.”

      Declan got a menu so we could order some Chinese food, and I spent entirely too long trying to figure out what I wanted. It wasn’t exactly commonplace in my household, and I didn’t know what most of the options were. I finally settled on Sesame Chicken and he decided to order General Tso. Eggrolls and rice came with them both. We cuddled on the couch while we waited for the food to arrive. It was nice to be in his arms. I didn’t associate the little things like that with a relationship. I was just clinging to the need to feel wanted when I sought it out at school. I didn’t realize how intimate and special it could truly be. It was the true missing piece in my life and I finally had it.

      “I hear a car. The food must be here.” Declan sat up and removed his arm from my shoulder.

      “I’ll set the table.” I nodded and stood.

      “Just a couple of forks. We can eat out of the box.” Declan hopped up and walked towards the door.

      “Sounds good.” I went into the kitchen, grabbed two forks and two beers—they were already on the table when Declan walked into the dining room with our food.

      “Beer?” He raised an eyebrow as he put the bag of food down.

      “You don’t want one tonight?” I tilted my head slightly.

      “Well, I do—but why do ye have one?” He narrowed his eyes. “If I’m supposed to be yer Daddy, I can’t really let ye drink beer, now can I?”

      “What happened to you being nineteen once?” I tilted my head in the opposite direction.

      “It’s different if I’m yer Daddy.” He shrugged slightly.

      “Does that mean I can’t go outside with you anymore either?” I felt slightly annoyed but didn’t let my tone reflect it.

      “Aye, it does.” He nodded. “If a drop of alcohol or a wisp of smoke touches those lips, yer gonna be over my knee with yer panties around yer ankles.”

      That wasn’t really what I was asking for when I said I wanted to call him Daddy…

      “Fine.” I rolled my eyes and grabbed the beer. “Guess I’m having soda tonight.”

      “Aye, and if ye roll those eyes one more time—as pretty as they are—yer going to bed without any supper.” He chuckled, but his tone was firm enough for me to believe that he might not be joking. “There’s a reason ye don’t see many sassy lasses in Scotland.”

      He’s definitely taking it further than I expected…

      “Why? They get spanked into submission?” I walked back in with a soda and sat down.

      “Most of them—unless they can’t be tamed.” He sat down across from me.

      “What happens to those girls?” I reached over and picked up my Sesame Chicken.

      “They bury their husbands in the backyard and spend the rest of their days alone.” He winked at me.

      “I think you’re just screwing with me—you make it sound like Scotland is still a wild frontier.” I shook my head back and forth.

      “It’s wild alright.” He nodded. “Maybe I’ll take ye there sometime—show ye that I ain’t joking.”

      That still sounds a little far-fetched.

      I ate my food and watched him drink his beer with a little disdain creeping up. It wasn’t like I had ever drank much to begin with and going outside wasn’t a huge loss since I didn’t enjoy it unless I was drinking, but it was the fact he just took it away from me—that was what left me feeling perturbed. I wanted him to be my Daddy in the bedroom—not all the time. Declan represented freedom from the restrictive vise that had been placed on my life. I needed that freedom as much as I needed the firmness of his touch when we were together. I wasn’t sure how I was going to find the middle ground if he was taking his new role so seriously.

      At least I know how to get a spanking if I want one.

      “That was good.” Declan put his box of General Tso down on the table and reached for his beer.

      “Yes, it definitely was.” I nodded in agreement. “I guess it’s about time for me to get going.”

      “Get going? What do ye mean, lass?” He tilted his head slightly.

      “I need to get a good night’s sleep if I’m going to be here bright and early to help you with the house.” I leaned back in my chair. “My car is fixed…”

      “Aye, it is, but ye don’t think I’m going to just let ye go home do ye?” He shook his head back and forth. “I think a naughty lass like ye needs to stay here where I can keep an eye on ye.”

      “You—want me to move in?” I blinked in surprise.

      “I’m sure ye have a lease for yer apartment, so ye might as well keep it until that’s done, but I’d rather have ye in my bed than yer own.” He nodded quickly.

      I guess I’m staying then…
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      I got the impression Madie didn’t like it when I told her she couldn’t smoke or drink if I was going to be her Daddy. I wasn’t sure what she was looking for exactly. It was new territory for me to navigate as well, especially since it was so complex. I cared about her too much to just push her away. There was something burning in her eyes when she called me Daddy after she got her second spanking. It was weird to admit, even to myself, that it kind of turned me too. Maybe it was the control—being the one to wield it so freely after experiencing the different side of a relationship with my ex-wife. It was easy to separate what I had with Madie from the other aspects of my life. We had a bubble to exist in where nothing else mattered. Things that were taboo and forbidden belonged to us inside it. The rest of the world didn’t exist in the safety of the space we created to let our strange passion flourish.

      “Well, if I’m staying—then do you want to watch a movie?” Madie gathered up the stuff from the table and carried it into the kitchen.

      “I’d rather watch something else…” I followed her and stood in the door of the kitchen. “Those jeans sliding down yer hips as you crawl into bed.”

      “You didn’t get enough earlier?” She looked over her shoulder at me and grinned.

      “Not at all.” I walked over and wrapped my arms around her waist. “Besides, if we get to bed now, we might make it up in time to actually work on the house tomorrow.”

      “That’s a good point.” Madie nodded. “Okay, you’ve convinced me.”

      I left a long kiss on Madie’s lips before I took her hand and led her upstairs. She gave me the show I really wanted to see—slowly removing her clothes as she climbed into bed. There was just something sexy about watching her undress and it made my cock throb. I would have made her come for me too, if I wasn’t already so hard that I couldn’t wait. I stripped off my clothes and sank between her thighs. I was pretty sure it was going to be another marathon, because her pussy felt so good that I just couldn’t stop until I was physically exhausted.

      “Nice and wet for me.” I rubbed my finger against the entrance of her pussy and stroked my cock.

      “Just the way you like me, Daddy.” She bit down her bottom lip and grinned.

      “Aye.” I nodded and started to push my cock inside her.

      My cock went deep after a few thrusts. I saw the pleasure unfold on her face once I slammed into her g-spot. She certainly loved that. It felt really good, but the best part was feeling her come while I was deep inside her pussy. Her whole body shook, and the spasms were enough to make me come harder than ever before. I was already anticipating that once I got going and picked up the pace. The faster I was able to make her come, the faster I would feel them—then we could do it all over again. She could call me Daddy as much as she wanted if that was my reward when we crawled into bed together.

      “Tell me that I belong to you…” she purred and exhaled sharply in my ear. “I need to hear it.”

      “Yer mine—always will be.” I slid my hands up her arms until our hands were locked together. “To claim anytime that I want.”

      “Yes…” She moaned and I felt a twinge of a spasm on my shaft. “Keep saying that—tell me how much you want me.”

      She needs the dominance right now—fine, I’ll give it to her.

      “Yer body belongs to me.” I leaned forward and growled into her ear. “Yer pussy is mine to fuck whenever I desire it—and I’m gonna desire it often.”

      “Oh god!” She moaned louder.

      “If I tell ye to spread yer legs, ye will. If I tell ye to open yer mouth, there will be a smile before ye swallow my cock.” My tone got firmer, and I accentuated every word with a hard thrust that made the bed shake.

      “Yes Daddy—anything you want,” she purred into my ear and whimpered with every hard thrust. “Tell me what happens if I’m bad…”

      “Ye won’t be bad—because ye already know.” I gave her several more hard thrusts and pinned her hands to the bed so that she couldn’t move. “Yer ass will get blistered red—ye won’t be a naughty lass because ye know Daddy ain’t kidding around.”

      “God yes! I’m gonna come!” Her body started to shake.

      I kept her pinned to the bed as I drove my cock into her pussy. I felt the orgasm begin and the pressure in my balls was incredible. Her mouth opened and she squealed when the spasms started. They felt too good for me to hold back. I drove my dick deep inside her and kept it there while she erupted. The cum surged from my balls immediately and filled her. Once the first thick rope of my manhood was inside her, I started thrusting with more vigor. I wanted to make her come again before I was done. It only took a few thrusts for the second one to seize her body. I kept fucking her until my balls were empty and she stopped shaking.

      “That was amazing…” She exhaled sharply in my ear. “I love how open you are to this—you said exactly what I needed to hear.”

      “It’s what ye need—maybe what I need too.” I smiled and withdrew my cock from her pussy. “Now for a break—then round two.”

      “Round two for you maybe…” She grinned and slid into my arms as I lay down beside her. “I’ll be on round three the next time you come—maybe round four.”

      “I definitely won’t be able to catch up with you.” I chuckled and kissed her forehead.
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      The next morning

      Our passion burned several more times before exhaustion set in. We started early enough to get some sleep, but I woke up first. I wanted to nudge her awake, but she was so damn beautiful that it was a shame to wake up an angel. I lay awake for nearly an hour before she finally woke up. She didn’t say anything at first. She just got closer and sank into my arms. Waking up next to her every morning was going to be interesting—and it was going to be really hard to convince myself that I needed to get out of bed and start working on the house.

      “We should probably get started…” I sighed and looked up at the ceiling.

      “Yeah—I just like being here right now.” She pulled my arm closer to her body. “I do need to leave for a little while this afternoon.”

      “I guess you need to get a few more things from yer apartment?” I tilted my head slightly.

      “I do.” She nodded. “And I made a doctor’s appointment for this afternoon.”

      “Everything okay? Yer knee—is fine, right? Ye don’t seem sick.” I blinked a couple of times in surprise.

      “I’ve been kind of hesitant to bring this up.” She sighed. “I didn’t want to ruin the moment—but, I was a virgin.”

      “Aye, I’m aware of that.” I nodded quickly.

      “I wasn’t on birth control, and you—haven’t worn protection. You said you haven’t been with anyone since your divorce; so I’m not worried about an STD or anything—but, I’m not sure either of us are wanting a surprise baby right now.” She looked up at me and swallowed hard.

      “A surprise bairn would certainly complicate things.” I nodded. “But that’s not going to happen.”

      “It’s not?” Her eyes reflected a hint of confusion. “Why?”

      “Snip snip.” I held up my fingers and made the motion in the air. “My ex-wife didn’t want another baby after Anna was born, so—I honored her request.”

      “Hold on.” Madie sat up suddenly. “She made you get a damn vasectomy?”

      “It’s not castration. Everything still works—as ye well know, but there are no more bairns in my future.” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t have done anything with ye without protection if I thought there was a chance of a bairn ye didn’t want.”

      “I might…” She looked down at the bed. “One day…”

      “I know it isn’t something we’ve discussed.” I took her hand. “But I’m almost thirty-seven years old—a little late to be starting a second family.”

      “Not if you want it.” She shook her head back and forth. “Is the procedure reversible?

      “Aye, it’s not a guarantee, but it’s certainly possible.” I nodded quickly. “The doctor said I was having it rather young, so the chances would be better.”

      “Did you not want another baby?” She tilted her head slightly.

      “Me? I grew up in a big family—the Mackenzie Clan in Scotland? We might as well be our own country. My parents were the odd ones because they only had one, but there was an issue with my mum. I figured I’d have a dozen at least.” I chuckled, but there wasn’t much humor in it. “That just wasn’t an option.”

      “I know it’s too early to talk about this—really, but would you consider it one day?” She looked down and swallowed hard.

      “Perhaps, I’d have to give it some thought. But, like ye said—it’s too early to discuss that right now.” I took her hand and squeezed it.

      I knew there would be complications—being with a younger lass.

      We had breakfast and got started on the house. Madie canceled her doctor’s appointment, but still decided to leave right after lunch to get some things from her apartment. It would probably be a slow transition for her to move in, but I didn’t have any qualms about it. We were going to be working together every day—there was no reason for her to drive back to her apartment every night. If things continued to work out the way that it seemed they could, she might even be able to save some money once her lease was up—that might get back in school one day.

      Madie had been gone for about an hour when I heard a car in the driveway. It was too soon for her to be back, so I walked over to the window to see who it was. I never got visitors unless someone was delivering food. I saw a red sedan, and a woman about my age in business attire stepped out of the driver’s side. I quickly washed my hands and wiped the sweat off my brow so I could answer the door when the doorbell rang.

      “Hello, can I help ye?” I raised my eyebrows inquisitively.

      “Hi, are you Mr…” She lifted her phone and stared at it for a moment. “Mr. Declan Mackenzie.”

      “Aye, I am.” I nodded. “What can I do for ye?”

      “My name is Annie Reynolds.” She extended her hand. “I work for Dawson Bankers—the real estate company.”

      “Oh, aye.” I nodded quickly and shook her hand. “I’m not in the market to buy a house, so yer just going to be wasting your breath if yer trying to sell one.”

      “No…” She looked a bit confused for a moment. “I’m here about your house—this one.”

      “What do ye mean?” I raised my eyebrows again.

      “You had this house on the market a while back, and I know you didn’t get any offers, but I have a client who is looking for something like this—a fixer-upper that has a lot of upsides. Your house came up in the computer…” She looked past me. “I see you’re already renovating.”

      “Aye.” I nodded. “Like ye said—no offers.”

      “Well, you might be able to stop those renovations right now.” A smile spread across her face. “My client is willing to pay what you listed it for—provided that he likes it.”

      “Hmm.” I narrowed my eyes. “I’ve invested money in the place now. I don’t think I could let it go for that price anymore.”

      “What do you want for it? I’ll be glad to take something back to my client. He’s—probably not going to counter, even if you ask a little more than the place is worth.” She gave me a quick wink. “He’s quite wealthy.”

      “Then why does he want a fixer-upper?” I blinked in surprise.

      “He likes to stay busy.” She shrugged. “I don’t know what drives rich people to do what they do—I just help them get what they want.”

      “I might need some time to think about it. Do ye have a card or something?” I motioned to her.

      “Yes sir, absolutely.” She pushed her hand into her purse and presented me with her card. “I can give you a couple of days, but my client is impatient—if this place isn’t for sale, I’ll have to look elsewhere.”

      “Understood.” I nodded and held up the card. “I’ll be in touch.”

      I walked into the living room and sat down with the card in my hand. I had been planning to fix the house up before I even considered listing it again. The first time I listed it was right after my great aunt passed. At that point, I was still married and wanted to unload it quick. Circumstances changed after the divorce, and there was no urgency, plus it gave me something to do instead of stare at a cubicle wall where assholes mocked my accent. It was only a matter of time before one of my co-workers did it on a bad day and got their teeth punched down their throat, especially with the lingering turmoil of emotions that came after my marriage ended.

      But now, circumstances have changed again—because if I sell the house, then I won’t have an excuse to spend time with Madie…

      Madie needed the money in order to keep herself afloat. I could fix that by giving her a loan if I sold the house—or cutting her a severance check big enough for her to go back to school. Then what? The clock would start ticking. I would be able to make it for a while with the money from the sale and my inheritance, but I wouldn’t be able to retire on it if I didn’t find another job. The money would go fast in Los Angeles, which is part of why I wanted to go home to Scotland after Anna was officially on her own. The only thing I’d have to pay more for was a pack of smokes, but I needed to quit anyway—even if I was down to a couple per day at most. I hoped Anna would meet a nice guy—get married one day—but either way, she would have a good education and be able to land a decent job.

      I guess I need to think this over. I wouldn’t consider selling the place for what I listed it for last time after the work I’ve put in, but if I can name my price—that might be a deal that is too good to turn down.

      I put the card in the kitchen drawer and returned to what I was working on prior to the interruption. The reality was—the main hesitation I had with selling the house was Madie. We were in the infancy of our relationship and it was developing into something that could transform both us into something better while we were together. I was finding my dominance—the flickering flame that was there in my youth before my ex-wife smothered it out. Madie was learning to embrace submission because with me, she could let go of everything. She didn’t have to constantly worry or fear judgment. She could chase the fantasy while embracing the side of me she called Daddy. It was a balance and we’re both walking separate tightropes. Selling the house could very well cut both of them off beneath our feet.

      I’m just not sure I’m ready for that…
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        Two hours later

      

      

      “I’m back.” Madie pushed the front door open.

      “About damn time.” I walked into the living room. “I thought ye was going to get some stuff—ye been gone all afternoon.”

      “I stopped by the store.” She held up a bag. “Sorry, it’s been a while since I’ve been able to go shopping—I got distracted.”

      “Aye, I would reckon so.” I nodded. “What did ye buy?”

      “It’s a surprise.” She pulled the bag close to her chest. “I’ll show you later.”

      “Hmm, okay.” I motioned to her. “Come on, I need yer help.”

      “What are we working on?” Madie put her bags down in the living room and followed me down the hallway.

      “We can’t start on the next room until we move some boxes. Most of the stuff will be trash, but I still need to go through it.” I walked into the room in question and sighed. “Most of this stuff is from my house…”

      “Oh!” She blinked in surprise. “You kept a lot…”

      “I kept what my ex-wife didn’t want.” I shrugged. “If I ain’t touched it since my divorce, it’s probably ready to be donated or thrown out.”

      Madie and I started going through the remnants of my past life. It was kind of therapeutic to hurl some of the memories into a pile that I planned to burn once we were done. Some of the stuff was salvageable enough to be donated since it wasn’t personal or important. The pile of things I wanted to keep was extremely small. I had already retrieved most of the things I wanted, like pictures of Anna, and some family heirlooms. My ex-wife’s rampage when we split included getting rid of everything with the Mackenzie name, despite the fact that it was still her daughter’s name. She would have probably tried to change that too if she thought she could have gotten away with it. Anna would have lost her mind and my reaction would have been worse. I was fine with her erasing my name and heritage from her life, but she couldn’t do that to our child.

      “Hey, what’s this?” Madie opened one of the last few boxes and pulled out a length of tartan cloth.

      “Ah, you found the box with my kilt.” I chuckled under my breath. “I definitely will be keeping that.”

      “This doesn’t look like a kilt…” She held up the fabric. “I remember Anna had a blanket that looked like this.”

      “Aye, those are the colors of Clan Mackenzie.” I walked over and took the tartan cloth. “This is just extra fabric I brought in case I needed it. My kilt should be at the bottom.”

      “Wow!” Madie reached into the box and lifted my kilt. “Why don’t you wear this anymore?’

      “Believe it or not, kilts are not common in Scotland. It’s more of a ceremonial thing these days.” I stared at the kilt and sighed. “I always thought I’d wear it on my wedding day—that’s tradition, ye know.”

      “I remember that picture of you in your tuxedo that was on the wall by the door.” Madie nodded. “I can’t believe she didn’t even let you honor your heritage when you got married.”

      “My mum definitely wasn’t happy—but, what can ye do? I was trying to fit in. That was the plan from the beginning.” I shrugged and moved the kilt over to the table that was full of stuff we would be keeping.

      “Is it true that Scottish men don’t wear anything underneath them?” Madie’s eyes lit up and she grinned.

      “Some don’t.” I chuckled under my breath. “Honestly, that’s more myth due to the time period than anything. Kilts were around long before people started wrapping their cock in fabric when they wanted to wear a pair of fancy trousers.”

      “You’ll wear it for me—right?” Madie walked up behind me and put her hands on my hips.

      “Aye, if ye want.” I leaned back against her and nodded. “Ye can find out for yerself if I’m wearing anything under it.”

      “I’ll definitely do a little exploring.” She pressed her lips to my neck, and then flicked her tongue against my skin. “I’ll kiss every inch of skin I find exposed underneath it.”

      “Maybe the kilt needs to be moved to my closet.” I exhaled sharply. “I might want to wear it tomorrow.”

      We finished clearing the room out and had a fresh canvas to start working on the next day. I made arrangements for my local thrift store to stop by and pick up the stuff I wanted to donate. The rest of it—minus the kilt—was piled into one of the rooms that I hadn’t touched yet. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when I got to the last room and had to actually do something with all the stuff I decided to keep. A storage locker was probably my best option. I wanted to keep a lot of things my great aunt owned as well. She didn’t bring a lot of stuff with her when she immigrated to America, but she had a lot sent over once she was settled into her house. Even if I didn’t keep it myself, it needed to be returned to my family in Scotland.

      “What does this mean?” Madie walked up to a large painting on the wall that had a circular golden strap, a Gaelic slogan, and a mountain that was burning in the middle.

      “This is the crest of Clan Mackenzie.” I walked up and took her hand. “If you translate the words, the motto is I Shine, Not Burn and the slogan along the bottom basically means The High Knoll.”

      “Wow, that’s really cool.” She tilted her head slightly. “I don’t know anything about my family or heritage—I’m sure I come from a long line of people that only care about their religious beliefs.”

      “I’m sure there are a few rebels like ye in the family tree.” I chuckled under my breath.

      “Maybe…” She shrugged.

      I took a quick shower and started making dinner. Madie decided to help. I wasn’t making anything fancy, but it was a start. I was able to teach her how to boil water—without a microwave, which sounded crazy to me, but that was how she had always made her Raman Noodles. I was still laughing about that when we sat down to eat dinner. I told her a few more Clan Mackenzie stories—the interesting ones at least—while we ate. After dinner was done, we cleaned everything up and I pulled her close for a kiss before we decided where we were going to spend the rest of our evening—I certainly knew where I wanted to go.

      “So, I got something today…” She looked at me and grinned after our lips finally separated.

      “Aye, ye wouldn’t tell me what it was.” I nodded.

      “I’d rather show you. Will you wait for me in the den?” She tilted her head slightly.

      “Sure.” I pressed my lips to her forehead and grabbed a beer from the fridge after she walked away.

      I wonder what she bought—it must be pretty interesting if she wanted it to be a surprise.

      I went to the den and sat down on the couch. I heard Madie’s footsteps on the stairs, so I opened my beer and drank it while I waited for her to return. The bag she had wasn’t that big. I assumed she got something sexy to wear—possibly some lingerie or something. She didn’t need it—she was beautiful in anything and no matter what she wore, I would be eager to take it off. She was gone for nearly ten minutes before I heard her footsteps on the stairs again. She walked to the door of the den—and she was wearing one of my bathrobes, which was comically big on her much smaller frame.

      “Not what I expected…” I tilted my head slightly. “What’s underneath it?”

      “The surprise, of course.” She grinned.

      Madie walked in front of me and untied the bathrobe, but she kept it closed. She slid it down her shoulder first—and I saw that she was wearing what appeared to be a white blouse. If she planned to do me a striptease for me, I had no problem being the only member of the audience. She slid the bathrobe down a little more and I saw that it was definitely a white blouse—one that was tied around the waist and exposed her midsection. I was intrigued, but unsure what look she was going for. The confusion faded a few seconds later when she let the bottom of the bathroom fall open and I saw a plaid skirt that barely made it to the top of her thigh.

      “Ye must have went to the costume shop.” I tilted my head slightly. “Sexy schoolgirl?”

      “Yes.” She grinned and let the bathrobe hit the floor. “Although I was going for—naughty schoolgirl.”

      “Ye don’t need a costume to be a naughty lass.” I chuckled under my breath. “Ye do a fine job of that in everything ye wear.”

      “I know, but this is the start of a discussion.” She looked down at the floor for a moment. “I like it when you’re my Daddy—I really do—but I don’t want that to be the primary focus in our relationship.”

      “Are ye sure?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “That seemed to be—a big part of it.”

      “It will be, but I also want the relationship to be about us sometimes.” She walked closer. “How would you feel about me—dressing the part when I want to call you Daddy?”

      “If it works for ye.” I nodded. “I could see it working well—unless this is just a naughty ploy to get me to give ye a beer when ye want it.”

      “I didn’t say that…” She grinned and bit down on her lip. “I just want to explore both sides of our relationship.”

      “Aye, I’m okay with that.” I leaned forward and put my hands on her hips. “I’m guessing that yer feeling a little naughty right now?”

      “Maybe…” She reached behind her back. “I got one more thing to go with this costume.”

      “Oh? What’s that?” I tilted my head inquisitively.

      “A—little something that all naughty girls probably fear…” She removed something from the back of her skirt and when her hand came back into view, I saw that she was holding a thick wooden ruler.

      “I should probably hang onto that—for safekeeping.” I extended my hand and smiled.

      “Yes sir…” She handed it over. “I know I’ve been rather naughty.”

      “Aye.” I nodded and patted my knee. “Ye know where ye belong.”

      Madie tried not to smile as she took her position over my knee. Dressing the part would definitely remove some of the complications. I liked that idea. As much as I enjoyed the dominance, there were times when I just wanted to enjoy being with the woman I was falling for. We got that a lot during the day and there were plenty of tender moments when I felt more like the guy she liked instead of her Daddy. Separation would help and let both sides of the relationship flourish.

      “This is going to sting a lot more than my hand.” I tested the ruler on my palm.

      “Yeah—I know…” She wiggled her ass at me.

      I guess that’s what she wants.

      The ruler felt more like a paddle than an implement of measurement and it had some weight to it. I slid my fingers along the edge of her skirt and then pulled it up to reveal a pair of panties—if they could even be called that. They were little more than a thong. The sight of them clinging to her ass made my cock throb, but I tried to push that out of my head for the moment. She needed to be punished before I could pull her into my arms and take her to bed. Her panties wouldn’t offer much protection, but I slid them down anyway. It was more symbolic than anything else—if she wanted the ruler to sting, it would definitely do the job.

      “What did ye do to end up in this position, lass.” I rubbed the ruler against her skin. “Misbehaving in school?”

      “Yes sir.” She nodded. “I didn’t pay attention in class and I got a bad grade.”

      “That’s certainly unacceptable.” I gave her ass a couple of pats with the ruler. “Yer definitely going to learn that tonight.”

      “I know, Daddy…” She sighed and settled back into position. “I won’t screw up again—not after you do what has to be done.”

      “Aye, I suspect ye won’t.” I lifted the ruler and brought it down sharply across the middle of her ass.

      SMACK!

      “Ow!” Madie bounced on my knee and kicked her feet.

      Yep, this ruler is going to hurt a lot more than my hand—but she understood that before she brought it downstairs.
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      I knew exactly what I was looking for when I walked into the costume shop—a way to separate the naughty girl that needed a Daddy from the woman that needed Declan. I wasn’t sure what kind of costume would do the trick, but when I saw the sexy schoolgirl outfit, it practically jumped off the shelf at me. The ruler was just a bonus that I picked up from the school supply store next door to the costume shop. I chose one that I knew would hurt. Declan never disappointed when he gave me a spanking, but the ruler was another level—another way to find out how deep my desires would go.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow, Daddy! I’m sorry!” I squirmed as the ruler made my ass sting.

      “Sorry ain’t always good enough, lass.” He lifted the ruler in the air. “Sometimes ye just have to be punished for what ye did.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      The ruler felt different than Declan’s hand. His hand was always heavy when it landed, and he spanked my ass hard enough for me to feel a vibration that made my pussy tingle. The ruler didn’t have that much force, nor did have that kind of weight. It made the surface of my ass sting a lot more than his hand, but the hurt didn’t go much deeper than that. There was very little vibration, so it actually felt more like punishment than pleasure. It certainly made me wet, but there wasn’t enough of a tingle to take my mind away from the sting. That was all I could really concentrate on, especially when the ruler started to land in spots that were already stinging.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ouch!” I felt my feet kick—an involuntary reaction to the pain.

      “I like this ruler.” He rubbed my ass with his hand. “I can tell it’s having the desired effect.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Yes, Daddy—it hurts!” I whimpered and bounced on his knee.

      “Aye, this will be a lesson ye remember—I’m sure of that.” He lifted the ruler in the air.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      The stinging got worse, and I felt my mind going to a place that I rarely visited. My thoughts began to tap into memories that I had forcibly regressed in order to maintain my sanity. I really did feel like a naughty girl being punished—the reason didn’t matter. The spankings he had given me were laced with sexual desire, but the ruler didn’t bring enough pleasure for dirty thoughts to overwhelm the pain. I began to realize that there was another layer to my need—a part of my mind that could separate pleasure from pain and experience them on different levels. It was cerebral and beautiful—yet terrifying at the same time.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Do ye feel like ye can behave now?” Declan rubbed the surface of my ass with his hand.

      “I—I don’t know.” I lifted my ass—practically begging for him to keep punishing me.

      “Then ye must not have learned yer lesson yet.” He pulled his hand away.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Oh god!” I felt my whole body jerk as the ruler came down harder and faster than before.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Hold still, lass. Yer gonna get what’s coming to ye.” He grabbed my arm and held me firmly in position.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      It had been a long time since I cried. I swore that I had shed my last tear after my parents disowned me and I realized I was truly alone. That wasn’t the case anymore. I had Declan—a man who could be my lover and my Daddy. It was safe to cry again. The ruler stirred so many emotions as the pain tore at my soul, and I felt the tears start to well up in my eyes. I didn’t fight them. I just let them roll down my cheeks, and I started to sob. The punishment stopped immediately. Declan threw the ruler on the floor and pulled me into his arms. He put a hand behind my head and held me tight against his shoulder.

      “Madie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to actually hurt ye.” His voice trembled.

      “This isn’t because of what you did.” I shook my head back and forth. “You didn’t hurt me—not physically.”

      My ass was burning, but that was nothing more than an outlet which allowed me to tap into pent up emotions. I thought I was being strong when I refused to cry—but bottling it up wasn’t the answer. I needed to be able to turn the valve and let them out. I just forgot how to do that without sinking into despair. The pain had released them in a way that pulled the weight from my soul. Every tear that soaked Declan’s shirt was a piece of my past that I let go of. I didn’t need the people that abandoned me—but I had never truly stopped reaching for them. I carried the hurt in my heart—and it was already full after what happened at school. But it went deeper than that—further back than the mistake that ruined my life.

      “Let’s talk about it.” Declan rubbed the back of my head and spoke softly into my ear.

      “Yeah.” I nodded and leaned back from his shoulder. “I think it’s time for that.”

      I started rambling—and once the words started coming out, I didn’t know how to turn off the emotional faucet. There was no great revelation—no single origin point for the hurt. It was a culmination of events that stacked on top of each other until everything fell apart inside me. I was able to pinpoint the first one—the first one I could recall at least. I was at church on Sunday morning. I didn’t want to be there. I was fidgeting and trying to find something to entertain myself while the preacher delivered his message with passionate fury.

      My mother grabbed my arm. She squeezed it so hard that I cried out—then she told me that if I didn’t quit fidgeting, I was going to burn in hell for disrespecting God. That message was normally enough to scare adults—and it terrified me as a child. It was the first time I realized that parents didn’t rule our household—we were ruled by a mysterious presence that meant more to them than anything else—and the threat of his wrath was always present.

      “Damn…” Declan shook his head back and forth. “I thought religion was supposed to be about love and doing the right thing—that sounds awful.”

      “There wasn’t much kindness in my household. The repercussions were the only thing that seemed to matter—and they were threats of things to come.” I sighed. “My soul was doomed to burn in the Devil’s so-called Lake of Fire if I left the cap off the toothbrush—it didn’t matter what I did wrong—the result was eternal damnation.”

      “I think yer parents may have been misinterpreting the message.” Declan pulled me close for another hug. “I’m sorry ye had to go through that.”

      Declan held me for a while, and then he took me upstairs. He didn’t try to initiate anything once we were in bed. I was thankful for that because I didn’t have the same fire I normally had when I was with him. I stayed in his arms and he tried to reassure me. I believed what he said—things were definitely different with him. Thinking about the past hurt, but I felt safe when he held me. I could walk through all of my repressed memories and see them for what they were—delusions of two people that believed in the message they spewed so much that they were willing to abandon their daughter when she needed them most.

      “Are ye feeling better?” Declan ran his fingers through my hair. “Everything is going to be okay. All of the shit ye went through? That’s in the past—the present is right here.”

      “I know.” I sighed. “I am feeling a little better.”

      “Good. Do ye feel like yer going to be able to sleep?” He pulled me closer.

      “I think so.” I nodded and closed my eyes.

      I probably would have laid awake and stared at the ceiling if I wasn’t in his arms. The turmoil inside of me started to fade once my eyes were closed. I finally knew how to let go of it all. If my parents couldn’t be there for me when I needed them, then I could pave a new path for me that didn’t include them. That path was already cleared—I just had to walk it. It didn’t matter how much it hurt, because the guiding light would always be in front of me. Declan was the calm in the middle of a hurricane.

      My parents were driven by something they didn’t fully understand—but I can’t hold onto that hurt anymore.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning

      I woke up in Declan’s arms. The emotional turmoil from the previous night felt like a dream—or maybe it was a nightmare. I no longer had the connection to that feeling that dominated my life for so long. It had been put back in the past where it belonged. I was ready to move forward. I didn’t need anything except for the man that was holding me. I didn’t harbor any sort of hatred towards the two people who called me daughter. They had their reasons—but those reasons didn’t resonate with me. I was better than that. The pain became a conduit for the emotional release I needed in order to move on.

      “Good morning.” Declan opened his eyes slowly. “Yer awake before me? Did I oversleep?”

      “No.” I leaned against him. “I just had a lot on my mind.”

      “Aye, I understand.” He sighed. “I guess we might have to put the ruler away—I don’t think ye need that kind of punishment.”

      “No.” I sighed. “I think I found my limit. It was necessary for me to get there, but I don’t think I want to test that boundary again.”

      “Maybe we forget about that for a little while—we just try to be two people who care about each other.” He pressed his lips to my forehead.

      “I like the sound of that.” I nodded. “I thought I needed a Daddy, but I really just needed you. I see that now.”

      “I’ll go make breakfast. Why don’t ye stay here? I’ll bring it up once I get done.” Declan sat up and smiled.

      “Breakfast in bed?” I raised my eyebrows and stretched out my arms. “I could get used to that.”

      “Nothing is too good for ye—I’ll bring it to ye every morning if it makes ye smile.” He slid to the edge of the bed and stood.

      Declan went downstairs to make breakfast. I stayed in bed and pulled the covers around me. I felt like I was seeing the world through a new set of eyes. I didn’t want to close them. I was afraid that it was nothing but an illusion of grandeur—but it felt too real for that. It was my new reality—my first glimpse of real clarity. Declan returned a short while later with a tray of food and we ate breakfast together in bed. It felt perfect.

      “I guess we should get up and work on the house.” I sighed and put my coffee cup down.

      “Not today.” Declan shook his head back and forth. “Today, we’re just going to spend some time together.”

      “Are you sure?” I blinked in surprise. “I don’t want to keep you from it…”

      “That’s the good thing about being able to set yer own schedule—I only have to work when I want to.” He smiled. “Since I’m yer boss, I get to set yer schedule as well.”

      “Alright—if you’re sure.” I reached out and took his hand. “So, what are we going to do today?”

      “I’ve got a few ideas.” Declan gave me a quick wink. “If yer up for it.”

      “I am.” I bit down on my bottom lip and grinned. “If you are…”

      “Aye.” He picked up the tray and moved it to the table by the bed.

      I could get used to this…
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later

      “I don’t want to leave.”  I rolled over and looked into Declan’s eyes.

      “I know.  I don’t want ye to leave either, but it will be easier to tell Anna the truth if yer not here when she arrives.”  Declan pressed his lips to my forehead.

      “I’m just scared.”  I started to trace his chest with the tips of my fingers.  “She’s your daughter—if she doesn’t approve of our relationship, then I don’t want you to have to choose between us.”

      “I’m not going to choose between the two of ye.  Yer both important to me.  I don’t expect her to approve, but that’s not the reason I’m telling her.  I value honesty over everything else—ye know that.”  He took my hand and sighed.

      “I do.”  I nodded.  “I just wish it was less complicated.”

      “It won’t be complicated.  What we have is real—that’s all that matters.”  He pulled my hand up to his lips and kissed it.

      I spent a couple of hours with Declan before I finally decided that it was time to go shower.  I had been staying with him long enough that there were a lot of my things out in the open.  I took some time to gather all of that up—including my toothbrush and bathroom necessities.  Once Anna knew the truth, it wouldn’t be necessary to hide anything, but I wanted to give him a chance to tell her before she accidentally stumbled on something that raised suspicion.  I really did hope that the conversation went well, but I couldn’t escape the fear that turned my stomach into a knot.

      “It’s just for a couple of days.”  Declan put his arms around my waist once it was time for me to leave.

      “I know.”  I looked up at him and nodded.  “We can make it that long…”

      “Aye, we can.”  He leaned forward and kissed me.

      We said our goodbyes, and I walked outside to my car.  It would be a few hours before Anna arrived, but I wanted to make sure there was no chance that we passed each other on the road if she was able to leave school a little earlier than she planned.  Things had been going so well with Declan that there was no reason for me to be scared—I believed in him—I believed in what we had.  The last two weeks had been incredible.  We were two people falling in love, and I didn’t want it to come to an abrupt end.  I had finally found my footing—faced things in my past that I never thought I would have the strength to overcome—and the relationship dynamic had shifted to the two of us.  I was still a girl that needed a Daddy sometimes, but what I needed most of all was Declan—the wonderful man that felt like the missing piece in my life.

      I can’t wait to be in his arms again.
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      Anna was supposed to arrive at noon, and I kept watching the clock like staring at it with an intense glare could make time move faster. My stomach was in a knot. I was nervous about Anna’s arrival but telling her the truth was necessary. I would have liked to have had Madie there with me when I broke the news about our relationship. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure it would be as easy for Anna to come to terms with it if we were both there when she arrived. If she reacted badly, then it would be better for her to lash out at me instead of her best friend. I thought I could explain it in a way that would help her understand how I became involved with Madie.

      I knew how it would look on the surface. An older man—a much younger woman. I would be suspicious and concerned if Anna brought a man home that was my age. My love for her was unconditional, and if she was happy, I wouldn’t judge her—I just hoped that same level of rational thinking had been instilled in my daughter somewhere along the way.

      Two hours until she gets here… I guess I should shower.

      I made a quick trip outside for a smoke before I headed upstairs. I definitely planned to quit—but I needed to find a way to calm my nerves. It didn’t help. The knot in my stomach was too tight for nicotine to unravel it. I took longer than normal in the shower, just standing in the warm water while my mind went crazy. I was playing every scenario out—from Anna immediately understanding and hugging me, to a freak-out that resulted in her never wanting to see me again. I truly believed the reality would be somewhere in the middle. I didn’t think it would be easy, but I would be able to handle anything that she threw at me—even if she started physically throwing things—although I didn’t think my daughter would actually resort to violence. I finished my shower, got dressed, and went downstairs to wait—time still moved as slow as ever, but eventually I heard the sound of Anna’s car outside.

      She’s on time. Thank goodness.

      “Hi Dad!” Anna waved at me as soon as I opened the door.

      “Welcome home.” I smiled and walked down the steps to help with her bags. “Well, my version of yer home.”

      “If you’re here, it’s my home.” She gave me a warm embrace.

      “Aye, it is.” I nodded and held her for several seconds before she started to lean back. “Let’s get yer stuff inside.”

      Anna started talking about school as soon as we got inside. That was perfectly fine—I did want to hear about the stuff she hadn’t told me on the phone, and it delayed the inevitable. My daughter was the type that could carry a conversation all on her own without letting anyone get a word in edgewise—she definitely got that from her mother, but I appreciated it—for once. My stomach twisted into a tighter knot as time passed. I didn’t want her to bring up Madie first, and I wasn’t sure if she would at some point. I just had to find the right break in the conversion so I could shift the subject and deliver the news. After that, we could both deal with the fallout. I finally found my opportunity when she took a quick bathroom break and went to the kitchen to grab a soda from the fridge.

      “So, I ran into yer friend the other day—Madie.” I looked over at Anna with my heart beating hard in my chest once I said the name of the woman I had fallen for.

      “Madie?” Anna paused in her tracks for a moment and raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t talked to her much lately…”

      “Aye, she mentioned that.” I nodded. “I thought the two of ye would always be close.”

      No, don’t talk about their friendship—stay on course.

      “I did too.” Anna sighed and sat down on the couch. “But, after what happened to her at school—I guess she just didn’t want to talk to me about it.”

      “She did mention something about that too.” I needed to dive into the real reason I brought Madie up, but I was dancing around it and trying to find the right moment.

      “Did she tell you what happened—what really happened?” Anna turned towards me. “She wouldn’t even talk about it with me. I found out through one of our mutual friends that saw—well…”

      “The pictures?” I tilted my head slightly. “Yeah, she mentioned some pictures.”

      I need to stop saying she mentioned these things—she has told me everything. I’m making it sound like a casual meeting when it was a whole lot more.

      “I can’t believe she sent her professor dirty pictures to try and get a better grade.” Anna exhaled sharply. “She was always so good in school—I didn’t think she would have to resort to something like that.”

      “Wait? What?” My heart stopped beating hard and sank straight into my stomach.

      That’s not what Madie told me…

      “Yeah, I was surprised too.” Anna took a sip of her soda and nodded. “But, Madie doesn’t want to talk about it—I guess I would feel the same way if the roles were reversed.”

      “Hold on.” I held up my hand. “Take a step back. Are ye sure she sent pictures to her professor?”

      “Oh yeah.” Anna’s eyes opened wide. “They were—very graphic. She tagged them with stuff like I want you Daddy and Are you going to punish me for being such a naughty student—the professor lost his job over it.”

      “Holy shit…” I blinked in surprise. “But wait, Madie said the pictures got out—she said other students saw them.”

      “They definitely did.” Anna sighed. “Apparently one of his assistants found the pictures on his tablet, recognized Madie, and sent them to several of his friends—and those friends shared them with others. You know how it is with social media these days.”

      “Aye…” My words trailed off, and I had to close my eyes just to hide the rage that was starting to build.

      Madie lied to me. I told her how I felt about honesty, and she just—flat out lied.

      Bringing up my relationship with Madie was impossible after what Anna told me. I wasn’t even sure what the status was myself after I heard the truth—or what Anna believed was the truth. I needed to talk to Madie, but it wasn’t a conversation to have over the phone. I needed to look into her eyes and see her reaction when I asked for the truth. I also couldn’t ignore the fact that the pictures she sent her professor referred to him as Daddy and asked about punishment. Was I just standing in a role that she had already designed? A role that someone else held before me? I thought our relationship became what it was naturally—but it didn’t seem like that was the case. She was still a virgin when I took her to bed the first time—I couldn’t help but wonder if it was only because things got out of hand with the other guy, she called Daddy before they made it that far.

      I don’t know if it would have changed things if she was honest up front, but it definitely changes things if she lied about it…

      “So, tell me about the house. How are things going?” Anna changed the subject, which I was thankful for, but it was hard to get the previous one out of my head.

      “It’s probably easier if I just show ye.” I stood and motioned for Anna to follow me.

      I had to keep it together. The turmoil inside me needed to be quelled for the time being. I couldn’t let Anna see that I was falling apart. I led her through the house and showed her everything I had been working on. Technically, Madie had been a big part of it, but I couldn’t talk to my daughter about it. Any discussion that I wanted to have about her best friend was sealed away until I addressed what Anna told me. I wished I could do it immediately, because it was just going to fester if I waited—but that was the only choice I had. Anna had just gotten home, so I couldn’t leave. She wouldn’t understand.

      “You’ve made a lot of progress.” Anna looked fairly impressed. “Are you still planning to sell the house once you get it fixed up?”

      “Aye. Nothing has changed with that.” I nodded. “I’ve still got a lot of work to go before that happens though.”

      I turned down the opportunity I had—maybe I should call the real estate agent and see if the offer is still good. I turned it down because of Madie. That might have been a mistake.

      “You haven’t thought about staying here? You’re putting all of the work in—maybe you should just keep the house once you’re done.” Anna turned towards me.

      “I have my inheritance, but that won’t last forever. It’s really expensive to live in Los Angeles. I would prefer somewhere with a lower cost of living.” I shrugged. “Unfortunately, it comes down to economics.”

      “So, you’re still planning to go back to Scotland?” She tilted her head slightly.

      “Yeah, I think so.” I nodded.

      Especially now that I realize my relationship with Madie may fall apart. I was rethinking things before I realized that…

      “I kept hoping you would meet someone new.” She sighed and looked down at the floor. “Someone that would change your mind…”

      “Relationships are complicated.” I shrugged. “Ye can’t base your whole life around them.”

      I’ve come to realize that—for the second time.

      “I know most children of divorced parents always hold onto the hope that their parents will get back together, but I’ve never wanted that.” Anna lifted her head and she forced a smile. “I never expected that to happen. Neither one of you were happy when you were together—but that doesn’t mean you have to be unhappy forever.”

      “I wasn’t unhappy…” I shook my head back and forth. “I made a commitment—and ye were the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “You weren’t happy.” She walked closer to me. “I hear it in your voice now. You don’t sound miserable all the time—you aren’t even trying to suffocate your accent like you used to do.”

      “I won’t deny that it was difficult, but I would never say anything bad about yer mother. We were kids…” I sighed. “We did the best that we could.”

      “I love you both—I really do. I appreciate how hard you tried to make things work, but what happened was inevitable. You’ve buried yourself in this house, and I’m afraid to say this, but I think you’ve turned it into a tomb.” Anna seemed conflicted by what she was saying, but she didn’t hold back. “You deserve better than that. I could understand it if you were fixing it up for yourself, but you’re just wasting time—and if you go back to Scotland? Then what? I’ll never see you…”

      “This isn’t a tomb.” I shook my head in disagreement. “Yes, I’ve used it as a distraction for longer than I probably should have, but that doesn’t mean I’ve given up on life. I’ll always be your father, and I remember how much ye loved those trips we took to Scotland when ye were younger. You’ll be able to do that anytime you want.”

      “You know it won’t be the same.” She turned towards the door. “Deep down, you know that as well as I do…”

      Anna went to her room and closed the door. I stood where I was for a few minutes—just completely stunned by what she said. I knew that I was getting lost in my own turmoil while I was fixing up the house, but it kept me sane. It let me focus on things that didn’t hurt as much as my divorce—but four years was a long time. Maybe I had just turned into a fool—a fool that was so lonely I managed to fall into Madie’s trap. The house was never meant to be a tomb. It was a means to an end, but that end was going to send me to another continent—far away from one person I didn’t want to hurt. Anna’s words brought more clarity than she realized.

      Madie lied to me and that has to be addressed, but I need to fix things with my daughter first.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later

      I gave Anna the space she needed to cool down. At the end of the day, she still had Mackenzie blood in her veins, and we could be an ill-tempered lot when we were upset. We were also good at keeping the worst of it inside until something pushed us over the edge. I didn’t know how long Anna had been holding her feelings in check, but if she finally confronted me with them—then she had reached the point where she couldn’t stifle them any longer. I made dinner and prepared to eat by myself if she didn’t join me, but her bedroom door finally did open once the food was on the table. She walked into the kitchen, fixed herself a plate, and brought it into the dining room.

      “Anna, I’m sorry.” I leaned back from the table and looked up at her. “I didn’t mean to upset ye.”

      This wasn’t how I expected to upset her, at least—I thought it would be the news about Madie that brought out her anger.

      “It’s okay.” She sat down across from me. “It’s not my place to tell you how to live your life. I just want you to be happy, and I don’t think you’re going to be happy if you leave.”

      “Ye may be right,” I sighed. “I need to think about this a little more.”

      “I want you to be here when I get married—and if I have children…” Her words trailed off for a moment. “I want them to know their grandfather.”

      “Aye, I would definitely love to spoil yer bairns—but there’s no rush. Yer still young.” I tilted my head suspiciously. “Unless there’s a lad ye haven’t told me about…”

      “Maybe.” A grin formed on the edge of her lips. “Don’t start planning a wedding or anything—we’ve only been out a few times.”

      “Does he make ye happy?” I narrowed my eyes and tried to read her expression.

      “He does.” She nodded and her smile got a little wider. “He’s a doctor—a little older than me.”

      “How much older?” I felt a twinge of concern.

      Not that I could really judge her—considering that I’ve been sleeping with her best friend.

      “He’s twenty-nine.” She looked up at me. “He just finished his residency and started working at the hospital near my college.”

      “If he makes ye happy.” I reached across the table and took her hand. “Then I don’t see a problem with it.”

      “Like I said—we’ve only been on a few dates.” She nodded. “But I really like him.”

      “Then I can’t wait to meet him—and tell him what happens to men who upset a Mackenzie lass.” I chuckled under my breath.

      “No!” Her eyes got wide. “Dad—seriously!”

      “Don’t worry. He’ll figure that out on his own.” My chuckle turned into a laugh.

      I wasn’t ready to make any promises to Anna, but I was definitely reconsidering my options. I tried to be a good father, but my duties wouldn’t end when she graduated from college. That was just the beginning of her life. If she had a bairn or two, I wouldn’t want to be so far away that I never got to see my own grandchildren—not that I was entirely comfortable with anyone referring to me as grandpa. Maybe I had been foolish in other ways too. Anna was in the same position Madie was in. She was looking forward to her life—and that included children. Madie wanted that too, and I wasn’t a young lad anymore. Even if Madie hadn’t lied to me, the relationship was complicated because of our age difference.

      How could I even think about becoming a father again at my age?

      “I might have to run out and pick up few things in a little bit.” I walked into the kitchen with my plate after dinner was over.

      “Want me to come?” She looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

      “Nah, ye can stay here and get settled. It won’t take long.” I shook my head back and forth. “I should have gone out earlier, but I wasn’t sure what time ye would arrive.”

      “Okay.” She nodded. “I’m a little tired after the drive anyway. I might go to bed early.”

      “A college student going to bed early?” I tilted my head slightly.

      “I don’t have a test to study for this weekend and I have a couple of weeks before I have any big assignments due—so yes, I might want to get some rest.” She smiled and nodded. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been to bed early on a Friday night—and even longer since I got to sleep in on a Saturday.”

      Me too, but I don’t think I’ll be getting much sleep after I talk to Madie. I have a feeling this conversation is going to haunt me for quite some time…
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      I was incredibly nervous when I got back to my apartment. I wanted to be a part of the conversation with Anna, but Declan was her father—I might have been her best friend, but they were family. I felt a little guilty that I hadn’t really talked to Anna much since I had to come back home. It was hard enough to face everything that was directly in front of me—intentionally putting myself out there was impossible. I found solace in the shell of misery I created because I felt like I was in a prison of my own making. I could languish there while I fought for my survival—until Declan came along and changed everything.

      I hope Anna doesn’t hate me. I believe that what I have with her father is real, but she has every right to be suspicious—I just don’t know who she’ll be angrier at.

      I tried to put myself in Anna’s shoes, but I just couldn’t see the situation from her perspective. My father was a religious tyrant, and I would have been impressed that anyone could care about—I often thought that the only reason my mother did was because she was his sadistic equal. I was done living in their world. I had a brighter future, despite being abandoned by them in my time of need. The truth would be tough for Anna to hear, but Declan was willing to fight for what we had. I felt the same way—I just didn’t have a foe in front of me that was prepared to challenge my feelings.

      I’ll prove I’m not just some young girl that’s confused—I know what I want. I’ve never had this much clarity before about anything.

      I was aware that some would look at our relationship and wonder what we saw in each other. Our needs were complicated. I wanted the man instead of a Daddy, but it took a trip into the depths of my darker issues to realize that. Declan needed someone too. He was in his own version of hell when we found comfort in each other’s arms. Our embrace was strong enough to pull us away from the fire and brimstone. I didn’t care what anyone thought about our relationship except for Anna. She needed to see the truth in what we had—especially if we were still laying the foundation for a beautiful future.

      I know it’s too soon to be thinking about those kinds of things, but I just can’t help it. Declan has opened my eyes to things I never imagined…
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later

      I spent the day organizing stuff in my apartment and working on my finances. I was mostly just trying to keep my mind off things. I wouldn’t be free from my lease for nearly eight months, but I could shut off a few utilities. It was best to save money, especially if I wanted to go back to school at some point. I wasn’t even sure how that was going to work. I planned to help Declan with the house every day—but he was wanting me to go back to school as soon as possible. There was still a layer of uncertainty about where he would go once he was ready to sell the house. He had mentioned returning home to Scotland—and if I had to choose, then I would go with him. We had a few years to figure that part out. There was no anchor left in Los Angeles for me.

      A lot can change in a few years anyway.

      Declan called me right after I got finished eating dinner and said he would be stopping by my apartment. The conversation seemed—rather abrupt. I tried not to read too much into it, but it left me with some anxiety. I didn’t think he would change his mind about our relationship, regardless of how Anna reacted, but there was no way to know that with absolute certainty until I heard the words come from his lips. I hoped he was abrupt because she was in the room—and if the conversation didn’t go well, then there was a chance he was just trying to be polite. I went through the scenarios and tried to latch onto the best one, but my heart was racing in my chest when I heard him knocking on my door.

      “Is everything okay?” I pulled the door open and immediately noticed a scowl on his face.

      “No. We need to talk.” He didn’t try to hug or touch me, he just walked straight into my apartment.

      “You’re scaring me.” I turned towards him. “Things didn’t go well with Anna?”

      “I never got a chance to tell her about our relationship—if you can even call it that.” He growled under his breath as he turned to face me.

      “Declan, what is going on?” The anxiety began to overwhelm me—and my heart started beating harder in my chest.

      “Let’s talk about those fucking pictures.” He growled a little louder. “Ye know—the ones ye sent to yer fucking professor.”

      What? How does he know that?

      “Declan…” I blinked in surprise and started stumbling over my words—it felt like my throat was getting so tight I couldn’t speak.

      “Or should I even call him yer professor? You liked to call him Daddy.” Declan’s eyes narrowed, and I saw a flood of anger in his eyes.

      “I—I can explain.” I got the ability to force words out, but my throat was still tight and tears were definitely on the horizon. “It was—it was a mistake.”

      “Aye, I’d say so.” He nodded quickly. “Ye got the bastard fired—I’m sure he deserved it. Ye were his fucking student.”

      “It’s…” My head started to spin so much I thought I was going to pass out. “It’s way more complicated than that.”

      “Then sit down and fucking tell me.” He pointed at the couch. “Because I sure as hell have a right to know why ye lied to me. I told ye from the beginning—honesty is everything.”

      Oh god—this is… this is the end. He’s breaking up with me.

      “How did you find out?” I sat down on the couch and looked up at him.

      “That ain’t important, lass. The truth—now!” His jaw tightened, and he sat down across from me.

      “I don’t know how much you know…” I blinked a couple of times.

      “That ain’t important either—anything I don’t already know, ye can fill it in.” His rage practically dripped from his lips.

      “He—he was my professor.” I stared straight ahead. “I didn’t know that when I met him. We met—we met online.”

      “Ye gave naked pictures to some lad ye met online?” Declan tilted his head slightly.

      “I was lonely,” I sighed, and my bottom lip trembled. “I never really had a boyfriend in high school and when I got to college—it didn’t look like things were going to change. I joined a dating website, and I didn’t recognize Josh from his picture. It was a really old picture—the man I knew as my professor had a full head of gray hair and a beard. The guy on the profile picture had jet black hair—no beard—we got matched together and started talking.”

      “How long before ye started calling him Daddy and telling him ye needed to be punished?” Declan’s jaw tightened again.

      He knows everything—oh god, did he see the pictures too?

      “He—liked that sort of thing. We talked a lot.” I sighed a tried to swallow a lump that rose up in my throat. “I never told him I was a student at Oregon State. He never told me he was a professor there. I’m not trying to make it seem like I don’t have a lot of fault for how things turned out—I definitely do. Our chats got—dirtier as the days went by. He liked it when I called him Daddy and I won’t deny that I liked it too…”

      “So any guy that ye like—is Daddy?” Declan narrowed his eyes again.

      “It’s not like that…” I shook my head back and forth. “It was different with you.”

      “Doesn’t sound any different,” Declan growled. “Sounds like I was just fulfilling some fantasy ye already had with another man.”

      “No!” I quickly shook my head back and forth. “It was Josh’s fantasy—even if I did like it. I wasn’t looking for a replacement for him. I sent those pictures one night after we talked a lot and he begged for them—that’s when he realized the girl he was talking to was the same girl that sat in the front row of his class…”

      “Then what? Ye extorted him for grades?” Declan tilted his head.

      “Never!” I felt tears welling up. “The instant we realized that we knew each other, it ended. Unfortunately, Josh didn’t delete the pictures and one of his assistants found them…”

      “Why didn’t ye tell me the truth? I would have been supportive—I’m not upset that ye made a mistake. I’m just upset that we talked about this and ye told me something entirely different.” The rage seemed to settle in Declan’s eyes, and it was replaced with a look that reflected more hurt than anger.

      “I was—I was scared.” I looked down at the floor. “The story I told you was the same one I told my parents. I tried to make it sound better than it was—once you and I became involved, I was terrified that you would react exactly how you’re reacting right now.”

      “The truth would have been fine.” Declan leaned forward and started to stand. “Ye lied to me. I can’t look past that.”

      “Wait—you’re leaving?” I looked up at him and the tears finally started to spill over the bottom of my eyelids. “I’m trying to tell you the truth now! It wasn’t malicious, I was just scared…”

      Declan didn’t say anything in response but the look on his face said everything. He was hurt and disappointed—he was done with me. I watched with tears rolling down my face as he walked to the door and slammed it behind him. Honesty meant too much to him, and I was a liar. I walked on shards of broken truth and one of them finally cut me. I wished I could turn back the clock and tell him the truth from the beginning, but I had my opportunity to do it—and I made a choice to keep hiding the secret. There was no reason to chase after him—I had ruined what we had because I tried to put a pretty coat of paint on my biggest mistake.

      I should have told him the truth as soon as I realized that what we had was turning into something real…

      I broke my vow not to cry again when the pain inflicted by the ruler pulled emotions out of me that I had buried as deep as they would go. That vow was shattered again before Declan was out the door, and it was a river of pure regret streaming down my face once he was gone. I couldn’t even be angry at him. That might have made it easier, but I was the one that had to shoulder all of the blame. He had become a rock that I could hold onto when things were at their worst, and that rock was gone. I was all alone—just like I was when I was forced to leave school. Declan didn’t abandon me like my parents did though. I was the one who abandoned what we had by holding onto a secret that could ruin us.

      That’s exactly what it did…
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      “You’re back.” Anna was in the den when I got back to my house. “I thought you were picking something up?”

      “I just had to take care of something. I’m going to bed.” I turned and immediately walked towards the stairs.

      “Who’s going to bed early now?” She laughed, which was fine—I was just glad she didn’t see the look on my face.

      I floated between rage and heartbreak while I was at Madie’s apartment. I kept hoping that she would tell me it was a mistake—that the story Anna related was an exaggeration made up by someone at school. It wasn’t. Madie had lied to me. That took everything we had been building and stomped the life out of it immediately. I couldn’t have another relationship that was laced with dishonesty. If she was willing to lie about the pictures, then what else would she lie about? What if her heart started to wane—would she whisper lies into my ear because she didn’t want to tell me how she felt? I lived that life once. I married a woman who said all of the things I needed to hear until she could no longer pretend that she cared.

      I can understand a mistake. That can be forgiven. Madie had a chance to tell me the truth several times after we became intimate—and she chose to keep lying about it.

      My heart felt like there was a dagger straight through it when I got upstairs and crawled into bed. The lie hurt. It hurt to know that ending things with Madie likely put a similar dagger through her heart as well—but it was the only choice I could make. I wanted to believe that everything else she said to me was true, but the very foundation of what we had was covered with a layer of dishonesty. She didn’t stumble into calling me Daddy—she was looking for that from the beginning. I might have had pause if I knew that, but I would have still tried to give her what she needed. It wasn’t the fantasy that drew me in—it was so much more.

      The fantasy is gone and all I have left is a nightmare of what could have been.
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      “Are you okay?” Anna turned to face me as I walked into the kitchen. “I didn’t realize you slept so late these days—you were always up before me.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” I nodded and grabbed a cup from the cabinet above the counter. “Thank ye for making coffee—wait, ye drink coffee now?”

      “Yes, of course.” She chuckled under her breath. “I need it these days—how else am I going to make it through college?”

      “True.” I nodded. “Is it really better than sleeping in though? Ye had big plans for the morning hours that didn’t involve crawling out of bed.”

      “I was—a little worried about you.” She tilted her head slightly. “You seemed like you were upset when you got home last night.”

      Upset is an understatement.

      “Aye, but it’s nothing for you to concern yourself with. I just had something to take care of.” I forced a smile.

      I wasn’t in the mood to work on the house, especially with Anna visiting, so we decided to take a trip downtown after we finished breakfast. I never minded spending money on my daughter, so I bought her a few things that she seemed to believe she needed. We had lunch at a diner that we both liked, did a little more shopping once we were done, and then we went back home. Anna was planning to see her mother that evening, so she left after she put all of her new stuff away. I ate dinner alone—and then I realized how quiet the house was going to be once Anna left. I couldn’t even look forward to Monday morning—because my relationship with Madie was over. I had already gotten used to waking up next to her every morning, and things were never dull when she was around. I was going to have to adjust to things returning to the way they were before she blew into my life.

      This is what my life will be like—again.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later

      Anna spent part of the day with me on Sunday, and then she had to leave for school. She noticed the change in my demeanor, but she attributed it to the spat we had over where I would go once I sold the house. She must have been worried though—because she said she was going to come back in a couple of weeks. Normally, she didn’t plan her next visit before she was gone, and she never visited that often. I wanted to tell her that she didn’t have to worry about me, but I was sure that I would appreciate her company when she returned. Until then, I had a house to work on—a house that needed a lot of work.

      Unless there is an alternative—maybe the real estate agent hasn’t found the perfect house for her client yet.

      I spent most of the morning thinking about my decision until I finally worked up the courage to call Annie Reynolds. Her client was still in the market for a house. She had showed them several, but none of them were exactly what they wanted. I decided to give it a shot—it wasn’t like I had anything to lose. I named a price that was a little outrageous considering the shape of the house. It was damn close to what I thought I would get for the place once I was completely finished. If they wanted to waste their money, then who was I to argue? I could use some time to mourn the shattered heart in my chest—the one that I thought I would never feel again after I vowed to be so fucking protective of it once the ache of my divorce started to wear off.

      I wish the memories could fade away as fast as our relationship burned out…

      I didn’t bother with lunch and barely ate anything for dinner. I sat on the back porch with a beer and a cigarette, consuming both vices with more frequency than I had in years. Madie and I were only together for a short time—in the grand scheme of a lifetime, our passion was barely more than a blink of the eye—but it couldn’t be blinked away. She dug her nails into my heart and latched on. What we had was incredibly special and I wished it was possible to just focus on the good parts without staring at the lie. The words she said weren’t that bad—it wasn’t a lie that was meant to hurt. It just put everything else under the microscope and made me wonder if they were lies as well.

      I’ve dealt with too much dishonesty in my life to question everything about my relationship while I’m holding someone in my arms.

      Madie lied about the pictures, who they went to, and how they got distributed. The lie made me wonder if there were other things she said that weren’t true. I was blinded by passion and desire when I was with her. I let myself believe she was as honest as she appeared. I was trusting of my ex-wife too and when she said things were fine, I foolishly believed that was true. I kept the veil over my eyes for years, even when I saw the love fading from our marriage. Maybe I saw the writing on the wall ahead of time, but it was easier to embrace what I wanted to see. Could I have done things different? Probably not. We just weren’t compatible. If Anna hadn’t come along, we probably wouldn’t have even lasted a year.

      I guess I should just go to bed. Nothing productive is going to come from analyzing what fell apart.

      I almost made it to bed, but once I got to my bedroom, I saw the boxes with all of Madie’s stuff sitting on the floor by the door. I hired someone to drop them off at her apartment the following day, but seeing the boxes was another reminder of the woman that I had fallen for. I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at them. So many thoughts went through my head. I missed having her in my arms. I missed the way she smelled—like lavender and honey. I missed the warmth of her embrace—the taste of her passion when it was ignited. Those things weren’t going to be gone when the boxes were. They were stains on my thoughts—bittersweet with a sting that just wasn’t going to go away because I wanted it to.

      I probably won’t get any sleep tonight.
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        * * *

      

      One week later

      “Alright, Mr. Mackenzie. If you’ll sign right here—and here—I’ll be able to move on to the next stack of paperwork.” Annie Reynolds smiled and pointed at a line which required my signature.

      “Aye, then another stack after that I assume?” I shook my head and started signing.

      “Not that many. We’re almost done.” She leaned back in her chair and started organizing the other stack of papers.

      The deal for my great aunt’s house moved a lot quicker than I anticipated. The buyer didn’t even try to negotiate. They did a quick walk-through and immediately agreed to my asking price. They didn’t even ask for an inspection. I thought it was strange, but then again, I never really understood rich people. They could take risks I never would because they had money to burn. I was happy that they seemed to have the same interest in restoring the house that I did. It wouldn’t be a one-man operation for them. They were going to bring in a contractor and a crew to have everything taken care of before they moved in.

      “Okay, that’s it.” Annie moved the paperwork back over to her side of the table. “I’ll give this to the lawyers, and you should have a check within a few days.”

      “I guess I need to go home and pack.” I smiled and started to stand.

      I had already started, but there was still a lot of work to do. The buyers agreed to give me a couple of weeks to move out. Anna was going to come help me once she was done with classes on Friday. I already had a storage unit rented and was going to sign a lease for a new house that was several hours away in Arizona. The cost of living was much cheaper than California, and it would give me some time to figure out what my next move was. It was also closer to Anna’s college, so she would be able to visit a little more often—if she wanted. I might even get to meet the doctor that was rapidly stealing her heart.

      That needs to be my focus now—look towards the future instead of the past. Maybe I’ll meet someone else one day, but I have no interest in that right now.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later

      “Wow, you’ve made a lot of progress.” Anna looked around the house as soon as her bag was dropped off by the door.

      “Aye.” I nodded. “I still need to finish the bedroom downstairs and then—the upstairs.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Anna walked towards the downstairs bedroom.

      “Ye just had a long drive. Ye can take a few minutes to rest.” I motioned towards the den. “We’ve got all weekend. I’ve been working all day as it is.”

      “Then you rest for a little bit and I’ll get started.” She smiled and opened the bedroom door.

      “Let me grab some boxes first.” I walked into the room that I was using for storage and picked up a few.

      Anna was a godsend in a way. I could have packed everything up on my own, but I needed the company more than anything. Every time I started packing up a new room, I found things that reminded me of my great aunt. She always expected me to sell the house when she passed away, but that didn’t make it any easier. Her whole life was there—and while I was saving most of the things that meant something, it still felt like I was packing her memories away in the process. I knew my family back in Scotland would take care of the things I was sending to them, and appreciate them as much as I did, but most of them lost touch with my great aunt once she moved to America. The fact that she didn’t have any children was a big part of that. I was the closest thing she had to a lad of her own when I lived with her, which is why she decided to leave it all to me instead of splitting it up amongst the rest of the family.

      “Hey Dad?” Anna’s voice had a hint of confusion. “Is there something you need to tell me?”

      “What do ye mean?” I tilted my head slightly.

      “Nail polish?” Anna turned to face me and held up a small bottle. “This definitely isn’t mine—and Mom would never wear this color. Did you have a lady friend staying in this room at some point?”

      “Huh…” I tilted my head slightly. “Wonder how that got in here.”

      Madie must have left it—fuck, I thought I got rid of everything, but I must have missed that.

      “Sinfully Crimson…” Anna turned the bottle over in her hand. “Madie used to wear that. It was her favorite color.”

      Shit…

      “Is that so?” I felt a lump rising up in my throat.

      “Dad, you can tell me—if you have a girlfriend or had one.” Anna tossed the nail polish in the trash can.

      I guess there’s no other excuse for having a random bottle of nail polish in my house, and I don’t really want to lie to my daughter—honesty has always been my policy.

      “Well…” I nodded. “I was involved with someone, but it’s over now.”

      “That’s—good. I mean, not good that it’s over, but I didn’t realize you were dating again. Why didn’t you tell me?” She tilted her head slightly.

      That’s a really loaded question, but I can’t really be angry with Madie about her lie if I start telling some of my own.

      “It’s really complicated. I almost told you the last time you visited—but the relationship kind of fell apart…” I looked down and sighed.

      “Is that why you were upset after you came back home? Did you literally break up with your girlfriend during my visit?” Her jaw fell open slightly.

      “I did.” I closed my eyes and nodded.

      “Dad, I’m so sorry.” Anna walked over and hugged me. “She was a fool if she broke up with you.”

      “I was the one who ended things.” I pulled her into an embrace—the last one I might get if she reacted badly to the rest of what I had to say.

      “If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.” She squeezed me a little tighter.

      “At this point? I might as well just tell you the truth. I’d rather ye hear it from me than find out some other way…” I sighed and pulled back from our embrace. “I’ve always tried to be as honest as possible, which is why I had every intention of telling ye the truth last time ye were here…”

      “Okay…” She took a step back and tilted her head.

      “You might want to sit down for this.” I pulled a chair over so I would have a place to sit as well and motioned to the bed.

      “You’re kind of scaring me now.” A look of concern swept across her face as she took a seat on the bed.

      “If that’s all ye feel, it might be the best outcome.” I looked down at the floor for a moment. “Do ye remember how I mentioned that I ran into Madie?”

      “Yes—wait…” Her forehead wrinkled and I could practically see the gears turning in her head as she looked towards the trash can. “Dad!”

      “Aye.” I sighed. “That’s who I was seeing—she was in a tough spot because of what happened at school. I actually found her sitting on a bench at the bus stop with a pretty nasty cut on her knee. I couldn’t just leave her there…”

      “You always were a hero.” Anna still seemed to be processing what I said, but she didn’t flip out immediately—I considered that a small victory. “Wow, I mean—Madie had such a huge crush on you in high school, but I never thought…”

      “It wasn’t something I expected either.” I shook my head back and forth. “She was in a tough spot, like I said, and I needed some help around the house, so I offered her a job…”

      “Then Madie did what Madie does.” Anna exhaled sharply. “Of course…”

      “It wasn’t like that.” I held up my hand. “I’ll spare ye the details, but we were both searching for something—ye know how hard it’s been for me since the divorce.”

      “I definitely do. There’s a part of me that just wants to lose my mind. I mean, Madie is my best friend—you’re my father—but, I know the two of you have dealt with a lot. If you found something, even if it was temporary, then I can’t be upset about that.” She shrugged slightly.

      “Thank you. I didn’t expect you to be so understanding.” I sighed. “Either way, it’s over now…”

      “What happened?” She tilted her head inquisitively. “Unless you don’t want to talk about that…”

      “She lied to me…” I closed my eyes and shook my head.

      I might as well just tell her everything…
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      One day turned into two and then a whole week passed without seeing Declan. I hated myself for ruining our relationship, but I understood why he couldn’t see past my lie. I had let it define me in a way that I never intended and threw a lit match into the middle of the only relationship that ever mattered. I thought about Declan every day. I wanted to call him—apologize—say anything that would make him stop and listen to what I had to say. I knew that was impossible, even if I regretted my mistake. I turned my attention to the things I could control and do that required me to let go of my pride. I accepted the reality of my situation—I had a high school diploma and the chances of going back to school were slim. I had to focus on survival, and in order to survive, I needed a job.

      “You can start today?” The older man in front of me looked down at the application I had filled out.

      “Yes sir.” I nodded. “I can start right now if you want.”

      “We are short.” He looked over his shoulder. “Alright, grab an apron and I’ll have Linda show you the ropes.”

      The ropes—waiting tables. It wasn’t the job I dreamed of having in an office building, and I wasn’t going to give up on that dream, but survival required sacrifice. I didn’t have much pride to hold onto and waiting tables wasn’t the worst job I could have landed, so I was thankful for the opportunity to make some money. My first day was long. My feet hurt when it was over. I barely made enough money to cover the tank of gas I had to put in my car. I still left the diner with a smile on my face—as much of one as I could muster. That smile faded when my thoughts shifted to Declan, but even those were a welcome distraction—because after I got home and changed, I had to face two demons on the other side of town.

      My parents agreed to let me come by for dinner. That’s a step up from being totally disowned, but I don’t think we’re going to have a pleasant conversation.

      I thought long and hard before I reached out to my parents, but I didn’t feel like I had much of a choice. I never got a chance to tell them how I felt about their decision to excommunicate me from their life. I had no intentions of asking for a second chance, but I needed the therapeutic release of saying my piece. After having time to reflect on my relationship with Declan, I realized that the real reason I lied was because of how my parents reacted—and they didn’t even get the real story. I was scared and still hurt by what they did when I lied to Declan. That was my fault, and I would have to live with that mistake like I had to live with the one that forced me to leave college but telling them the truth was the first step.

      Knocking on the door of my childhood home like I’m just a random stranger—then again, that lock is new, so my key wouldn’t even work.

      “Hello Madie.” My father opened the door with the same stone-faced stare he always had on his face. “Come inside.”

      No warm greeting. No hug. My father obviously wasn’t happy with my mother’s decision to have me come to dinner. My mother did give me a hug—but it wasn’t much of an embrace. It was rather icy, and she invited me to sit down at the dinner table like she was conducting a business transaction instead of sharing a meal with her daughter. My father said grace before we started eating—and I was pretty sure his line about lost sinners was about me, but I brushed it off. My stomach was in a knot and I didn’t feel like eating, but I picked at my food to be polite. The less I ate, the less I would have to throw up later if the conversation left me feeling as sick as I thought it was going to.

      “So why did you ask to have dinner with us, Madie?” My father narrowed his eyes. “We made it pretty clear that you weren’t welcome here anymore.”

      “Donny, you promised…” My mother gave him a stern look.

      “I’m just asking a question, Rhonda. I’m allowed to ask a question in my own home.” His eyes narrowed further.

      I guess this is it. I hope I have the strength to say what I need to get off my chest before I get physically thrown out the front door for the last time.

      “You did make that very clear, but I had to come back one more time.” I exhaled sharply. “It’s time for you to listen to me—instead of the other way around.”

      “From the lips of a whore come nothing but lies.” My father’s eyes clouded over. “If you want us to hear what you have to say, why don’t you start by begging God to forgive you for defiling his temple with your filth.”

      “Enough!” My mother slammed her hands on the table. “Donny, I sat here once before and let you call your own daughter a whore—I won’t do it again! We’re going to listen to what she has to say—and we’re not casting stones when we live in a glass house!”

      Wow—I’ve never seen her react like that.

      “Do you need me to remind you of your place, woman!?” My father lifted his hand like he was going to backhand her.

      “Oh hell no.” I pushed the table—hard enough to startle him.

      I unleashed a verbal tirade that could have melted the paint off the walls. There was so much buried anger mixed with memories I had repressed that I couldn’t stop once I started. I watched my father’s face turn from stern and angry to pale white. My mother’s face did the same. She might have stood up for me—but that didn’t erase the years of frustration she had caused. They had lectured me enough over the years—it was time for them to hear one that didn’t come from the preacher on Sunday morning.

      Their version of religion was twisted and broken. Fire and brimstone over love and forgiveness. I felt like rage personified, and they caught the brunt of my anguish over losing Declan as well, but they were the outlet in front of me. I told them the truth about everything that happened at school—how much it hurt when they turned me away—and how I truly felt about the way they treated me my entire life. My throat was dry when I finished speaking, but I didn’t hold back until I had eviscerated them with the words that had been unsaid for far too long.

      “I’m going to go now.” I looked back and forth between them. “I won’t be back, but this time it is my choice. You don’t get to throw me away and pretend I don’t exist, but you’re both dead to me the moment I walk through that door.”

      I was prepared to do exactly what I said, and I meant every word of it. Being abandoned was what hurt the most. I needed to leave on my own terms so that I never looked back with any regrets. I didn’t care if they burned every picture of me and pretended that they never had a daughter. The fact that I was walking away with a clear conscious was the first step of my healing process. The broken heart in my chest would always be there—but I would live with it. That part was my fault. I stood up from the table, left the dining room, and was almost to the front door when I heard footsteps behind me.

      “Wait.” My father’s voice cracked as he spoke. “Madie—wait.”

      “I said what I needed to say.” I put my hand on the doorknob. “You don’t get the last word this time.”

      “I’m…” His voice cracked again. “Madie, I’m sorry.”

      Hearing those words from my father was enough to make me pause. He had never said them before—not once in his life. My father wasn’t the kind of man who apologized. If he made a mistake, he turned the narrative around to make it someone else’s fault—if that didn’t work, the Devil was to blame. I hesitated long enough that I had to turn around—I couldn’t find the strength to turn the knob and walk away. I saw tears in my father’s eyes. My mother was at the doorway of the dining room and she was already crying. That was a sight I never thought I would see. I certainly didn’t expect what I said to change their perspective—they were just words that I had to say in order to put my past behind me.

      “You shouldn’t apologize to me.” I shook my head back and forth. “You should apologize to God for all the cruelty you’ve inflicted in his name.”

      “I don’t care about God right now.” He took a step closer. “I’m such a fool…”

      My mother walked past my father and extended her arms for a hug. I was caught off guard, but I accepted her embrace. It was the warmest one I had ever felt from her. After she finally pulled away, I saw tears streaming down my father’s face. It felt like a moment that could be the beginning of something new—a different kind of relationship with my parents. I offered him a hug and he practically squeezed the life out of me when he pulled me into his arms. All three of us cried. He apologized until he was hoarse. I wanted to believe that they could be the parents I had always needed, but I was still lingering on the edge of hesitation. A string of apologies and a hug couldn’t undo a lifetime of hurt, but it could possibly be a door to something different. I wasn’t ready to slam it shut—not if there was a chance that they had finally seen the error of their ways.

      This certainly isn’t how I expected things to go.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later

      I left my parents’ house with tears in my eyes and an open invitation to come back for dinner anytime that I wanted—my father actually insisted on it. I was willing to give them a chance, even if the hurt was still there. I hoped the fact that I finally called them out for their years of emotional abuse was enough for them to truly see what their misplaced faith had caused. Forgiveness would be harder than sitting down to have dinner with them. I wasn’t sure I could ever truly forgive them for everything they did to me, but if we could find common ground, then there might be a way to build a new relationship. They couldn’t hurt me anymore and that was the important part. I had found a way to move on with or without them.

      Now to try and get a peaceful night of sleep so I will be ready to wait tables as soon as the diner opens tomorrow.

      My apartment was as lonely as ever, but that didn’t bother me like it once did. I was learning to stand on my own without leaning on anyone else—and building armor around my heart so that I would be stronger in the future. The end of my relationship with Declan might have been heartbreaking, but it opened my eyes in a way nothing else had up until that point. I wasn’t defined by anything except the choices I made. I couldn’t hide from those. Moving past them was how I forged a different path—a path of redemption that allowed me to keep putting one foot in front of the other. I changed into my pajamas and turned on the television to find something that would be good background noise while I fell asleep. I found an old movie that I liked and reached for my phone to make sure I had an alarm set.

      I have a message from Anna?

      Anna: Hey…

      I really didn’t know how to respond. We had only exchanged a couple of messages since I was forced to drop out of school. I thought about messaging her a few times, but I had no idea what I would say—especially after I became involved with her father. It just felt strange to reach out to her while I was living in his house. I figured that things would be even more strained once she found out the truth about our relationship, but I had to assume Declan never shared that secret. There wasn’t any reason for him to tell her after he ended things with me. I stared at her message for a few minutes before I finally got the courage to respond.

      Madie: Hey! It’s been a while!

      Anna: Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I kept meaning to text you, but I wasn’t sure what to say.

      Madie: It’s okay. I was dealing with a lot and you were busy with school.

      Anna: Can I come by your apartment? I want to talk to you about something.

      Madie: You’re in town!?

      Anna: Yeah, I’m visiting for the weekend.

      Madie: Okay, sure!

      I guess I won’t be going to bed early after all.

      I was a little nervous once I told Anna she could stop by. I had no idea what she could possibly want to talk to me about—especially if she didn’t know about my relationship with her father. If she did, I would have expected her messages to be a lot more hostile. I really did miss her though. She was the one person I was always able to lean on when things were bad at home. I almost told her the truth about what really happened at school, but I was so embarrassed that it was easier to recite the same story I told everyone else. I was lost in my thoughts when I heard a knock at the door and realized that it had to be her. A quick peek through the peephole confirmed it.

      “Hey! Come on in.” I put a smile on my face as I opened the door.

      “Thanks.” She nodded and stepped into my apartment—I immediately noticed that her body language suggested something wasn’t right.

      Oh shit… Does she know?

      “I’d give you the grand tour but there isn’t much to see.” I pointed down the hallway. “Want something to drink?”

      “Nah, I’m good.” She shook her head and walked into the main part of the apartment.

      “So, what’s up? You said you wanted to talk to me about something?” I felt my pulse racing as I sat down on the couch.

      “Yeah.” She nodded and sat down across from me. “I actually came to return something.”

      “What do you mean?” I tilted my head slightly.

      “You left this at my Dad’s house.” She pulled a bottle of nail polish out of her purse and put it down on the coffee table in front of me.

      “Anna…” My pulse sped up and my heart started beating so hard in my chest that I thought I was going to pass out. “I can explain.”

      Can I—really?

      “He already told me.” She shrugged. “I’m not angry with you.”

      “You’re not angry at him, right?” My throat started to tighten. “It wasn’t his fault…”

      “I’m not upset with either of you. Well, maybe I’m a little upset with you for not telling me the truth about what happened at school—and for lying to my Dad about it.” She narrowed her eyes. “You really hurt him.”

      “I know.” I looked down at the floor. “I screwed up.”

      “Yes, you did.” She sighed. “He has this thing about honesty. Mom never told him the truth about anything—until it was too late. I’m not here to judge you for your mistakes though, I just want to talk.”

      “What is there to talk about?” I shrugged. “I had something special and I ruined it. All of the talking is over…”

      “You really do care about him then? This isn’t just because you always had a crush on him?” She tilted her head slightly.

      “I mean—that was no secret. Everyone had a crush your Dad. Obviously, that played a part in it, but it turned into something else—just in time for me to watch it blow up in front of my face.” I shook my head and sighed.

      “He cared about you too.” Anna nodded. “That’s why I wasn’t upset when he told me about your relationship. I saw how happy he was last time I came home—there was something different in his eyes. I didn’t make the connection then, but all of that faded the second I told him about those pictures you sent your professor.”

      “Wait—you knew about that?” I blinked in surprise. “I didn’t tell you that I sent them to my professor!”

      “No, but I heard about it from Jillian. Someone she knows saw the pictures and heard the real story.” Anna looked down at the floor for a moment. “You could have told me the truth. I wouldn’t have judged you for it—you’re my best friend. I would help you bury a body if you asked me to.”

      “Let’s hope it never comes to that.” I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’m sorry, Anna. I was just so embarrassed about the whole thing…”

      “I can understand that, and I should have reached out to you more. I just didn’t know what to say once I realized you weren’t being honest with me. Maybe I get that from my Dad.” She put her hand to her head. “We gotta fix this.”

      “Fix it?” I blinked a couple of times in confusion. “I don’t think there’s any fixing it—everyone at school saw those pictures.”

      “No, I mean things with you—and my Dad. He’s stubborn to a fault, but you made him happy. There has to be a way for him to look past this.” She tapped the crease between her eyebrows in contemplation—something she always did when she was trying to think.

      “I would love to have a chance to make things right with him, but like you said—he’s stubborn. He made it very clear that he didn’t want to see me again…” I shook my head and sighed. “I feel like I should respect his wishes since I’m the one that ruined things between us.”

      “I got it!” She pulled her hand away from her forehead and completely ignored everything I had just said.

      I have a feeling she just came up with a very bad idea…
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      “Welcome back. Ye weren’t gone long.” I lifted my head up from the couch pillow when Anna walked through the front door.

      “Nah, just had to pick up a few things.” She turned to me and held up a bag. “I’m here to help for the rest of the weekend now!”

      “It’s a little late for that tonight. We’ll get started first thing tomorrow morning.” I picked up the television report and hit the power button. “Speaking of which—I should go to bed.”

      “Yeah, me too.” She nodded quickly.

      Anna handled the news about my relationship with Madie fairly well—much better than I expected, to say the least. I honestly didn’t know how she would react once I told her the truth, but it was the only option I had. There was no way that I was going to create some story to explain the nail polish she found. It did open the door, and I did appreciate the opportunity to clear the air. It wasn’t like they had been very close since Madie lied to her about what happened at school—and I knew that friendships didn’t always last after high school. The guys I hung out with back then had become strangers over the years. Life took us in different directions, much like it did for Madie and Anna.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning

      I woke up early the next morning and was surprised to see that Anna was already awake when I opened my bedroom door. I figured she would sleep in, even if she was there to help me with the house. I took a few minutes to get cleaned up before I went downstairs and grabbed a cup of coffee. Caffeine helped to get some of the fog out of my head. It seemed that Anna had been up for a while. She already had two new boxes packed and was working on a third.

      “You’ve been pretty busy.” I grabbed a couple of things and put them in the box she was working to fill.

      “Yeah, I was up early so I figured I’d get started.” She nodded.

      “Did you hear something?” I turned my head towards the front door when I heard what sounded like a car door.

      “I’ll get it. I’m expecting someone.” She walked past me.

      “You—are?” I tilted my head slightly.

      Anna opened the front door and I saw Madie standing on the other side. I was—immediately overcome with a rush of emotions, but mostly I was just startled. She was the last person I expected to see—the last person I expected to see my daughter hug and welcome into the house. I took me a moment to collect my thoughts, but before I even had time to react, Anna walked through the front door and slammed it behind her. A second later, I heard a click—and noticed that the lock on the front door was different.

      “What the hell is going on here?” I blinked in surprise.

      “This wasn’t my idea.” Madie looked at me, and I saw a hint of panic on her face. “I promise…”

      “She’s right.” Anna’s voice echoed from the other side of the door. “I did this.”

      “Anna, what are ye doing?” I brushed past Madie and looked for the deadbolt that would normally unlock the door, but it had been replaced by a lock that required a key to open.

      “You two are going to talk this out. Dad, just keep an open mind. This door is staying locked until you do—and don’t even think about trying the back door, I took care of that one too.” She tapped on the door a few times. “I’m leaving now. I’ll be back tonight.”

      All of the windows have bars—my great aunt’s version of home security. Fuck!

      “Anna!” I pounded on the door. “Open the damn door!”

      There was no response. I hit the door a few more times for good measure and then ran to the window and pulled open the curtain. Anna was already halfway down the steps and headed to her car. My daughter had made me a prisoner in my own home. Not only that—she trapped me there with the lass I broke up with. I pounded on the window to try and get Anna’s attention. She looked at me and waved before getting into her car. I was angry, but I kept my emotions in check.

      “I told ye it was over.” I turned towards Madie. “What are ye doing showing up here like this?”

      “Anna contacted me last night and then stopped by my apartment. She begged me to come. I had no idea she was going to lock us in the house—she just said that she was going to give us an opportunity to talk.” Madie looked down at the floor.

      “What is there to talk about?” I narrowed my eyes at her. “Ye lied to me. How can I believe anything ye say now?”

      “Declan, I’m so fucking sorry.” Madie eyes started to tear up. “I made a terrible mistake. That was the only lie I told you—everything else was the truth. Everything I felt—it was real. I wasn’t just putting you in a role that I already designed for someone else. Yes, I was dealing with some stuff, but you’re the only man I’ve ever had these kinds of feelings for.”

      “Well if yer here, ye might as well help me pack up the house.” I exhaled sharply. “Anna was supposed to help—but obviously she isn’t coming back.”

      “Pack up the house?” Madie looked around in confusion. “Are you going somewhere?”

      “Anna didn’t tell ye? I sold the house. I’m moving to Arizona as soon as I get everything finalized.” I grabbed a few items and angrily threw them into a box.

      “I thought you were going to fix the house up before you sold it.” She seemed to be even more confused.

      “Aye, that was the plan, but a real estate agent reached out to me and said I could name my price—I turned them down because I was having fun fixing it up with ye.” I shrugged. “Once that was over, there wasn’t any reason to stay.”

      “You turned them down—because of me?” Madie looked a little surprised, like she couldn’t believe I would even consider that.

      “Why wouldn’t I?” I stopped abusing the stuff I was trying to pack and turned back towards Madie. “Ye meant everything to me—a second chance at something I thought I’d never have again.”

      “You meant everything to me too…” She took a step closer and a tear rolled down each cheek. “Believe whatever you want—call me a liar—but that’s the honest truth.”

      What I saw in Madie’s eyes when those words left her lips was—genuine. She had fallen for me as hard as I fell for her, and it didn’t matter how fast we came together. We had something real. Was I an idiot to hold onto foolish pride and end things because she wasn’t completely honest with me about something she was scared to admit to anyone? My heart ached for her. My arms longed to be wrapped around her—to feel that closeness again. My own daughter had locked me in a house because she believed in what we had—and she was the last person on earth that should have been so understanding of our relationship.

      “Madie I…” I felt my throat getting tight.

      “Me too.” She nodded and took another step towards me.

      I couldn’t deny my feelings. I closed the distance between us and pulled Madie into the embrace I missed so much. It felt natural—like a part of my soul belonged to her. There was no way for me to fight against that need anymore. I was ready to forgive Madie for not telling me the truth. Our lips came together, and my head spun as I crushed hers beneath mine. The kiss got more passionate as our lips seared together. Our tongues intertwined, and I started to ravage her mouth. I needed to claim what was mine—what had always been mine. She belonged in my arms—in my bed—and in my life. Nothing was ever going to come between us again—I believed in what we had too much.

      “I think it’s a good thing Anna won’t be back until tonight.” Madie gasped as our lips were finally separated.

      “Aye, lass.” I nodded and grinned. “A damn good thing.”

      I kissed Madie again and started pulling her towards the stairs. We left a trail of clothes along the way and by the time we made it to the bed, we had nothing between us but the heat that our bodies were generating. Our lips stayed seared together and our passion melted into a primal desire of two people that had been denied what we craved. I forced her legs apart and sank between her thighs. My hands explored her body—tracing her curves until I felt her wetness against my cock. She was beyond ready to have me inside her and my cock was throbbing with a need to taste what belonged to me. I started to enter her and felt no resistance except for her tightness—god was she tight. It was like heaven with every inch making the journey sweeter until I was as deep as I could go.

      “I’ve missed this.” Madie’s head rolled back as our lips were pulled apart, and a loud gasp echoed from her throat.

      “Don’t ever lie to me again.” I pressed my lips to her neck and brought them up to her ear.

      “I won’t—I promise.” She gasped again.

      I started thrusting my cock into her wetness. It felt so fucking good and it was hard to hold back. I had gotten so used to having her there with me that my body ached with desire the moment she was gone. That wasn’t going to be the case anymore. She was in my bed where she belonged and that was where she was going to stay. A lie almost tore us apart—I had enough trust to believe it wouldn’t happen again. We both understood how special our relationship had become and I felt that when her body reacted to mine. The connection was cosmic. It was fate and destiny—both were ours for the taking. It was emotionally driven passion—two lovers that needed the sweet release in order to build a new foundation beneath us.

      “You feel so good…” Madie dug her nails into my back. “You’re going to make me come!”

      “Ye know it won’t just be once—not when yer with me.” I pinned her arms to the bed and started thrusting with more ferocity.

      Madie’s pussy squeezed my cock, and then it started to spasm on my length. I loved the way that felt. It was almost enough to send me over the edge, but I fought against it. I wanted to enjoy her pussy as long as possible before I erupted in bliss. Madie’s mouth opened wide as the first orgasm devoured her—the first of many, because we had to make up for every night that we were apart before the sun went down. I didn’t care about packing up the house. I would hire someone to do it if I could spend every waking moment with Madie. I pounded my cock into the first orgasm until I felt the second one coming. Watching the pleasure on her face while her body was overcome with euphoria was almost as good as the release that was getting closer with every thrust that went deep inside her.

      “Ye belong to me—forever. Yer mine.” I squeezed her wrists tighter and crushed her lips as I felt the release coming.

      The pressure in my balls built to the point that it felt like they were going to start aching if I didn’t give in. I had no choice. My thrusts got more erratic as the pleasure took charge of them. My cock went deep inside her, and I felt the first surge of cum shoot through my shaft. I exploded inside her like a cannon and then started to thrust again as my cock throbbed. Each pulsation emptied more of my pent up lust until my balls were completely drained. I wasn’t done. I couldn’t pull away from her yet. I needed another release—I needed to make her come so many times that she never forgot who she belonged to.

      “Oh my god!” Madie’s head rolled back and our lips were pulled apart. “I’m gonna come again!”

      “Aye—and yer going to keep going this time—until I fill yer pussy again.” I picked up speed and felt the bed shaking underneath us.

      I had brought her to the point where her body simply caved into my desire. She was so sensitive from the multiple orgasms that she could no longer control them. The sound of her body being driven into the bed was drowned out by a scream—then whimpering moans as the orgasms stacked on top of each other. I made her come again and again—watching her lips tremble until she was so exhausted she couldn’t speak. I was getting close. My second release was begging for the sweet surrender that would consume me. I kept thrusting until the pressure was too intense, then I started to erupt. My head flew back—a primal roar echoed from my throat—and I gave her everything that I had left inside me. My arms were shaking. My strength was sapped. I fell forward and managed to turn my body to the side before I completely collapsed.

      God I’ve missed that…

      Madie and I spent the next hour tangled in an exhausted embrace. We both dozed for a little while, but there was too much mental adrenaline for actual sleep. I don’t think we would have had the strength the move if the house had caught on fire. I was filled with a lot of regret once my thoughts finally overwhelmed the passion that had stormed between us. I pushed away the one person that meant everything to me. I didn’t listen to her when she tried to tell me the truth—I let the haunted past I had with my ex-wife cloud my relationship with Madie and it almost cost me everything. I wasn’t going to let that happen again. The past was going to stay there, and I was going to create a beautiful future with the lass that stole my heart.

      “I guess we really should try and pack some stuff.” Madie snuggled closer to me. “If you have to be out in a week, you can’t afford to spend the day in bed with me—as much as I would like it.”

      “Fuck it, I don’t care. I just want to be here with ye.” I pressed my lips to her forehead. “I’ll call a moving company on Monday. It won’t set me back much.”

      “If you’re sure.” She smiled and closed her eyes. “I still can’t believe Anna was so understanding—I thought she would lose her mind when she found out about us.”

      “My daughter lived through the divorce like I did—she saw what it did to me. She wanted me to be happy again, and I don’t think she would have cared who it was with—at least she knows yer a good person—when ye behave.” I chuckled under my breath.

      “I know what happens when I misbehave.” She opened her eyes and giggled. “Sometimes it’s worth it.”

      “I suppose I’ll have to keep a close eye on ye.” I tilted my head slightly and grinned.

      “Don’t worry.” She traced my chest with her finger. “I know how to bring the Daddy out of you when I need him.”

      “Aye—ye do.” I nodded in agreement. “But I like this too—I need ye to be the woman in my arms more than I need ye to be the naughty lass over my knee.”

      “That’s all I want to be right now.” She sighed and leaned against my chest. “I’m happy here. I know it’s where I’m supposed to be.”

      “I do have to ask ye something though.” I leaned up. “How do ye feel about Arizona?”

      “Arizona? I just got a job here—granted, I’m just waiting tables…” She exhaled sharply. “I might be tempted to move if I had a job lined up.”

      “I was thinking more like college.” I squeezed her a little tighter. “Ye shouldn’t waste yer time waiting tables when ye have so much potential. There’s a great university within driving distance of the house I plan to rent.”

      “Maybe—I guess it’s something to think about.” Madie nodded.

      I’ll find a way to convince ye—mark my words.
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      “I think she’s back.”  I looked towards the door when I heard a car in the driveway.

      “Aye—should we pretend to be really angry at her?”  Declan looked over at me and grinned.

      “Nah, she’s probably worried enough as it is.”  I chuckled under my breath.

      Anna opened the door and I could see the concern in her eyes, but that faded as soon as she saw us together.  Her plan had worked.  I thought she was crazy when she suggested it, but she didn’t tell me everything.  She just told me that she was going to make us talk things through—and make sure her father understood that my one mistake wasn’t a representation of the person I was.  I fully expected to hear the same thing from Declan that I heard the night he told me he was done.  I thought I had shattered my one real chance at happiness, but the love that had grown between us was strong enough to overcome it.

      “Alright, well now that I know I’m not going to have to help one of you bury a body, I brought food.  Madie, will you help me get it out of the car?”  Anna motioned to me.

      “Did ye bring a feast?”  Declan raised an eyebrow.

      “She probably just wants some girl talk.”  I patted Declan’s knee and stood up once Anna was back outside.

      “I’m not sure I like the idea of my daughter having girl time with my girlfriend.”  He growled under his breath.

      “I’ll be absolutely honest with her.”  I looked back at him and winked as I walked towards the door.  “Honesty is everything, right?”

      “Yer going to be in so much trouble after she leaves,”  Declan growled a little louder.

      “Oh, I know…”  I looked over my shoulder and giggled before skipping down the steps to catch up with Anna.

      “I’m guessing by that smile on your face that things went okay?”  Anna opened her passenger side door and looked at me.

      “It did.”  I reached inside to grab a bag of food.  “Thank you so much for this.  I—don’t know how to repay you.”

      “Just treat my Dad right.  I know you will, but you’re getting a second chance here.  He won’t give you a third.”  She grabbed the other bag.

      “I won’t do anything to jeopardize our relationship again.  I should have been honest with him from the beginning, and I will be from this point forward.”  I nodded quickly.

      “Well now you have another job.”  She leaned over and nudged me.

      “I do?”  I raised my eyebrows inquisitively.

      “He still hasn’t decided if he’s going back to Scotland after I graduate from college.  You need to convince him to make the right decision.”  She tilted her head slightly.  “I don’t want him to leave and he doesn’t really want to go—so give him a reason to stay here.”

      “I think I can manage that.”  I smiled and nodded.  “I don’t think he really wants to go back either—he was just looking for something that he didn’t think he’d find here.”

      I’d love to visit Scotland with him, but I don’t think I want to live there.  I’d follow him anywhere though—and I already know that I’m going to follow him to Arizona when he gets his new place.
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      One week later

      “That’s the last box.”  Declan looked around the living room at all of the boxes.  “I really should have put a lot more stuff in storage.”

      “It doesn’t help that all of my stuff is here too.”  I walked over and took his hand.  “The moving company was a good idea though—because we’re here and we didn’t have to spend all day lugging these boxes inside.”

      “Which means we get to christen this place immediately.”  He pulled me into his arms.

      “Yes, but you have to put the bed together first…” I looked towards the stairs.

      “Who needs a bed?”  He lifted me off the ground.  “The wall works just fine.”

      “There’s a couch…”  I gasped when his lips started to tease my neck.

      “I don’t need a couch either.”  He walked to the wall and pressed me against it.

      Declan tore at my clothes until I was naked in his arms.  His lips danced along my skin, and I wrapped my legs around his waist.  He guided his cock to my wetness and drove it into me.  His muscles didn’t even seem to strain as he kept me against the wall and started to thrust.  It wasn’t going to take long—we had been teasing each other in the car on the way to Arizona.  He started to pick up speed and I could hear the wall thumping behind us.  I was afraid he was going to break through the sheet-rock if he kept hammering me into it, but that would just mean we had another project to tackle—as soon as we unpacked.

      “It’s a good thing we haven’t put any pictures on the wall yet.”  I leaned into his ear and purred.  “Oh god!”

      “Aye, might as well take advantage of it while we can.”  He squeezed my ass and hammered me even harder.

      My body was on fire and the desire was coursing through my veins.  My g-spot reacted to every thrust and sent another surge of pleasure that made every nerve in my body ignite.  His thick cock was throbbing inside me so much that the pressure was beginning to build with ferocity.  My legs tightened around his waist and I moaned louder.  I could feel his body reacting as well.  There was a throaty-growl that always signaled the build towards his climax.  I dug my nails into his back and held on for dear life when the pressure started to release—there was no holding back.  He was about to make my body pay for every bit of teasing that I had given him on the way to our new home.

      “I’m gonna come!”  I kissed his neck and whimpered as the pleasure got more intense.

      “Come for me baby—don’t hold back…”  He gave me several hard thrusts that made me bounce on the entire length of his cock.

      “Oh god!”  My head rolled back against the wall and the pleasure consumed me.

      My pussy started to spasm on Declan’s cock and he drove it deep.  It throbbed and pulsated against my g-spot, which made the orgasm even better.  I felt him shake and then he began to erupt inside me.  My body jerked and convulsed as I lost control of everything when I hit the peak of euphoria.  Declan started to hammer his cock into me with quick thrusts once the first burst of his seed was inside my pussy.  He kept going until my orgasm subsided and his balls were drained.  I fell against his shoulder and he carried me to the couch.  I laid in his arms for a few minutes, but I felt the desire creeping up again.  I wasn’t done—I need more.

      “I hope I didn’t wear you out already.”  I reached down and started stroking his cock with my hand.

      “I’ve got a little more.”  He arched his back, and I felt his cock starting to get hard again.  “Okay, a lot more.”

      “Don’t think this gets you off the hook.”  I guided his cock to my pussy.  “You promised to wear your kilt for me our first night in the new house.”

      “Aye, I’ll be good to go before we make it to bed—if we make it there.”  He exhaled sharply as I descended on his shaft.

      “If you build it…”  I bounced on his cock a few times.  “I will come—oh god will I come.”

      “I’m supposed to be the one with the cheesy lines.”  He chuckled and started thrusting upwards to match the speed of my hips.

      “Not always…”  I closed my eyes and gasped.

      I bounced on Declan’s cock until the pressure started to build again.  It took longer than the first time, but it was just as amazing.  He made everything inside me come to life until I was gasping and moaning with the edge of bliss so close, I could taste it.  Every second brought me closer and I could tell he was getting there too.  His cock throbbed against my g-spot each time he went deep inside me when I sank down to his balls.  His hands squeezed my breasts, his fingertips flicked against my nipples, and the sensations were driving me wild.  My breathing got so heavy that I thought I was going to choke on my own breath before I got to come, but I finally felt the pressure start to release.

      “Oh god!  I’m coming!”  I leaned forward and let him take control, driving every thrust into my pussy as hard as he could.

      “I’m going to make sure this one is good enough to last.”  He latched onto the back of my neck and growled into my ear.

      Declan made me come and then he kept thrusting.  I thought the spasms that ripped through my pussy would be enough to bring him over the edge, but he held back.  He was determined to make me come again—and the next one didn’t take more than a few minutes.  He flipped me over on the couch, slammed into me from behind, and started riding my pussy while both hands stayed tangled in my hair.  He still wasn’t done.  I was torn between heaven and hell, because the orgasms were starting to hurt.  He didn’t care—his lust had overwhelmed him and turned into a primal desire.  He made me come so many times that I couldn’t speak, but his cock still kept slamming into me.  When I finally felt the throb and pulsation mixed with a thick stream of his lust, I was exhausted.  He unloaded inside me until he was drained and then fell forward against my back.  I couldn’t move.  My arms went limp and hung over the edge of the couch.

      “Did yet get enough that time?”  He pressed his lips to my neck, and I heard a light growl in his throat.

      “Yes—I definitely did.”  I forced a weak nod.

      Declan stayed on top of me for several minutes before he finally got enough energy to stand.  I had no idea how he could—I wasn’t even able to move a muscle.  He went upstairs and I heard the sound of the bed being built.  If he actually wanted me in it before the sun came up the next day, he was going to have to carry me.  There was nothing left—I certainly didn’t think I could come again, despite wanting to be able to enjoy him in his kilt.  My pulse stopped racing and my heart slowed down enough for me to really feel the afterglow of bliss settle into my veins.  I was too tired to stay awake, so I waited for sleep to take me.

      This is the best way to fall asleep—I don’t even care that the sun is shining in my face.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later

      “Are ye going to sleep all day, lass?”  Declan voice echoed in my ear and he gave me a nudge.

      “Oh shit…”  I sat up and rubbed my eyes.  “How long was I out for?”

      “Long enough for me to know I wore ye out.”  He chuckled and helped me stand.  “Let’s get some dinner and unpack a few boxes before bed.”

      “Sounds good.”  I smiled and nodded.

      We order some food, worked until it arrived, and then set up the dining room table so we could eat.  I was already feeling a little frisky when we sat down—the nap had rejuvenated me a lot more than I expected.  After dinner was done, we went upstairs, and Declan changed into his kilt—but he took it a lot further than I expected.  He walked into the bedroom wearing the traditional dress of Clan Mackenzie and even put some blue warpaint on his face.  If the nap hadn’t given me enough strength to get ready for him again, that certainly would have.

      “What does a filthy brute like you do with a lass like me?”  I tilted my head to the side and grinned.

      “Depends on how much ye resist.”  He walked to the edge of the bed and grabbed my ankle.

      “I might want to resist a little bit…”  I pulled away from his grasp.

      “This belt around my waist is for more than just holding up my kilt.”  He reached down and started to unfasten it.  “Resist me too much and ye might find out how it feels on yer ass.”

      “Oh, I don’t plan to resist that much.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “I didn’t think ye would.”  He grabbed my leg and flipped me over.  “But since ye showing signs of resistance to begin with—I’m going to have to teach ye a lesson.”

      “Fine…”  I lifted my ass up until it was against his hand.  “I guess I do need a little color.”

      “Aye.”  He nodded.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      The spanking wasn’t hard enough to hurt, but it got me incredibly turned on—so much so that I couldn’t help but peek underneath his kilt.  As expected, all I found was his thick cock engorged and ready for my lips to devour it.  I normally savored every opportunity that I got to make him come with my mouth, but the need inside me was too strong to finish him off.  I took him into my throat and swallowed every inch of his cock while he rubbed my pussy with his fingers.  Thankfully, my mouth wasn’t what he really wanted.

      “Alright lass, are ye going to resist anymore?”  He moved his hand around to my ass.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Not at all.”  I rolled over on the bed and spread my legs.  “You can already see that I’m more than ready for you.”

      “Aye.”  He smiled.  “I’m ready for ye too.”

      Declan crawled between my thighs and drove his cock deep inside me.  His lips teased my neck once he started to thrust.  I was glad he wore the kilt into the bedroom, but I didn’t expect him to keep it on once he was ready to claim me—the sight of him taking my pussy while it was still around his waist was incredible.  I erupted in bliss in record time—but I knew that I was far from done.  We were going to break in the bed as many times as we could before we were done.

      “Yer mine lass—forever and always,”  Declan growled into my ear.

      “Yes!”  I exhaled sharply.  “Always…”

      “Then come for me lass—come for me like yer going to do every time I demand it.”  He gave me a few really hard thrusts.

      You don’t have to demand it—I’m already there.
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      One year later

      “I now pronounce ye husband and wife.”  The Scottish minister closed his Bible.  “That means ye can kiss yer bride.”

      “Aye.”  Declan grinned and lifted my veil and spun me in his arms before he pressed his lips to mine.

      Our wedding was beautiful.  Declan found a Gaelic church in Arizona that reminded him of home and flew in a minister from Scotland—that same one that married his parents.  Bagpipes played me down the aisle, and they started up again once Declan planted a kiss on my lips.

      It had been a year of healing for me and celebrating the one year anniversary of our move to Arizona with a wedding was perfect.  It was even better having my father walk me down the aisle—and see him actually shed a tear when he gave me away.  Anna stood at my side as my Maid of Honor, and the new engagement ring on her finger was almost as big as mine.  I was pretty sure that we were going to be back at that same church soon—because she seemed to be interested in booking it for her wedding too after seeing how amazing it was.

      “Alright lass.”  Declan took my hand and leaned over so that nobody else could hear what he was about to say.  “It’s time for me to get ye out of that dress—as pretty as it is.”

      “We have a reception first…”  I leaned against him and laughed.

      “Aye, but ye have to change into something more comfortable—and I won’t need long.”  He squeezed my hand a little tighter.

      “You better not even think of taking that kilt off before we get back to the house.”  I looked at him and grinned.

      “Don’t worry—ye already know what’s under it.  I won’t have to take it off to get what I want from my new bride.”  He started walking down the steps.

      “Hold on, I want another picture of you two in the aisle.”  My mother stepped out of the church pew and held up her camera.

      “Doesn’t she know we got a baby to make?”  Declan smiled and posed for the picture.

      “Trust me—she’s already picking out names.”  I chuckled under my breath and leaned against him for another picture.  “Better hope the doctor was right about reversing your vasectomy, because she’s ready to be a grandmother.”

      “Aye, he said the success rate was high—and I’m all healed up now.”  Declan pulled me past the crowd once they were done taking pictures.

      Things were never going to be perfect with my parents, but I had given them a second chance—just like the one Declan gave me.  They found a new church that focused on love, compassion and forgiveness instead of fire and brimstone.  I still didn’t think they should lead their lives based on what the preacher said, but it did seem to change their perspective once they heard God’s message the way it was intended to be relayed.

      “This way.”  Declan pulled me towards the side room of the reception hall.

      “You’re serious about this?”  I held my dress with one hand as I followed behind me.

      “Aye—let’s get a baby in ye.”  He looked around to make sure nobody was nearby and then slammed the door.

      We consummated our marriage for the first time in the side room of the reception hall.  If anyone noticed, they didn’t say anything.  We spent the evening with family and friends before returning to the house for the passion that was expected on our wedding night.  We weren’t going to get much sleep—I could already tell—but at least we could get some on the plane the next day.  We were going to honeymoon in Scotland, and while I was looking forward to seeing all of the sights, Declan seemed more focused on making sure I was pregnant before I got back home.  I was pretty sure that wasn’t going to be a problem—he was incredibly determined.
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        * * *

      

      Two months later

      “Pee on the stick already, lass.  What’s taking ye so long?”  Declan knocked on the bathroom door.

      “I already peed on the stick!  I’m waiting for the result!”  I stared at the stick and smiled when I saw the plus sign.

      “The suspense is killing me!”  He knocked on the door again.

      “You know what’s going to kill you, Declan Mackenzie?”  I pulled the bathroom door open and glared at him, but I couldn’t keep the smile hidden for long.  “Changing diapers!”

      “Oh lass, you must be mistaken—Scottish men don’t change diapers.  That’s what I got ye for.”  He pulled me into his arms and practically yelled with excitement.

      “Don’t try to pull that—I’ll call your mother.  She told me to pick up the phone if you tried something like that.”  I leaned back from his embrace and grinned.

      “Okay, I’ll change—one diaper.”  He growled playfully.

      “This little lass is going to have you wrapped around her finger—just like I do.”  I winked at him.

      “Lass?  Already got one of those—it’s a lad this time, I can feel it.”  He pulled me back into his arms.

      “Well either way, I want to feel something else right now…”  I slid my hand down his chest and grabbed his cock.

      “Aye, I’ll give ye anything ye want.”  He exhaled sharply and squeezed my ass.  “Especially that.”

      “You’ll have to be quick—my first class starts in two hours.”  I moved my hand to his and started walking towards the bedroom.

      “Definitely can’t be late—I won’t be able to spank ye when ye misbehave for a while.”  He followed behind me.

      “I’m sure you’ll make it up to me in between changing diapers…”  I looked over my shoulder and grinned.

      “Aye, I definitely will.”  He closed the bedroom door and pushed me towards the bed.

      I probably should tell him that twins run in my family—and they usually skip a generation.  Nah, I’ll save that surprise for later…

      
        
        The End
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      “Is this a good idea?”  I had an uneasy feeling in my stomach and a glance at the girl walking next to me confirmed that she was equally concerned.

      Madeleine doesn’t look very convinced—that’s not a good sign.

      “I don’t know.  Billy said these fake IDs would get us into any bar in Los Angeles.”  She shrugged.  “I guess we’re about to find out…”

      The bouncer motioned for the two of us to step forward, and I handed him my driver’s license—well, not my real one—but it had my name on it.  He studied the driver’s license for a moment and then looked at me.  I couldn’t tell if the scowl on his face was because he already knew that the license I handed him was fake, or if it was just his normal expression.  My throat started to get dry, and I began to wonder if we should have tried to get into a bar that wasn’t so close to our University.  We probably weren’t the first two college students to walk up to the front door of LA Dark and try to get in with a fake ID.

      “Go ahead.”  The bouncer handed me my license and stepped to the side.

      “Thank you.”  I tried to hide the surprise that was simmering inside me, shoved my fake ID back into my purse and turned to wait on Madeleine.

      “Hold on.”  The bouncer put one hand on Madeleine’s shoulder and crushed her fake driver’s license with the other.  “I don’t think so—beat it, kid.”

      “Wait, what are you doing?”  Madeleine blinked in surprise.

      “You think I can’t spot a fake ID?  Get out here before I call the cops.”  He pointed towards the parking lot.

      Oh shit.

      I wasn’t sure what to do.  Madeleine obviously wasn’t getting past the bouncer, but I was already inside.  If I ran back out, then it would look incredibly suspicious.  I looked around the bar and wondered why they had a bouncer, to begin with—it wasn’t like the place was packed.  It also didn’t look like it was the kind of place that someone my age would frequent—well, the age on my driver’s license at least.  According to it, I had just turned twenty-one, but I had really just turned nineteen.  I couldn’t believe my driver’s license had successfully gotten me into the bar when Madeleine’s didn’t.  Someone we knew from college made both of them, and he was supposed to be the best guy on campus to get one from.  I was still trying to figure out what I should do when my phone buzzed in my purse, and I saw that I had a message from Madeleine.

      Madeleine:  Hey!  I’m your ride.  Are you coming?

      Lauren:  I don’t know.  What are we going to do tonight?  The bouncer destroyed your fake ID.  We won’t be able to get into another bar…

      Madeleine:  That fucking asshole.  Why don’t you just stay and have one drink?  I’ll wait in the car.

      Lauren:  Okay, sounds good.

      We were only planning to have one drink anyway.  It was more like a rite of passage than anything else, and we really wanted to see if the fake IDs would work before we went downtown to one of the more upscale clubs.  It wasn’t how I originally envisioned my first year of college going, but I had fallen in with a crowd that seemed intent on having plenty of regrets before they graduated.  After a few months of frat parties, Madeleine wanted to take the show on the road and actually start hitting up some clubs.  Her dream was shattered for the evening, but she would probably have a new fake ID before it was time to try again.

      Okay, one drink.  I can do this.

      “Hey there, what’ll it be?”  The bartender was a guy that didn’t look much older than the age on my license.

      “Um, I guess I’ll have a margarita?”  I sat down at the bar and smiled.

      “Frozen or do you just want it on the rocks?”  He tilted his head slightly.

      “Frozen works.”  I nodded quickly.

      “Coming right up.”  He turned and reached for a bottle of tequila.

      I looked around the bar a little more once I was seated.  It was definitely a dive—no doubt about that.  Most of the people were older and looked like alcohol had been a staple in their lives for quite some time.  There was a game of pool going with a couple of guys that appeared to be in their mid-thirties chugging beer between shots.  There was an older woman several seats down from me that looked like she was closer to passing out than finishing her drink.  At the end of the bar was a man with silver hair and a beard that matched—he stood out from everyone else because he looked neatly groomed.  His collared button-down shirt was pristine, but his tie was loose around his neck.  It took me a moment to realize that I recognized him—and I had to double take to make sure I wasn’t just imagining it.

      Holy shit.  That’s Jamison Thorn—Well, that’s his name on television.  I don’t know what his real name is.

      “Here’s your margarita.”  The bartender put a salt-rimmed glass in front of me that was practically overflowing.

      “Thank you.”  I smiled and motioned to the guy at the end of the bar.  “Hey—is that…”

      “Walker Delaney?  Yeah, that’s him.  He likes to slum it sometimes—most people don’t bother him in here because he’s from the neighborhood.  They knew him before he was famous.”

      Walker Delaney.  So that’s his real name…

      Walker Delaney was a soap opera legend—he had been on my television screen every single day since I was a kid.  The soap he was on, Dangerous Thorns, came on right after school.  Other kids got to go home and watch Nickelodeon, but I wasn’t allowed to change the channel until Dangerous Thorns was over—and that included the preview for the next episode.  As I got older, I lost interest in the show, but I still sat down to watch it from time to time when I didn’t have homework I needed to get started on immediately.  Mom would fill me in on the important stuff I missed—who was sleeping with who—and which younger actress they had decided to pair Jamison Thorn up with that week.

      They never missed an opportunity to have a young actress call him Daddy when her panties hit the floor.

      The thing I would have never admitted to my mother—was that she wasn’t the only person in our house that had a crush on Walker Delaney.  There were a few times when he crept into one of my fantasies, and I imagined myself calling him Daddy—those fantasies were usually pretty intense too.  Seeing him sitting at the end of the bar brought a few those fantasies to the front of my thoughts, and I couldn’t help but smile when I leaned forward and took a sip of my margarita—which was a lot stronger than I expected.  My entire face puckered when I felt the tequila go down my throat.  It was going to take a while to finish it off—which meant Madeleine was going to be waiting outside even longer than I expected.

      Lauren:  You’ll never guess who is in here!

      Madeleine:  Judging by the people I’ve seen leave since you went in, my guess would be a hobo or a prostitute that doesn’t get many customers anymore.

      Lauren:  No, hold on…  I’ll take a picture.

      I leaned forward to take a second sip of my margarita, which went down a lot easier than the first one and tried to position my phone so that what I was trying to do wasn’t too obvious.  There was a part of me that wanted to turn into a total fangirl, but I remembered what the bartender said. If Walker Delaney was drinking somewhere that he wouldn’t be bothered, then I wanted to respect his privacy—despite wanting to do the complete opposite.  I made sure my flash was off and snapped a quick picture, but the lighting was too dim to get a good shot.  I flipped over to black and white mode, which would usually take a better picture in a darker environment.  The second I hit the button on my phone and saw the flash, I realized my mistake—the flash always turned on when I switched to a different mode.

      Fuck!

      Walker Delaney certainly noticed the flash—as did most of the other people in the bar.  He turned in my direction, and the look on his face was one I had seen many times—it was the look he normally gave someone on Dangerous Thorns right before he completely destroyed them.  I wanted to crawl in a hole and die.  I stuffed my phone in my purse and started to stand up so I could make a dash for the door, but then I realized that I hadn’t paid.  I grabbed my wallet and fumbled with it until I had enough money to cover the cost of the drink plus a tip—a rather generous tip, but I didn’t have time to ask for change.  I turned to leave—and noticed that Walker Delaney was no longer in his seat—he was standing right beside me.

      “Want an autograph?  That way everyone will believe the picture is really me and not just some random dude in a bar?”  He tilted his head slightly.

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’m so sorry.  I—need to go.”

      “You didn’t even finish your drink.”  He motioned to my margarita.  “People take pictures of me all the time.  It’s not a big deal.”

      “Okay…”  I sat back down on my stool—and Walker Delaney took the seat next to me.

      “Obviously you already know who I am.  What’s your name?”  He turned towards me and lifted his glass to his lips.

      “Lauren.”  I swallowed a lump that tried to form in my throat.

      “I’ve known a few Laurens.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “They weren’t as pretty as you though.”

      Did—did Jamison Thorn just call me pretty?  I mean—Walker Delaney.

      “Thank you, Mr. Delaney.”  I tried to stifle the grin that formed on the edge of my lips.

      He knows how to be charming; I’ll give him that.

      “Walker, please.”  He tilted his head slightly and smiled.  “Or Daddy—if you prefer.”

      Oh my fucking god…

      Madeleine got tired of waiting for the picture and sent me another text message, but I ignored it.  I was one step from turning into a gushing fangirl and one step from falling in love on the spot.  I was struggling to process thought—hell; I was struggling to remember how to breathe.  I nervously sipped my margarita, which was getting better every time I lifted the straw to my lips, and just—stared.  Walker was even hotter in real life than he was on television.  I knew that the shirt he was wearing was hiding an incredible physique—one that most guys his age wouldn’t dream of having.  He didn’t have muscles; he had mountains—mountains that were covered in gorgeous ink—or maybe the tattoos were just part of the show.  It didn’t matter.  He was still the hottest man I had ever laid eyes on.

      “So, tell me about yourself, Lauren.  What is a girl your age doing in a dive like this?  You don’t really fit the clientele this place caters to.”  He finished his drink and motioned for another one.

      “I—uh, go to school near here.  I mean, not high school obviously—I’m in college.”  My throat was tightening up, and the margarita wasn’t doing anything to help alleviate that problem.

      “You’re a little young to know who I am.”  He reached for his drink as soon as the bartender refilled the glass.  “Doesn’t your generation think soap operas are misogynistic garbage?”

      I’ve had that debate with a few of my friends—but it’s never really been my opinion.

      “Not all of us…”  I leaned forward to sip my drink and saw my phone light up again.

      “Someone really wants you to answer your phone.”  He picked it up.  “Madelaine?”

      “She’s—waiting outside.”  I looked up at him.

      Did he really just pick up my phone and try to read my text message?

      “Well we can tell her to go home, can’t we?”  He took my hand and pressed my thumb to the sensor so that it would unlock.

      His touch is like a fire that teases my soul—but no, that’s absurd.  He’s old enough to be my father.

      “What?  Why?”  I blinked in surprise.

      “I don’t want to go home alone tonight.”  He quickly typed out a message and put my phone down.  “So, I’m taking you with me.”

      Okay, scratch charming—he’s too brazen and bold for that.

      “Um…”  I looked down at my phone and saw the message he sent Madelaine.

      Lauren:  I’m going to stay for a while.  You can go.

      I leaned forward to sip my margarita, which was getting really close to the bottom.  Walker ordered me another one before I had a chance to protest.  I was certainly feeling it—but I wasn’t sure if I was more intoxicated by the tequila or the mesmerizing eyes that were focused on me.  He was so—demanding, just like the character he played on Dangerous Thorns.  If there was a camera filming us, I would have thought I was literally sitting next to Jamison Thorn himself—and not just the actor that played him.  Walker’s stare could make a pair of panties wet when he was on the screen—it’s much more vivid in real life.  The alcohol was lowering my inhibitions quickly—and I had to remind myself that I was still a virgin.  I couldn’t go home with him.  I wouldn’t even know what to do.

      “Finish your drink, Lauren.”  He motioned to the margarita that I hadn’t touched yet.  “Then we can get out of here.”

      There is no way in hell that is going to happen.

      “Hold on…”  I finally started to get control of my senses.  “I think you have the wrong idea.  I’m not that kind of girl.”

      “Let’s see what kind of girl you are after you finish that drink.”  He motioned to my margarita again.

      Roughed up charm didn’t work, so now he’s going to go for the standard approaching—liquoring me up.

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’m sorry, I hope I didn’t give you the impression that I was interested in going home with you.  I used to watch you on television all the time when I was growing up—I was just having a fangirl moment.”

      “Are you sure that all you did was watch?”  He leaned a little closer.  “Or did you think about me when the lights were off too?”

      Wow, he doesn’t hold back.

      “I should go.”  I reached into my purse to get my wallet.

      The fangirl moment has definitely passed.

      “Hold on.”  He put his hand on my arm and a tingle shot through my body.  “I’ll take care of your drink—and I believe I promised you an autograph too.”

      Why does his touch do that to me?

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to do that.”  I pulled out a twenty dollar bill and put it on the bar.

      “I insist.”  He grabbed the twenty, took a pen out of his purse, and started to sign it.

      “At least I’ll know it’s worth something.”  I shook my head in disbelief.

      They say you should never meet your heroes—he’s never really been my hero, but maybe the same thing can be said for people you fantasize about.

      “Here you go.”  He put the twenty in my hand.  “It was nice meeting you, Lauren.  I hope you have a good night.”

      “Yeah—you too.”  I tucked the twenty into my purse and started walking towards the door.

      The patriarch of the Thorn family that Walker represented on television didn’t seem to be much different than the man who stepped into the role every afternoon.  I definitely wasn’t expecting that.  He was hot-as-sin, and even though I didn’t normally like older men, he was just—different.  Unfortunately, I realized that underneath that gorgeous physique and those mesmerizing eyes was a man who was no different than every other red-blooded male I came in contact with.  The only thing he was interested in was what was between my legs—or maybe he would have settled for my lips if I did a good job.  Either way, I might have fantasized about calling him Daddy when I was younger, but the way he acted turned that fantasy off real quick.

      I was tempted.  I won’t deny that.  I just have no interest in being some Hollywood actor’s random conquest on a Friday night.  He probably won’t even remember my name tomorrow.

      Madeleine was already gone, so I used my phone to request an Uber.  Thankfully, they were plentiful in Los Angeles so one rolled up to the curb fairly quickly.  I usually tipped the drivers with the app on my phone when I was forced to use the service, but I thought about just giving him the twenty dollar bill Walker signed instead.  If it wasn’t a waste of money I couldn’t afford to spend, I probably would have.  I pulled out my wallet and found the twenty that Walker signed.  I opened it up and stared at his signature—then I realized that his name wasn’t the only thing he wrote down—underneath it was his phone number.  I shook my head in disbelief and put the twenty back in my wallet.

      Like I’m going to call him—what a freaking jerk.
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      Earlier that day

      “Walker, I’m sorry.  The time has come.”  Jacob Young, the lead writer for Dangerous Thorns, leaned back in his chair.  “Jamison Thorn has to die.”

      “That’s bullshit.”  I threw the script he had presented me with on the desk.  “There’s no fucking reason for you to kill off my character—you’re just after a ratings grab.”

      “If we’re going to kill off Jamison Thorn, we’re going to do it during the sweeps rating period—that’s when all of the best storylines are delivered.”  He nodded.  “This has been coming for a while.  Surely, you’ve seen the writing on the wall—Jamison has been making peace with all of the people he wronged over the years.”

      “I thought it was a fucking redemption story arc,”  I growled under my breath.  “That’s what you told me it was…”

      “We wanted to play this close to the chest.  I’m sure you understand.”  He leaned forward in his chair.  “We’re going to give Jamison a great sendoff.  He’ll die a hero, despite being a villain for most of his time on the show.”

      “You’re making an awful business decision.  I told you I would renegotiate my contract.  I know ratings are down—I know you need to cut my salary a little bit.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’m the cornerstone of Dangerous Thorns.  I’ve had top billing for twenty god damned years!”

      “I know I speak on behalf of everyone involved with the show when I tell you that your contribution is not being forgotten—or ignored.  It’s just time for the next generation to step up and carry the torch.”  He sighed.  “This isn’t easy for me…”

      “Then at least tell me why.  You owe me that much.”  I leaned forward and stared him down.  “You didn’t even blink when I said I’d be willing to negotiate for less money—so that’s not what it’s about.”

      “You’re right.”  He nodded.  “It’s not about money.  It’s just that—Jamison Thorn always had a certain degree of sex appeal.  Women loved him, despite the fact that he was normally the bad guy.  That appeal has started to wane.”

      “You’re out of your fucking mind.”  I scoffed and shook my head.  “I was on the cover of Oh Daddy! magazine two years ago—last year, they named me the Sexiest Silver Fox on Television.”

      “Yes, but—the people who read those magazines aren’t our target demographic.”  He looked down and sighed.  “We need to attract a younger audience.  You’re a lonely housewife’s dirty fantasy—we need to focus on the actors that will bring in the young crowd.  Honestly, people kind of thought it was creepy when Jamison hooked up with Bianca a few months ago—they said she was too young to get involved with a guy your age.  They wanted her to end up with Dean instead.”

      “That’s the whole fucking point of my character!”  I leaned forward a little more.  “I get the girls—I fuck them—then I fuck with everyone’s head.”

      “We have to focus on events that are a little happier.  We can’t keep writing storylines about girls with Daddy issues and leading ladies that fall into Jamison Thorn’s trap.  We’re dealing with feminism—a new culture in Hollywood.  Your name was brought up during the Me Too movement.”

      “What the fuck, Jacob?  I never laid a hand on a girl unless she wanted me to…”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “Not you, but—Jamison is a different story.  That kind of stuff makes people uncomfortable now.”  He shrugged.  “This decision has already been made.  Bianca will be the last girl you lure into your bed—and Dean is going to kill you for it.”

      That sounds a little morbid, considering that Dean’s real name is the same as the character he plays…

      “Patricide—that’s your answer?”  I exhaled sharply.  “That’ll ruin Dean’s character.  Bianca is already having mixed feelings—she’s leaning towards Jamison because she can’t get the night they shared out of her head.”

      “Which is why Dean’s character will change.  After you’re gone, he’ll fill that void Jamison’s death leaves behind.”  Jacob nodded.  “He’ll be our new villain.”

      “Fucking bullshit.”  I rubbed the tip of my index finger between my eyebrows because I could feel a headache coming on.

      Twenty damn years.  That’s how long I sat on my throne as the king of daytime television—and they were going to end my career with a bullet.  Jamison Thorn was a lot older than I was.  They brought me in when I was twenty-five, told me to grow out my beard, and made me the patriarch of a family with grown men that looked more like brothers than sons.  I don’t know if it was the stress of the spotlight or being consumed with the character that turned my hair silver before it’s time, but the look helped to enhance the character of Jamison Thorn.  Considering how many actors they had switched around and characters that had aged unnaturally for the sake of getting more members of the Thorn family on television, Jamison should have been pushing sixty-five while I had just turned forty-five in real life.  It wasn’t like the character’s age mattered—he was still as vibrant and young as the man who played him—me.

      Now it ends—as quickly as it began.

      I left the studio and drove to my house in Beverly Hills—a house that had been paid for being every woman’s secret fantasy for twenty years.  That’s what I believed at least.  If Jacob was to be believed, people thought I was a dirty old man.  I didn’t feel old.  I didn’t even know what my limit was on the treadmill anymore—I could run for miles without getting worn out.  Cardio wasn’t what people cared about though, which is why my day always started in the gym—making guys half my age look like wimps when I lifted a barbell with more weight than they would have even considered putting on the rack.

      I need a fucking drink, but if I start drinking at the house, I’ll just make really bad decisions…

      I decided to hit the gym to get some of the stress and anger out of my system.  I normally liked to visit the gym downtown where a lot of other actors had exclusive memberships, but I wasn’t in the mood to be social.  Luckily, I had a full gym at home for moments like that.  I pumped iron while the rage surged through my veins.  I was forty-five—not dead.  I never had a problem picking up a woman in a bar.  Hell, I had three ex-wives that never complained about anything in the bedroom—it was the rest of the shit they didn’t like.  I was always busy—too busy for them, too busy for a family and most of the time—I was too busy for myself.  I sacrificed everything for Dangerous Thorns, and maybe playing Jamison Thorn for so long rubbed off on me—but it wasn’t who I was.

      Okay, one more set.  Then I’ll shower and go get a fucking drink somewhere that I can have a little peace and quiet.

      I couldn’t believe Jacob would just write me out of the fucking show.  I carried that show—I put the entire thing on my back several times when ratings were plummeting.  One thing people loved was a Jamison Thorn storyline involving a younger woman that fell victim to his charm.  I could fill every room in the house with the fan mail I received from horny women that wished they had me in their bed.  It wasn’t just lonely housewives either—there were plenty of young girls that grew up watching me on television and called me Daddy when they crawled into bed to satisfy their secret urges.  Yeah, I got off on it sometimes.  It was hard not to.  All of that fame and adoration was addicting at times.

      Soon it’ll be all over—and I’ll just be a fucking meme people share on Facebook.

      I finished my set and headed to the shower.  The weights got a little adrenaline pumping in my veins, and that was usually enough to drown out the rage, but I was too wound up.  The shower gave my muscles a little relief, but it didn’t do anything for the turmoil swelling up inside me.  I knew what would do the trick.  There was a dive bar in the neighborhood I grew up in—a place called LA Dark.  Nobody gave a shit who you were when you walked through the door, especially if you were someone that grew up there.  That place had called my name a few times, but the lure had never been stronger.  I was dressed and had my keys in my hand when I got a notification that someone was at the front gate.  I checked the camera and saw Jasmine Winters sitting behind the wheel of a red Maserati.  It seemed that I was going to have to postpone my alcohol-induced excursion for a little while.

      “Jasmine…”  I opened the door and sighed.  “Is everything okay?”

      “I saw the script.  I figured you could use a friend.”  Jasmine stepped through the front door.  “Can I make myself a drink?”

      “Of course.”  I sighed and nodded.

      Jasmine Winters played Abigail on Dangerous Thorns.  Her character had been married so many times that they didn’t even bother with a last name anymore, but when she was introduced, she was the matriarch of the Thorn family.  If there was anyone that could understand my frustration, it was her.  They toyed with the idea of killing her character off a couple of times but always got cold feet before the script was written—I wasn’t so lucky.  She was probably the only person I knew that had taken more women to bed than I had.  She was also my best friend—the only one who truly understood Jamison Thorn’s role on the show as much as I did.

      “Whiskey for you?”  Jasmine fixed herself a Gin and Tonic, then reached for the bottle of whiskey that was sitting on the shelf.

      “Yeah, sure.  Why the fuck not.”  I nodded.

      “I’m quitting, by the way.”  Jasmine poured my drink and pushed it over to me.  “I told Jacob to go fuck himself.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”  I took the glass and shook my head.  “If they want to kill Jamison Thorn, they’re going to do it—no reason for you to be a martyr in the process.”

      “My storylines have been shit for the last year.  You come up with better shit for me when we’re hanging out and having drinks—too bad you’re not writing the show.  The only thing I’m good for is foiling one of Jamison’s plans.  Once you’re gone, it’s just a matter of time before they wipe my name out of the credits too.”  Jasmine glared at her drink with her eyes showing hints of anger—not surprising considering her temper.

      “I don’t think they’ll do that…”  I sighed and walked towards the living room and sat down in my chair.  “They’ll still need one of us to carry the show once I’m gone.”

      “They’re making a huge mistake.”  She sat down across from me and dug around her purse until she found her pack of cigarettes.  “It doesn’t matter if the next generation is popular—they’re going to piss off everyone that has been watching the show since the beginning.  Our popularity has waned because he keeps rehashing the same tired shit and pretending it’s new.”

      “I don’t think Jacob gives a fuck about that.”  I sipped my drink and shrugged.  “He had the nerve to bring up Me Too—said I was somehow associated with that shit.”

      “That’s a pile of horseshit, and he knows it.”  Jasmine lit a cigarette and exhaled a stream of smoke.  “They were making a comparison—and it doesn’t have anything to do with you personally.  It’s the kind of character Jamison Thorn is.  People watch soap operas for an escape.  They’re not trying to model their lives after the character we play.”

      “Yeah.”  I lifted my drink.  “Well here’s to the fucking new generation—long may they sit on the thrones we built for them.”

      “Sure.”  Jasmine lifted her drink and pressed her cigarette between her lips.  “But also—fuck them.”

      Jasmine’s visit didn’t last long.  One drink and one cigarette—she was gone before the smell of smoke had cleared the air.  I think it was just a wellness check to make sure I hadn’t done anything stupid like go on a rampage and smash half the shit in my house.  That was tempting—the gym did the trick for the moment.  The rest of the night was going to be spent at LA Dark, drinking my soul away until I had to take an Uber back to Beverly Hills.  I didn’t know what I would do after that.  I was contractually obligated to return to the set on Monday morning.  If they wanted to kill Jamison Thorn, then I had to die with dignity in front of the camera.  The show meant too much for me to just piss on my final scene.

      I don’t have to enjoy it, but it’s still my fucking job.
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        * * *

      

      LA Dark was dead, just like I expected.  When I was younger, the place used to be rather exciting, but the neighborhood had gone to shit since I lived there.  That was mostly because of the college nearby.  As it expanded, so did the range that students had to go to find decent housing.  My old neighborhood welcomed them because their money was as good as anyone else’s.  Eventually, developers built new apartments near campus and caught up with the needs of the growing student population, so the college kids migrated towards those instead.  That left a lot of empty rental properties in my neighborhood, and it never really recovered.

      “Mr. Delaney, good to see you again.”  The bartender walked over and put a glass down in front of me.  “I assume it’ll be whiskey?”

      “That’s right, Mike.  Keep ‘em coming too.”  I nodded and stared at my glass as he filled it.

      It was nice to have a place to drink where there were a few people around, especially when they didn’t bother me.  That would never happen at a club downtown, or anywhere else on the West Coast.  My face was just too recognizable—but the people in my old neighborhood didn’t give a fuck.  They knew me when I was nobody, and to them, I was just a kid from that part of town.  I was halfway through my third drink when I noticed a gorgeous raven-haired girl walk through the front door.  She didn’t look like she belonged at LA Dark—I had to assume she was a college student who wandered too far from campus.  If she made it past Big John at the front door, then she was at least twenty-one, but that made her the youngest person in the room by quite a few years.

      “Another one.”  I motioned to Mike and pointed at my drink.

      “You got it.”  He nodded.  “That girl that walked in recognized you—sorry, man.  I’ve never seen her in here before.”

      “It’s fine.”  I shrugged.  “I’ll sign her tits if she makes a scene.”

      I continued drinking, but I watched the raven-haired beauty out of the corner of my eye.  I had a rule—I never slept with fans.  That was just too fucking easy.  They were in love with the character I played, and while I had played Jamison Thorn long enough for him to be ingrained in me like a second personality, it certainly wasn’t who I really was.  I knew when I saw the flash that I was about to break my rule.  It wasn’t about the girl in the bar—as pretty as she was.  I needed a boost of confidence, and she was the demographic Jacob claimed to be after.  If I could take her home, I could prove that he was full of shit—to myself at least.  I didn’t want to believe that I was past my expiration date—and taking a beautiful young woman to bed was the confidence booster I needed after the shitty day I had.

      Fuck it.  Time to turn on the charm.

      I came on too strong—there was a little too much Jamison Thorn in my approach—but I saw the flicker in Lauren’s eyes.  I felt the sizzle when I put my hand on her arm.  Her lips said no, but that’s not what her body language said.  Despite the obviously mutual attraction, she still rejected me.  All I could do was die a little inside as she walked away.  I wrote my number on the twenty I signed—but I doubted my phone would ever ring.  Maybe Jacob was right—maybe I was nothing more than a dirty old man to girls her age.  I felt worse after she left than I did when I walked into the bar, which shouldn’t have been the case after a few drinks.  I decided that it was time to call it a night.  I wasn’t used to striking out, but most of the girls I tried to lure into my bed were Hollywood starlets who were looking for the same thing I was.

      “Alright, Mike.  I’m ready to settle up.”  I pulled my wallet out of my pocket and opened it.

      “Sorry, you struck out.  She was obviously a fan—and hot as hell.”  He took my money and sighed.

      “Story of my fucking life today.”  I shrugged and started walking towards the door.

      Lauren was on my mind as soon as I got in the back of my Uber.  She was so fucking gorgeous—and she wasn’t fake like all of the girls I met in Hollywood with their bleach blonde hair, silicone tits, and annoying egos.  I kind of regretted turning on the Jamison Thorn act when I approached her.  Yeah, she was too young for me—obviously, but the attraction was still there.  Maybe she would have actually stayed for her second drink if I hadn’t acted like an ass.  I fucked it up though, and there was no turning that situation around.  I was going home alone with what was left of my confidence in the fucking gutter.

      Maybe drinking at home by myself isn’t such a bad thing after all…
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      “What the hell happened to you?”  Madeleine sat up on the couch as soon as I walked through the door of our apartment.

      “Long story…”  I shook my head and sat down in the chair across from her.

      “So—who was in the bar?”  She tilted her head slightly.  “Some guy from school?”

      “No, it was Walker Delaney.”  I rolled my eyes.

      “Who’s that?”  She raised her eyebrows, and I could tell she had no idea who I was talking about.

      “He’s an actor.  He plays Jamison Thorn on Dangerous Thorns.”  I turned my head towards her. “The soap opera.”

      “Oh shit!  Daddy Thorn?  Yeah, my mom is in love with him.”  Madeleine’s lips twisted into a devious grin.  “I don’t know if I’d say no to that either…”

      “Want to call him?”  I dug the twenty out of my purse.  “He gave me his number—and I sure as hell won’t be dialing it.”

      “No freaking way.”  She leaned forward.  “He—he hit on you?”

      “Yeah, and his game is worse than the horny boys I turned down in high school.”  I shook my head and sighed.  “I thought he would be—I don’t know—charming?”

      “Who cares?  He’s hot as fuck.  You could do worse.”  She leaned back and narrowed her eyes.  “Why didn’t you?”

      Because I’m a virgin.  Because I was scared.  Because I just expected him to be—different.

      “He’s old enough to be my father…”  I shrugged.

      Not that I have one of those—well, he exists, but I’ve never met him.

      “So, you’re telling me that if you had the chance to sleep with Jamison Thorn or some random douchebag frat boy, you’d choose the frat boy because he’s your age?”  Madeleine tilted her head inquisitively.

      “I didn’t say that…”  I looked down at the table and sighed.  “I don’t know if I’d sleep with either of them—I’d like it to mean something.”

      Especially my first time—I won’t forget that, no matter what happens afterward.

      “This is college!  Sex means nothing here!”  Madeleine threw her hands up.  “This is when you make those mistakes and figure out who you are.”

      I’d like to believe I already know who I am—and the person I am wouldn’t just crawl into bed some random guy—even if his touch did make me tingle.

      “I don’t think I’m ready for that yet.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “Okay, I think I’m going to bed.  The buzz from that margarita is starting to wear off.”

      “I still can’t believe you got into that fucking bar and I lost my fake ID.”  Madeleine exhaled sharply and picked up the television remote.  “Billy better be able to make me a new one before next weekend…”

      My thoughts were spinning when I got to my bedroom, but it wasn’t because I had a really strong drink.  I couldn’t help but wonder if things would have gone differently if Walker had been charming like I expected.  No guy had ever made me tingle like that just by touching my arm—I didn’t even feel that when I had my first kiss and I thought I was in love with that guy.  Walker’s mesmerizing eyes—I could still see them when I closed mine.  I could still feel the tingle, and the spot where he touched my arm seemed to radiate with a different kind of heat than the rest of my body.  My body seemed to react to his—presence, even before I felt his touch.  It was like he found the switch that turned my body on the moment he sat down next to me.

      I’m never going to be able to sleep if I don’t do something about this problem…

      My panties were wet when I slid them down my legs and kicked them off.  My pussy was wet and practically burning with desire.  I wanted to think about someone else, but I couldn’t picture anyone but Walker when my hand moved to clit.  At least the fantasy was safe—it wouldn’t be a mistake I regretted when I woke up the next morning.  I imagined Walker’s lips on my skin—his gorgeous physique pressed against me—those hips moving against a sheet like I had seen more than once when I was younger and watched a particularly dirty scene from Dangerous Thorns.  Those scenes certainly pushed the limit of what was allowed on daytime television, but they were the ones that first introduced my impressionable young mind to the pleasures a man and woman could experience in the heat of passion.

      Jamison Thorn was always in the best ones…

      My finger moved in a circle around my clit until it formed a hard knot underneath my touch.  I had no choice but to chase the fantasy.  It was already unfolding in my head, and the pleasure was surging through my veins.  I could make Walker as charming as I wanted to in that fantasy—except that was never what truly attracted me to him.  I actually liked the dark edge that Jamison Thorn had.  He was a dangerous man, and when he wanted a woman, he didn’t let her walk away.  He pinned her to the wall and kept her there until she was begging for him to do what she already wanted—even if she was afraid to admit it.  He could make any woman’s panties melt off her hips with those mesmerizing eyes and the touch of his hand.

      Oh god.  I’m gonna come!

      I had to be quiet.  Madeleine was in the living room, and our apartment had really thin walls.  A pressure started to swell inside me as I hit the peak of pleasure.  I was so close, but I wasn’t ready for the fantasy to end quite yet.  I slid my finger down to the entrance of my pussy and started to push one inside me.  I imagined that it was something a lot bigger than my finger—something that would shatter my hymen in an instant to chase the same desire coursing through my body.  I couldn’t take it anymore.  I could sometimes prolong my orgasm by playing with my pussy instead of my clit because the pleasure wasn’t as intense, but I just needed to come.  I slid my finger back to my clit and started rubbing it faster than before.  The pressure peaked again—and then it released.

      Fuck me, Daddy—make me come!

      More than one young actress had screamed a safe-for-television version of that when Jamison Thorn was on top of them.  I gave in to the fantasy and it took on a life of its own.  My pussy began to spasm as I climaxed, and it was the most intense orgasm of my life.  It wasn’t just a release that lasted for a couple of seconds and faded.  It peaked a couple of more times while I was locked in ultimate bliss.  It made my head spin faster and my whole body jerked on the bed.  I wanted to pull my finger away and just end it, but I couldn’t—I wanted every single second of that fantasy.  It was so hard to stay quiet that I had to pull my pillow over my face and bite down on it.  The euphoria finally passed, and I felt my clit start to get numb.  My hand fell away, and instead of being exhausted, the first thing on my mind was how long it would take me to recover so I could do it again.

      Why does he turn me on like that?
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      I had to get up early, shower, and change my sheets after the night I had.  Even after I finally went to sleep, I woke up a couple of times with the burning desire resonating from me like I had been turned into an out-of-control nymphomaniac.  It was messing with my head in ways that I didn’t understand.  My arms and legs were still shaking when I got out of the shower.  I went to the kitchen, popped a pod in the Keurig, and waited for it to quickly produce a cup of caffeine.  I didn’t have a restful sleep at all, but I didn’t feel like I could go back to bed.  I wasn’t even sure I could trust myself if I was alone in my room.

      “Why are you up so fucking early.”  Madeleine walked into the kitchen and rubbed her eyes.  “It’s Saturday…”

      “I don’t know.”  I shrugged.  “I didn’t sleep well, but I’m not tired.”

      More like exhausted…

      “I didn’t get anywhere near enough.”  She shook her head and blinked a couple of times.

      “Have some coffee.  That will wake you up.”  I motioned to the Keurig.

      “It’s too fucking early for coffee.  I’m going back to bed.”  Madeleine yawned and gave me a wave as she turned around to go back to her bedroom.

      I walked into the living room with my cup of coffee and turned on the television.  I kept the volume low so that I wouldn’t disturb Madeleine.  There was no reason for the chaos in my head to keep her from being able to sleep in on a Saturday like she planned.  I thought about trying to watch something on Netflix, but I decided to flip through the channels first.  There were a few movies that looked interesting—but what piqued my interest most was the Dangerous Thorns marathon running on Soaps 2, the channel that usually played the entire week of programming for people who didn’t DVR their favorite shows.  I knew it would be a mistake to turn that channel on, but I did it anyway.

      Blah, all they focus on now is Dean and Bianca.  I never liked either of those characters…

      There had been a shift across most soap operas in recent years.  The characters that were once cornerstones of the shows were getting phased out for younger actors and actresses.  It wasn’t the first time they tried to launch a youth movement, and if memory served me correctly, they quickly backtracked once they lost viewers.  I didn’t pay close enough attention to that sort of thing, but my mother followed the soap opera gossip like it was a religion.  It was a family tradition for her.  She grew up watching soaps with my grandmother, and I think part of the reason she never married was because she compared every guy she met to the men on the screen.  It might have also been why she ended up pregnant by some guy that cheated on her before I was born and left while I was in diapers.

      If she met Walker Delaney in a bar, she would have probably started doing cartwheels—and I don’t even want to think about what she would have done if he was interested in her.

      My eyes drifted down to the twenty dollar bill that was still laying on the coffee table.  I reached over and picked it up.  After the intense fantasy that consumed me the previous night, I was actually tempted to dial his number.  I knew exactly what he wanted.  That made it—simpler than it would have been if he asked me out on a date.  It would certainly be a night that I never forgot—and maybe losing my virginity to the guy I had always fantasized about wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.  It might make things easier for me—I wouldn’t be constantly worried about dating guys at college who were only after one thing.  Madeleine certainly believed that college was supposed to be four years of experimentation.

      Why am I even thinking about this?  It’s ludicrous.

      I threw the twenty dollar bill back down on the coffee table, and then I heard Jamison Thorn’s voice coming from the television.  I stared at him—getting lost in those mesmerizing eyes that were a lot more intense in real life than they were on the screen.  He was just—so fucking hot.  Seeing him brought the fantasy from the night before the forefront of my thoughts and I felt my pussy starting to get wet again.  I literally didn’t know to stop it—well, turning off the television or changing the channel would be a good start, but I didn’t want to do that.  I slid my hand into my pajama pants and started playing with my clit through my panties as I stared at Jamison Thorn.

      I can’t do this again.  I need to get him out of my head.

      I pulled my hand out of my pajama pants and turned off the television.  My pulse was racing, and my heart was beating hard in my chest—just from seeing him on the screen.  I needed to burn off some of the sexual energy without making myself come again, so I decided to go for a run.  I changed into my workout gear, grabbed my earbuds, and headed out the front door.  I wouldn’t be able to disturb Madeleine if I was out of the apartment, and there was no way that I would be thinking about Walker Delaney once the runner’s high kicked in.  I normally walked to campus and ran around the track when I wanted to put a few miles on the soles of my shoes, but I decided to just stay on the sidewalk.  It was still early.  There weren’t many people out, and the cool California breeze in the morning hours was refreshing.

      I guess I can just punish my body with a few extra miles every time I think about Walker—I’ll either pass out from exhaustion or run until he’s out of my head.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later

      “Ah, I wondered where you went.”  Madeleine was sitting on the couch and looked over at me as soon as I walked through the door.

      “Yeah, I decided to finish waking up with something besides coffee.”  I leaned forward and put my hands on my knees.  “I might have broken a few personal records out there today.”

      “I don’t know why you don’t try out for the track team.  You might as well have a shot at a scholarship if you’re going to spend so much time wearing out your tennis shoes.”  Madeleine paused the movie she was watching on Netflix and chuckled under her breath.

      “The people on the track team have been running for years—I just started when I got to college.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “Okay, I need a shower…”

      My second today and this one is going to be ice cold.

      I thought the run would make me stop thinking about Walker, but it didn’t work.  I could hear his voice echoing in my ears, and it drowned out the music, even when I turned the volume up.  My body was practically screaming out for him, and there didn’t seem to be any way to make it stop.  I couldn’t get him out of my head, even after spending most of the night masturbating, and a run didn’t do anything but leave me wired.  I didn’t even feel like I could take a nap when the adrenaline wore off.  Whatever it was—I had it bad.  I finished my shower, changed back into my pajamas, and joined Madeleine in the living room.

      “You still aren’t tempted to call him?”  Madeleine motioned to the twenty dollar bill on the coffee table.

      “No.”  I reached over and grabbed it.  “I’m going to spend that the first chance that I get.”

      “I bet you could sell it for more than twenty dollars.”  She chuckled under her breath.  “It has Walker Delaney’s signature and his digits.  I’m sure someone would buy it—just so they can annoy him until he finally changes his number.”

      “Maybe that’s what I should do…”  I narrowed my eyes.  “Nah, that would be cruel.”

      “I still think you could do worse.”  She lifted the remote and hit play.

      I decided to try and study in my bedroom, but that was an effort in futility.  The moment I was alone, the brief encounter with Walker started playing in my head.  He was—stuck there, like some sort of sickness that I couldn’t shake—a sickness that I wasn’t sure I wanted to shake.  I let the conflict resonate in my head for several hours while I stared at a blank piece of paper and barely flipped more than a couple of pages in my textbook.  I was wasting time—hell, I didn’t even know how I was going to focus on Monday morning when I had to go to class if something didn’t give.  Before I really knew what was happening, my phone was in one hand, and the twenty dollar bill was in the other—and I was dialing.

      Oh god, I’m actually doing this.

      My finger got to the last button and hesitated.  A part of me was screaming for my finger to press the button, but there was a small voice in the back of my head trying to silence the scream with reason.  I was nineteen-years-old—I was a virgin.  Walker was twice my age and then some.  He only wanted one thing from me, and it certainly wasn’t a night out on the town.  He wanted me in his bed, with my toes pointed at the ceiling for the first time ever while he devoured my cherry like he did to all of the girls that were tempted on Dangerous Thorns.  The voice of reason was losing the battle, even when I managed to clear my screen.  I stared at my phone for a couple of seconds, then immediately started dialing again.  When I got to the last number, I didn’t hesitate.  I hit it and lifted the phone to my ear—it started to ring.  I still wanted to end the call, but then I heard his voice…

      Hang up.  Just hang up.
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      There was rock bottom, and then there was my version of it, which made a downward spiral look like a vacation.  I woke up on the floor of my kitchen with a bottle of whiskey in one hand, a broken glass next to me, and a gash on my arm.  Luckily, it wasn’t deep enough to actually bleed out, or else I might have died there.  My death wouldn’t have been nearly as poetic as the one Jacob had written for my character on Dangerous Thorns.  I picked myself up, cleaned up the mess, and then tended to my wound.  I had a hangover that made my head feel like it was going to split in two—or maybe I hit that too when I decided to kiss the damn floor after I had so much alcohol in my system that I literally passed out standing up.

      I’ve had worse moments than this, but I was twenty years younger…

      The best solution for my hangover would have been the hair of the dog—I could just start drinking again.  I resisted the temptation and went upstairs to take a shower.  The water felt good on my head at least, so I stayed there for so long that my skin was almost scalded.  I was losing my sanity—over a fucking character I played on a stupid daytime soap opera.

      It was more than that though.  I had movie deals when I was younger, but I always turned them down.  I loved being Jamison Thorn, and I was incredibly protective of the role.  I didn’t want to dilute the image of the character.  It was rare for someone who had been on a soap opera as long as me to find success elsewhere.  Killing Jamison Thorn was literally the end of my career.  I might get a guest role on another soap, but they would never build one around me again—I was doomed by the typecast I embraced.

      I feel good enough to lay down now.  Maybe I can sleep some of this off…

      Everything in my house reminded me of Jamison Thorn.  I had several Daytime Emmy Awards, Soap Opera Digest Awards, framed magazine covers, a—rather regrettable Playgirl centerfold, and pictures with most of the notable celebrities in Hollywood.  My bedroom had stacks of manuscripts that I rejected over the years, props that they let me keep when they weren’t needed any longer, and a closet full of clothes that defined the man people saw on their television screen.  I wasn’t the type of guy to show up in a t-shirt and jeans to get changed for my scene.  I looked like Jamison Thorn whether you passed me on the street or turned on your television.  I lived and breathed that character—often to my detriment.

      I wonder if I could have made one of my marriages work if I hadn’t been so fucking stubborn.

      My love life was one area that truly left me with more anguish than joy.  I dated a lot of Hollywood starlets before I found the one that I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with.  A year later, I was signing divorce papers.  My second marriage was a rebound from the first, and we were married before the ink was dry.  That one was a complete disaster on so many levels, and the woman I married had more jealousy than I realized one person could have.  We called it quits after four months.

      I waited a while before I even considered taking another trip to the altar.  I was pretty damn sure it wouldn’t happen again, but—then I met someone that made me believe it could work.  She was patient and kind, but eventually, the lifestyle I lived became too much.  I chose the show over her—because that’s what I always did when I had to make a decision like that.  She wanted children and a normal life.  I wanted to keep being Jamison Thorn.  I didn’t know how to have both, because the role just fucking absorbed me.

      Now I’m just a dirty old man—who can’t even pick up a girl in a bar.

      I didn’t know if bringing Lauren home would have changed anything to derail the torment spinning inside me, but it would have been a temporary high—a lot better than the drunken stupor I found myself in.  It wouldn’t have changed Jacob’s decision.  It would have just been a way to reaffirm what I thought I knew—that Jamison Thorn didn’t need to be put out to pasture like a racehorse past his prime.  The character deserved better than that, and I deserved better for spending twenty years of my life making Jamison Thorn a household name.  I wished I could be proud of that work, but realizing it was going to all come to an end just made me sick to my stomach—all of the opportunities I wasted—my chance at actually finding someone who could love a man like me—it was a harsh reflection on what could have been.

      Okay, I really do need to get some fucking sleep now.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day

      It was well into the afternoon before I finally woke up.  I didn’t feel like I was completely recovered from my bender, but I was certainly getting there.  I went downstairs, made some coffee, and found enough food in my fridge to put together something that resembled a sandwich.  I rarely ate at home.  I normally had a cup of coffee before I darted out the door and went straight to the gym.  After that, I was usually on set.  They served lunch and dinner too if we worked late into the night.  On the days I didn’t work, I usually ate a cafe downtown after my workout and spent the rest of the day going over lines for the upcoming week, just so I could be familiar with them before I had to commit it to memory.

      Soon, I won’t know what the fuck to do with my time.

      I started feeling a little better after I ate and had some caffeine in my system.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was a start.  I didn’t feel like working out, so I just went to the living room and sat down.  The rage that coursed through my veins the previous day was starting to get replaced with melancholy.  I shouldn’t have felt that way.  I should have been grateful for the career I had—all of the success it brought—all of the nice things that I surrounded myself with.  Actors dreamed of having the kind of life I had, but I just didn’t want to see it end.  I felt like I was just staring into an abyss with no way out.  My phone buzzed, and I dug it out of my pocket, expecting to see a message from Jasmine.  Instead, it was a phone call, and I didn’t recognize the number.

      “Hello?”  I lifted the phone to my ear.

      There was silence for a moment, and then I heard a soft breath on the other end of the phone.

      “Hey.”  It was a woman’s voice.  “It’s Lauren—the girl you met last night.”

      “Lauren?”  I blinked in surprise.  “I didn’t think you would actually call me.”

      “I didn’t think I would either…”  She sounded timid, like she was trying to carefully choose her words.  “Would you like—to maybe…”

      “Text me your address.  I’ll pick you up at six.”  I tilted my head so that I could hold the phone with my shoulder.

      “Okay.”  She sighed.  “I’ll be ready.”

      Somewhere in that abyss was a glimmer of hope—a faint glow that was trying to get brighter.  I acted like an ass when I sat down beside Lauren at the bar.  There was no reason for her to even think about calling me—unless she was actually interested in what I proposed once she had time to think about it.  It went against my rule to sleep with a fan, but I was willing to throw that out the window when I made the offer—it wasn’t like I was going to have fans much longer anyway.  If a young woman wanted to embrace her Daddy fetish in my bed, then I had no problem stepping into the role for the evening.  I had done it before, and I kind of liked it when they whispered it in my ear.  I definitely needed a distraction from everything else that was going on in my life.

      If I’m going to do this, then I’m going to do it right.  She sounded really nervous.  I’ll give her some time to make sure it’s really what she wants before I invite her back to my place tonight.

      I had a standing reservation at my favorite restaurant, so I called them to make sure they didn’t give away my table.  I always tried to give them advance notice if I was actually going to use the reservation because they filled up quickly, especially on a Saturday night.  After that, I arranged for a car so that I wouldn’t have to drive.  I was fine with taking an Uber if I just needed to go somewhere, but that wasn’t good enough for a date.  Lauren might not have realized that was what she was agreeing to when she called, but it was what she was going to get.  I was going to take her on a real date, and if we ended up in the bedroom before the night was over, then I would know that she wanted to be there.  She would have plenty of time to work out the nervousness and make sure it was what she really wanted.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later

      “That’s her building right there.”  I leaned forward and tilted my head.

      “Would you like for me to go get her, Mr. Delaney?”  The driver glanced over his shoulder.

      “Nah, I got it.”  I patted him on the shoulder.  “Just keep the engine running.”

      “Is this a date or a kidnapping?”  He chuckled under his breath.

      The driver pulled the car up to the curb, and I opened the car door.  Lauren’s apartment building was one of the newer ones that had been built to handle the overflow as the college expanded—the same apartments that pulled all of the college students away from my old neighborhood and set the stage for it to die a slow death.  It looked to be a fairly busy building with students going in and out constantly as I approached.  I grabbed the door and held it open for a group of girls to enter, and several of them gave me more than a second glance.  If they recognized me, they didn’t realize who I was fast enough to say anything.  I started up the stairs to the third floor.  I wasn’t a fan of elevators unless there were so many flights of stairs that walking up or down them was infeasible.  I made it to Lauren’s door and knocked several times—a few seconds later I heard footsteps on the other side.

      Hopefully, she doesn’t open the door in a t-shirt and a pair of jeans.  I didn’t exactly tell her what to wear…

      “Hi.  Lauren is almost ready.  Come on in.”  The woman that opened the door wasn’t Lauren—she looked a little younger than the one I was there to meet.

      “Thank you.”  I nodded and stepped into the apartment.

      “Wow, I guess she really did meet Jamison Thorn at a bar!”  The woman took a step back and stared at me.  “I’m Madeleine.”

      “And I’m Walker Delaney—I just play Jamison Thorn on television.”  I gave her a nod and shook her hand.

      “Right, of course.”  She looked down, and I saw a hint of a blush on her cheeks.

      A door opened to my left, and I turned to see Lauren—my god, she was even more ravishing than I remembered.  I could tell she was beautiful in the dimly lit bar, but she looked absolutely angelic when she stepped out of her room.  Her raven-colored hair had a slight shimmer, and her eyes had two different shades of hazel that blended together to make them almost haunting when they locked on mine.  I think my jaw fell open, and that was before I saw her curves pressed against a gorgeous black dress.  It might not have had a designer label like some women wore when I took them out, but it was amazing on her.

      “You look beautiful.”  I smiled and extended my hand.  “Shall we?”

      “You don’t look so bad yourself.”  She still had a hint of nervousness in her voice, but she still reached out and took my hand.

      “Alright, have fun you two.”  Madeleine held the door open for us and then closed it once we were in the hallway.

      “I wasn’t sure what to wear.”  Lauren looked up at me.  “I hope this is okay.”

      “It’s perfect—just like you.”  I exhaled sharply and led her towards the elevator.

      I can’t ask her to take three flights of stairs in those heels.

      “So, how does this work?  Are you just going to drive me back to your place or are we just getting a hotel room?”  I felt her hand tremble as she spoke.

      “We’re going on a date.”  I squeezed her hand to try and offer a little bit of reassurance.  “We’ll see where it goes…”

      I know where I would like for it to go—especially now that I’ve seen how beautiful she really is, but she’s not ready for that yet.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to take me out on a date.  That didn’t seem like what you had in mind last night?”  She looked over at me as the elevator started to descend towards the lobby.

      “Yesterday was rather difficult for me, and I behaved like a jerk.  I want to make up for that.”  I met her gaze and smiled.

      “You were charming at first…”  She exhaled sharply.

      I escorted Lauren to the car that was waiting outside and opened the back door for her.  Once we were both seated inside, I could really tell that she was nervous.  She wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to be there, and she was conflicted about it.  I decided that it would be best to take things very slow and see where we were after we spent some time together.  She might have thought she knew what she wanted when she picked up the phone and called me, but she hadn’t completely succumbed to the idea of spending the night in my bed.  I was glad that I planned to take her on a date first because I didn’t want to do something that made her uncomfortable.  I had no problem with seduction—that was one thing I was really good at.

      “So, what are you studying at school?”  I tried to start a normal conversation—one that I hoped would help ease some of her concerns.

      “Journalism.”  She shifted slightly so that she was facing me.  “I just don’t know what I’m going to do with that degree yet…”

      “Are you wanting to become a reporter or something?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “I’m not sure.”  She sighed.  “I thought I did.  I had fun writing articles for my high school newspaper, and it seemed like something I could do for the rest of my life—then I realized that reporters don’t make very much money.”

      “It’s not always about money.”  I shrugged.  “I’m sure there are reporters that make a decent living.”

      “Yeah, if you have the right connections.”  She sighed again.  “I’m not going to make any of those at California State though.”

      “Why not transfer to another school?”  I tilted my head in the opposite direction.

      “I didn’t get accepted to any of my top schools.  Trust me; nobody applies to California State because they want to go there—it’s just where you end up when the other schools turn you down.”  She exhaled sharply.  “You’d know that though, right?  You grew up around here.”

      “I did.”  I nodded in agreement.  “I didn’t go to college though—wasn’t really my thing.”

      “Really?  How did you end up becoming an actor?”  She raised her eyebrows inquisitively.

      “By accident.”  I chuckled under my breath.

      “Okay, that sounds like a story I want to hear…”  She narrowed her eyes.

      She seems to be a little more relaxed now at least.

      “After I graduated high school, I was looking for any job that would put some money in my pocket.  My friend’s dad ran a construction company and needed some extra guys for a big project he landed for a movie studio.  I was one of the only guys on the crew that spoke English, so I spent most of my breaks wandering around the studio lot.”  I closed my eyes and laughed as I remembered the events that changed my life.  “Next thing I know, I’m being ushered onto a set and told to pretend like I’m working in the background.”

      “They thought you were a member of the cast?”  She blinked in surprise.

      “Yeah—well, they thought I was an extra.”  I nodded.  “I just wanted to get out of there and get back to my real job before my boss thought I skipped out on him, which I did as soon as the scene was over.”

      “But you went back?”  She raised an eyebrow.

      “It was an interesting experience, so I was curious.”  I leaned back against my seat as the memories came back.  “I never saw myself as a movie star or anything, but once my shift was done, I started asking some questions.  There were a lot of opportunities out there for extras, so anytime I wasn’t working at the construction company, I was on set making a hundred bucks a day.”

      “That’s crazy…”  She blinked in surprise.  “Well, obviously you weren’t an extra forever.”

      “No.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “I’ll have to tell you the rest when we get to our table though—the restaurant is right up there.”

      We’re off to a good start—maybe dating a fan will work out better than I expected.
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      I was extremely nervous when I called Walker, but there was no way that I was going to be able to get him out of my head unless I did.  Madeleine was happy that I decided to go through with it.  She helped me go through my closet until I found something to wear and even loaned me the pair of shoes on my feet.  I was surprised when Walker said he was actually going to take me out on a date.  It was clear what he wanted when he gave me his number at LA Dark.  I definitely wasn’t expecting to have a romantic evening with him—I was just ready to give in to the desire that had seeped into my soul.  The conversation in the car was fascinating and eased some of my concerns.  I felt like I was with a normal person instead of the character I saw on Dangerous Thorns.

      “Ah, Mr. Delaney.  Welcome back.  Your table is ready.”  The maitre d’ motioned for us to follow him.

      “You must come here pretty often.”  I looked towards Walker and smiled.

      “Yes, it’s my favorite restaurant in Los Angeles.”  He nodded.  “I used to drive by this place all the time when I was younger and dream of actually being wealthy enough to walk through the front door one day—now I have a standing reservation to do that anytime I want.”

      “I’m sure this will be my first and only visit.”  I looked around at all of the people that were already seated.

      “It depends on how the evening goes.”  He took my hand and helped me into my seat once we reached our table.

      Does that mean he’s already thinking about a second date?  Would I even want to go on a second date with him?

      Once we were seated and placed our drink order, Walker finished the story he started in the car.  He worked as an extra for a couple of years before he felt comfortable auditioning for a real part—and he completely bombed it because he had never really acted.  He was frustrated, but he didn’t give up.  He kept working as an extra and used the money he made doing that to pay for acting classes.  Those classes taught him timing, delivery, inflection, body language, and all of the things that would help him make it through a scene.  It was still two more years before he got his first speaking role, but the director was impressed with his performance.  A few months later that same director called Walker and asked him to read for another part—a new soap opera he was working on called Dangerous Thorns.

      “I guess that director made a good choice because Jamison Thorn became an icon.”  I sipped my wine and smiled.

      “Funny thing is…”  he chuckled under his breath.  “I didn’t audition for Jamison Thorn.  I auditioned to play John Thorn—I thought I was too young to be the patriarch of the Thorn family.”

      “I don’t even remember John Thorn.”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “They killed him off in the second year and brought in a child Jamison Thorn didn’t know he had—to make things a little more dramatic.  There was also a mystery about who killed John and whether or not Jamison had something to do with it because—as you well know—my character seems to be obsessed with bedding every young girl on the show.”  Walker winked at me and lifted his glass to his lips to take a quick sip.

      “Yes, that’s what he’s known for.”  I reached for my wine and laughed.

      “It’s worked out well for me.”  Walker nodded.  “I was able to get my parents a nice house and help my brother out from time-to-time.  He’s not a big fan of handouts though.”

      “You have a brother?”  I raised my eyebrows in surprise.

      “A twin brother, actually.”  Walker took a sip of his drink and placed it on the table.

      “If he looks anything like you, I might have some friends who would be very interested.”  I laughed and took another sip of my wine.

      “He’s a bit rough around the edges.”  Walker chuckled under his breath.  “But he’s got a good heart, and he’s actually done a couple of scenes for me over the years—not that he particularly enjoyed it.”

      “Interesting…”  I raised an eyebrow.

      “Okay, I’m tired of talking about Dangerous Thorns.  Tell me more about yourself.  Are you from California originally?”  He sipped his drink and leaned back in his chair.

      My story wasn’t nearly as interesting as the one Walker told me.  I grew up in a suburb of Seattle, and my childhood was as normal as it could be for someone who was raised by a single mother.  There were struggles, especially when my mother got hurt on the job and was forced to retire early.  She got a settlement for the injury and started working from home.  She didn’t make nearly as much money doing that, but the settlement was enough to take care of the rest—and she was able to pay for me to go to college.  I was a fairly average high school kid.  I wasn’t the prettiest girl by any means, and I couldn’t afford nice clothes like the preppy kids.  I fell somewhere in the middle—one step above the outcasts and several steps below the kids everyone idolized.

      “It’s hard to imagine you being average.”  Walker narrowed his eyes.  “You’re far too beautiful for that.”

      “I bet I’m below average compared to the women you usually date.”  I blushed from the compliment, but I struggled to just accept it.  “Nobody would ever put me on television—or on the cover of a magazine.”

      “I would.”  His reply was immediate—and very convincing, even if I wasn’t sure I actually believed it.  “I’d put you next to anyone in Hollywood—and choose you every single time.”

      “You’re crazy.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “Charming—but crazy.”

      “You don’t know how refreshing it is to go on a date with someone who doesn’t ask me for a job before we even get our first drink.”  He shrugged.  “They don’t give a shit about my career—they just want to know how I can help theirs.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing I have no interest in becoming an actress.”  I laughed and picked up my glass of wine.

      Walker seemed to be a lot different than he was the previous night.  He was actually being nice, and it felt like I was on a date with a real person instead of the over-the-top character he played on television.  His charm certainly wasn’t making it any easier to stop thinking about what had been embedded in my thoughts since I met him.  His mesmerizing eyes had me entranced.  His smooth voice made me hang on every word.  Everything about him was making him practically irresistible.  If he wanted to take me back to his place, it was going to be nearly impossible to say no.  I knew what I was getting into when I dialed his number—and he wasn’t doing anything to make me feel like it was a mistake.

      “Ah, our food is here.”  Walker motioned to the waiter that was approaching our tables with two plates.

      “Perfect.  I skipped lunch.”  I looked towards the waiter and thanked him once the food was in front of us.

      “This place actually makes broccoli taste good.”  He picked up his silverware and made a quick slice down the middle of a floret.  “Want to try a piece?”

      “Broccoli isn’t my favorite…”  I tilted my head slightly.  “I guess I could try.  Want to try my mashed potatoes?”

      “Nah, I try to stay away from carbs.”  He chuckled under his breath.  “My metabolism isn’t what it once was.”

      “I guess I should enjoy it while it lasts.”  I pushed my fork into the broccoli and lifted it to my mouth.  “Okay, that’s not bad.”

      Walker and I continued talking as we ate.  He told me more about his life, and I was surprised to find that he had been married—more than once.  I could tell that there were a few regrets there.  The show dominated his life.  He put it above everything and everyone.  Age had given him a lot of wisdom, and he was able to reflect on his past with a unique retrospective view.  I wondered if I would be in that position one day, looking back at things I could have done differently with no way to change them.  I hoped I wouldn’t reflect on my night with Walker and regret my choice.  He was a remarkable man—distinguished, gorgeous, and too tempting not to have dirty thoughts, even while I tried to focus on finishing my meal.

      “If you don’t do carbs, dessert is probably out of the question.”  I glanced at the menu next to me.

      “Not for me, but you’re welcome to get something if you want.”  He reached for his glass.  “I’ll just have another drink.”

      “The molten lava cake did sound pretty good…”  I picked up the menu and opened it.

      “Order it.”  He nodded.

      The waiter came back to our table, and I ordered the molten lava cake.  We got lost in conversation again while we waited for it to arrive.  Everything about Walker’s life was just so fascinating.  He had come from literally nothing—just a kid from the wrong side of Los Angeles that stumbled into a career he wasn’t expecting.  That made me respect him even more.  So many people got opportunities and turned them down because they didn’t realize how important they were until it was too late.  I wondered if I would ever have one of those opportunities—or if one of them had already passed me by.

      “Here’s you go.”  The waiter walked up to our table and put the molten lava cake down in front of me.

      “Thank you.”  I looked up at him and smiled.

      “And here is your drink, sir.”  He put a glass of whiskey on Walker’s side of the table.  “Miss, did you want another glass of wine?”

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I think I’m all set.”

      “Is it good?”  Walker tilted his head slightly as I took my first bite.

      “It’s—wow…”  I blinked a couple of times in surprise and immediately took another bite.

      “You got a little—fudge on your chin.”  Walker leaned forward.  “Here, I’ll get it.”

      I expected Walker to grab a napkin, but he just extended his hand and wiped the fudge off my chin with his finger.  I knew he wasn’t going to eat it, and it seemed criminal to let it go to waste.  I had never really flirted with anyone before, but the opportunity was right in front of me.  I leaned forward and licked the fudge off his finger.  I wasn’t sure how he would react, but when I saw him grin, I was relieved.  I couldn’t resist letting another drop of fudge land on my chin when I took my next bite.  When he wiped it away, I let my tongue linger on his finger a little longer than I did the first time.

      “I think you did that on purpose.”  He narrowed his eyes and grinned again.

      “Maybe…”  I suppressed a smile and took another bite.  “This is just too good to let you wipe it on a napkin.”

      “Perhaps I should get one of those to go and see if you’ll lick the fudge off anything that it lands on.”  He chuckled, but the look on his face suggested that he might not be joking.

      I’ve never felt this flirtatious, but I just can’t control myself around him.

      “What are you going to lick if I do that?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “Should we get some broccoli to go since you don’t like sugar?”

      “I don’t need to be coaxed.”  He shook his head back and forth.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”  I lifted the last bite of cake to my mouth and slowly ate it.

      The desire was starting to get a little stronger.  The nervousness seemed to have faded.  If Walker had suggested that we go right back to his place after dinner, I wouldn’t have been able to turn him down.  It didn’t seem like he was quite ready—despite the sexual tension brewing between us.  He suggested that we take a walk in Griffith Park, which was normally a hub of activity on a Saturday night.  I didn’t mind taking a walk.  It would probably help the food settle.  My eyes were bigger than my stomach, and I definitely should have stopped before I finished the molten lava cake.  I wasn’t overly stuffed since I skipped lunch, but I ate more than I normally did.  We walked outside, and Walker held my hand while we waited.  The tips of his fingers traced my knuckles, and I started feeling the same simmer I felt when he put his hand on my arm at LA Dark.

      “Are you sure that a walk in the park is a good idea?”  I looked over at Walker once we were in the backseat of the car.  “Won’t people recognize you there?”

      “They might.”  He shrugged.  “I’m used to it at this point.  I doubt we’ll be bothered.  Most fans are pretty respectful.  I can’t say the same about the paparazzi, but they don’t normally stalk Griffith Park looking for a random celebrity to wander by.”

      “I would hate that kind of attention—even if they didn’t approach me.”  I turned and looked out the window.

      “There is definitely a love-hate relationship between celebrities and fans.”  He chuckled under his breath.  “I’m thankful for every fan that I have, but I do miss being able to sit down at a cafe downtown and enjoy a meal without someone snapping a picture of me—that’s why I go to LA Dark when I want to drink in peace.”

      “Then some random person like me walks in and takes a picture of you anyway…”  I looked at him and smiled.

      “Yeah.”  He squeezed my hand and laughed.  “Now I’m breaking one of my rules, and I’m on a date with a fan.”

      “Wait, you don’t normally date fans?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “No.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “Then again, most of them aren’t as pretty as you are.”

      “Stop it…”  I felt my face blush.  “If you keep saying that, I might actually start believing it.”

      “You should learn to take a compliment.”  He squeezed my hand.  “You’re going to get them a lot while you’re with me.”

      I’m definitely not used to compliments…

      I wasn’t sure what made me different from the other fans that had approached him in the past.  I never felt like I was anything special—certainly not the type of girl that could tempt a celebrity.  Walker could have had his choice of beautiful starlets in Hollywood—which was fairly obvious by the fact that he married three of them.  Maybe we were both searching for something different than what we were used to—perhaps that was what drew us together in the first place.  I could deny my attraction to him.  It wasn’t starting to turn into more than that—I actually liked him.  He was so charming and entertaining—a lot different than I expected after our encounter at LA Dark.  I wasn’t foolish enough to believe that I was going to be more than a conquest, but at least he was going out of his way to make it a little more special than a quick trip to the bedroom.

      That just makes me want him even more than I did last night when my desire got out of control.

      “Do you want to go to the observatory?”  Walker pointed to a building on the top of the hill in Griffith Park.  “You can see the stars a little better from up there.”

      “Sure.”  I shrugged and nodded.

      I had been to Griffith Park once when I first arrived in Los Angeles, but the observatory was packed, so I didn’t even bother.  I didn’t mind waiting to see the sights if I got to spend more time with Walker in the process.  I wanted to look at him more than I wanted to stare at the stars, but I couldn’t deny that they were beautiful from inside the observatory.  They had a telescope that followed the moon in the night sky, and you could even see the International Space Station if you knew what you were looking for.  We spent some time in the observatory; then we walked out onto the deck.  The stars weren’t the only thing you could see from there.  I could see the city of Los Angeles against the skyline, and when Walker pointed it out, I could even see the iconic Hollywood sign in the distance.

      “I guess most of the girls you date don’t appreciate this view.”  I leaned against the railing.

      “Who knows—I’m not thinking about any of the other girls I’ve dated right now.”  He reached out and put his hand on mine.

      I turned towards Walker, and I realized he was going to kiss me a split second before his lips crushed mine.  Fireworks went off in my head immediately.  The desire that had been simmering practically erupted inside me.  I had been kissed before, but never like that.  He put everything into it like it was the only thing that mattered in the entire world.  It was passionate—a little rough—and when his tongue intertwined with mine, he practically ravaged my mouth.  I was gasping for air when he pulled away, and I wasn’t seeing stars in the sky anymore—they were right in front of me—so bright that they were almost blinding.

      “I’d ask—your place or mine, but you have a roommate.”  He squeezed my hand and smiled.

      “Obviously we can’t go back there.”  I tilted my hand slightly.

      “My place then?”  He pulled me closer.

      “Yeah.”  I nodded quickly.

      That’s the only place in the world that I want to be right now.
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      My nervousness returned once we made it back to the car.  I hadn’t told Walker that I was still a virgin—and I was on my way to his house to have sex with him.  We talked a lot about my life over dinner.  I told him that I hadn’t really had a boyfriend—I told him that most of the dances I attended were with friends.  My attempt at flirting once he wiped the fudge off my chin probably wasn’t an indication of innocence, even though I really didn’t know what I was doing.  I got lost in the moment, but when Walker started kissing me in the backseat of his car, the nervousness started to swell into a panic.  He had one hand on my thigh—moving it underneath my dress—while the other hand squeezed my breast through the fabric.  The desire was trying to overwhelm the panic, but I wasn’t enjoying what he was doing as much as I should have been.  I was just too scared that it was going to come to screeching halt once he discovered the truth.

      “Hold on…”  I pushed the hand that was on my thigh away.  “I—I need to tell you something.”

      “Did I do something wrong?”  He leaned back and his mesmerizing eyes locked on mine.

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’ve—never done this before.”

      “I got the impression that you don’t normally go home with people on the first date.”  He pulled my hand close to his chest.  “If you’re not comfortable, I don’t want to push you into something that you will regret.  We can do something else—or I can have the driver take you home if that’s what you really want.”

      “I don’t want to go home.”  I looked down and swallowed hard.  “I want to be here with you right now—and I want to go home with you.  What I meant was—I’m a virgin.”

      “Oh!”  He blinked in surprise.  “Wow, I didn’t see that coming.  I haven’t met any twenty-one-year-old virgins before.”

      “That’s another thing…”  I sighed.  “I’m a little younger than twenty-one.”

      “What?  How?  I met you in LA Dark.”  He tilted his head in confusion.

      “I used a fake ID.”  I shrugged.

      “Please tell me you’re at least eighteen.”  The look of confusion was turning to one that reflected serious concern.  “You’ve got to be—you’re in college.”

      “I am.”  I nodded.  “I’m nineteen.”

      “Okay…”  He exhaled sharply.

      “I hope I didn’t ruin the mood.”  I looked down and sighed.

      “Is this really what you want?”  He moved his hand to my chin and stared into my eyes.  “I like you—but I’m not taking you home if you think you’re going to wake up tomorrow and regret what we did.”

      “I’m not going to regret it.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      Walker started kissing me again and all of my concern faded.  If he still wanted me—despite finding out that I was a virgin, then I would be his conquest.  I didn’t want to go home alone and spend another night with nothing but my fingers to numb the desire.  Even that wasn’t enough—it was just a temporary respite.  I needed more, and when his hand started moving under my dress for the second time, I didn’t try to push him away.  His touch made my pussy ache for him, and he hadn’t even teased that part of my body yet.  His finger was against the bottom of my panties when the car came to a stop.  He leaned up, and I saw a magnificent mansion in front of us.  It wasn’t as big as the one Jamison Thorn had on the soap Walker starred in, but it was definitely bigger than any house I had been inside before.

      “I’ll give you the grand tour—later.”  He smiled and opened the door.

      “Yeah, I can wait for that.”  I took his hand, and he helped me out of the car.

      The only thing I want to see right now is the bedroom.

      I clung to Walker’s arm as we approached the front door.  The house truly was magnificent, and I could have probably gotten lost if I started exploring, but the need was too strong for any sort of distraction except for the man in front of me.  He slammed the door and pushed me against it.  His lips danced along my neck, and when they reached my earlobe, I gasped.  There was so much hunger in his kiss that it felt like his lips were seared to my skin when they were pressed against it.  There was no doubt that he wanted me—and I wanted him.  It was hard to hide my inexperience.  I tried to kiss his neck and touched his muscles through his shirt—I got his tie off and even tried to unbutton his shirt, but my fingers were trembling.  I wasn’t nervous anymore, but the excitement was making me shake.

      “Just relax.”  He slid the sleeve of my dress off my shoulder.  “I’m going to worship your body tonight.”

      “Are you going to treat me better the girls Jamison Thorn lures into his bed?”  I exhaled sharply when his hand slid underneath my dress, and I felt his fingers wrap around my panties.

      “This won’t be anything like what you see on television.”  He pressed his lips to my exposed shoulder and gave my panties a tug.  “I plan to savor this moment as long as I can.”

      Walker pulled my panties to my knees with one hand, while the other one started to unzip my dress.  I melted into his arms as my dress hit the floor and finally managed to unbutton his shirt enough to see some of his ink.  The tattoos he had on the show were real, and they were a lot more vibrant in real life.  He pressed me against the door again and started to devour my lips.  His hands slid along my body, until I felt his fingers against the back of my bra.  He quickly unfastened it and slid it off my shoulders.  I dropped my arms, and it fell to the floor beside my dress.  He squeezed both of my breasts and rubbed his thumbs against my nipples which caused them to turn into hard nubs underneath his touch.  His lips finally parted from mine again, and his mesmerizing eyes were burning with desire.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.”  He slid his hands down my body until they were resting on my hips.

      Walker’s kiss silenced me before I could say anything in response.  He pulled me towards the stairs, and my panties slid to the floor as I tried to walk.  We made it as far as the first step before he pushed me against the wall and started to tease my skin with his lips.  The excitement was still coursing through my veins, but I managed to get his jacket off, and finished unbuttoning his shirt.  All of my clothes were by the door, but I kicked off my heels before we started up the stairs.  Once we made it to the top of the stairs; I started to unfasten his belt.  My hand brushed against his cock, and I could feel it throbbing through his pants.  He lifted me off the ground and carried me into the bedroom.  The instant I was on the bed, his lips pressed against my neck and he kissed down to my breasts, circling each hard nub with his tongue.

      “Oh god, that feels good…”  My back arched as a sensation of pleasure shot through my veins.

      I knew my nipples were sensitive, but I didn’t realize it would feel that good to have them teased.

      “I don’t think I deserved to be called god.”  He lifted his head up and grinned.  “But you can call me Daddy.”

      “Oh—Daddy.”  I squirmed when he started to circle my left nipple again with his tongue while the right was squeezed between his thumb and forefinger.

      It sent a tingle through my body when he said I could call him Daddy—the tingle got stronger when I actually said it myself.  He might not have been the same as the character he played on Dangerous Thorns, but it seemed that one piece of Jamison Thorn carried over into the real world.  I certainly fantasized about calling him Daddy when I pleasured myself.  It rolled off my tongue so easily—and felt good on my lips.

      Walker kissed his way back up to my neck, teased both sides of it, and then started to move his lips down the middle of my chest.  He went past my breasts, down to my belly button, and then he forced my legs apart.  I felt his lips against my inner thigh, then he shifted until he was between my legs.  I was ready for him—but it seemed that I wasn’t going to have him inside me quite yet.  He had other plans and if his lips could make my skin sizzle, I couldn’t even imagine what it would feel like if he pleasured me with his tongue.

      He sank between my thighs, and I felt his breath on my pussy.  Even that was enough to make my body shake.  His tongue flicked against the sensitive skin on each side of my pussy—then he started to make a wide circle with his tongue—not getting close enough to touch the spot where I craved him most, but it was enough to make me squirm on the bed.

      “Do you want Daddy to make you come?”  He lightly pressed his lips to my clit, and my eyes nearly rolled back in my head.

      “Yes!”  I nodded quickly.

      “Beg for it.”  He made a wide circle around my clit that avoided touching the tight bundle of nerves.

      “Please…”  I tried to chase his tongue by moving my hips.  “Please make me come, Daddy.”

      Walker pressed his fingers to my clit and pushed the hood away.  I felt his breath first, then his tongue.  An instant wave of euphoria surged through my body.  It was way better than my finger.  There was no comparison at all.  He started to move his tongue in a circle, and my hips lifted off the bed.  I had never felt anything so incredible before in my life.  It made my head spin, my body ache, and my soul was set on fire.  I expected him to be the kind of man that just took what he wanted—and I expected it to hurt since I was still a virgin.  Instead, he was introducing me to a world of pleasure I never imagined.  The moment I tasted that bliss, I knew I was addicted.  He hadn’t even made me come, and I was already his—he could do anything to me that he wanted.  My pulse was racing, and my heart was pounding hard in my chest.  It felt like my brain was being rewired to crave what he was doing to me—and the craving got stronger as his tongue got faster.

      “It feels really good, Daddy.”  I put my hands on his head.  “You’re gonna make me come…”

      “So many times…”  He pulled his tongue away, and his finger started to push into the entrance of my pussy.  “Then you’re going to give me this—you’re going to beg me to take your virginity.”

      “Yes!”  I nodded quickly.

      His tongue returned to my clit, and he started to tease the outside of my pussy with his finger.  I was so wet that it wasn’t hard for him to slide his finger into my tightness.  Each time the pleasure peaked from his tongue; I felt my pussy squeeze his finger.  I could tell it excited him to feel that—he was probably thinking about how good it would feel when he had something much thicker than a finger inside me.  I couldn’t focus on that—his tongue was making it hard to focus on anything except the pleasure surging through my body.

      I felt a pressure building inside me.  It was the same pressure that I felt before I erupted in bliss when I masturbated—but it was a lot more intense.  It was pure lust when I made myself come.  Getting to that point with Walker was different—it was emotional and passionate at the same time.  The pressure built and my muscles started to get tight—they got so tight that my entire body trembled.  I could normally push myself over the edge quickly when I got to that point, but he was in control of my orgasm—he prolonged the climax by slowing down the rotations of his tongue and making the peak last longer than I ever imagined was possible.  It made my body ache, but in a very good way.  I felt suspended on the edge of true euphoria, dangling on a string like a puppet under his control.

      “Daddy please—I need to come!”  I whimpered and started trying to move my hips against his tongue to chase the pleasure I craved.

      “You’ll come when I let you.”  His tone was firmer than before—and that made me even more excited.

      He squeezed my inner thighs and held me against the bed so that I couldn’t move my hips or squirm.  His tongue started to lightly graze my clit, move along the edge of my pussy lips, and then he pushed his tongue inside me until it was almost against my hymen.  I felt like I was being tortured.  Everything he did felt incredible, but it wasn’t enough to make me come.  I tried to wrap both hands around the back of his head and force his tongue where I wanted it, but he was too strong for me to budge.  He gave me the agonizing pleasure for what felt like an eternity.  It could have been minutes—it could have been hours.  I was lost in a fever with my whole body surging as I begged for the sweet release that would bring me the pleasure I craved most.

      “Please—please let me come.”  I tried to buck my hips, but he kept me pinned to the bed.  “Daddy, please—I need it.  I need it really bad.”

      “You’re so cute when you beg, but I don’t hear much conviction.”  He chuckled under his breath.  “Yet.”

      I didn’t know how I could demonstrate more conviction than the whimpers and moans resonating from my throat when I pleaded for my release.  I started to wonder if he was just enjoying the torment that he was inflicting.  My body was completely under his control.  His grip was like a vise on both of my thighs.  It didn’t hurt, but there was no way I could get away from him.  The pressure had built up so much that it was just a tight ball inside me, ballooned past the point of being comfortable, yet the pleasure surged every time I felt his tongue.  I just needed him to take me over that edge so I could melt into the orgasm my body craved.  More time passed—like sand through the hourglass of my unending turmoil.  Something inside me changed.  I couldn’t just beg anymore—I was ready to scream.

      “I’ll do anything if you just let me come!”  I moved my hips as much as I could, but it wasn’t enough to shift the direction of his tongue.

      “Anything?”  He flicked his tongue against my clit hard enough for my eyes to roll from the intensity of the pleasure.

      “Yes!”  I nodded quickly.

      “You’ll give me this pretty little virgin pussy all night long?”  He slid his tongue down to the entrance circled it.  “I can take it as many times as I want?”

      “Yes!”  I moaned and nodded again.

      “You’ll spread your legs like a good girl and beg for Daddy’s cock?”  He clicked his tongue against my clit.

      “Anything you want, Daddy.”  I exhaled sharply.  “I’ll say anything—I’ll do anything—just please let me come!”

      “I want you to spend the night with me.”  He circled my clit.  “I want to wake up next to you tomorrow.”

      Not exactly what I expected…

      “Okay, Daddy.”  I squeezed my eyes shut and felt my arms shake from a single rotation of his tongue around my clit.

      “You’ll spend the day with me tomorrow too.”  He circled my clit again.  “You’re mine until Monday morning when I drop you off for your first class.”

      “I…”  My mind was spinning, but I was so lost in desire that I couldn’t help but agree. “ Okay, I’ll spend the day with you tomorrow too!”

      “Good girl.  Now that you’ve agreed to give me what I want—I’ll make you come.”  He pressed his tongue to my clit and started circling it faster than he had all night.

      He was in control.  There was no doubt about that.  I was already addicted to the pleasure he sent coursing through my veins, and he was trying to turn me into a junkie.  All I could do was offer my body to him for the taking.  I was his until Monday morning.  I wasn’t just going to lose my virginity; I was a slave to his desires.  His tongue brought me to the edge of bliss that I had been lingering on for so long, and then he kept going.  He didn’t stop.  He didn’t slow down.  He just moving his tongue in a quick circle while levels of pleasure I never imagined swept through my veins.  The peak came—then it soared to new heights.  My body shook, and my mouth opened wide.  A scream was torn from my soul.  I crashed into the orgasm so hard I lost the ability to see, and everything went dark.

      “Oh fuck!  Oh my fucking—Daddy!”  I threw my head back and screamed again.

      Endorphins poured through my veins like a faucet had been opened as the orgasm seized control of my body.  I jerked and squirmed, but he held me in place.  His tongue kept moving against my clit as the pleasure made every nerve ending in my body come to life.  It lasted for so fucking long.  It wasn’t a climax; it was a life-changing experience.  I was weary and weak when the bliss finally started to fade, and I blinked away the darkness that had clouded my vision.  I didn’t want to move.  I felt like I was floating on a cloud.  He kissed his way back up to my neck, but I was so numb that I barely felt his lips.  His strong arms wrapped around my body and pulled me close against his chest.  It felt safe—like it was the most natural place to be in the entire world.

      “That was—incredible.”  I finally moved my lips enough to form words.

      “We’re just getting started.”  He leaned forward and kissed my shoulder.  “I told you I was going to worship your body and that’s exactly what I intend to do.”

      I have a feeling that he means it—and that tonight is going to be more than just one I never forget.
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      I wasn’t entirely convinced that I was going to bring Lauren back to my place when I picked her up.  She was beautiful, and I was very attracted to her, but I wanted to make the date special.  Seduction didn’t always have to end in the bedroom—sometimes it was a tease of things to come that would linger for a while before the desire was overwhelming.  Spending time with her turned out to be easier than I expected.  It was clear that she didn’t want to be dropped off at her place when the date was over, and when she told me that she was still a virgin, all bets were off.

      I had never been with a virgin before.  The thought of being Lauren’s first was intoxicating.  I could make her first time very special.  She deserved someone experienced—someone that would worship those gorgeous curves.  Guys her age were just looking for a release.  I remembered what that was like too, but I had learned how to truly appreciate a woman.  The desire was simmering in her eyes before I kissed her.  I felt the way her body reacted to me.  She wanted me as badly as I wanted her.

      “You’re really going to keep me here all weekend?”  Lauren opened her eyes after resting in my arms for nearly twenty minutes.

      “I am.”  I nodded and kissed her shoulder.  “I was serious when I said you’re mine until Monday morning.”

      “Is this what you normally do to the women you bring home?  You tease them until they give you anything you want?”  A slight grin formed on the edge of her lips.

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “You’re special—and your first time should be one that you never forget for the right reasons.”

      Sometimes I don’t even let the women I bring home stay for breakfast—but my bed has been cold for longer than I’d like to admit.

      I kissed my way up to Lauren’s neck and started to tease her again.  She was exhausted from her first taste of real pleasure, but I had so much more planned for her before the night was over—then she would be mine for the rest of the weekend.  My hands explored her body while I teased her with my lips.  I loved the way her delicate skin felt—loved the way she squirmed when I teased a ticklish curve.  She had no idea what she liked yet, but I was going to learn where every pleasure spot was on her body.  Some were obvious but I liked the hidden spots—the ones that most men wouldn’t bother to figure out.  I had already learned that running my finger down the length of her arm made her shudder—that squeezing her ass was enough to make her moan—and something came to life in her eyes when I roughly pinned her to the bed.  All of that needed to be explored—until I figured out what lingered beneath the surface of her desire.

      “I think I’m going to tease you a little more.”  I moved my fingers along her inner thigh and circled the outer perimeter of her pussy.

      “That’s not fair.”  She squirmed and moaned.  “Why do you get to have all the fun?”

      “I think you’re enjoying this as much as I am.”  I pressed my finger to her clit and moved it in a quick circle.

      “I am.”  She gasped, but then I felt her hand moving down my stomach.  “I want to tease you too…”

      “Ah, you want to see what kind of toy Daddy has for you to play with?”  I shifted until I was on my back.  “You’re more than welcome to play—you can even kiss it if you want.”

      “I think I’m going to.”  She leaned over and started kissing my chest.  “Too bad you don’t have any fudge for me to lick off.”

      “I knew I should have gotten one of those to go…”  I exhaled sharply when her lips started to move down my abdominal muscles.

      I would have enjoyed teasing Lauren a little more, but the thought of those perfectly pouty lips wrapped around my cock was too enticing to ignore.  I certainly planned to get them wrapped around it before the weekend was over, but I didn’t expect it to happen that fast.  I figured she would need some coaxing since she had never done that before.  I definitely didn’t expect her to offer it.  My belt was already unfastened and hanging loose.  Her fingers moved to the waistband of my pants, and she started to unbutton them.

      I kicked off my shoes once she started moving my pants down my hips and lifted up so she would slide them down my thighs.  My cock was already hard and pressed against the fabric, and it engorged once there was nothing to hold it in place except a thin pair of silk boxers.  My pants hit the floor, and then she started kissing her way up my leg.  She teased my inner thigh with her tongue and squeezed my cock through my boxer shorts.

      “It’s—really big.”  Her eyes opened wide when she wrapped her fingers around my girth.

      “Hearing that will never upset me, but you don’t have anything to compare it to…”  I chuckled under my breath.

      “True—but I’ve watched a few dirty movies with my friends.”  She grinned and pressed her lips to the silk fabric that was stretched around my cock.

      She kept my dick in her hand and started to move her lips against the silk.  It felt incredible.  She might have been a virgin, but she definitely knew how to tease.  My cock throbbed in anticipation of feeling those soft lips on my bare skin.  She lightly kissed the entire length until she reached my balls, and then started moving her lips back towards the head.  I started to squirm.  It felt good, but I wanted more than just a tease.  My hands moved down to the waistband of my boxers, and I tried to slide them down, but she pushed my hands away.  I teased her—and it seemed that I wasn’t going to get what I wanted until I had paid the price.  I let my hands fall to the side and tried to just enjoy what she was doing.

      “What’s wrong?  You don’t like it when you’re the one being teased?”  She leaned up and smiled.

      “It just feels really good.”  I shifted my hips and sighed.

      “Don’t worry; I’ll make you come when I feel like you have suffered long enough.”  She pressed her lips to my cock again.

      Damn, maybe I have met my match here…

      Lauren left lipstick and saliva on my boxers as she continued to tease me with her lips.  She was definitely making me suffer.  I could feel the pleasure, but it was muted through the silk.  It was like a craving that got more intense as the minutes passed.  My cock was throbbing and begging for relief.  It was erect, but it ached from the prison that the fabric formed.  I tried to shift so that the head would push through the flap on the front, but she kept adjusting my boxers to prevent it.  I could tell from the look in her eyes and the grin on the edge of her lips that she was thoroughly enjoying herself.  If she wanted to make me regret what I did, she was accomplishing that, but she was playing with fire—I was going to make her suffer even more when my time came again.  I just couldn’t focus on that with her lips sending constant surges of muted pleasure through my body.  She learned quickly for a virgin.

      “Come on, I didn’t tease you this much.”  I groaned when her lips reached the bottom of my shaft and rubbed against my balls.

      “You teased me a lot more than this.”  She kissed her way back up the shaft.  “I seem to remember you teasing me so much that I promised you anything that you wanted—what kind of promises are you going to make to me—Daddy?”

      “What do you want?”  I shifted my hips and exhaled sharply.  “Diamonds?  Pearls? Name it…”

      “I’m not a girl you get to buy with fancy things.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “That might work for all those Hollywood starlets you bring home—but I don’t want something that you can buy from a store.”

      “What do you want?”  My abdominal muscles flexed, and I rolled forward when she flicked her tongue against the tender spot below the head of my cock.

      “I want a second date.”  She teased the tender spot again.  “If you’re going to keep me here until Monday, then I want you to take me out again tomorrow night.”

      “Is that all?”  I blinked in surprise.

      “Promise me that, and I’ll pull these down.”  She dug her fingers into my boxer shorts.

      “Okay.”  I nodded quickly.  “I’ll take you out on a date tomorrow!”

      It was a small price to pay—especially when I was churning with so much desire after she teased me.  She made good on her promise.  The instant that I agreed to take her out on a second date, she started to pull my boxers down.  My cock immediately got thicker without the fabric prison to keep it contained.  Lauren kissed her way back up my thighs once my boxers were on the ground, and then she pressed her lips to my balls.  They were extremely tight from the pressure that had built up from her constant torment.  She circled both of them with her tongue and then started kissing my pelvis.  Her lips were avoiding my cock entirely—which I immediately noticed.  My agony wasn’t over—she was still depriving me of what I craved most—her gorgeous lips stretched around my girth.

      “I gave you what you wanted.”  I gasped and my cock throbbed.  “I thought that was going to be enough.”

      “Maybe I want more.”  She opened her mouth and moved it along my length without letting her lips touch my skin.

      “What else is there?”  I exhaled sharply.

      “You decided that I was going to be yours for the weekend—why does it have to stop when Monday morning gets here?  Why can’t I come back after I’m done with my classes?”  She moved her lips to the other side of my shaft, and I felt her breath as she slid down the length without touching it.

      “That—doesn’t sound like a bad idea at all.”  I could feel myself getting wrapped around her finger, but I didn’t care.

      “Maybe you could take me out next weekend too?”  She lifted up and tilted her head slightly.  “You agree to that and once I make you come—I’ll swallow every drop.”

      “Oh fuck…”  My eyes opened wide.  “Okay.  You got it.”

      She was fully aware of the power she had over me—how those lips made me crave more—and apparently, she watched the right dirty movies.  I was her willing victim.  The role was reversed, and I was no longer in control of anything.  She didn’t ask for diamonds and pearls.  That would have been easy—instead; she was bringing us together in the future.  She was telling me that she liked me and enjoyed our time together without actually saying it.  She wouldn’t have asked for another date, a trip to my house after school on Monday, or for me to take her out the next weekend unless she did.  I wasn’t really prepared for a relationship.  That road had been walked until the pavement cracked.  I did like spending time with Lauren though, so maybe it was time to open my eyes to the possibility of life after Jamison Thorn.

      She’s certainly kept me distracted from the realization that my career is coming to an end—and waking up next to her will be much better than waking up on the floor after a night of binge drinking.

      “Damn, that feels really good…”  I tensed up when her lips finally pressed to the side of my exposed cock.

      It wasn’t my first blowjob, but damn if it didn’t feel like I was stepping into a world of pleasure I never realized could exist.  I was usually the one who teased—none of the women I had been with ever flipped the script on me.  Lauren had me throbbing so hard with anticipation and desire that her lips felt magical when they started to move against my cock—and her tongue was heavenly bliss.  She kissed and licked my cock until she got to the head and then those perfectly pouty lips spread around it.  It was a beautiful sight but feeling them was even better.  She took my dick between her lips and started to rub her tongue against the head.  I thought I was going to erupt on the spot.  Her soft lips pulled me further—into a mouth that was warm and wet.  It was heavenly bliss that sent so much pleasure through my body that my eyelids actually started to flutter.

      “Keep going—oh damn that’s amazing.”  I put my hand on her head.

      “No.”  She pulled her lips away and moved my hand.  “You have to lay here and take it—just like I did.”

      I didn’t fight.  I wanted those lips around my cock too much to try and argue.  The reward came once my hand fell to the bed.  She moved her lips down my cock until the head was against the barrier in the back of her throat—then she started to move up and down my shaft with a little more speed.  The pressure in my balls got tight, and I thought I was about to come, but before I got to that point, she slowed down.  It was exactly what I did to her when I pleasured her with my tongue.  I wanted to believe turnabout was fair play, but I felt desperation kicking in once she brought me close to the point of no return several times.  Her lips kept moving, but the slow pace was like a sweltering fire burning inside me.  I was getting so desperate that I would have probably bruised her lips if I actually took control because I needed to come that fucking bad.

      “This is worse than what I did to you.”  I exhaled sharply and started moving my hips against the bed.

      “No, it’s not.”  She lifted her head and stroked my cock with her hand.  “Don’t worry—I’m going to make you come real soon.”

      Real soon needed to be right that second.  Real soon was so far away it might as well have been a lifetime.  Her soft lips devoured my cock again, and when she reached the base, she swallowed—taking every inch into her throat.  It was the first time she had done that, and when I felt her lips against my balls, they actually ached from contact.  Blue balls were an understatement.  She repeated that motion—slowly taking every inch, swallowing my length, and massaging it with her tongue.  The pressure was building—and she was picking up speed.  It didn’t feel like she was going to stop.  I was scared to believe it was about to happen, but I got lost in the bliss, so I couldn’t focus on that.  My cock went deep in her throat.  The pressure in my balls released—there was no turning back.

      “Fuck!  I’m coming!”  A growl rushed from my throat.

      I felt my seed splatter in her throat.  She immediately started to swallow, which made the pleasure even better.  She even moaned like she wanted it as she devoured my lust.  The vibrations of her moans—the gentle massage of her throat as it swallowed—it made the eruption even better.  She had teased me so much that it wasn’t a small load—and it had been a while.  I could feel the thick ropes of cum filling her throat to the point that she choked, but she still managed to swallow it.  She kept going until my balls were drained.  I had never had a climax that intense when I wasn’t balls deep inside a woman.  My head was spinning, and I could actually see stars.  It was amazing and exhausting, but easily the best blowjob of my life—from a virgin.  She wasn’t going to be one much longer though.

      She’s going to pay for that—I’m going to ruin her before the night is over.  She had her fun, but now it’s time for Daddy to teach this naughty little cocktease a lesson.
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      I had a smile on my face when I settled into Walker’s arms for the second time.  I was no expert at what I did for him by any means, but I figured out what he really liked while I teased him.  Watching him squirm was fun, and I took it further than I intended, but he deserved it after what he did to me.  I would probably pay dearly for it, but at least I made good on my promise once he gave me what I wanted.  I enjoyed our date, and I wanted to spend time with him outside of the bedroom.  I wasn’t sure if what we had could develop into something more than the pleasure we both craved, but I was willing to keep that door open.  I never saw myself falling for an older man—much less losing my virginity to one.  Walker was different.  The age difference didn’t bother me at all—and I kind of liked calling him Daddy.

      “Did I wear you out?”  I leaned up and tilted my head slightly.

      “No.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “I’m just trying to decide what your punishment should be.”

      “My—punishment?”  I raised my eyebrows.  “You started it.”

      “Maybe I did…”  He traced my nipple and slid his fingers down my abdomen.  “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you get away with it.”

      “I guess I do deserve a little punishment.”  I moaned when I felt his finger get close to my clit.

      “Yes.”  He pressed his lips to my ear.  “I think you need a spanking.”

      “A spanking?”  I exhaled sharply and grinned.  “What if I like it?”

      “Then I guess you just get to enjoy your punishment.”  He sat up on the bed and grabbed my wrist.  “Only one way to find out…”

      I might have enjoyed having control for a little bit, but I loved the fierceness in his eyes and the sternness in his voice a lot more.  Jamison Thorn was always rather rough with the girls he took to bed on Dangerous Thorns, and more than one of them had been punished by him.  They always cut that part out of the show.  The hint was there—but they went to commercial right before anything actually happened.  My imagination usually did the rest.  The show was steamy and didn’t shy away from sweltering scenes when two characters were in bed together—they definitely pushed against the boundary of what daytime television would allow.  I wasn’t going to have the luxury of a commercial break.  Walker was pulling me across his knee and seemed pretty serious about giving me a spanking.

      “A naughty girl over Daddy’s knee.”  He traced the curve of my ass with the tips of his fingers.

      “I wasn’t that naughty.”  I looked my shoulder at him and bit down on my bottom lip.  “I gave you what you wanted—eventually.”

      “Yes, it’s the eventually that got you in this position.”  He narrowed his eyes.

      “I’ll remind you again—you started it.”  I moaned when his finger got close to my pussy.

      “I’m going to finish it too.”  He pulled his hand away suddenly.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “I’m sorry, Daddy…”  I groaned when I felt the sting spread across the surface of my ass.  “I’ll be a good girl; I promise.”

      Okay, this is a whole lot hotter than I expected it to be.

      “Let’s make sure of that.”  He lifted his hand again.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      The spanking didn’t really hurt—it stung, but that just seemed to turn me on.  It made my whole body quiver, and I could feel my pussy getting wetter.  Pleasuring him had brought the desire back, and the spanking just amplified it.  There was no way that his finger or tongue was going to be enough to put out the fire that was building inside me.  I felt his cock starting to come alive again as well.  It got hard once the spanking started, and I felt it pulsate each time his hand came down on my ass.  He liked having me in that position—at his mercy to punish as he saw fit.  I earned the spanking, and I wouldn’t have taken what I did back for anything.  If my reward was a sore ass, then I’d take my punishment with a smile on my face.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow…”  I squirmed on his knee.  “You don’t want to punish me, Daddy—I know what you really want to do to me.”

      “I’ll have this when I’m ready.”  He slid his hand down to the entrance of my pussy and pushed a finger inside me.

      “You’re not ready now?”  I moved my hand to his cock and gave it a couple of strokes.  “It feels like you are…”

      “Not yet.”  He pulled his finger out of my pussy and pushed my hand away.  “You’ll get that soon enough.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Okay, that’s starting to hurt…”  I bounced on his knee and whimpered.

      “You should have thought about that before you decided to tease me.”  He slid his finger between my thighs and rubbed my pussy.  “It doesn’t feel like you’re ready for me to stop.”

      He’s not wrong about that…

      “Maybe I was a little naughty…”  I bit down on my lip and tried to hide my smile.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “You weren’t a little naughty—you were very naughty.”  He rubbed my ass where the last smack landed.  “Weren’t you?”

      “Yeah…”  I felt the desire getting really strong—like my body was trying to orgasm without actually being stimulated.

      “What should I do about that?”  He slid his fingernails against my skin.

      “You should—keep spanking me…”  I exhaled sharply and lifted my ass.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      The more he spanked me, the more excited I got.  It was a strange feeling, to say the least.  The loss of control was invigorating—my body just wanted to be dominated by him—I craved the gentle submission that I had never really experienced before.  It wasn’t the same as having control taken when he teased me.  It was more emotional than physical, despite the sting across the surface of my ass that was starting to burn.  I wanted him to keep going, but I knew that it was going to start feeling like actual punishment instead of just turning me on if he didn’t stop soon.  I had never been truly punished before—not like that.  The lingering fear of disappointing my mother was always enough to keep me on the straight and narrow.  My teenage angst and traditional period of rebellion was mild compared to the deep end some of my friends jumped off of.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Okay!”  I bounced on his knee and grimaced.  “I think I’ve been punished enough…”

      “Do you really think you get to decide when your punishment ends?”  He rubbed my ass and gave it a light squeeze.

      “I—I don’t know.”  I bit down on my bottom lip.  “I’ve never been punished before.”

      “Then allow me to educate you.”  He moved his hand between my thighs and rubbed his finger against my clit.  “Daddy is the one who decides when a naughty girl has been properly punished.”

      That certainly sounds hot as hell when he says it—and I can’t deny that it’s still turning me on.

      “Yes sir…”  I moaned and felt my body quiver when his finger started moving a little faster.

      “Good girl.”  He pulled his finger away.  “Now lift your ass and tell me that you’re a naughty girl that deserves a good hard spanking.”

      Why do I feel so compelled to obey him?

      “I’m…”  I lifted my ass as he commanded me to do.  “I’m a naughty girl that deserves a good hard spanking.”

      “That’s exactly what you’re going to get.”  His hand came down a little harder than before.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow…”  I whimpered and bounced on his knee.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      The spanking got harder.  There was less of a break between the smacks.  He had been giving me one on each side of my ass, but he started to land two in the same spot, which amplified the sting tremendously.  My body began to quiver, just like it did when I felt my orgasm building while his tongue was on my clit.  The realization hit me too late—he was going to make me come.  I was going to actually come from being spanked.  I had no idea such a thing was possible, but he was taking me to a place that had been buried underneath the surface of my subconscious.  It was more mental than physical—like my body just found a way to process every bit of the pain as pleasure.  I lifted my ass up to meet his hand each time it came down.  A light moan echoed in my throat.  There was no way to stop it—I was about to erupt.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Oh fuck…”  I slumped forward, and the pressure started to release.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      My muscles tensed up for a moment, and then the orgasm seized control of my body.  My pussy spasmed and then a feeling of bliss drowned out every bit of the pain.  I wasn’t sure how Walker would react when he realized that the punishment had shifted so far away from torment that it was pure euphoria.  If he was surprised, he didn’t let on.  He just kept spanking me—each smack making the surging pleasure get stronger.  The orgasm peaked and then started to subside.  My head began to spin immediately, and I started to realize just how fast my pulse was racing—my heart was thumping in my chest even harder than when he teased me.

      “I’ve never seen that before—a spanking made you come.”  He slid his hand between my thighs and rubbed my clit, which sent a few more surges of pleasure through my body.  “I guess it won’t be a very effective way of punishing you…”

      “I don’t know what happened.”  I exhaled sharply.  “It just—felt good, even when it started to hurt.

      Walker pulled me into his arms.  I still felt the need burning inside me, like the orgasm wasn’t enough to satisfy the real craving.  I was ready for him to take my virginity.  I wanted to feel him inside me.  He seemed to sense that burning desire as well.  His lips found mine, and he started to kiss me.  My hand moved down to his cock, and I stroked the length as I purred into his ear.  I was begging for him—even though I wasn’t saying it with words.  He lowered me down onto the bed and continued to tease me with his lips as he slid between my thighs.  I felt the head of his cock against my pussy.  I was so wet that there wasn’t much resistance when he began to enter me.  My pussy ached when it stretched around his girth, but I didn’t care.  I just wanted him—every bit of him.

      “You’re mine now.”  He leaned forward and growled into my ear.  “I’m going to make you come so fucking hard—then I’m going to make you come again.  That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

      “Yes…”  I moaned and purred into his ear.

      There was no denying that.  He had taken control of my body, and I belonged to him.  He could do anything to me that he wanted, and I would beg for more.  The world of pleasure he had introduced me to was just the beginning.  I felt the way my pussy spasmed when I erupted in bliss.  It was going to feel even better when he was inside me.  My body understood that on a primal level, even if it hurt when he pushed his cock deeper.  He gave me a few gentle thrusts until he was against my hymen.  It was no barrier for him—just another piece of my innocence to consume.  He shifted his weight, gave me a few more gentle thrusts, and then a harder thrust tore through the membrane.  It hurt, but the desire was too strong for me to even dream of asking him to stop.

      “Keep going…” I dug my nails into his shoulders.  “Don’t stop.”

      “Nothing can stop me from claiming what is mine.”  He growled into my ear and gave me a hard thrust that pushed his cock deeper.

      There was something in his words that connected with my soul.  Was I foolish to believe they could be true?  I wanted to be his.  Lust had gotten me to that point, but I wasn’t sure it was what kept me there.  Walker wasn’t just a secret fantasy anymore.  I wanted to scream his name—call him Daddy—and beg him to keep his arms wrapped around me.  I felt bound to him and it wasn’t a feeling that I wanted to end.  We were existing in a moment that belonged only to us, and the emotions of it were almost better than the pleasure.  My eyes were open to something I never imagined, and I didn’t want to close them again.

      “You can go a faster…”  I purred into his ear.  “I like it when it hurts.”

      “I plan to spend the entire weekend fucking this pussy every chance I get.”  A light growl echoed in his throat.  “I don’t want permission; I want you to beg for it.”

      Walker gave me a few hard thrusts, and my eyes rolled back in my head.  I might have been emotionally ready for him to drive every inch inside me, but I wasn’t there physically—not yet at least.  He slowed down and started to gently drive his cock into the part of my pussy that had already adjusted to his girth.  He was saving me from myself—I wanted it, but I wasn’t ready for him to truly fuck me.  He started to give me two quick thrusts, then a slower one that pushed deeper.  The pleasure mixed with the ache.  He understood what I needed and gave me a moment to adjust every time he pushed a little bit further than he had before.

      “You feel so fucking good.”  He pressed his lips to my ear.  “There won’t be any teasing this time.”

      “No.”  I moaned and dug my nails in a little harder.  “I need it too bad.”

      Walker gave me a few harder thrusts, and then I felt his skin against mine.  The entirety of his length was inside me.  He left it buried deep until I fully adjusted to his girth, and then he pulled back to the entrance of my pussy.  The thrusts that followed were gentle at first, but they quickly picked up speed.  The ache faded until all I felt was pleasure.  When he went deep inside me, his cock throbbed against my g-spot.  That was a magical feeling.  He leaned forward until his abdominal muscles were against my clit—every flex as he drove his cock into me teased it for a second before he connected with my g-spot.  I was in heaven—the only thing I felt was pure bliss.  His lips continued to kiss my neck, and his hands moved against my skin.  Every spot that could bring pleasure seemed to be stimulated at the same time.  It didn’t take long for the pressure to build.

      “You’re gonna make me come.”  I exhaled sharply and my back arched against the bed.

      “Many, many times.”  He slid his hands to my hips and lifted up—then he started to drive his cock into me so hard the bed shook.

      Walker squeezed my hips and started to pull them towards him as he hammered me with every inch of his cock.  Our bodies collided like two waves hitting the same rock.  The orgasm didn’t get teased and forced to simmer below the surface.  He tore it out of me.  The pressure released, and I felt my pussy start to spasm on his cock.  Having him inside me while I erupted in bliss made the orgasm incredibly intense.  His throbbing cock made the peak last longer.  It lasted so long that I started to feel another orgasm building before the first one was done.  By the time the peak started to wane, the next orgasm surged to life and I was there again.  Walker throbbing cock slammed into my g-spot over and over.

      “Don’t stop!  Please—oh god!”  My mouth opened wide, and a scream rushed from my throat.

      “That’s right—beg for it.”  He growled into my ear.  “Beg Daddy to come inside you.”

      “Please Daddy—please don’t stop!”  I screamed again.

      Walker’s thrusts started to hammer me into the mattress.  The orgasms were hitting me like waves of euphoria that I couldn’t even process.  I felt his cock throb, then it pulsated against my g-spot.  He was about to explode inside me.  I wanted that so bad—I wanted us both to exist in that moment of bliss.  He drove his cock deep and then his head rolled back—a primal roar echoed in the room, and his whole body shook.  His seed started to fill my pussy, and my body reacted with another orgasm.  I wasn’t even sure I could come again, but he still forced it out of me.  His hips kept moving while my spasms milked every drop of lust from his balls—then he gave me a few more harder thrusts once my orgasm began to subside.  He seemed to be trying to get another one out of me, but I was spent.  I couldn’t even feel my limbs.  I was numb from head to toe.

      I may not even be able to get up off this mattress for our date—maybe that was his plan all along.
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      I pushed Lauren to her physical limit, and she took me to mine.  I was like a man possessed when we were in bed together.  I wanted to protect her while I devoured her.  I had a burning need to claim her innocence and it overwhelmed me.  She was so different from the others that graced my bed.  They were just images in my mind that faded the moment I tasted Lauren’s lips.  Nothing mattered except the woman in my arms.  I chased that kind of feeling so many times that I had begun to believe it was nothing more than a dream that could never come true.  It was an illusion that faded when I reached out to grab it.  I searched for love and ignored my instincts.  I should have been chasing the primal desire instead of the dream.  Addiction was so much sweeter than love and I was definitely addicted to the woman that gave me her innocence.

      Love is an emotional complexity—this is something else entirely.

      Lauren and I stayed tangled in an exhausted embrace after our bodies were drained.  It didn’t take her long to fall asleep, and I listened to her soft breathing as I held her in my arms.  I wanted to close my eyes and go to sleep, but I didn’t want to miss one single moment with her.  A weekend sounded like a long time when I said it—but it suddenly felt incredibly short.  Maybe she felt that too—and maybe her realization came quicker than mine.  She was the one who pushed for more.  As much as I enjoyed what we did, I knew she needed more than passion that burned through the night.  She was searching for something too—proof that what we did was about more than just two people chasing desire.  It might have started that way, but roots were beginning to form.  If I wanted to keep her in my arms, I had to water those roots with actual romance.

      This is the part where I’ve always failed.  I’ve never been able to put the needs of others above my own.  This time has to be different…

      I was keenly aware of my own failures.  I could draw a map to the pivotal point where everything went wrong in all of my previous relationships.  Those pitfalls weren’t easy to avoid.  Things could be different with Lauren.  I wasn’t going to be Jamison Thorn much longer.  His death on Dangerous Thorns could very well be my path to salvation.  I wasn’t sure I deserved salvation after hurting so many others along the way.  I lured them in with false promises, then watched the light fade from their eyes when they realized I wasn’t the man they thought I was.  Those mistakes haunted me every night when I tried to sleep.  I swore I wouldn’t take another woman down that road of uncertainty, but that part of my life would be over soon.  The end of my career didn’t have to be the end of me—it could be the beginning of something better.

      It’s time for me to become the man I was meant to be, not the one I’ve pretended to be for the last twenty years.
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      The next morning

      Lauren and I chased our desires several times before the sun finally came up.  I managed to get a few hours of sleep, but I didn’t feel like I really needed it.  I felt invigorated and rejuvenated—like my body had found a way to draw energy from something sweeter than a peaceful slumber.  Lauren didn’t seem to share in that newfound incandescence.  I kissed her forehead and slid out of bed once I realized that I was too wired to close my eyes again.  I didn’t even feel like I needed a trip to the gym—not after the workout we had.  I decided to order food from the cafe that I normally ate at downtown.  I wasn’t sure what Lauren would want, so I ordered their most popular items.  I brewed a pot of coffee while I waited for the food to arrive, and once it did, I put everything on a tray so I could carry it up to the bedroom.

      “Why does it smell like coffee and pancakes?”  Lauren started to stir when I sat down on the edge of the bed.

      “Probably because I brought you coffee and pancakes.”  I chuckled under my breath and put the tray on the bed next to her.

      “Wow, you must have been up for a while.”  She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and blinked a couple of times.

      “I had it delivered—I’m not much of a chef.”  I pushed the plate of pancakes towards her.  “You can tell that I didn’t make them because they’re not burnt to a crisp.”

      “Is this what I have to look forward to every time I spend the night with you?”  She grinned as she picked up the plate and reached for the syrup.

      “I don’t know—maybe.”  I shrugged and smiled.

      I’ve never done this for anyone else before…

      Lauren and I talked while we ate breakfast in bed.  She wanted to know what kind of date I planned to take her on, and I had to evade the questions.  I really hadn’t put much thought into it yet, but I knew it needed to be better than our first one if I wanted to keep wooing her.  Luckily, there were plenty of options in Los Angeles and I had enough influence to arrange something special on short notice.  I just had to figure out what that was going to be.  Thinking about it was kind of exciting.  I was used to dating women that weren’t mesmerized by anything except expensive gifts or a promise to call one of my friends and try to get them in a part in a show.  I didn’t usually mind women like that—it was easy and there were no real expectations.  Lauren made me want something better.

      “I just realized that I have a slight problem.”  Lauren looked down at the bed.

      “Oh?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “What’s that?”

      “I do want to spend the weekend with you, but I’m going to need to go back to my apartment.  I need to find another dress for tonight and if you’re taking me to school on Monday, then I’ll need to grab a change of clothes—and my books.”  She exhaled sharply.

      “We can swing by your apartment Monday morning.”  I nodded.  “The rest of it—I can arrange.”

      “Arrange?  What do you mean?”  Lauren blinked a couple of times in confusion.

      “Naughty girls—they get punished.”  I narrowed my eyes.  “Good girls?  They get spoiled.”

      “I don’t want that.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I have clothes at home.”

      “Maybe you’re not a good girl after all—telling Daddy no is very naughty behavior.”  My lips curled into a grin.  “Do you need another spanking?”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”  She pushed the tray towards the edge of the bed.

      “I might have to spank you harder this time.”  I stood and moved the tray over to the nightstand.  “You didn’t learn your lesson very well last night.”

      “I’m still not going to let you buy me anything.”  She rolled over and lifted up until she was on her knees with her ass facing me.  “Even if you spank me.”

      “We’ll see about that, won’t we.”  I grabbed Lauren’s leg and pulled her closer.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Hey—that’s a lot harder than last night!”  She wiggled in my grasp.

      “Yep.”  I nodded quickly.  “You’re going to do what I want—and what I want is to take you shopping.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “I just don’t want to feel like I’m being bought…”  A light whimper echoed in her throat.

      I was still rather amazed that Lauren had managed to orgasm while she was over my knee.  I had spanked a few women—women that said there were into it—but none of them had reacted like that.  It was so fucking hot that it made my cock hard just thinking about it, and I was curious to find out if I could make it happen again.  Either way, I wasn’t going to stop until I got what I wanted, so she was going to end up with a very sore ass if she didn’t submit quickly.  She was mine for the weekend, and a trip to her apartment wasn’t part of the deal.

      “You’re not being bought—there’s a difference.”  I let my hand rest on her ass for a moment before lifting it.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ouch!”  She kicked her feet against the bed.  “Come on, I just don’t want you to spend money on me.  I’m not that kind of girl.  It’s one thing to buy me dinner, but I don’t need expensive things…”

      “You’re whatever kind of girl I want you to be.”  I moved my hand between her thighs and rubbed her pussy, which was already getting wet.  “If I want to spoil you, then you’re going to get spoiled.”

      “I think you’re just used to girls that do anything you want…”  She moaned and gasped when she felt my finger.

      “Maybe—but that doesn’t matter.”  I chuckled under my breath and moved my other hand to her ass while my finger kept moving in a circle around her clit.  “The quicker you learn to accept that, the easier it will be.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “I don’t want to be one of those girls.”  She gasped again.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “You’re not.”  I rubbed her clit a little faster.  “None of those girls have ever gotten breakfast in bed—hell, they normally don’t even get breakfast.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Okay!”  She whimpered.  “I’ll let you take me shopping.”

      “How hard was that?”  I pulled my finger away from her clit and rubbed her ass.  “I need to take a shower first, but then we can be on our way.”

      “Wait!”  She looked over her shoulder at me.  “You’re—not going to finish?”

      “Why should I?  I got what I wanted.”  I narrowed my eyes and grinned.

      There’s no way I can resist her at this point, but she doesn’t know that yet.

      “Seriously?”  She whimpered.  “You think you can just turn me on like that and leave!?”

      “Maybe I could be persuaded…”  I tilted my head slightly.  “If you beg for it.”

      “Please—please don’t leave me like this.”  She turned on the bed and bent forward with her face against the mattress and her pussy nearly level with my cock.

      Damn it sounds good when she begs…

      I put my hands on Lauren’s hips and started to slowly slide my cock into her pussy.  It was still tight as fuck—just like it was when I claimed it for the first time, but she adjusted to the feeling a lot quicker.  I felt her pussy start trying to spasm after I gave her a few thrusts.  The spanking might not have been enough to make her come, but it was enough to get her very close—especially since I rubbed her clit while I was doing it.  I was intrigued by how her body reacted, but I was glad she gave in to me before I pushed her over the edge.  Feeling her pussy milk my balls dry while she erupted in bliss was going to be as amazing as it was the night before.  I started to pick up the pace, and I could tell she was getting very close—but she wasn’t going to get what she wanted until she had suffered a little bit.

      Now the real punishment can begin…

      “I’m gonna come…”  She exhaled sharply and started to move her hips against me.

      “Not yet.”  I squeezed her hips to stop her from moving.  “You’re not going to come until I give you permission.”

      “More teasing?”  She whimpered.  “I had enough of that last night.”

      “I can punish you in more ways than one.”  I gave her a gentle thrust.  “I think one hour will be enough to make you truly regret telling me no.”

      “One hour?”  She looked over her shoulder at me.  “One hour of what?”

      “This.”  I pulled my cock to the entrance of her pussy and slowly slid it in until my balls were against her clit.  “I’m not going to fuck you hard enough to make you come—no matter how much you beg.”

      “No, please!”  She slid her hand underneath her abdomen and tried to rub her clit.  “I need it…”

      “You can spend the next hour thinking about how easy this could have been if you hadn’t been so damn defiant.”  I pulled her hand away from her clit and folded both arms against the small of her back.

      Lauren whimpered, begged, and pleaded for me to reconsider once I started to give her those slow, agonizing thrusts.  I knew it was going to be hard for me too, especially when I felt her start trying to squirm, but the lesson was important.  If she was going to be mine, she couldn’t run screaming every time I tried to give her a gift or do something nice for her.  Being her Daddy was about more than just punishing her when she tried to be sassy—and the quicker she understood that, the easier it would be for us to water the roots that had started to grow.  I didn’t want to walk on eggshells because I was afraid something I thought was a nice gesture could be misconstrued as an attempt to buy her affection.  If the spanking didn’t work, then maybe a little sexual torment would do the job.

      “Please—I need to come…”  She pressed her face to the bed.  “Why are you so mean to me?”

      “I’m not being mean.  I’m teaching you a lesson—and I know this works.”  I gave her two harder thrusts, then slowed down immediately.

      “I said you could take me shopping…”  She groaned.  “Isn’t that enough?”

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I don’t want you to compare yourself to other women that I’ve been with—if they were important to me, I wouldn’t be here with you.  I don’t want you to question my motives—live in the moment with me and stop worrying about everything else.”

      “That’s a lot harder than it sounds…”  She turned her head to the side and sighed.  “Especially when all I think about is how bad I need to come!”

      “I get it.  You’ve learned to be independent and you’re proud of that.  I respect it, but I have needs too.  I’ve worked hard for what I have and if I want to share it with someone—that’s my choice.”  I gave her a few quick thrusts to bring her close to the edge and then slowed down.

      “Fine, you win—can I just come now?”  Her eyes closed shut, and a grimace swept across her face before another moan escaped her lips.

      “Soon—once the hour is up.”  I nodded.

      My balls were aching.  I needed to come too—it was definitely hurting me as much as it was hurting her.  I couldn’t give in to that though.  I slowly fucked her until the hour was up, then I picked up the pace.  She had been teased so much that she couldn’t even say anything once I started.  My voice felt like it was caught in my throat once the pleasure truly began to surge through my body.  I started to grunt and growl like a caged animal, which is exactly what I felt like after torturing the both of us for a whole hour.  I drove my cock deep after I felt her begin to spasm, and then I erupted in bliss.  I gave her a reward for enduring her punishment well, even though she complained most of the time, and made her come multiple times before I finally stopped.  She slumped forward on the mattress and I crawled onto the bed next to her.

      “I guess you’re in no hurry to go shower now?”  She turned her head towards me.

      “No—not yet.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “Me either…”  Her eyes closed, but she had a faint hint of a smile on her lips.

      Once we were both recovered, we showered and headed downtown.  Lauren seemed to have learned the lesson I was trying to teach her.  She didn’t stare at the price tags or object once she found a dress that she liked.  I would have bought her some designer heels too, but she found a dress that would match the plain ones she was already wearing.  I decided not to push my luck.  We were taking baby steps.  After Lauren found a dress, she picked out a pair of blue jeans and a couple of shirts.  I saw her eying a pair of sneakers and I convinced her to at least try them on.  They were cheap enough that she didn’t argue when I told the salesperson to ring them up.  I didn’t get to spoil her the way that I would have wanted, but it was a start.

      “We have one more stop.”  I took her hand once we walked out of the boutique where she found the rest of her clothes.

      “I have plenty.  I don’t need anything else.”  She looked at me with concern in her eyes.

      “You don’t have any underwear.”  I pointed at a lingerie shop on the corner.

      “I’m sure that stuff is really expensive…”  Her words trailed off.

      “So, you’ll work for it.  Once we get home, you can model everything you pick out.”  I gave her a quick wink and started walking towards the store.  “You get some underwear and I get a free fashion show—money well spent in my opinion.”

      “I guess that’s sort of a compromise.”  She shook her head; but didn’t object to my offer.

      At least we’ve seemingly reached some form of neutral ground…
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      Walker was trying to pull me into his world, and I was fighting him at every turn—well, mostly I was just suffering every time I tried.  It was sweet suffering, but it still wasn’t something I would have done to myself willingly.  It was clear that he was just as dominant as the character he played on Dangerous Thorns, but it was a different kind of dominance.  Jamison Thorn was the ultimate alpha male, which is why people loved him so much—it’s certainly why I had so many fantasies about him.

      The man behind the character was a sweeter, kinder version, but when I pushed back—I found out that he had those same alpha tendencies lingering below the surface.  They lashed out at me without mercy, but I didn’t have to pick myself up off the floor like the people who crossed Jamison Thorn—my price was intoxicating torment.  Being spanked wasn’t the worst thing he could do to me—he could bend my body to his will and all I could do was take it.  I was scared to admit how much I liked it.

      “You expect me to model all of this?”  I looked at the pile of stuff he had bought me once we got back to his house.

      “I do.”  He nodded.  “I’m going to fix a drink and have a seat over here on the couch.  Put on a fashion show for me, sweetheart.”

      “Fine…”  I smiled and picked up the pile.  “I’m going to change in the other room though—no peeking.”

      “No promises.”  He chuckled under his breath as I walked away.

      I was falling for Walker.  There was no doubt about that.  Being with him was so exciting and fun, even when I was being teased or punished.  If it wasn’t for the silver in his hair and beard, I wouldn’t have even been able to tell that there was that much of an age difference.  The fact he was distinguished and experienced just made everything better.  His view of the world was different than mine, yet there were things we had in common too.  I felt like a better version of myself when I was with him.  I would have never had the courage to put on underwear and actually model it for a guy—yet I wanted to do it for him.  It wasn’t just because he bought it for me either.  I was the ultimate wallflower in high school, yet with him, I was able to embrace the sexual side of myself I never knew I had.

      I wonder how much he’ll let me tease him when I walk out there in this…

      I put on a pair of panties and a bra, but just for giggles, I decided to wear my jeans and one of my shirts on top of it.  He said I had to model everything—he never specified that he just meant the underwear.  Obviously, it was implied, but I didn’t care.  The room I was getting dressed in was some sort of office.  There were a couple of framed pictures on the wall—magazine covers that Walker had posed for.  The first one I saw was a magazine called Oh Daddy!  I had never owned a copy, but I had seen them for sale.  I had even browsed them a couple of times when I was younger and went to the supermarket with my mother—not that I had ever let her see me.  The second magazine cover was GQ and the caption on the bottom mentioned an exclusive interview with the Sexiest Silver Fox on Television.  He was definitely that—and he was all mine.

      I need to get out of my own head and just enjoy the time we have together.  He could have any woman he wanted—and he chose me.

      “Are you ready?”  I peeked around the corner of the door frame.

      “Of course.”  He looked at me and grinned.

      “Okay, Daddy—here I am.”  I smiled and walked towards him, doing my best to imitate the models I saw walk down the runways on television.

      “Interesting choice of attire.”  He tilted his head slightly.  “I didn’t realize you were going to strip for me.”

      “I’m modeling my clothes…”  I flashed him a smile and did a twirl.

      “I want to see what you’re hiding underneath that.”  He motioned to me.  “Take it off slow—I’m going to enjoy this.”

      I had no idea what I was doing, but I tried to give him a bit of a show.  His hand drifted to his cock a couple of times—once when my shirt came off—and again when I pulled my jeans down.  I could tell he was hard.  I decided not to push things too much.  I was promised a date and if I went too far, I might end up getting my pussy slowly fucked for another hour.  The orgasms that followed were amazing, but it was agonizing torture before they finally came.  I didn’t play any games as I modeled the rest of the stuff, I bought for him, but I could already tell that we weren’t going to dinner until he took me to the bedroom.  Watching me was just too much of a turn on for him.  I never thought of myself as being the kind of girl that could tempt a guy like Walker, but it gave me more confidence in my body than I had ever had before when I watched it happen before my eyes.

      “I hope you’re not planning to change into anything else.”  He narrowed his eyes at me after I finished showing off my last set of sexy underwear.

      “No, I was thinking that I would just go to the bedroom—and take it all off.”  I looked down at him and grinned.

      It’s going to happen anyway—I might as well ask for it.
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      A few hours later

      My legs were still shaking from the passion that had devoured my body when I started getting dressed for the evening.  A shower gave me a little energy and the cup of coffee that followed was working its magic, but I wasn’t there yet.  The dress Walker bought me was gorgeous—it put the one I wore the previous evening to shame.  I didn’t let him buy me a new set of heels because the ones I had matched, but the dress made them look like something that belonged on the discount rack at a thrift store.  At least they were mine—one piece of myself that lingered after I caved and let Walker dress me up in fancy things.

      “You look beautiful.”  Walker walked into the room in a suit and tie—which seemed to be the only thing he owned.

      “I wish I had all my makeup.”  I looked down at the table and sighed.  “I don’t keep that much in my purse.”

      “You don’t need it.”  He extended his hand.  “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

      There’s that charm I keep falling for…

      If I had realized I was going to be spending more than one night with Walker, I don’t know that I would have gone home with him after our first date.  I was chasing a fantasy and satisfying a burning need that wouldn’t go away.  That had blossomed into something unexpected.  I still didn’t understand what he saw in me.  I could understand desire.  I had plenty of that myself, but there was more than just desire simmering in his mesmerizing eyes.  I got the sense that I was seeing a side of him that most people didn’t get to see.  Maybe it was because they approached it like I had—with lust for the character they saw on television—and never wanted to see what was beyond that.  I might have fallen into that trap too if he just took me straight to his place instead of taking me out on a date so that I could get to know him a little better first.

      “So, where are you taking me?”  Walker led me outside, and I saw a car waiting for us.

      “It’s a surprise.”  He gave me a wink and opened the back door of the car once we got to it.  “Although, you might want to tell me now if you’re afraid of heights.”

      “I don’t think I am.”  I blinked in surprise and climbed into the car.

      “We’ll find out soon enough.”  He chuckled under his breath as he climbed in beside me and took my hand.

      I was intrigued, to say the least.  The questions tumbling around in my head were answered when the car turned into an airstrip and the car pulled up to a hot air balloon.  I had never been in one before, but it seemed that was about to change.  A nervous knot formed in my stomach when I stepped out of the car and he started leading me towards it.  I didn’t know if I was scared of heights or not because I had never flown before—much less in a wicker basket underneath a balloon powered by fire.  Thankfully, the basket had a door that opened and served as a ramp.  I would have hated to have been forced to straddle it in my dress and heels.  Walker pulled the door closed once we were inside and started fiddling with the controls.

      “Don’t we need a pilot?”  I looked at him with concern.

      “You have one—me.”  He smiled, and I saw fire shoot up from the two cylinders above my head.

      “Wait, you know how to fly this thing?”  The knot in my stomach returned when I felt the basket lifting off the ground.

      “Yes, I’ve got a license and everything.”  He chuckled under his breath.  “I might be out of practice because it’s been a while—so hold on to something.”

      “Oh god.”  I grabbed the side of the basket.

      “I’m kidding.”  He leaned over and nudged me.

      The knot in my stomach settled down some once we were in the air.  We were past the point where a crash was going to hurt us—we were just going to die if it suddenly fell out of the sky.  I don’t know why that was more comforting than suffering from a traumatic injury, but it was for some reason.  The scenery was truly remarkable once we were in the air.  I had never seen so much of the city at once.  Based on the landmarks that were passing underneath us, it appeared that we were heading north.

      “Is this just a tour or are you actually taking me somewhere?”  I looked back at him.

      “I’ve got a friend who owns a vineyard north of the city.  Actually, you probably know him—from the movies at least.  Manuel Rosario?”  Walker tilted his head slightly.

      “Know him?  You’ve got to be kidding me.  He’s been in like a million movies!”  My eyes nearly bulged out of my head.

      “Not quite that many, but he’s definitely on his way to becoming the biggest box office draw of the year.”  Walker nodded.  “You won’t get to meet him, I’m afraid.  He’s off filming Spark 6 or are they on Spark 7 now?”

      “I—think the last one was six.”  I raised my eyebrow in contemplation.  “Yeah, they had those commercials where they kept trying to make six sound like sex.”

      Walker guided the hot air balloon towards the edge of the city where it actually opened up a little bit.  There was still evidence of the droughts that had plagued California, so it wasn’t very green—it was also starting to get dark, so I couldn’t see much.  There was one lush spot once we went further north—a gated vineyard that was apparently where we were going to have our date.  I had to give Walker points for creativity—he blew my expectations out of the water.  I would have been happy with dinner and conversation—I wouldn’t have even minded if he took me to the observatory again.  I just wanted to spend time with him outside of the bedroom.  The sex was certainly amazing enough to make the alternative very attractive, but if there was a chance for it to blossom into something more than that, we couldn’t spend all of our time there.

      “The landing might be a little rough.”  He guided the hot air balloon towards the ground.  “I really do recommend that you hold onto something.”

      “I’ll hold onto you.”  I took a step towards him and wrapped my arms around his waist.

      “Okay, here we go.”  Walker’s landing was a lot gentler than he warned that it could be.

      I wasn’t sure what we were going to do at the vineyard other than the obvious—drink wine.  I was a little surprised when Walker led me to a blanket in an open field that had a bottle of wine and a picnic basket.  It was so clear out there—especially outside of the city where the moon and stars weren’t drowned out by light pollution.  There was no need for light because the natural ambiance was good enough.  It was peaceful and quiet—I couldn’t even hear a car in the distance.  I hadn’t heard that kind of tranquility since I stepped foot in Los Angeles.

      “How did you arrange all of this?”  I sat down on the blanket and looked up at Walker.  “I was with you all day.”

      “You took a shower.”  He chuckled under his breath.  “It’s easy enough to get it done in one phone call if you know the right people.”

      “I’d ask how many girls you’ve brought here—but you told me to stop comparing myself to them…”  I reached over and picked up a wine glass.

      “I’ll answer the question anyway.”  He narrowed his eyes at me.  “You’re the first.  I’ve never been very good with—romance.”

      “You were married—three times.”  I blinked in surprise.

      “Divorced three times too.”  He nodded.  “Obviously, I’m not very good at it.”

      “Then…”  I looked down at the glass as he poured the wine.  “Why me?  What makes me different?  You could have done something like this for—any of them.”

      “Truthfully?”  He exhaled sharply and poured wine into his glass.  “I let myself get consumed with my career.  I put Dangerous Thorns above everything else.  That won’t be a problem with you though.”

      “Why?”  I lifted my glass to my lips.  “Are they going to kill off Jamison Thorn or something?”

      “Yes…”  He sighed.

      “What!?”  I nearly spit out my wine.  “I was just kidding!  Are you serious?”

      “I’m afraid so.”  He took a drink of his wine.  “When I go to work tomorrow, I’ll step into that role for the final time.”

      “You don’t sound very happy about it.”  I studied the expression on his face, which had shifted to one that looked rather pained.

      “I wasn’t at first.  I lost my shit when the writer told me what they were planning.”  He put down his glass and reached for the picnic basket.  “But, this may actually be for the best.  When I look back at my life—all those lonely nights—all of those failed relationships I never had time for—they have one thing in common.  I never made time for the people I cared about because fiction was more important than real life.”

      “I’m sorry.”  I reached out and took his hand.  “I know how much that role means to you, even if it has dominated your life.  You are Jamison Thorn.”

      “No.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “That’s the problem—I didn’t realize that soon enough.  I have now though, and when it mattered most—because I’m going to have all the time in the world to spend with you after I shoot my final scene.”

      “I like spending time with you too.”  I forced a smile, but I was still getting over the shock of Jamison Thorn’s death.

      Walker pulled me into his arms, and his lips crashed into mine with a passionate kiss.  I was overwhelmed by emotion—but in the turmoil that was changing Walker’s life was a glimmer—a glimmer that suggested there was a future for us.  I had been scared to believe it.  There were so many things wrong with the possibility of a relationship forming between us, but I didn’t care.  He understood why things hadn’t worked out with other women he had held in his arms, and he wanted it to be different with me.  That meant something.  That was the kind of understanding that could blossom into something truly special.  He was my first—and there was a chance he would be my last.  The thought of that filled me with an intense desire for him.  I wasn’t hungry for the food in the picnic basket or the wine that he poured.  My hunger and thirst could only be satiated by Walker.  His kiss—his touch—his everything.

      I don’t think I’m going to be able to fight this feeling—I’m not sure I want to.
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      I had never fallen for someone so quickly before in my life.  It was like the cosmos were aligning and fate itself was intervening to give me one more chance at everything I thought I pissed away.  Jamison Thorn was going to die, and I was okay with that.  His death was going to breathe new life into me, and I had someone that was worth living that new life for.  It wasn’t my second chance—it was the only chance I had left.  My relationship with Lauren had a long way to go, but it was off to an explosive start.  Yes, she was much too young for me—she deserved someone so much better than I could ever be, but I didn’t give a fuck.  I was going to fight to keep her in my arms and water those roots until we could say the three words that mattered more than everything else—the three words that would be true when they passed across our lips.

      Maybe love doesn’t have to be an emotional complexity after all—maybe it just seems that way because I’ve never seen what it could become when it was still nothing more than roots that could grow into something beautiful.

      Lauren and I made love underneath the light of the moon and the stars.  It wasn’t sex.  There was no teasing or punishment.  We were two people bonding on a level that combined passion with what was already starting to grow between us.  It was better than the first time because so much emotion went into it.  We had already chased lust—what we had in that vineyard was something better than primal desire.  It was the moment my eyes opened for the first time—and saw the same reflection of longing in hers as well.  I would never forget that moment because it was the best one of my life.
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      The next morning

      “I don’t know if it takes you this long to get ready normally…”  I looked at my watch.  “But I’m going to be late if you don’t hurry up.”

      “I’m hurrying!”  Lauren dashed out of the bathroom.  “Okay, let’s go!”

      “Come on; we still have to stop by your apartment before I can drop you off at school.”  I took her hand and started walking towards the door.

      Lauren and I woke up tangled in an embrace that I didn’t want to leave, but reality wouldn’t allow us to hold onto each other for the entire day.  I had to film my final scene on Dangerous Thorns.  Lauren needed to get to class.  Our late start was partially my fault.  I was the one who wanted to keep kissing her when it was time for her to get into the shower—and damn if I wasn’t tempted to join her—but that would have made us later than we already were.  We weaved through traffic faster than normal, especially since it was starting to get heavy.  If we had left ten minutes later, there would have been no weaving—we would have just been stuck behind all the other people going to work.  I wasn’t even going to have time to go to the gym before I had to be on set—not that I really needed it after a weekend with her.

      “Okay, let me grab my books, and I’ll be right back.”  Lauren hopped out of the car the second it pulled to a stop in front of her apartment.

      I kept the car running and watched as she disappeared into her apartment building.  Lauren called her roommate ahead of time and asked her to gather everything so she wouldn’t have to spend any time getting it together herself.  I hoped that would save us a few minutes.  I couldn’t afford to be late, because I had barely taken any time to look at the script or prepare to learn my lines.  I normally did that on the weekend, but I had obviously been occupied with something much better than that—it was the first time any woman had pulled me away from my normal schedule, but I didn’t mind.  Lauren was a welcome distraction and she showed me that there was a future that wasn’t defined by the end of my career.

      “Madeleine did what I asked.”  Lauren opened the passenger door and hopped in my car.  “See, that didn’t take long.”

      “Traffic might not agree with that assessment.”  I sighed and hit the accelerator.

      I was able to get Lauren to school on time, but I was definitely going to be later than I wanted to be—the rest of the crew would probably be ready to start, and I still needed to figure out my lines.  It was worth it though—because I had the taste of Lauren’s lips on mine after I dropped her off, and I would get to see her after I was done filming my scenes.  After that, I wouldn’t have to worry about anything except spending time with her.  The complexities of my life weren’t as complex as I thought.  They were just distractions that kept me from dealing with what really mattered—a distraction that I didn’t regret because if I had realized how I had let them rule my life before I met Lauren, I wouldn’t have that sweet taste on my lips that I treasured so much.  Normally, I would have been getting in character long before I turned into the parking lot of the studio, but my mind was somewhere else—I was already living out the future—ready for my last day of filming to be over so I could hold Lauren in my arms again.

      Alright, let’s get this shit over with.

      “Why the long face?”  I saw Jasmine standing outside of the studio with a cigarette in her hand.  “Someone going to die today or something?”

      “Don’t joke about that.”  She narrowed her eyes at me.  “Why didn’t you call me?  I tried to call you twice yesterday and you didn’t pick up your fucking phone.  I almost stopped by…”

      “Probably a good thing you didn’t…”  I looked down at the ground, but I couldn’t keep the smile from forming on my lips.

      “Oh god, Walker—really?  What Hollywood slut have you fallen in love with this week?  How did you even have time?  You were a mess when I left you on Friday!”  She only paused her questions to take a long drag from her cigarette.

      “It’s not like that.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I met someone—I like her.”

      “Great, what movie did you get her a part in?”  Jasmine chuckled and a stream of smoke rolled across her lips.

      “She’s not after that—she’s different.”  I exhaled sharply.

      “Oh, so she’s a woman your age with five kids and shit ton of baggage?”  Jasmine tilted her head slightly.

      “No…”  I sighed.  “She’s young, but that doesn’t matter.”

      “You’re a fucking idiot.”  Jasmine took another quick drag.  “I thought you were smarter than that.  These young girls always break your heart—even if you marry them.”

      “Jasmine, you just don’t understand.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “It’s hard to explain.”

      Hollywood has made you far too cynical to believe in love—that was one thing that made us such good friends—except my eyes have been opened to something new now.

      “You’re forty-five years old Walker.  She’s either looking for a handout or a Daddy fantasy.  If you believe anything other than that, we’re going to be drinking her away soon enough.”  Jasmine dropped her cigarette and stepped on it.  “Let’s go inside.  You might have made me angry enough not to cry when you die today.”

      I understood Jasmine’s inability to take what I said at face value.  We had spent far too many nights drinking away our sorrows while our hearts hardened when what we thought was love fell apart around us.  After my last divorce, we made a drunken vow to spend our golden years competing to see who could bed the most girls.  Something inside of me changed after my last marriage fell apart though.  I let my bed get cold.  If I hadn’t been so overwhelmed by the end of my career, I probably wouldn’t have even made a pass at Lauren when I met her at LA Dark.  Rock bottom actually worked out well for me.  I found someone that I truly believed could be my path to salvation—and I was okay with the scene I had to film.  It would be emotional, but I could deal with it.

      “Where are the scripts?”  I walked up to Sally Lang, the actress that played Bianca on Dangerous Thorns, once I was inside the studio.  “I brought the one Jacob gave me Friday, but he usually has a few adjustments when we start filming…”

      “I don’t know.”  Sally shrugged.  “The writers are still locked in their room hashing things out—you know how that goes.”

      “Yeah.”  I nodded in agreement.

      “Hey, I didn’t get a chance to tell you last week—but that scene we filmed was hot as fuck.”  Sally bit down on her bottom lip and smiled.  “I wouldn’t mind an X-rated version if you want to get together after we’re finished today—I promise that I’ll make you forget all about Jamison Thorn’s death.”

      “Sally…”  I exhaled sharply.

      “Maybe I could wrap my lips around something—and you could use yours to tell the director of Spark 7 that I’d make an excellent addition to the cast?”  Sally pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.  “I’ve heard that you do that for girls who take good care of you, and this might be last chance since they’re killing you off.”

      “I’m sorry, Sally.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’m dating someone right now.”

      Can I really call it dating?  We’ve had two actual dates—I guess that’s dating by normal standards.

      “Oh.”  Sally’s expression changed immediately, and I saw a hint of anger in her eyes.  “You’re too old for me anyway.”

      Unless you want something, right?

      I walked into my dressing room and sat down.  Sally’s request didn’t surprise me—although most girls were nice enough not to make it sound like actual prostitution until they had already swallowed my load.  The sad reality was—there was a time when I probably wouldn’t have even hesitated.  I would have let her blow me in my dressing room and driven her back to my place once we were done filming.  I could have gotten her what she wanted too.  If the director of Spark 7 didn’t take my call, Manuel would have made it happen for me.  Hollywood needed to change.  Men like me needed to become a dying breed instead of the easiest route to success that girls like Sally thought was necessary.  Maybe Jacob was right—Jamison Thorn was a shameful example of the past that needed to die off so that kind of behavior wasn’t normalized in our culture through daytime television.  I would have never forced myself on a woman, but I didn’t turn them down—and maybe that was just as bad.

      “Jacob called a meeting.”  Jasmine poked her head into my dressing room.  “Now.”

      “Thanks.”  I sighed and leaned forward so I could stand.

      “Apparently they rewrote a big part of the script over the weekend.”  She motioned for me to hurry.

      “That doesn’t change anything for me.  I don’t have that many lines to fire off before I take a bullet.”  I followed her towards the production area where we normally gathered for our morning meeting.

      “Maybe they’re actually going to make it a little more justified.  I don’t like the direction they’re taking with Dean’s character.  It’s too dark for the kid everyone fell in love with…”  She sighed and a light groan escaped her lips.

      “Yeah, that’s what I said.”  I nodded in agreement.

      “Which is why you should be writing this shit—you understand the characters.”  She gave me a quick nudge.

      “Nah, this is all over for me.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “At least you get to die like the scumbag you are—well, the scumbag that Jamison Thorn is.”  A slight grin formed on the edge of her lips.  “Probably the best storyline Jacob has ever written for you.”

      “That’s—actually true.”  I nodded, but something else was troubling me, so I decided to just ask the question.  “Hey Jasmine—do you think I’m a bad guy?  I mean, obviously Jamison Thorn is the villain on the show, but am I like that too?”

      “Holy shit, Walker.  That’s a conversation to have after a few drinks.”  She turned her head towards me with and the slight grin turned into a look of confusion.  “Your character is dying—not you.”

      “I know…”  I sighed.  “I’m just thinking about a lot right now—reflecting on it all I guess.”

      “We’ve all become these characters.  It’s why we’re so good at playing them.”  She squeezed my hand when we got to the production area.  “Okay, fuck it—I’m definitely going to cry today.  I love you, Walker.  I’m going to miss the fuck out of you.”

      “I love you too, Jasmine.”  I sighed.  “But like you said—Jamison Thorn is the one dying today, not me.”

      Jasmine and I definitely had a special bond, but our love was purely platonic.  We might as well have been twins separated at birth and forged in the same fire.  That fire had a name—Dangerous Thorns.  She was as naive as me when she stepped on the set that first day.  It didn’t take us long to learn that there was never going to be an ounce of chemistry between us.  The first time I had to do a scene with her that involved anything other than an argument, it was like oil and vinegar.  It’s no surprise that the writers decided that our characters needed to be quickly divorced.  She was always my opponent on the screen, but my only true friend when the credits rolled.  I wondered if they would have her character cry at my funeral.  Soap operas loved weird moments like that, where the villain got some kind of fleeting moment that didn’t make sense when you looked at all the awful things they did.

      At least this will all be over soon.  I feel strangely at peace with everything now.

      “Alright, gather round people.”  Jacob motioned to the group.  “Some of you have seen the script that we wrote for your characters and pieced everything together—the rest of you probably heard it from someone else if it didn’t involve your character…”

      Yeah, I’ve noticed how everyone is looking at me.  I don’t think it’s a secret to anyone at this point.

      “Walker, would you come up here, please?”  Jacob looked into the crowd until his eyes focused on me.

      “Okay.”  I sighed and pulled my hand away from Jasmine.

      “Walker Delaney has been a core part of our cast here at Dangerous Thorns for twenty years.  When I got the opportunity to join the show as a writer, my dream was to one day get to write stories for Jamison Thorn.”  Jacob put his arm around me in a very awkward embrace once I walked up to him.  “Last week, I wrote one of the hardest storylines of my life—one that ended with Jamison Thorn finally getting his comeuppance for all the awful shit he’s done.”

      “I have done some awful shit.”  I tried to chuckle, but the peace I had felt about the decision was starting to fade as I listened to him speak.

      “To all of us…”  Dean pointed at several of my on-screen children and grandchildren.  “Especially me.”

      “Well, I’m always someone who can admit his mistakes, and while our internal team thought killing Jamison Thorn was best for the show—our audience disagrees.”  Jacob exhaled sharply.

      “Wait, what?”  I looked towards him in confusion.

      I thought this was set in stone.

      “The script leaked over the weekend.  I don’t know which one of you did it, but I guess it was for the best this time.  When I brought the test audience together on Sunday morning to go over our plans for the week, all I got was vitriol—and the comments online echo the same sentiment.”  Jacob smiled, but I could tell it was forced.  “So, we’ve made some emergency rewrites.  Dean, you will be pulling the trigger on Jamison Thorn today, but that won’t be the end of him—he’ll bounce back from death, just like he bounces back from everything else.”

      “Seriously?”  I blinked a couple of times as I tried to process the news.

      “Congratulations, Walker.  You get to live.”  He removed his arm from my shoulder.  “Alright everyone, come get a copy of the new script and learn your parts quick—we start filming in twenty minutes.  Jasmine, you’re up first with Sally to talk about why Dean is the best choice for Bianca.”

      People started congratulating me.  Their words were just noise in my ears.  My head was spinning.  The lights felt looked like kaleidoscopes in a tunnel when they started to prepare the set.  I had come to terms with Jamison Thorn’s death.  There was life after him—my life.  I was ready to live it—and that was yanked away in an instant.  I took several steps forward until my hands found a wall.  I had never experienced a panic attack before, but it felt like that’s what it could be.  My chest was tight, and my throat was tighter.  I felt my way over to the table and grabbed a bottle of water from the bucket of ice.  I took a gulp and splashed some of my face.  That brought me back to reality.  I collected myself and walked straight to Jasmine’s dressing room.  If anyone would understand—she would.

      “Oh sorry.”  I put my hand up in front of my face when I realized she was changing into her dress for the scene.

      “You’ve seen my tits more than any other man.”  She turned towards me and laughed.  “Except those little weirdos on the Internet.”

      “Can you believe this shit?”  I still kept my hand up, despite knowing that what she said was true.

      “You should be happy.”  She scoffed.  “You were about to lose your mind when I stopped by on Friday.  I was seriously thinking about quitting as soon as I finished filming today.”

      “I know.”  I sat down with a hard thud.  “That was—a dark moment.  I thought about it.  I processed it.  Fuck, I came to terms with it…”

      “With a little help, right?”  Jasmine grabbed her pack of cigarettes and lit one up, despite the fact that she wasn’t supposed to smoke in her dressing room anymore.

      “Lauren was definitely part of it…”  I nodded in agreement.

      “Fuck, Walker.  You’ve got it bad.”  She sat down across from me and took a drag from her cigarette.  “Why can’t I meet some girl that makes me rethink my life in one fucking weekend?”

      “It’s more than that.  This shit has been bothering me since my last marriage fell apart.  I just didn’t know how to deal with it.  Lauren might be my last shot at getting it right.  I’ve never felt this way—about anyone, especially someone that I just met.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “Well, now you’re just making me jealous.”  She took a long drag from her cigarette.  “You better make sure this Lauren chick knows that I always have top billing in your life—even if I don’t suck your dick.”

      “You think I’m going to let you anywhere near her?”  I raised an eyebrow.  “I still haven’t forgiven you for stealing Stephanie Denver away from me.”

      “I did you a favor—that bitch’s tongue was like sandpaper.”  Jasmine shuddered and stabbed out her cigarette.

      Jasmine left her dressing room to start her scene with Sally.  Abigail and Bianca—two women Jamison Thorn had fucked locked in a battle of wills.  It was a little disgusting if you analyzed it.  Abigail was Jamison’s ex-wife and Dean’s mother.  Bianca was torn between father and son with the mother trying to guide her towards the son.  I had been a part of that world for so long that I never stopped to think about just how fucked up the message we delivered was.  I stepped out of Jasmine’s dressing room and watched the takes.  Once the women were done and the production crew was ready to move to the next set, I flagged Jacob down.

      “Hey, I’ve been thinking about this and it feels wrong.”  I tilted my head slightly as he approached.  “You already wrote the script to kill Jamison Thorn.  Why don’t we just go with that?”

      “What the fuck, Walker?  I thought you were going to kill me when I told you what our plan was after we finished filming last week.”  His face twisted into a confused stare.  “I ran it by the suits at the station this morning.  They’re good with you renegotiating a lower salary and staying on the show since we were getting backlash from the fans—just like you said we would.”

      “I know.”  I exhaled sharply.  “But, I’ve had some time to think about it.  It might not be the best option for the fans, but I’ve been Jamison Thorn a long time.  I’m ready to move on.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”  Jacob shook his head back and forth.

      Jacob stormed off without saying anything else, and I wasn’t really sure where we stood—or if he had considered what I said.  I got my answer two hours later when Vincent Edwards, one of the suits he mentioned from the television station, showed up at my dressing room door while I was going over my lines.  He tried to get me to reconsider, and when that didn’t work, he let me know in no uncertain terms that I was still under contract for another year.  He couldn’t force me to renegotiate a new contract, but the station could certainly sue me for breaching the one that was already in place.

      After he left, I made a quick call to my lawyer and he confirmed everything Vincent said.  The television station owned the contract, and if they wanted to kill off my character so I could sit on the couch for a year, that was within their rights—they could also force me to keep coming to work.  The contract might as well have been signed in blood and breaching it would be costly.  If the ratings continued to go down, they could blame it on me and try to collect millions of dollars in damages—especially if the lower ratings resulted in them losing a key sponsor.

      I’m stuck.  I’m stuck in this fucking life that I loved—and now I don’t want it.

      “You’re up.”  Jacob opened my dressing room door.

      “Okay.”  I nodded and sighed as I stood.

      I walked to the makeup chair so that they could get me ready for the scene.  My rugged look was natural, so I normally went on set without makeup, but they had to attach a fake blood packet to the inside of my shirt so that I could pop it when Dean fired his shot.  The plan was to make it the cliffhanger for the Monday episode when it aired in a couple of weeks.  They usually saved the big stuff like that for Friday so that people tuned in after the weekend was over, but all bets were off for sweeps week.  They had already set up the possibility on Friday when Dean’s character found out I fucked Bianca and the closing shot was one of him buying a gun.

      “Let’s do this.”  I walked onto the set.

      “You son of a bitch!”  Dean turned towards me and raised his gun—then smiled.  “Does that sound convincing?”

      “It’s about as good as you’re going to get on daytime television.”  I nodded.  “Just remember to aim the gun at my chest before you fire so that it doesn’t look like you should be hitting me in the kneecap when the smoke comes out of the barrel.”

      “Got it.”  Dean smiled.  “Alright, get ready to die—or at least convince the audience you’re never going to open your eyes again.”

      Trust me, I wish that was the case…

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Twelve

          

          

      

    

    







            Lauren

          

        

      

    

    
      Earlier that day

      “You must have had one hell of a weekend.”  Madeleine caught up with me between classes and pulled me to the side of the hallway.  “I can’t wait until tonight—you’ve gotta tell me all about it.”

      “He was—different than I expected.”  I looked down at the floor and a slight smile formed on the corner of my lips.

      “He must have been different in a very good way if you decided to spend last night with him too.”  She moved her eyebrows up and down as she spoke.

      “Yeah.”  My smile turned into a grin I couldn’t hide.  “And I’m going to see him again tonight too…

      “What?  Are you serious?”  She blinked in surprise.

      “I might even have a date with him next weekend too…”  I twist on my toes—it’s instinct—one that I didn’t even know I had—and the twist even came with a weird flutter in my stomach.

      “Then I guess you won’t be able to tell me about anything tonight.”  A devious smile spread across her face.  “But—tomorrow night?  I want to hear everything.  I mean it—everything!”

      I had never really had an opportunity to consider whether or not I was the type of girl to kiss-and-tell.  It would be hard to hide anything from Madeleine.  She knew so much about me as it was and knew I was a virgin when I went to Walker’s house with the sole purpose of not leaving as one.  I thought about Walker as I headed to my next class.  He truly was amazing.  I wanted to spend more time with him.  The date we had underneath the moon and stars at the vineyard was like something out of a movie.  Hell, it was better than most movies I had seen.  He didn’t just have sex with me—it felt like making love.  Sweet, passionate love that burned until the sun was peeking over the edge of the horizon.  We barely slept—but I didn’t notice it.  I was a bit more sluggish than usual, but my second cup of coffee helped.

      Shit.  Mr. Anderson has already started his lecture.  Damn it.  Talking with Madeleine made me late for class.

      In high school, the teacher would have called attention to the fact I was trying to creep into class after the bell rang.  Mr. Anderson shot me a glare, but never missed a beat as he talked about the finer points of Media, News and Consumers.  That was the name of his class, so it was no surprise that it was theme of almost every lecture he gave.  We were a long way from ever having a job that required us to utilize any of the things he was teaching us.  Chances were, most of us would never have a job that paid well enough to turn it into a career.  There weren’t that many success stories from the California State alumni in my field of study.  I should have probably looked into that before I eagerly made it my career choice.

      “Okay, I think that’s about enough for today.”  Mr. Anderson turned his watch over and looked at it.  “Lauren, would you stay behind so we can discuss something?”

      Oh god, I’m going to get a private lecture about tardiness—this may not be that different from high school after all.

      The other students in the class packed their things once they were dismissed.  Some of them gave me knowing glances—they saw me sneaking in after the lecture started—they knew that was probably the reason Mr. Anderson wanted to see me after class.  I watched as they filed through the door, wishing I was in the back of the line.  I never liked getting in trouble at school, and I hadn’t seen a bit of it since I started college.  Most of my professors just ignored everything we did as long as we weren’t causing a disturbance.  One of the girls in my Creative Writing elective played on her phone every single day and nothing was said—she was well on her way to beating Candy Crush by the end of the semester.

      “I’m sorry I was late.”  I looked up at Mr. Anderson with a meek stare on my face.

      “If you’re late you’re late.”  He shrugged.  “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Oh?”  I blinked in surprise.

      “Have you ever heard of NewsNow?”  He tilted his head slightly.

      “No, I don’t think so.”  I raised an eyebrow.

      “I didn’t figure you had, but I thought I’d ask first.  NewsNow is a website that is based in the UK.  They have an office here in California for their American affiliate.  It’s not very popular, but that’s not important.  What is important is that they sometimes send stories to California State and allow us to choose a student to write the article—if it’s good, they even put it on their website.”  He walked around his desk and tapped his keyboard.  “How would you like to write one?”

      “Me?”  I couldn’t hide the confusion in my voice, and it seemed that he picked up on it as well.

      “Are you the best student we have?  No.  But—your last assignment was very well written.  I can tell you’ve had some practice and the Dean likes for me to offer these articles to Freshman if possible.  We have a similar arrangement with a few other news websites—bigger ones—and those stories usually go to the graduating seniors.”  He leaned forward and typed something into his computer.  “If you’re interested, I’ll forward you the email.”

      “Wow, I mean—yes.”  I nodded quickly.  “I’m definitely interested.  Wait, what’s the article about?”

      “Football.”  He chuckled.  “I know—that’s probably not your favorite subject to write about but it’ll be good practice.  If you end up becoming a reporter one day, you probably won’t get to write about things you love very often.”

      “I wrote a few articles about football for my high school newspaper.”  I tilted my head slightly.  “I’m sure I can pull it off with enough research.  When is it due?”

      “They need it by Friday, so I need it by Thursday so I can proofread everything.”  He tapped a couple of keys.  “I just emailed it to you.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Anderson.”  I gathered my things and started to stand.  “I really appreciate it!”

      “No problem.  I know you’ll do a good job—this stuff looks great on your resume.”  He smiled as I walked towards the door.

      I didn’t mind if the article was about Football.  After writing stories for my high school newspaper every week, I kind of missed being able to sit down and research something so I could put words on a page that people read.  That was what drew me to journalism—before I realized that it wasn’t going to be able to put food on my table and a roof over my head.  It certainly wasn’t going to do that in Los Angeles unless I had a few roommates.  I was afraid to think of another alternative—that if things worked out with Walker, it might not be that much of a concern.  That wasn’t why I enjoyed spending time with him, even if I was wearing jeans he bought me that were more expensive than the rest of the ones in my closet combined.

      A lot can change in four years.  The fire could burn out—it’s not like he has the best track record when it comes to women.  I might be nursing a broken heart when I finally graduate from college—or he may never take enough of it for me to feel it shatter.

      I didn’t have any other surprises as I sat through the rest of my classes.  Once I made it outside when my day was over, I realized I did have a slight problem—Walker drove to me to school, and I didn’t have a way to get back to my apartment.  If I had thought about it earlier in the day, I could have asked Madeleine for a ride, but her day ended an hour before mine.  I had a car.  It was a piece of junk, but it normally got me to school.  It was even parked in the garage at our apartment building when I rushed inside to gather my books.  If I wasn’t functioning on nothing but coffee and passionate adrenaline, I would have probably realized that.  My best option was public transportation.  That meant I had to wait for a bus to arrive—and sit through several stops before I got to one that was close enough to my apartment to make walking the rest of the way feasible.

      I guess I should text him so that he knows I’ll be late.  I don’t even know what time he finishes filming—I might be sitting on his doorstep if I get there too early.

      Lauren:  Hey, so—you left me at school without a car, so I’ve gotta take the bus back to my apartment.  It’ll take me a couple of hours to make it to your house.

      Walker:  No problem.

      The message was short, but it wasn’t sweet.  It was rather impersonal.  He didn’t apologize for leaving me stranded—he didn’t even offer to pick me up.  I wasn’t expecting him to offer that, but it would have been nice of him to suggest an alternative.  I tried not to read too much into it.  He was probably still busy with filming the next episode of Dangerous Thorns—or maybe it was just an emotional day since Jamison Thorn was being killed off.  I decided to call my mother while I waited on the bus.  I normally called her every weekend, but I had been—distracted.  We caught up on the stuff that mattered and like always, she started catching me up on the latest events on her favorite soap opera.  I wanted to tell her about Walker—but I wasn’t ready to have that conversation yet.  I didn’t really know how she would react if she found out her nineteen year old daughter was dating a forty-five year old man—especially one that she knew from television—and one that she sort of had a mild crush on too.

      I should definitely keep all of this to myself for now.

      I would have to tell my mother about him eventually, especially if things worked out.  I could already see the horrified expression on her face—it would probably be the same one she had when she caught me playing doctor with the boy next door in nothing but my panties.  I was a skinny kid back then, but she acted like I had just been caught having sex for the first time.  The same woman who flipped out over that didn’t seem to think it was weird to let me sit and watch soap operas with very adult themes and controversial sex scenes that pushed every limit they could on daytime television.  Maybe she thought I could separate television from reality—she was right, but that didn’t stop me from developing a crush on the man who would eventually be the first one to actually take my panties off.

      Now I call him Daddy and he punishes me when I’m bad—but he might be the one who gets punished tonight if he doesn’t have a good reason for blowing off my text.
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        * * *

      

      I made it to my apartment, but I got a blister on my left foot in the process.  The new sneakers Walker bought me were nice, but they weren’t broken in yet and the left one rubbed against my heel.  The walk from the bus stop to my apartment was a lot further than I realized, especially when I realized that my feet were killing me.  I limped to the elevator and took my shoes off once I made it to my floor.  I walked the rest of the way in my socks and could already see blood on the back of my sock.  I tended to the wound and put on my regular shoes as soon as I got home  After that, I quickly packed an overnight bag so I would have something to wear the next day.  Madeleine wasn’t home, which was unusual, but she knew I wasn’t going to be spending the night in my own bed.

      I’m really going to need another cup of coffee if this night is anything like the others we’ve spent together…

      I felt like I was running late, even though I didn’t tell Walker what time I would be there.  He hadn’t sent me another text message or anything, so I assumed he didn’t care that I might not get to his place before the sun went down.  I brewed a cup of coffee in the Keurig before I finally left my apartment.  My regular sneakers felt better on my feet, but the blister was noticeable.  I tried not to think about it as I walked, but there were a few grimaces before I got to my car.  I drove to Walker’s house, but when I got to the front gate, I realized that he wasn’t home.  There was no response from the speaker, and I could see that the lights were off except for a few on the outside of the house.  It seemed that I wasn’t the only one running late.  I dug around in my purse and found my cell phone.  The only option I had was to text him and see if I could figure out when he would be home.  I doubted I could get into his house, even if he gave me the code for the front gate.

      Lauren:  Hey, I just made it to your house but you’re not home.

      I stared at my phone after I sent the message.  I saw the icon pop up that said it was delivered.  I couldn’t remember if that meant he had read it, or it was just successfully sent.  I didn’t see any dots on the screen to indicate he was typing a reply.  I sat in my car and stared at the house while wondering how long I should wait before I just drove back to my apartment.  A couple of cars passed—one of them slowed down.  They probably weren’t used to seeing a raggedy piece of junk like the one I was driving in such an affluent neighborhood.

      If they called the cops, I would probably have difficulty explaining why I was sitting outside Walker Delaney’s house.  If he wasn’t answering my text messages, then he probably wouldn’t answer them if they called.  I decided to test that theory myself by dialing his number—it went to voicemail.  Even his voice on a prerecorded message was sexy as sin—but that wasn’t what mattered at the moment.  I decided that it was time to give up, so I leaned forward to crank up my car.  As soon as I turned the engine over, I heard my phone buzz and saw Walker’s name on the screen.

      Walker:  I’m almost there.  We need to talk.

      Surely, he knows how ominous that sounds…

      The frustration I had been feeling up to that point gave way to panic.  I tried to calm my nerves.  Walker’s previous reply was short.  There was a chance that he just didn’t embrace the shift to text messages as a form of communication.  Maybe he typed ‘we need to talk’ with a huge smile on his face because he wanted to discuss something special.  It would have been easier if I could have convinced myself of that, but without tone in the text message, all I could do was worry.  I reminded myself that everything had been fine that morning—and it was likely an emotional day for him since Jamison Thorn was being killed off.  Those thoughts didn’t quell my concern—but I had always been the type to worry when things didn’t seem right.  I was still lost in my panic-driven thoughts when Walker’s car pulled up to the gate.  He didn’t even get out of his car.  He hit the remote to open his gate and motioned for me to follow him.

      I didn’t see a smile—maybe his beard concealed it.

      Walker pulled up to the front of his house and stepped out of his car.  That wasn’t where he parked his car—it was normally parked in the garage.  Parking it outside was a sign that he didn’t intend to stay long.  He stepped out of his car and walked up the steps to his house.  Instead of opening the front door, he just sat down on the top step.  The bad signs were starting to pile up, and I had a sick feeling in my stomach when I finally did get my car parked beside his.  I opened my door and when I got close to the front steps of his house, I could tell that his beard wasn’t concealing a smile—there wasn’t one.  He didn’t look happy.

      “Come on up here and sit down.”  He patted the step beside him, and I started walking up the ones that separated us.

      “Okay…”  I tried to read the expression on his face, but the rest of his body language was saying a lot—something wasn’t right.  “Walker, what’s wrong?  What do we need to talk about?”

      “Us—obviously.”  He exhaled sharply.

      Obviously?  What am I missing here?

      “You’re scaring me.”  I sat down on the step beside him—he didn’t reach out for my hand or even turn his head in my direction.

      “I don’t know how to do it without upsetting you, so here goes—this isn’t going to work out between us.”  He stared straight ahead, but I saw his eye flinch as he spoke.

      “What the hell?”  I blinked in surprise.  “What happened?  Things were great this morning—did I do something wrong?”

      “No, I’ve just been down this road before and I know how it ends.  I might as well just stop while I’m ahead before I end up breaking your heart.”  He sighed.  “It’s inevitable.  I was a fool to think it could be any different with you.”

      “Are you even going to tell me why?”  I could tell I was on the verge of tears—for a man I had only known a few days.

      “They’ve decided not to kill Jamison Thorn.  They want to keep me around after all.”  He shrugged.  “This isn’t easy for me, but I’d rather end things now than to watch the light go out in your eyes when you see what kind of man I really am.”

      “Why does it matter if they kill Jamison Thorn or not?”  I remembered what he told me—how it ruined previous relationships—but I wasn’t ready to give up so easily.  “That doesn’t mean you have to make the same mistakes.”

      “Unfortunately, it does.”  He looked down at the steps.  “This might as well be a sequel to every other relationship I’ve had now—and I’m done watching the same scenes play out again-and-again.”

      “You told me not to compare myself to those other girls!  Now you’re doing the exact same thing?”  The tears were definitely coming, but they had been put in abeyance by the anger flooding my veins.

      “No, I’m not.”  He finally turned to look at me and I saw a faint shimmer in the corner of his eye.  “They weren’t the problem—I was.  I thought things could be different, but they won’t be.  I’ll be too busy for you—you’ll be sitting at my front gate wondering where I am—just like today.  Eventually, you’ll get tired of waiting for me to come home—and when I finally make it, you’ll be gone.”

      “You’re making so many fucking assumptions—and it’s not fair.”  The anger was keeping the tears at bay, but there was angry-crying coming—I could feel it.

      “Nothing in life is fair.”  He leaned forward and started to stand.  “I should have admitted that to myself a long time ago.”

      Walker walked to the door and unlocked it.  I was stunned for a moment, but I quickly got control of my senses.  I wasn’t ready to give up yet.  I ran to the door and managed to catch the edge with my hand before he could close it.  I gave him the option of slamming my fingers in the wood or letting go—he chose the latter.  He was already walking to his bar when I got into his house.  The hurt and anger were mixing together inside me.  I wanted to lash out, but I needed to try and reason with him more.  I knew I was falling for him, but I didn’t realize how strong my feelings had become in a few short days until the realization that it could be over was right in front of my eyes.

      “Can’t we talk about this?”  I followed him to the bar.

      “We did.”  He grabbed a glass and filled it with whiskey.  “There’s nothing else to talk about.”

      “Don’t do this.”  I pushed his shoulder with my hand, which caused him to turn towards me.

      “You want to hit me?  Go ahead.”  He tapped the side of his mouth where his beard met his lip.  “Lay it on me—several of them if you need to.  You won’t be the first woman to slap me.”

      “I don’t want to hit you…”  I grabbed the front of his shirt and took a step closer.  “I want you to hold me.”

      “Lauren—I…”  His words trailed off for a second.  “I just can’t.  I’ve made that mistake too many times.  I thought it could be different with you because I thought I was done with Dangerous Thorns—I don’t know how to be Walker Delaney and Jamison Thorn at the same time.”

      “You won’t even try?”  The tears that had been welling in my eyes finally spilled over the edges and ran down my face.

      “I have tried—many times.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “The result is always the same.”

      “Then let’s go down in a fucking blaze…”  I lifted up on my toes until our lips were nearly touching.  “Please…”

      “It won’t be pretty.”  He exhaled sharply.  “I can tell that you think things will be different, but they won’t be.  If there was another way, I would have figured that out by now.”

      “I don’t care.”  I closed my eyes and tried to blink away the tears.

      I just don’t fucking care.

      I kissed him.  I didn’t know what else to do.  He didn’t return the kiss at first, but then I felt his lips moving against mine.  The glass in his hand wasn’t his first drink of the evening—I could taste it on his lips.  He finally put his glass down and wrapped both arms around me.  I couldn’t fight what I felt—I didn’t want to lose Walker, even if I was just walking the same path so many others had walked with the abyss in front of me.  I was willing to take that risk.  I understood his hesitation because he had told me how the other relationships fell apart—I knew it was literally asking for the exact same thing.  History did have a way of repeating itself, but that wasn’t an absolute certainty.  If I knew what I was getting into from the beginning, then how could it become what he feared most?  If he pushed me away, there would be no chance to find out if it was possible.

      If we’re destined to repeat his past mistakes, then I’ll do it with a smile on my face and tears in my eyes.
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      Earlier that day

      “Did you cry?”  I looked at Jasmine as I started unbuttoning my shirt, which was covered in fake blood.

      “No.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “You’re going to make a full recovery.  How could I cry knowing that?”

      “Am I?”  I tossed the shirt and walked to the rack.

      I should have put one of these on before I ruined one of my good shirts with fake blood.

      “You’re thinking about her, aren’t you?  This new girl—Lauren.”  Jasmine tilted her head to the side as I slid my arms into my new shirt.

      “How can I think about anything else?”  I sighed and shook my head.  “I thought it was going to be different with her because Jamison Thorn was going to die today.  Now I’m just walking into the same trap I’ve set for myself so many fucking times.”

      “Why can’t you just be an actor during the day and a normal person after you go home.”  Jasmine pulled a cigarette out of her purse and lit it.  “Other people manage to do it…”

      “Very few.  Look at the divorce rate in Hollywood.  I’m sure we bring down the national average because we get married and divorced so many fucking times.”  I sat down on the couch with a thud.

      “This is the land of dreams and those dreams have a price.”  Jasmine took a drag from her cigarette.  “I bet there are plenty of people who claim to happily married, that would trade their life for yours any day of the week.”

      “I know.”  I sighed.  “I fucking know.”

      “God damn it, Walker.”  Jasmine exhaled a stream of smoke.  “This is some depressing bullshit.  If you’re just going to wallow in your own pity, can we at least do it with a drink in our hand?”

      “Why the fuck not?”  I sighed and nodded.

      I got a text message from Lauren as I was following Jasmine to the parking lot.  The message was actually a blessing—she wasn’t going to make it to my house anytime soon.  I fired off a quick response and then crawled into the passenger seat of Jasmine’s car.  If I was going to start another downward spiral, I might as well get a few drinks in me before I drove home.  Maybe I could get enough whiskey in my system to actually go through with what I had to do.

      I couldn’t lead Lauren down a path that was filled with lies and empty promises.  I was stuck playing the role of Jamison Thorn for another year—unless they decided to kill my character off again.  After the negative reaction they got, I wasn’t sure that would actually happen.  Even if I decided not to sign a new contract, they would probably leave the door open for me to return to put the backlash on me for choosing to leave.
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        * * *

      

      “Gin and Tonic please.”  Jasmine sat down at the bar and pulled a cigarette out of her pack.  “He’ll have a whiskey—none of the cheap shit either.”

      “Right away—Abigail and Mr. Thorn.”  The bartender nodded quickly.

      “How long do you think it’ll be before he realizes he called us by our character names,”  I grunted under my breath.

      “Probably around the time he realizes I’m not supposed to smoke in here.”  She lit her cigarette.  “I bet he’s too much of a pussy to say anything.”

      “I don’t know.  It looks like this is one of those places where they don’t give a fuck about the smoking ban.”  I looked around a noticed a couple of plumes of smoke being ignored by the staff, and the smell was lingering in the air.  “Then again—you probably knew that before you picked it.”

      “Maybe.”  Jasmine turned to me and smiled.  “Okay, so carry on with your depressing diatribe.”

      “I’m not depressed.”  I looked down at the bar.  “I just know what I have to do and I’m not looking forward to it.”

      “Remember when we were young?”  Jasmine tilted her head slightly.  “You still had color in your beard, and I didn’t have to dye my hair.  We used to go out on the town and break every heart that dared to come our way.”

      “I’ll never forget those days.”  I chuckled under my breath.

      “Here are your drinks.”  The bartender returned and put them down in front of us.

      “Thanks.”  Jasmine winked at him and picked up her glass.

      “Sorry I called you Abigail.  Dangerous Thorns is always on one of the televisions here—I’m kind of addicted at this point.”  He looked towards me.  “Hey, is it true what they’re saying on the Internet?  They’re really going to kill Jamison Thorn?”

      “You’ll just have to watch to find out.”  I reached for my drink.  “I don’t do spoilers.”

      “Right, sorry I asked—just sorry in general.  I’ll let you two enjoy your drinks and I’ll keep them coming.”  He gave us a quick wave and headed to the opposite side of the bar.

      “See, Walker.  This is why we do what we do—we touch lives.”  Jasmine laughed and took a drag from her cigarette.

      “Except our own—our own lives just get fucked up beyond repair.”  I exhaled sharply and my breath mixed with the smoke from Jasmine’s cigarette.

      “It depends what you’re looking for I guess.”  Jasmine shrugged.  “I’ve never been that interested in settling down. Marriage?  Forget it.  I get bored of the girls I fuck too fast for that.”

      “What if you found the one?”  I sipped my whiskey.  “Someone that was truly special.”

      “That’s a dream people sell you so that you’ll tie the fucking knot.  It was invented by assholes who didn’t want men to abandon the women they knocked up.”  She waved off what I said.

      “Maybe…”  I sighed.  “I always wanted to have kids—I wouldn’t have abandoned their mother either.”

      “You?  A dad?”  She raised an eyebrow.  “Maybe you would have been a good one.”

      “If I can’t make a marriage or a relationship work, I doubt I’d be very good at raising a kid.”  I took another sip of my whiskey.  “Just another dream that I get to piss on because I spent so much time being Jamison Thorn.”

      Lauren was going to be different, but it wasn’t because I would be able to devote my time to her.  She was going to be different because I was going to cut her out of my life before I had the chance to fuck things up like I always did.  The fate of our relationship was sealed the moment Jacob said that Jamison Thorn wasn’t going to die.  Lauren was amazing in every way, and breaking her heart was going to be the hardest thing I’d ever done, but it was necessary.  I just couldn’t go down the road I’d traveled so many times with blinders on, expecting things to turn out different.

      I would throw everything I had into the character—I would bring Jamison Thorn home with me—he would infect my life like a virus until that sickness spread to our relationship.  It was an unfortunate side effect of playing a character like that.  I wasn’t the first person who endured that kind of conflict.  I still couldn’t watch any of Heath Ledger’s movies without seeing what the roles he played did to him, especially since I once called him a friend.  I wasn’t accelerating towards death’s door by any means, but I was trapped in my own personal version of hell.  My demon had me locked in a contract for another year—and there was a chance that I’d sign my next contract in blood too if they offered me one.

      “What time is it?”  I put down my third drink and looked at my watch.  “Shit, I bet Lauren is already at my house.”

      “I guess it’s time to pay the bill.”  Jasmine drained her glass.  “Are you sure you should be driving?”

      “You had more to drink that I did.”  I narrowed my eyes at her.  “I should probably drive you back to the studio.”

      “Please, I can drive in Los Angeles with my eyes closed.”  She scoffed and pulled her keys out.  “You’re the one I’m worried about—I don’t want you to decide a telephone pole looks better than going home.”

      “For fuck’s sake!”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’m having a crisis—I plan to get home in one piece.”

      Jasmine had really only seen me hit rock bottom once before—right after my third marriage fell apart.  I managed to walk away from the first two with a shrug of my shoulders.  The third took a toll.  I was going to add another weight to that toll when I got home and ended things with Lauren.  I would recover, but it would take a while.  If I couldn’t have Lauren, then I would just return to the cold bed I had gotten used to since my divorce.  Random hookups had lost their thrill, and I didn’t like pulling a woman into my bed because she wanted a part in a movie—not anymore.  It took me a long time to grow up—but old dogs and what not—I was certainly that.  I even had the silver beard to prove it.
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        * * *

      

      I responded to Lauren’s message when I got back to my car.  I definitely shouldn’t have been driving, but I cranked the car up anyway.  It wasn’t a huge risk.  There was a back road that would take me most of the way home and very few people took it.  It would have taken a lot of effort to hit someone on that stretch of road.  Once I got to my neighborhood, I cruised towards my house and watched for pedestrians.  I usually didn’t see any—the kids in my neighborhood were far too rich to wander out into the street.  Some of them even had bodyguards.  I passed a couple of women that were jogging, but beyond that, it was as silent as it could be.  I saw Lauren’s car when I got to my gate.  My eyes started to water, but I fought to keep that at bay.  I was great at breaking hearts—I just didn’t usually do it on my own accord.

      There won’t be any acting tonight.  I can’t pretend she doesn’t mean anything to me, even if I try.

      I did my best.  I really did.  I tried to push Lauren away.  I tried to be cold and distant.  I even tried to bring the rage out so that she would hit me.  That would have been easier.  She just wasn’t in the same place I was—she didn’t have darkness in her heart.  She wanted to fight for what we had.  I did too—before I found out that I would just be swinging at an impossible target.  Lauren—she really was amazing though.  She took everything I threw at her and still kissed me.  She still wanted me.  Before I even realized what was happening, I had her in my arms.  I was devouring those lips that I craved so much.

      Our hunger was too strong for me to fight against.  It felt like time stood still—or maybe it was the alcohol in my veins.  One minute we were kissing and the next, I was upstairs in my room—with my desires overwhelming everything else.  I tore at her clothes.  I was conflicted, but I wanted her.  It felt like my heart was tore in half in my chest, yet both pieces reached out to the woman that had come into my life like a tornado—a tornado that kept spinning when were naked in bed and my lips were teasing her body.

      “Don’t push me away—please.”  She purred into my ear.

      “I’m going to hurt you.”  I sighed.  “It’s inevitable.”

      “Then hurt me.”  She dug her nails into my back.  “Break me in half if that is what it takes for you to love me.”

      “Loving you is easy…”  I moved my hand to her clit and started rubbing.  “It’s everything else that is so fucking hard.”

      “Then tonight—just love me.”  She wrapped her legs around my waist.

      This is my fucking addiction and I don’t know how to let go of it.  Fuck, I’m going to regret this tomorrow because I was so fucking close to pushing her away—now I just can’t do it.

      I hesitated when my cock was pressed against the entrance of her pussy.  She squeezed her legs tighter and tried to pull me inside her.  I was scared—all of the emotions swept through me all at once.  I finally couldn’t resist the desire that made me long for Lauren’s touch.  It was more intense than everything else.  I pushed the head of my cock past the entrance and she lifted her hips to pull me the rest of the way until I was as deep as I could go.  I started thrusting while my lips moved against her skin.  Every single touch of my lips felt like it was seared to her flesh—like they were leaving smoldering scars on her perfect body.  I was giving in to something I should have ran from—pushed away from me—and damn it, I tried.  I started to thrust, and the pleasure drowned out the hesitation.  I could love her until our passion was satiated—but I wasn’t sure how long that would take, or what the morning would bring.

      “You’re not here with me.”  Lauren dug her nails into her back.  “Come back to me—you’re so far away.”

      “I’m trying.”  I exhaled sharply.  “It feels so fucking good—I promise I’m trying.”

      My body craved her.  Everything inside me wanted to plunge that sweet addiction into my veins and overdose on the desire that stormed between us.  Her words were true, even if I was doing everything I could to exist in that moment with her.  My head was still a mess.  My soul was gnawing at me.  All of the things that could go wrong was tearing me up inside while my body crashed into Lauren.  It became clear in that moment, in the reflection of worry in her eyes that hadn’t went away, that I had been wrong.  It wasn’t that I didn’t know how to be Jamison Thorn and Walker Delaney at the same time—I didn’t know who Walker Delaney was.  He was an illusion I threw in front of me when I stepped off the set.  My body marched forward with his name scrawled on my skin, but he was never real.

      I drowned that part of myself in lies that I’ve told myself, but the kid who would have become the man I was meant to be never grew up.  He was replaced.

      “Keep going—harder.”  Lauren pressed her lips to my neck and exhaled sharply into my ear.  “I want you to make me come…”

      My thrusts got faster.  I set all of the doubt inside me on fire and watched it burn out in front of my eyes.  I embraced who I was—who I would always be.  There was no other option.  My hands found Lauren’s wrists.  I pinned her to the bed and started to slam into her so hard that I could feel the wood underneath us trying to splinter as I abused it.  I was no longer two halves of a whole, I was simply one entity that drew breath and felt pleasure.  There was no Jamison Thorn.  There never was.  He was the real illusion—the real shield that allowed me to just do awful things and blame it on some sort of fracture formed from the character I played.  That’s who Walker Delaney was.  He was a broken man who didn’t deserve the woman in my arms—yet he wanted to consume her.  I wanted to consume her.

      “Your mine.”  I squeezed her wrists harder and felt my cock throb.

      “Yes—oh fuck.  Yes, Daddy.  You’re gonna make me come!”  Lauren’s eyes locked on my stare.

      My cock throbbed and pulsated until the pressure in my balls could no longer be contained.  I felt her pussy start to spasm, and it was all I could take.  I filled her with my seed—knots of thick cum rushing through my shaft until her orgasm milked me dry.  The tightness in my muscles began to relax.  I let go of Lauren’s wrists and supported my weight with my fists against the mattress.  My arms started to shake, so I shifted to the side and crashed into the bed beside her.  I pulled her into my arms and held her as the afterglow slowed my pulse and heart rate down.  The alcohol finally started to take a toll as it mixed with the endorphins that burned through my veins when passion devoured me.  All I could do was close my eyes and let the darkness take me.  It wasn’t going to be a peaceful night of sleep, but I had to give in to it anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning

      I woke up as Lauren pulled herself out of my arms.  I heard the sound of her putting on her clothes.  I didn’t turn to face her.  I knew she was leaving.  There was no reason to try and stop her.  I saw it in her eyes before the climax of our passion pulled us into the nether void of the night.  She finally understood what I knew when I tried to push her away—she saw through the illusion the moment I did.  She climbed back into bed once she was dressed and I closed my eyes to pretend that I was still asleep.  It would be easier without another goodbye.  Her lips pressed the side of my forehead—one final venomous kiss that would be sweet poison in my veins—an addiction that would never be tasted again.

      “Goodbye Walker.”  She exhaled into my ear.  “I’m sorry.”

      Goodbye Lauren.  I’m sorry too.
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      I cried when I got to the car.  I held them back until then.  I was awake for nearly two hours before I finally got the courage to leave Walker’s arms, because I knew I wouldn’t feel them around me again.  I fought for my desire—for the love that was rooted inside me for a man I had known for less than a week, but then something shattered.  It was like a veil being pulled away from both of our eyes at the same time.  I finally saw what he kept saying—but what he said was a lie—a lie he told himself.  I couldn’t chase a ghost that didn’t exist.

      It wasn’t that Walker struggled to separate himself from his work or leave it behind when he left the set—the real problem was that he didn’t know himself.  As desperately as I wanted to cling to him for dear life and tell myself those same lies, I knew it was over.  Loving a man that didn’t know how to exist without burning the world down would have been willingly walking to the flames.  Regardless of how long we held on to each other, the flames would always be nipping at our souls with every intention of destroying us.  What I didn’t know until that moment was that it wasn’t a fire burning out of control.  Walker was the one pouring gasoline on it.

      I hate to accept it, but I have no other choice.
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        * * *

      

      Two months later

      Life after Walker was similar to life before Walker.  I still got up in the morning, took a shower, brushed my teeth, and put my jeans on one leg at a time—after my panties were firmly around my hips, of course.  I drank coffee, ate breakfast, made idle conversation with Madeleine, and then we both went to school.  I attended my classes, did what I was supposed to do while I was there, and worked on my schoolwork when I got back to my apartment.  Occasionally, I would have a reminder of him.  A scent in a hallway—a man with silver in his beard on the street—an errant channel flip that landed on the one where a Dangerous Thorns commercial was playing.  Those reminders made me smile, because despite the scar loving Walker had left on my heart, what we had was beautiful when he was mine—even if it was a brief moment across the span of space and time.

      “What do you want to do today?”  Madeleine walked into the living room and plopped down on the couch.  “It’s Saturday.  I feel like we should go out—we still haven’t made it downtown to try out our fake IDs at one of those clubs.”

      “Maybe.”  I nodded.  “I need to work on my article for NewsNow this afternoon, and do a little shopping, but I wouldn’t mind going out tonight.”

      “I still can’t believe NewsNow was so impressed with your first article that they gave you your own column on their website—but then again, they aren’t paying you.”  Madeleine raised an eyebrow.  “Are they ever going to pay you?”

      “I doubt it.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “I’ve been to their office a couple of times.  I don’t think the website is actually profitable—the one in the UK is very popular, but they just seem to be going through the motions here.  That’s probably why they gave a college student a column.  I’m just providing free content.”

      “I guess it’s good experience.”  Madeleine shrugged.  “Maybe that will be worth something when you graduate.”

      “I hope so—otherwise I’m wasting my weekends for nothing.”  I sighed.  “Writing sports isn’t exactly my dream job.”

      Mr. Anderson was so impressed with my article that he sent it to NewsNow without a single edit on his part.  He said he had never done that with an article written by a student.  He even confessed that he had rewritten a few of them entirely because they were so bad.  I thought he was just screwing with me when he said NewsNow wanted to give me my own column, but it wasn’t a joke.  They had me come to their office, interview like it was a real job, and then I found out they weren’t going to actually pay me.  Mr. Anderson convinced me to take the job and just treat it like an internship, so I did.  I still didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life, but it was a start in the career field I chose—provided that there were opportunities that would eventually keep a roof over my head.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later

      “Hey, let’s check out that boutique.” Madeleine pointed to the other side of the street.  “I’m sure we can’t afford anything in there, but it will be fun to look around.”

      “You’re right—we can’t.”  I nodded.

      That’s the same boutique Walker took me to—it feels like a lifetime ago.

      I followed Madeleine across the street, and we walked into the boutique.  I had flashbacks to my time there with Walker.  It probably should have pulled at my heart, but it actually brought a smile to my face.  The memories I had of Walker were good, even if it ended badly.  It was a learning experience—the moment my innocence was taken so that I could become a woman instead of a girl.  He would always be my Daddy—and that part of me wouldn’t go away.  There was just more to life than the lust that turned into true passion.  I wouldn’t have known that if I never met him—or, maybe that lesson would have come at another time in my life.  Either way, it was one I needed to learn.  We finished up at the boutique, but we didn’t buy anything.  It was still fun to see her eyes light up like mine did the first time I was there.

      “Oh no.”  Madeleine reached out and grabbed my hand the moment we stepped out of the boutique.

      “What’s wrong?”  My eyes followed her gaze—until I saw Walker on the opposite side of the street.

      “It’s—him.  That woman with him.  Isn’t that Abigail from Dangerous Thorns?”  Her eyes followed them as they stepped in front of us.

      “Yeah, her name is Jasmine.” I  nodded and immediately felt a flood of emotions that I had managed to bury for two months.

      “Are they a couple now?  Does he already have a new girlfriend?”  Madeleine’s tone stiffened.

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth. “That’s not the look he gives someone when he—wants them.”

      Walker and Jasmine stopped in front of a store that was directly in front of us.  They looked through the large glass pane, and I realized too late that Walker was going to see me in the reflection.  He did.  His head tilted and then he spun around.  Our eyes locked together—two gazes that were never supposed to meet again finding each other.  He slowly lifted his arm and gave me a slightly wave.  I did the same.  I had been fine up until that moment.  It was never easy, but I found a way to just put one foot in front of the other.  Seeing him made my head spin and my knees got weak.  Jasmine took his arm and tried to direct his attention towards something else.  She didn’t see me.  Maybe she would have let him stare longer if she had—or maybe she would have had choice words for the girl that broke her best friend’s heart.  Then again—it was mutual.  The light died in both of our eyes at the same time that night—he just had the courage to say the words before it happened.

      “Come on, Lauren.  Let’s go.”  Madeleine took my arm.  “Unless you want to go over there…”

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “We’ve said all there is to say.  The only thing left for us is memories.”

      At least most of those are good ones.

      I went through the motions for the rest of our shopping excursion.  My heart just wasn’t in it anymore, but I did my best impression of the happy version of myself.  When Madeleine and I made it back to our apartment, I had a good excuse to lock myself in my room since I still needed to work on my article.  My heart wasn’t in that either, but I put my fingers to the keyboard and typed it out.  I felt like the quality of my work for NewsNow was getting better, because they were giving me stories that actually mattered.  A few of my columns had actually been featured on the front page of the website.  My name was getting out there, if nothing else, but I really wanted to be able to write something with a little soul—something I was passionate about.  I finished the article and heard a few gentle taps on my bedroom door.

      “Hey Lauren, do you still want to go out tonight?”  Madeleine’s tone had a hint of worry.  “It’s okay if you don’t.”

      “We can still go.”  I put as much cheer in my voice as I could muster.  “I’m not really in the mood to sit in my room all night.”

      A few drinks is exactly what I need right now.

      Madeleine’s second attempt to use her fake ID to get into a club was successful, and we were both able to get into the club that we chose.  It was a little upscale and the drinks were very expensive.  If I hadn’t seen Walker earlier that day, I probably would have been able to enjoy myself a lot more.  All of the time I had spent putting him in the past might as well have been wasted once he looked at me.  Breaking up was hard—losing someone I cared about was harder.  It didn’t feel like a relationship that only lasted a few days.  It felt like a part of my soul that found something it had been searching for my entire life.  He would always be my first, so there was no way that I was ever going to be able to forget him, but it was time to start putting him in the past again—I didn’t have any other choice.

      “Hey, those two guys over there are looking at us.”  Madeleine leaned over and nudged me.  “Maybe they’ll buy us a drink or say hello.”

      “I just want to hang out with you tonight.”  I looked down at my drink.

      “Too late.  They’re coming over.”  She smiled and turned to greet them when they got closer.

      The two guys invited us back to their table and Madeleine agreed before I had a chance to object.  They were our age—well, they were the age we pretended to be when we walked into the bar with our fake IDs.  One was a sandy haired, blue-eyed guy named Chad.  He seemed to be very interested in Madeleine and it was mutual.  The other was a dark haired, brown-eyed guy named Randall.  He didn’t seem very interested, but he was polite—it was probably because I couldn’t hide my disinterest when he offered to buy me a drink.  We just became the third and fourth wheel for Madeleine and Chad.  Two hours later, it was clear that Madeleine had every intention of going home with him, while I just wanted to get out of the club.  Chad rode with Randall, so Madeleine offered to drive him home—which meant I was going to need to find my own ride.

      Thank goodness for Uber.

      “Don’t wait up…”  Madeleine squeezed my hand and grinned before Chad started trying to pull her away from the table.

      “Have fun.”  I forced a smile.

      “I think they’re going to have a lot of fun.”  Randall chuckled once they walked away from the table.

      “Yeah…”  I nodded.  “It was nice to meet you, Randall.  I think I’m going to call an Uber.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”  He scoffed.  “I can drive you home.”

      “I appreciate it, but I’ll be okay.”  I pushed my chair back and started to stand.

      Randall didn’t pursue me once I started walking towards the door.  I stepped outside, called an Uber, and it pulled up to the curb five minutes later.  I was happy for Madeleine.  I couldn’t really judge her for going home with a guy she met at a bar—I might not have done that the night I met Walker, but I called him the next day with the same thing on my mind that was on hers.  Once I got back to my apartment, I changed into my pajamas and went to bed alone—just like I had every night since things ended with Walker.  There were nights when I didn’t think about him once I was in bed, tossing and turning while I tried to go to sleep.  Unfortunately, after seeing him again, he was the only thing I thought about.  I would probably have several of those nights.  Two months of healing had been wiped away in an instant when I saw him on the street.

      Maybe it won’t take as long to get him out of my head this time…
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        * * *

      

      One week later

      “Hey, I hope you don’t mind that I canceled our plans tonight.”  Madeleine walked into the living room and sat down next to me.  “ I didn’t expect Chad to actually ask me out on a date—I thought we were just going to meet at the club and have a few drinks.”

      “Nah, I’ll be fine.”  I waved off her concern.  “I’m not really in the mood to go out tonight anyway.  Plus, I haven’t done much work on my article this week—I’ll probably be working on it all night.”

      That part was true.  My fingers were going to be burning up the keyboard once she left.  It wasn’t that I didn’t want to work on the article during the week, I had just been busy with other things—like the assignments I had to work on for my classes—and pausing randomly to think about Walker.  I wondered if he ever did the same thing when he was alone.  I doubted it.  I was just another heart to add to the list of the ones he had broken because he couldn’t figure out who he really wanted to be.  I was a fool to give him mine.  I should have stuck with the original plan—one night to get him out of my system.  Maybe that part was foolish too—and I should have just ignored him entirely.

      Too bad I can’t turn back the clock.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning

      Madeleine spent the night with Chad again.  That wasn’t a surprise.  She seemed hellbent on having every college experience possible before the end of freshman year.  I already had my broken heart and she was working on her first.  I doubted she would find eternal bliss with a guy who picked her up in a bar—I certainly didn’t.  Waking up alone on Sunday wasn’t the worst part of my weekend—I still had to call my mother.  I used to look forward to those calls, and I still did love to hear her voice, but there was the inevitable moment—the one that always came before our conversation was over—when she decided it was time fill me on everything that I missed on Dangerous Thorns.

      I would never be able to tell her why I didn’t care what Jamison Thorn was doing that week, so all I could do was try and employ enough selective hearing to make it seem like I was paying attention.  I had gotten pretty good at that, but I knew it would be hard after seeing Walker again.  There would always be something between us—a rope that tied us to each other—and I didn’t have a knife that was sharp enough to sever it.  I stared at my phone for nearly twenty minutes before I finally dialed my mother’s number.  She was happy and chipper.  I pretended that my life was just overflowing with excitement.  I talked about my article—my classes—anything to delay the inevitable shift in conversation, but eventually I ran out of things to say.

      “You’ll never believe what happened on Dangerous Thorns!”  My mother’s voice got quiet, like she was about to tell me some kind of dark secret that only I was allowed to hear.

      “Oh?”  I feigned interest, while mentally preparing to tune out.

      My mother recapped the entire week in a matter of minutes.  Dean and Bianca were planning to get married—she decided that any man who would try to kill his father for her was the one she should be with.  Jamison was planning to crash the wedding.  Abigail was doing everything in her power to make sure he wasn’t successful.  There were a few more minor storylines going on with characters I didn’t know—the new generation that they were hoping to build the show around at some point.

      All I could do was put enough inflection in my voice to convince my mother that I cared.  There was no reason for my personal issues with Walker to ruin her love for her favorite soap opera.  I was kind of relieved when the conversation shifted away from Dangerous Thorns, but there wasn’t much else to discuss, so we exchanged our normal I-love-you’s and I-miss-you’s before finally saying goodbye.

      One more week before I have to do this all over again.  Hopefully, the shock from seeing Walker will have worn off some by then.
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      Yesterday

      “Where did you go, Walker?”  Jasmine looked over at me with concern on her face.

      “What are you talking about?  I’ve been right here the whole time.”  I gave her a confused glance.

      “Yeah, we were having fun looking in all of these shops—then you just spaced out and never came back.”  She stopped in front of the Louis Vuitton store and peered into the window, but she was looking at my reflection instead of the merchandise.

      “It’s nothing.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      Except it is—it’s everything.

      Jasmine didn’t see Lauren on the other side of the street, but I did.  I wasn’t sure if it was really her at first, or just an illusion from my mind, showing me what I desperately needed to see.  It had been two months since she walked out of my house after we spent one last night together—two months since she realized she was clinging to someone that didn’t deserve her—two months since I watched the light fade from her eyes.  I felt like a coward.  I should have chased her down before she ever left my house.  I should have promised her the world in exchange for one more kiss.  I should have never closed my eyes and pretended to be asleep when she leaned in to say goodbye.  I replayed that morning in my head almost every single day, wishing that I would have made a different choice—but the rear-view mirror of life only showed me what I wanted to see.  My reality was always a lot more complicated.

      “I don’t know if I’m in the mood for shopping today.”  Jasmine shrugged her shoulders and sighed.  “Obviously, whatever made you want to come downtown is no longer holding your interest.”

      “I’m sorry, Jasmine.”  I closed my eyes for a moment.  “I’m just not good company these days.”

      “Don’t worry about it.  Let’s get a drink.”  Jasmine motioned to a bar across the street.

      “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.”  I nodded and looked for a break in traffic so we could cross the road.

      Jasmine had been the best friend I could have ever asked for since things ended with Lauren.  She gave me space to work through things on my own, but she always grabbed my hand before I fell into the darkness.  Coming to terms with my mistakes had been hard.  I was finally able to admit to myself, the person who actually needed to hear it, that my entire philosophy was bullshit.  I wasn’t an actor who got absorbed with a part and let it take over my life.  I was the man underneath it all the entire time.  I just used Jamison Thorn as a mask that I wore to the masquerade of life.  I could have taken that mask off anytime that I wanted, but I chose not to do it.  It was easier to pretend someone else was doing all of the awful shit that put me where I was instead of accepting that I was the fool all along.

      They say knowledge is power, but in my case—knowledge is nothing more than a bitter pill to swallow.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later

      “Okay, gather round people.”  Jacob motioned for the cast and crew to join him before we started filming on Monday.

      “Hopefully this isn’t another script rewrite.  I actually spent time going over my lines yesterday.”  Jasmine sighed when she walked up beside me.  “I know you did the same—overachiever.”

      “I glanced at them.”  I shrugged.  “Jamison Thorn had crashed so many weddings that I have the speech memorized by now.”

      After Jacob decided not to kill of Jamison Thorn, we were back to the same repeated storylines that had been driving the ratings down for years.  There was no originality left in Dangerous Thorns.  Twenty years was a very long time and the family trees were so complicated that I couldn’t even keep track of them anymore.  Truthfully, I had just lost my desire to keep going.  My scenes lacked emotion.  My character work was nonexistent.  I simply didn’t care anymore.  I never thought I would become that kind of actor.  I thought I had too much respect for the character I played and the show that made me famous to give it anything less than my best.  I hated feeling like a failure, but it wasn’t my failure as an actor that bothered me—it was the fact that I failed at life entirely.

      I’m sure I’ll shake this feeling eventually, but today isn’t the day—not after seeing Lauren again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two days later

      “Walker, do you have a minute?”  Jacob tapped on my dressing room door and pushed it open.

      “Sure, come on it.”  I nodded and motioned to him.  “I’m just sitting here trying to figure out why you rewrote the script for today’s episode.”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”  He sat down across from me.  “We might be going a different direction with the Bianca storyline.”

      “You’ve pretty much went in every direction possible already.”  I raised an eyebrow.  “First she’s with Dean, then she cheats on him with me, then she returns to Dean—now she doesn’t know what the fuck she wants.”

      “We’ve run into a slight complication.  I know Sally wants to tell everyone herself—so pretend to be surprised when she announces it—but she’s pregnant.”  A slight smile formed on the edge of his lips.  “Which means we’re going to have to carry that over to her character.”

      “Christ…”  I exhaled sharply, but it wasn’t because I was shocked she was pregnant—I just remembered what she offered to do in order to get a part in Spark 7.

      “I didn’t realize Sally was serious with anyone right now.”  I looked down at the script.

      “She likes to keep her personal life away from the set, but I think she’s been engaged for a couple of years.”  Jacob shrugged.  “This is Hollywood though—everyone is going to hope there’s a scandal.”

      Thankfully I don’t have to worry about being a part of it if there is one…

      “I guess that means we can look forward to nine months of baby drama?”  I closed the script and put it down in front of me.  “Then in a few years, the kid will suddenly pop up as a teenager?”

      “Probably so.”  Jacob chuckled.  “The suits already have a few actresses in mind—they’re pushing for it to be a girl.”

      “Why tell me all of this?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “We’ve done plenty of storylines with baby drama.”

      “I left something out of the script, and I didn’t want you to be blindsided.  Sally is going to tell everyone before we start filming, and we’re going to cliffhanger our episode today with Jamison finding a pregnancy test in the trash can.”  Jacob leaned forward and started to stand.  “Obviously, this will require a little emotion on your part since Jamison will immediately realize the kid could be his.”

      “Alright, I appreciate it.”  I leaned back and nodded.

      I guess he’s noticed that my scenes have been lacking emotion lately.  He wasn’t doing me a favor—he was just using this as an opportunity to say it without actually confronting me.

      I filmed the scene and did my best to show that Jamison might give a fuck about Bianca’s pregnancy.  It was another retreaded scene.  We literally did this exact same thing when another actress got pregnant and we were forced to incorporate the baby into the show.  If an actress was unimportant, they would hide it and take the character off Dangerous Thorns once her baby bump started to show.  Bianca was too wrapped up in our main storylines for that to happen, plus soap operas loved drama.  In fact, she might just deliver the baby before sweeps and the paternity storyline would be what carried us through it.  When I got back to my dressing room, I found a note on my chair—from Vincent Edwards.  It was a request to come to his office as soon as filming was done.

      What the fuck?  Does he want to give me shit too?

      It was rare for us to get a visit from the suits at the studio and even rarer for one of them to call us to their office.  Usually that only happened when we were playing hardball when it was time to negotiate a new contract, but he would have set a meeting up through my agent if that was the case.  Plus, it would be months before they even started to talk about a new contract.  I wasn’t sure how that discussion was going to go.  I was in a position to renegotiate a new one for less money when Jacob said he was going to kill off Jamison Thorn, but my motivation had changed drastically since then.  The show was all I really had left, so I didn’t know if I would be able to just walk away—but I didn’t think I was going to let them lowball me either.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m here to see Mr. Edwards.”  I walked up to the receptionist’s desk once I made the trek from the studio where we filmed to the office building across the parking lot.

      “Ah yes, he’s expecting you.”  She looked up at me and smiled.  “You can go on in.”

      “Mr. Edwards?”  I gave his door a slight knock as I pushed it open.

      “Walker, thank you for coming to see me—I’m sorry it was on short notice.”  He stood up immediately.  “Have a seat.  Would you like a drink?”

      A drink?  He normally doesn’t try to butter me up unless he’s trying to lock me into a new deal—and he knows not to do that without my agent.

      “Sure, why not?”  I walked into his office and sat down, but I was still feeling a bit apprehensive.

      “You’re a whiskey man, right?”  He picked up a bottle and motioned to it.

      “I am.”  I nodded quickly.

      Lucky guess or did he actually remember that from one of our previous meetings?

      “I’ll cut to the chase.  I’m not one for beating around the bush.”  He poured two drinks and put one of them down in front of me.  “I’d like to talk with you about a new opportunity that has presented itself.”

      “A new opportunity?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “If you’re wanting me to film one of your made-for-TV movies, I’m not interested—I’ve turned all of those down.”

      It doesn’t stop them from asking every couple of years, so maybe they’ve forgotten where I told them to shove the last manuscript they asked me to read.

      “No, that’s not it.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “I had a meeting earlier with Jasmine.  It’s time to renegotiate her contract—you know how that goes.”

      “Yes.”  I shrugged.  “That doesn’t have anything to do with me though.  I’ve got a few more months before we sit down to discuss it—and I’ll want to have my agent present.”

      “Of course, absolutely.  We’ll call your agent if this new opportunity is something you’re interested in.”  He lifted his glass of whiskey to his lips.

      “Okay.”  I took a drink of my whiskey.  “I’m intrigued—out with it.”

      “We want to hire a creative consultant for the Dangerous Thorns.  Jacob is a talented writer and he’s been with us for a long time, but he’s so busy managing the writing team that…”  Mr. Edwards seemed to be choosing his words carefully.  “Let’s just say that his creativity has been stalled out for some time.”

      “He wrote a pretty good storyline recently—then you decided not to let him kill me off.”  I narrowed my eyes.

      “Don’t get me wrong, when it’s time to deliver a story for sweeps, he’s the guy you want writing it—but outside of that, there’s not much happening.  Ratings are down and the fans are saying the same thing that our test audiences are saying—they’ve seen this before.”  Mr. Edwards sighed and took another sip of his whiskey.  “We need something new and not just a ratings grab like killing of Jamison Thorn—we need storylines that are innovative.”

      “I don’t disagree with that.”  I nodded.  “But isn’t this a conversation for Jacob?  I’m sure he could find some new writers—hell, he was a young writer once looking for work.”

      “Yes, he was—but there aren’t that many young writers with fresh ideas looking for a job writing soaps.  They all want to make it big with a movie.  They’ll go home with their tails between their legs before they’ll settle for anything less.”  He shrugged.  “I don’t think we need new writers; I just think we need someone to act as a creative consultant—someone who knows the history of Dangerous Thorns and has a certain level of passion for it.”

      “That wouldn’t be a bad idea.”  I shrugged.  “But again—isn’t this a conversation you should be having with Jacob?”

      “I’ve already had this conversation with Jacob.  I also had a similar conversation with Jasmine.  She told me that you’re brimming with ideas—which is why I’m now having the conversation with you.”  He leaned forward.  “I think it’s time I heard a few of them.”

      “Really?”  I blinked in surprise.  “I’ve pitched a few to Jacob over the years, but they’ve been ignored…”

      “Maybe you’ve been pitching them to the wrong person.”  He lifted his drink and took a sip.

      I hated to trash Jacob’s ideas in front of someone who was essentially his boss, but it was an opportunity for me to pitch some of my own.  Jacob wasn’t one of the original writers for Dangerous Thorns, but the main ones that started with us had moved on to bigger projects once they got a little bit of notoriety.  Jacob had been brilliant when he arrived, but all of us had noticed that the shimmer wore off after several years.  He was treading water because he was too busy to do anything else.  I did have some ideas—and there were a few dangling parts of the story that we never truly resolved.  I laid out my thoughts about the show, a few directions that I thought it should take, and by the end of the conversation, I could tell that Mr. Edwards was impressed by what I had to say.

      “Jasmine was right.  You do have some very interesting ideas.”  Mr. Edwards nodded.  “I think they have merit—in fact, I think this could be what we’re missing.”

      “I’ve lived and breathed Dangerous Thorns for the last twenty years.”  I shrugged and sighed.  “Often to my detriment.”

      “I think we should continue this conversation.”  He lifted his drink to his lips and took a sip.  “But we should have your agent present—since we’ll be discussing money.”

      “That sound like a good idea.”  I took a drink and smirked.  “I wouldn’t want to give you too many of my ideas for free.”

      I felt a little better about my situation after I shook hands with Mr. Edwards and walked to my car, but then the gloom began to settle on me again.  Being able to take on a creative consultant role for the soap opera I helped build would be a lot more inspiring than watching the ratings sink while we tried to strike gold with the same tired storylines, but it wasn’t what I was missing from my life.  My heart still belonged to the raven-haired beauty that had been mine for a brief moment—a brief moment that could have lasted so much longer if I would have seized control of my life instead of living in an illusion of my own creation.

      I don’t deserve her, but I have to try—the world isn’t as complicated as I tried to make it, and each day I spend without her is more agonizing than the one before it.

      I thought about a lot as I drove home.  I was in a dark place when I met Lauren and she became the light that gave me hope.  That hope was shattered when I found out Jamison Thorn wasn’t going to die.  It was my cowardice running from the fear of watching another relationship smolder out.  Instead of trying to see if things could be different, I broke what we had into a million pieces.  I gave my life to Dangerous Thorns, and never missed a single day except for the few times I had to get my twin brother to step in and pretend to be me in the background of a scene because I was sick or on my honeymoon—hell, I didn’t even take one of those until my third marriage.  It was time for me to get my priorities straight and a new job wasn’t what really mattered—what mattered most of all was Lauren.

      Jamison Thorn didn’t ruin anything.  I did.  I just hope I haven’t come to terms with that too late to save the best thing that ever happened to me.
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      “Men are fucking scumbags!”  Madeleine stormed into our apartment and slammed the door so hard that it sounded like a cannon had been fired inside our walls.

      “Whoa, what happened?”  I looked up at her in confusion.  “I thought you were meeting Chad after school.”

      “That was the plan, but the bastard never showed up.”  She sat down on the couch and folded her arms across her chest.  “I decided to stop by his apartment—and guess what?  He wasn’t alone.”

      “Oh shit…”  I scooted closer and put my hand on hers.  “I’m sorry, Madeleine.”

      “It’s fine.”  She waved off my concern.  “I should have known better.  We never said we were exclusive—something he reminded me of after I kicked him in the nuts.”

      “You—didn’t…”  My eyes opened wide.

      “He’s lucky she was there, or I might have cut the damn thing off.”  Madeleine’s jaw tensed.  “Do we have any wine?  I need a whole damn bottle tonight.”

      “Yeah, I picked some up.”  I leaned forward and started to stand.  “I’ll go get it.”

      Deep down, I never expected Madeleine’s relationship with Chad to last.  I don’t think she really did either.  She was too focused on having the ultimate college experience, and a boyfriend didn’t really mesh with those plans.  I understood the pain of losing someone though, because I had gone through that myself.  My relationship with Walker might not have ended with a swift kick to the nether region, but it did feel like someone punched me in the stomach when I realized it was over.  Madeleine and I commiserated over a bottle of wine—and then we opened a second one to finish drowning the heartache.

      “Oh…”  Madeleine leaned forward and almost fell off the couch as she reached for her books.  “I found this earlier today—someone is looking for a writer.”

      “A writer?”  I took a sip of my wine.

      “Yeah, I’ve been looking at some job listings since I’m not going home this summer…”  Her words slurred as she shifted her books and produced a piece of paper.  “I printed this out for you.”

      “It’s for a sports agency...”  I tilted my head as I tried to focus on the paper—I was definitely feeling the wine too.  “I don’t think I could do this.  They want someone to do press releases for them.  I just write articles.”

      “It pays actual money.”  She leaned forward and tapped the bottom of the paper.  “See right there—salary negotiable.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.”  I put the paper down on the coffee table.  “I think it’s about time for us to call it a night.”

      “No way.”  Madeleine emptied her glass into her mouth and reached for the bottle of wine.  “We’re finishing this!”

      I honored Madeleine’s request—which was actually more of an order.  We finished the second bottle of wine and were both buzzing like hornets when we went to bed.  I definitely was—and she had more than me, so I had to assume she was in the same state.  I had never been that drunk before.  I could already tell that I was going to wake up with a hangover.  I had a hint of one after a couple of glasses, so sharing two bottles with Madeleine was a recipe for disaster.  The reality was that I probably needed it as much as she did.  Seeing Walker had brought back so many of the thoughts I managed to hide behind my smile.

      Walker and I had a love story that was amazing and a demise that was equally tragic.  I fell in love with a strong and confident man—a man that I would have been there for when he dealt with the problems that plagued his life.  The time we spent together wasn’t important.  It didn’t matter if it was a day or a lifetime—the bond still formed.  I couldn’t escape it.  I would have done anything to have a chance to work through his concerns.  He just didn’t give me a choice.  We chased our desires, but the passion faded that night.  We were both going through the motions and clinging to something that was already gone.  The only choice I had was to walk away—no matter how much it tore me up when I came to terms with it.

      I’ll have to be careful with my heart from now on.  I can’t give it away so freely just so someone can push a dagger into it.  Maybe that was the lesson I really needed to learn—a lesson that will stay with me for the rest of my life.
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      Both of us woke up with hangovers, but we had class, so all we could do was nurse them with Tylenol and coffee.  A pair of sunglasses did the rest.  I was torn between breakfast being what I needed to soak up some of the contents of my stomach and it being what pushed me to my knees in front of a porcelain throne.  I decided to risk it because my stomach was grumbling as I got closer to school.  Thankfully, it gave me a little energy and I used that to get through my first class.  I took a quick nap in my car when my second class let out early because the professor was sick.  I felt a lot better after that.  The rest of the day was still a struggle, but I didn’t feel like death.  I had no idea how people were able to put themselves through that on a regular basis.  I was ready to swear off wine for the rest of my life long before I got back to my apartment to crash on the couch beside Madeleine.

      “We survived…”  Madeleine looked over at me.

      “Yes.”  I sighed and nodded.  “How are you doing?”

      “I’m not angry anymore.”  She rubbed her index fingers against both eyelids.  “He’s a stupid asshole and he isn’t worth it.”

      “Maybe it would have just been easier if Walker cheated on me.”  I looked up at the ceiling.  “Then I could just hate him.”

      “It does make things easier.”  Madeleine chuckled and then leaned forward with a groan.  “I have to go to the library tonight.  I can’t find the right sources online for the assignment I have due Friday.”

      “Why didn’t you go right after class?”  I raised an eyebrow inquisitively.

      “I didn’t think I would make it—I still don’t, but at least I’ve been able to sit here for a little bit.”  She sighed and started to stand.  “I’ll be back in a little bit.”

      I stretched out on the couch while Madeleine got ready to leave.  I wasn’t really feeling the effects of the alcohol anymore; it was just the lingering exhaustion left behind from not sleeping as well as I should have.  I closed my eyes with the intention of getting another nap while Madeleine was gone.  I heard her moving around the apartment and then the door slammed—I would have probably yelled at her for closing it so hard if I had the energy to do so.  I felt myself start to doze when there was a knock on my door.  I groaned and sat up, not happy that I was interrupted when I was so close to dozing off.  I assumed that Madeleine had gotten to the elevator and realized she forgot something—like her keys or her school badge.  She normally locked the door from the inside before she left, which I had warned her about a few times.

      “Just a minute…”  I walked across my apartment and peered through the peephole.

      Oh my god.  It’s Walker.

      I took a step back from the door.  My veins flooded with so many emotions at the same time.  Surprise—confusion—anger—a hint of actual happiness—then fear.  Why was he standing at my door?  What did he want?  How dare he show up at my apartment after what he did to me.  My curiosity was too strong for me to not to open the door, because deep down, there was a part of me that just needed to hear his voice, even if he was going to tell me something else, I didn’t want to hear.  I wasn’t sure what he had left to say—it seemed like things were very clear when they ended.  He knocked again, and I reached for the doorknob.  I wasn’t sure what emotion would lift my tongue when I opened the door, but I pulled it open anyway.

      “Lauren….”  He swallowed hard and I could see the same conflict in his eyes that was brewing inside me.  “Can we talk?”

      “Haven’t we said everything we could possibly say to each other?”  I kept my hand on the door so that he couldn’t walk in.

      “Yes.”  He nodded.  “Except we’ve said all the wrong things—I have at least.”

      “I can’t go through it again, Walker.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I begged you to give us a chance and you pushed me away.”

      “I was a fool.”  He looked down at the floor.

      “I thought that was the case when you told me that you weren’t willing to try, but I saw the truth in your eyes that night.”  I sighed and felt a lump rising up in my throat.  “You truly believed everything you said to me.”

      “There’s no way for me to deny that.”  He exhaled sharply.  “I thought the writing was on the wall and what I wanted was impossible.”

      “It was.”  I shrugged.  “If you didn’t believe in us, then we didn’t stand a chance.  That’s why I lost my will to keep fighting it.”

      “I made a mistake.”  He sighed and lifted his head.  “I should have fought for us with every last breath in my body.  I should have realized that I was just making excuses for why my relationships had failed in the past because I didn’t want to admit that it was my fault—every fucking time.  I’ll never be perfect, but if you’ll just give me one more chance—I swear I’ll never push you away again.”

      “You hurt me…”  I felt tears pushing against the corner of my eyes, trying to force their way out.

      “I’m sorry.”  He tilted his head slightly.  “This is the real me—standing in front of you with all of my flaws, all of my failures, and a willingness to admit that I don’t deserve another chance—but I’m asking for one.”

      It was all I ever wanted from Walker.  I didn’t expect perfection.  I knew our relationship would have challenges.  We went from zero to sixty in one weekend—the brake line might as well have been cut from the beginning.  I just wasn’t prepared for us to slam headfirst into a brick wall while we still had the pedal on the floorboard.  The brick wall was cracking—the way for us to continue was opening up.  I just had to be brave enough to put my heart on the line again with the chance that another brick wall would rise up the moment he was tangled around my soul.  It was a risk I had to take.  My hand fell away from the door.  I took a step back and let it swing open.  Walker crossed the threshold and our eyes met for a moment.  His were just as mesmerizing as they were the first time I looked into them.  He reached out to take my hand and I felt the same sizzle.  My body still craved his touch.  I couldn’t escape that, even after having my heart torn to shreds by his goodbye.

      “I’ve missed you so much.”  He pulled me into his arms.  “I promise that I’ll never push you away again—no matter.  You’ll have to claw your way out of my arms if you ever want to walk away again.”

      “Then don’t give me a reason to pull out the claws.”  I bit down on my bottom lip and smiled.

      Walker’s lips found mine and I melted into his kiss.  I was paralyzed and I never wanted to be able to move again.  My lips parted as they seared with his and his tongue ravaged my mouth.  It felt different.  The passion was still there, but it was deeper—the kiss of a man who had realized his mistakes and wanted every single touch of our lips to repair the damage he did.  I prayed that I wasn’t walking blindly into an abyss that would be my undoing, but I had no choice.  I was his the moment he approached me at LA Dark.  Our souls became one that night he took my innocence.  It took almost losing what we had for him to see it—but his eyes were finally open.  I would fight to make sure they never closed again.

      “Is your roommate home?”  Walker’s hands slid down to my waist and then around to my ass.

      “She’s at the library.”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “Then—can we?”  He looked towards my bedroom door.

      “Oh, you think you’re going to come in here and profess your love then take me to bed?”  I gave him a sideways glance.  “You’re taking me out on a date first—and then you might get what you want—if I feel like you’ve groveled enough.”

      “You want it just as bad as I do.”  He moved his hand to the front of my jeans.  “You want to be Daddy’s girl tonight.”

      “Then you better plan something special.”  I exhaled sharply.  “Otherwise we’re both going to bed frustrated.”

      “Fine…”  He let go of my jeans.  “I’ll pick you up in an hour.”

      “I’ll be ready.”  I leaned in for one more kiss before I let him walk away.

      An hour wasn’t long, so I quickly scurried to my bedroom once I closed the door.  I had a burst of energy, despite feeling like I needed a nap when I got back to my apartment.  Hope had a strange way of washing all of that away.  Walker was definitely the last person I expected to see when I heard the knock on my door, but he managed to convince me that there was a chance for us.  I was willing to see that through, but I needed more time with him before I was sure that it was going to be possible for the two of us to undo what tore us apart.  A date would definitely give me some time—hopefully in a public place—to really work through those feelings once the adrenaline wore off.  I heard the door open right as I got my heels on, and I assumed Madeleine had to be home.

      I guess I’ve got to break the news to her—although I hate to do it considering that she just broke up with Chad.

      “Hey…”  I walked into the living room.

      “Lauren!”  Madeleine’s eyes lit up.  “You’ll never believe what happened!”

      “Huh?”  I was taken aback by her excitement.

      “I was in the library and I ran into one of the guys from my class—looking for books, just like me.”  She bounced on her toes and her eyebrows raised.  “He asked me out!”

      “Whoa!”  I blinked in surprise.  “Since you look like you’re about to start doing cartwheels, I assume that’s a good thing?”

      “Yes!”  She nodded quickly.  “He’s so freaking hot!  I’ve kind of had my eye on him since school started, but I would have never been brave enough to make the first move.”

      “I’m happy for you.”  I nodded and smiled.

      At least she’s not broken up over Chad anymore.  That was quick.

      “Hey, wait a second.”  She tilted her head slightly.  “Why are you dressed up?  Did you meet a new guy too?”

      “Not exactly.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “Walker stopped by while you were gone.”

      “You’re going out with him?”  She raised an eyebrow.  “After the way things ended?”

      “I’m proceeding with caution.”  I nodded.  “I still care about him.  That hasn’t changed…”

      And his kiss lit my soul on fire, just like it did the first time.

      Madeleine gave me a few more words of warning before it was time for me to go.  She also gave Walker a bit of a glare when he appeared at the front door.  He might have convinced me to go on a date with him, but Madeleine had been there with me through the tough times that followed our goodbye.  She wasn’t ready to just forgive and forget quite yet.  I probably should have proceeded with more caution than I planned, but there was something in Walker’s eyes that told me his words were from the heart.  I wanted to believe them—that was the hard part.  I never wanted things to end in the first place, so if there was a chance for us to find what we lost, then I was willing to take the risk.

      “So, where are you taking me for our date?”  I looked over at Walker once we got to the car.

      “Dinner first—then we’ll see what happens.”  He gave me a quick wink.

      Walker took me the same restaurant we had dinner at on our first date—his favorite place to eat in Los Angeles.  I was already looking forward to the molten lava cake before I even found my entree on the menu.  We talked a lot while we ate.  Walker told me how he realized he was using Jamison Thorn as a mask for his own shortcomings.  He didn’t make an excuse for it or try to sugarcoat his failures.  He owned every single one of them with solemness in his voice.  I felt like I was having dinner with the real Walker Delaney—instead of a man that only saw the death of Jamison Thorn as a way to break the shackles Dangerous Thorns put on his life.  The show wasn’t going to go away anytime soon—especially with the new offer he had on the table to become a creative consultant.

      “Are you sure that you will have time for me if you take on more responsibility?”  I tilted my head slightly.  “You didn’t think you could balance a relationship with acting—now you’re going to have to do more than that.”

      “I’ll make time.”  He reached across the table and took my hand.  “I understand my priorities now.  What we have always comes first, no matter what.”

      “I really do want to believe you.”  I looked down at his hand.

      “Relationships are hard work and they don’t survive unless both people are committed to them.  I’ve made that mistake before—hell, I made it with you too.  I won’t make it again.”  He squeezed my hand.

      “If you truly believe in it, then I’m willing to give it a try.”  I nodded and swallowed hard.

      Walker and I teased each other a little bit once the molten chocolate cake arrived.  He still didn’t have any, but I made a point of letting a little drip onto my chin so that he would be forced to wipe it off.  I already knew that I wasn’t going to be spending the night in my own bed, so I didn’t hold back when I got a chance to lick the melted fudge off his finger.  By the time he took care of the check and we made it to the car, I didn’t care what he had planned for the rest of the date—I just wanted him to take me back to his place.  His lips were on mine as soon as he told the driver he was ready to go home and hit the button the raise the divider so that we had privacy in the backseat of his car.

      “I’ve missed you so much.”  Walker pulled his lips away and gasped.

      “Then you shouldn’t have pushed me away.”  I narrowed my eyes.

      “I’m not pushing you away again—ever.”  He moved towards my lips again.

      Walker’s hands explored my body as the driver took us to his house.  They felt so good—the sizzle was definitely there, just like always.  His kiss was like fireworks in my head and when his lips drifted down to my neck, I could barely control the desire roaring through my veins.  It was furious passion with a hunger that got stronger as we tasted each other’s lips and skin.  The driver finally pulled up in front of his house and we paused long enough to walk to the door, but we barely got it closed before we were locked in another embrace.  We didn’t make it to the bedroom.  Walker pushed me towards the couch as he tore at my clothes while I sent buttons bouncing across the room when I pulled his shirt open.  He pushed my legs apart as he lowered himself on top of me, but I rolled him over before he could get in position so that I was straddling him.

      “You’re going to get teased tonight.”  I squeezed his cock with my hand.

      “Teasing?  Tonight?”  His eyes opened wide and he gasped.  “I want you too bad for that.”

      “Too bad.  You’ve been very naughty, Daddy.”  I nodded and bit down on my lip.  “I think one minute for each day that you made me spend without you should suffice.”

      “Oh my god.”  His head rolled back, and he groaned.

      “Don’t worry.  I’ll let you come—eventually.”  I grinned and guided his cock towards my pussy.

      I descended on his length slowly, exhaling sharply as he went inside me.  I knew that there was no way I could actually tease him for a whole hour.  I might have been able to do that after a few orgasms, but the need was burning inside me with too much intensity.  I pretended like it was going to be the slowest fuck ever, just so I could watch him squirm for a little bit before I totally lost control.  He felt so damn good inside me—like it was where he belonged.  I lifted up and used my hips to slowly ride his cock while the need grew—I could see that even that was torture for him because he had the same desire in his mesmerizing eyes as well.  I managed to keep the slow pace going for about ten minutes before my hips started to pick up speed.

      “If you keep that up; I’m not going to be able to hold back.”  He squeezed my hips and moaned.

      “I guess you’ve suffered enough.”  I let out a gasp and took every inch of him inside me until he was throbbing against my g-spot.

      “We both have…”  His hands locked on my ass and he started to thrust up into my pussy as I descended on his shaft.

      Walker let me ride his cock for a few more minutes, then he flipped me over on the couch and sank between my thighs.  I didn’t want to torment him any longer and the time for teasing had definitely passed.  He started to slam his cock into my pussy and the pressure inside me grew.  The connection that formed between us the first time we were together was back.  I dug my nails into his shoulders and my back arched as the pressure got tighter.  I could feel Walker starting to pulsate against my g-spot with more intensity.  My muscles began to seize up and my head spun as the pleasure rushed through my veins.

      “Make me come, Daddy!”  I moaned and felt my mouth open wide.

      “I’m going to make you come so fucking hard.”  Walker pressed his lips to my ear and growled.  “Every single night for the rest of your life.”

      “Yes!”  I nodded quickly and the pressure started to release.

      I felt my pussy start to spasm on his length.  He drove his cock into me as the orgasm started.  I could tell he was close as well.  He gave me a few quick thrusts, and then a loud growl signaled the beginning of his release.  Cum surged through his shaft and filled my pussy.  My body squirmed underneath him as the orgasm peaked and my spasms drained every drop from his balls.  His lips found my neck and my ear, but he didn’t stop thrusting his cock into me.  The orgasm subsided, but he was still engorged, and the desire was still raging in his eyes.  He was far from done, and my body craved more.  The thrusts slowed down while we caught our breath and then they began to pick up speed.  The pressure built inside me again—with even more intensity than it had the first time.

      “You feel so good.”  I exhaled sharply into his ear.  “How many times are you going to make me come tonight?”

      “As many times as you want—and then as many time as I want.”  His lips moved against my neck.  “You’re mine.  I claimed you once and I was foolish enough to let you get away—this time it’s forever.”

      “Forever is a very long time…”  I rolled my head back and moaned.

      “Not long enough.”  His hands moved to my wrists and he held them as he continued to thrust.

      Our passion burned through the entire night.  We chased it several times on the couch before I was so weary that I couldn’t move.  Walker carried me up the stairs and put me in bed, where I thought we were finally going to sleep—until I felt his lips on my body again.  I was going to regret it when morning came and I had to drag myself to my first class, but I craved him too bad to close my eyes.  There was something different in his touch—a difference in the way he said my name—we were no longer falling in love—we were already there.  The time apart had showed us both what truly mattered, and we were never going to lose sight of that again.

      I belong in his arms—and he belongs in mine.
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      Two months later

      “Welcome home, Lauren!”  My mother pulled me into a tight embrace as soon as I stepped through the door.  “I’ve missed you so much!”

      “Thank you.  I’ve really missed you too!”  I hugged her and thought she was going to squeeze the life out of me before she finally let go.

      “Where is this mystery man you’ve been dating?”  She looked over my shoulder.  “I thought he was coming home with you—I prepared the guest room and everything.”

      “He’s bringing our bags up.”  I stepped back and nodded.  “There’s—something I need to tell you before I introduce him…”

      “Oh?”  She tilted her head slightly.  “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, everything is fine, but…”  My words trailed off for a minute.

      “Holy shit.”  My mother practically flung me to the side.  “Lauren, look!  It’s Jamison Thorn!  Like—for real!”

      “Mom…”  I caught myself before I stumbled.  “His name is Walker Delaney.”

      “What?”  My mom looked at me in confusion and then her eyes got wide when Walker stepped into our apartment.

      “It’s very nice to meet you.”  He extended his hand.

      “Uh—um…”  She stared at his hand, turned her head back towards me, and then her brain finally processed what was happening.  “You’re dating Jamison Thorn?  Oh my god!”

      I thought it would be awkward to introduce them, especially since he was closer to her age than mine, but that wasn’t the case.  She didn’t shake his hand—she hugged him.  In fact, I thought I was going to have to pry her hands off of him before she finally let go.  She demanded to know how we met, how long we had been dating—something I had been very hesitant to reveal over the phone.  She finally got her composure and stopped calling him Jamison Thorn after about an hour of gushing like a fangirl.  He held my hand while we sat on the couch and talked with her.  She still made him sleep in the guest room, but the meeting went so well that neither of us minded that.
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        * * *

      

      Six months later

      “I’m so sorry that I’m late.”  Walker opened the front door of his house and looked at his watch.  “We can still make our dinner reservation.”

      “It’s okay.”  I walked up and took his hand.  “I know you’re busy—it’s okay if you just want to relax.  We can order in.”

      “Are you sure?”  He sighed.  “I swore that I wasn’t going to let the job interfere with our relationship and here I am—late coming home for the third time this week.”

      “You called.  You sent me a dozen text messages.”  I squeezed his hand.  “Your job isn’t interfering in our relationship.  It’s a part of it.”

      “I love you so much.”  He pulled me into a hug.  “I think I could use a quiet night at home.”

      “I love you too.”  I leaned against his shoulder.  “I haven’t been sitting around all day waiting on you—I have stuff going on too.”

      “I know.”  He nodded and sighed.  “Did you talk to your boss about Saturday?  Are we going to be able to go away for the weekend?”

      “He said I could have the weekend off—as long as I’m available by phone.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “I swear I’m going to be running that damn place in a year if he doesn’t figure out what he’s doing.”

      I took a chance and applied for the job that Madeleine found—and landed it before my interview was over.  It was originally supposed to be a job where I just wrote press releases for a new sports agency, but it quickly turned into more than that.  My new boss was great with people and was driven to get his agency off the ground, but his organizational skills were definitely lacking.  I usually stopped by every morning before class, got things sorted for the day, and prayed he would make it until I was done with school.  He was already asking what it would take for me to just take classes at night so that he could have me there full-time, and the salary was tempting.  It kept me busy enough not to notice that Walker was putting in late hours himself because I knew he’d always come home to me when the day was over.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later

      “So, where are we going for the weekend?”  I looked over at Walker.  “You can’t keep me in suspense forever.”

      “You’ll probably have a good guess in a few minutes.”  He gave me a quick wink and chuckled under his breath.

      “Wait, this is the way to the airstrip.  Are we flying somewhere?”  I raised my eyebrows inquisitively.

      “You could say that.”  He nodded.  “A slow flight…”

      “The hot air balloon.”  I moved closer to him and grinned.  “Are you taking me to the vineyard again?”

      “It’s one of our stops.”  He squeezed my hand.  “Not the only one though.”

      The first trip to the vineyard was one of our most cherished memories.  That was the night lust and desire turned into passion and romance.  Our second trip proved to be more special than the first—because Walker proposed to me in the spot where we had our picnic.  Somewhere between the tears of happiness and words clogged in my throat, I managed to accept his proposal and put on the ring.  We spent the night there underneath the stars, tangled up in an embrace that allowed me to keep sneaking glances at my engagement ring before I finally drifted off to sleep.  The next day, we went further north, and he landed the balloon at another airstrip.  We had to hike from there—to a cabin that was about two miles away.  It was quiet and secluded—so much so that our cell phones didn’t even work.

      “My boss is going to be so pissed if he tries to call.”  I held up my phone and stared at the screen.

      “Mine too.”  He took the phone from my hand and put it on the counter.  “But we might as well enjoy it while we can.”

      While it was a simple cabin in that it didn’t have much, but that didn’t matter.  What mattered was that Walker was willing to turn off the rest of the world so we could be alone.  That meant more to me than the engagement ring on my finger.  We were going to need nights like that if our relationship—and eventually our marriage—was going to work.  Walker was committed to it.  He amazed me every single day.  The time we spent apart was painful, but it was necessary for the two of us to understand how much we needed each other.  It didn’t have to be absolutely perfect—I just needed a man that was willing to fight for our relationship—and I finally had him.

      “So, now that I’m going to be your wife, I get to tease you anytime that I want.”  I reached down and rubbed Walker’s cock through his pants.

      “You better be careful.”  He put his hand on my wrist and growled.  “There’s nobody to hear you scream out here.”

      “Are you threatening to spank me or just make me come?”  I tilted my head and grinned.

      “Maybe a little bit of both…”  He let go of my wrist and squeezed my ass.

      “One usually leads to the other regardless…”  I exhaled sharply and leaned against him.

      Not that I ever have any complaints about it…
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        * * *

      

      Six months later

      Walker was able to convince Manuel Rosario to let us get married in his vineyard.  It was the perfect spot—and there was plenty of wine on hand for the guests at the reception.  My mother got to meet the entire cast of Dangerous Thorns, and she was pretty sure that someone was going to ruin our wedding with a surprise confession or shocking revelation with all of those soap opera stars in attendance—especially when she realized that Walker had a twin brother.  Thankfully, it was a beautiful uninterrupted ceremony with no unexpected surprises.  We said our vows, exchanged a kiss, and then we were able to spend the rest of the day and most of the evening surrounded by the people that meant the most to us.  There was one guest in attendance that didn’t get to sign the registry—but anyone who knew to look for it could have probably seen the baby bump that was just starting to show.
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      “Where is my other shoe?  Oh my god, where is my other shoe?”  I ran to the door of my bedroom, looked around in a panic, and then made a dash for the living room.

      “Faith, calm down.  It probably got kicked into the abyss under your bed.”  My roommate, Jennifer, tried to be the voice of reason in the middle of my hurricane.

      “You’re right!  I got up last night to get a glass of water!”  I ran back towards the bedroom and hit my knees so hard I winced.  “Yes!  Here it is!”

      “The interview is tomorrow.  You don’t have to run around the apartment like a chicken with your head cut off.”  Jennifer met me at my bedroom door.  “Seriously, you’re getting all worked up for nothing right now.”

      “I know.”  I sighed.  “I just want to make sure everything is perfect before I go to bed tonight.  I don’t want to freak out tomorrow.  I’m going to be nervous enough without missing shoes and stains on my skirt—oh my god, I forgot to check on my skirt!”

      “I already took care of it.”  She put her hand on my shoulder.  “Go sit down.  I’m going to pick up a bottle of wine from the store on the corner.  I think you need to have a drink tonight.”

      “Okay.”  I exhaled sharply and walked to the couch so that I could sit down.  “I’ll try to settle down some before you get back.”

      My panic-induced dash around the apartment was brought on by an email from Hawkins Capital, the firm that I applied to right after college—for a job that I didn’t expect to even get an interview for.  To make matters worse, the interview wasn’t just with some random hiring manager at the company like the jobs I applied for.  My interview was with Alexio Hawkins—the owner and CEO of the billion dollar company.

      If he was taking time out of his obviously busy schedule to interview me personally, then everything had to be perfect.  It was the chance of a lifetime—an interview that could very well determine my entire future.  That was worth a panic-induced dash—that was worth the knot in my stomach—that was worth everything.

      “I’ll be right back.”  Jennifer walked into the living room with flip-flops on her feet and a purse hanging from her shoulder.

      “Thank you for being the calm in my hurricane.”  I looked up at her and smiled.

      “Always.”  She chuckled under her breath and headed for the door.

      Jennifer was my college roommate, and after graduation, we decided to renew the lease on the apartment we shared for another year so we could save on expenses while we tried to find careers that matched the degrees we got from the University of Southern California.  Jennifer’s mother was a real estate developer in San Diego and convinced one of her clients that owned property all over the state of California to lease us an apartment for a quarter of what we would have normally paid for one that close to the heart of Los Angeles.  Jennifer didn’t really need a roommate anymore.  She had a job waiting on her before she walked across the stage to shake the Dean’s hand—another favor that her mother was able to arrange with one phone call.

      I wasn’t that lucky.  I came from a good family, but there were no silver spoons in my house—nor did we know anyone that would pass out favors like candy.  I worked my tail off in high school to get good grades while holding down a part-time job.  I wasn’t the top of my class, despite putting in more work than the kids who seemed to be able to ace a test without opening a textbook.  The work paid off—somewhat.  I was able to get a partial scholarship to USC, and my parents helped with my tuition.  I actually considered living in my car to save money before I met Jennifer at orientation, and she told me that she was looking for a roommate.

      Then she became the eye of the storm that seemed to follow me everywhere.

      Jennifer always knew how to calm me down, and she was the voice of reason when my crazy train went off the rails.  Maybe it was just easy to be calm when your future didn’t rest on one interview.  I needed that job, even if it was just an entry-level position.  The lease was going to run out eventually, and if I didn’t land a decent job, I wouldn’t be able to afford a place to live that was close enough to commute to the city.  I had concerns that were bigger than my own future—my parents had been struggling financially for years.  I wanted to be able to help them, but I hadn’t been able to do that while I was in school.

      “I’m back!”  Jennifer interrupted my thoughts and waved a bottle of wine as soon as she walked through the door.  “I got the good stuff!”

      “I hope you didn’t spend too much money on that.”  I raised an eyebrow.  “I would have been fine with something that came in a box.”

      “That’s nonsense.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “You should never cheat yourself when you’re picking out a bottle of wine.”

      Easy for you to say…

      Jennifer popped the cork on the bottle of wine and poured two glasses.  Wine was a luxury that I couldn’t afford, so I usually only got to drink it when Jennifer brought a bottle home.  She preferred a good red, and I was rarely disappointed with anything she offered me.  I knew what she spent a lot when I saw the label—it was one of Manuel Rosario’s brands.  He was a movie star that owned a vineyard north of Los Angeles.  Jennifer took me there once for a wine tasting, and my jaw fell open when I saw how much it would cost to take a bottle home.  There was no reason to waste the wine in my glass though, and I knew it would help to curb some of the anxiety that had turned my stomach into a tight knot, so I took a sip.

      “Do you feel better now?”  Jennifer tilted her head slightly.

      “Everything is ready.  I’ll go over my notes before bed and get up early so I can review them again tomorrow.”  I nodded.  “Who knows what Alexio Hawkins will ask me…”

      “You just need to be yourself.”  She lifted the wine glass to her lips and took a sip.  “If you show him how awesome you are, you’ll have the job before he even finishes his list of questions.”

      “I wish it was that simple.”  I sighed and took another sip of my wine.

      Jennifer often seemed oblivious to her good fortune.  She had a happy-go-lucky attitude and a natural inclination to believe everything was going to work out for the best.  I was jealous of that sometimes because I stressed myself out every opportunity that I got.  It felt like I lived with a permanent weight on my shoulders that threatened to crush me if I gave it a chance.  A job at Hawkins Capital would take some of the pressure off.  It wouldn’t fix everything overnight, but it would be a damn good start.

      “Bottoms up.”  Jennifer grinned.  “We need to put a dent in this bottle tonight.”

      “I should probably just stop with one glass.”  I stared at the red wine and swirled it.  “I don’t want to wake up with a headache tomorrow.”

      “You’ll be fine.”  She picked up the bottle and topped me off.  “You’re going to lay in bed all night stressing about the interview if you don’t have something to help you sleep.”

      “I guess that’s true…”  I sighed and nodded.

      I drank enough to get a good buzz going, and then I retired to my room so that I could review my notes about Hawkins Capital.  I already knew a lot about the company.  I did a case study on one of their biggest clients for one of my classes.  Alexio Hawkins was a legend in the investment industry.  When he was ready to add a company to his portfolio, he conquered them like some kind of modern day business warlord.  He invested enough money to get a majority share and then put his guys in charge.  Some people called him a tyrant, but their complaints were silenced once the companies he invested in started turning a profit.

      Hopefully, he’s a fan of flattery because I’ve admired his investment strategy from afar since I wrote that paper.

      The wine made me sleepy once the buzz wore off, so I only got to review my notes a couple of times before the bed started calling my name.  The stress was a lot milder than it had been earlier in the day, so the wine did its job.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to completely erase all of the thoughts tumbling around in my head.  Despite being tired and in desperate need of sleep, I stared at the ceiling with my eyes wide open for nearly an hour once I crawled into bed.  I checked my alarm three times—once to make sure it was actually set—once to make sure that I selected AM instead of PM—and one final time to make sure it had batteries in case the power went out.  I decided to set a second alarm on my cell phone, just in case buzzing from my clock didn’t wake me up.

      Okay—time to get some sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning

      I woke up in a panic when my alarm went off.  I shut it off and immediately climbed out of bed.  My interview was at ten, and I allowed myself to sleep until seven.  Jennifer had already left for work, so I walked to the bathroom as soon as I came to my senses.  I had to run back to my bedroom before I finished brushing my teeth because the alarm on my cell phone went off. Once I was finished with my shower, I went back to my bedroom and got dressed.  After that, it was time for coffee—lots and lots of coffee.  I didn’t really need it because I was already wide awake, but I wanted to be as alert as possible.  I looked at the clock after I finished my second cup and realized that I still had two hours before I had to be at Hawkins Capital.

      I’ll go over my notes—that’ll keep my mind occupied until it’s time to leave.

      I had a third cup of coffee while I reviewed my notes, and then I freshened up my lipstick before I made a dash for the door.  I was making good time, and I would make it to Hawkins Capital with time to spare, even if the traffic in Los Angeles was worse than usual.  The worst case scenarios danced in my head as I drove across town, but I made it to Hawkins Capital without having an accident or getting stuck in traffic behind one.  In fact, I made it in record time.  I gathered my things and took a deep breath before I stepped out of my car.  My thoughts shifted from worst case scenarios about the drive to worse case scenarios about the interview, but I did my best to keep my composure as I walked into the building.

      “Hi!  I’m here for an interview!”  I put as much cheer in my voice as possible when I walked up to the receptionist in the lobby.

      “Over there.”  She pointed to a row of seats.  “We’ll call you when it’s time.”

      “Do you—need my name?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “No, we have it.”  She looked at me like I was an idiot.

      Right—I’m scheduled for an interview today.  She obviously has my name.

      My stomach twisted into an even tighter knot as I sat in the lobby.  I did my best to keep myself occupied by reviewing my notes, playing on my cell phone, and flipping through the magazines that were laying on the table.  After sitting there for nearly an hour, the receptionist called my name, and I gathered my fleeting sanity so that I could bring what was left of it with me.  She took me to an elevator, and once we were inside, she punched in a series of numbers that allowed her to access the button for the top floor of Hawkins Capital.  The elevator didn’t ascend—it zoomed.  I had to grab the railing because I wasn’t expecting it to move that fast.  The receptionist smirked and laughed under her breath.  The elevator doors opened once we got to the top floor, and my eyes nearly bulged out of my head.

      The top floor was—a brilliant display of luxury and wealth.  There was a Rembrandt on the wall by the elevators, a Van Gogh casually hanging in the conference room near the row of offices, and an enormous Picasso in front of the chair she told me to sit in until Alexio Hawkins was ready to interview me.  The scenery was enough to briefly distract me from my nervousness, but it quickly returned after I had been sitting there for a few minutes.  Everyone seemed to be very busy.  A couple of people glanced in my direction when they power-walked past me, but none of them said anything.  I started to feel like a bump on a log before one of the secretaries finally walked over to where I was sitting.

      “You’re here for the interview with Mr. Hawkins?”  She tilted her head slightly.

      “Yes ma’am.”  I looked up at her and nodded.

      “Okay, he has a meeting that came together at the last minute, but if you don’t mind waiting; he should be able to interview you as soon as he’s done.”  She had a warm smile and seemed to be a lot nicer than the receptionist downstairs.

      “I don’t mind waiting.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’m sure Mr. Hawkins is very busy, so I totally understand.”

      The secretary returned to her desk, and I noticed that several people were beginning to congregate in the conference room.  I assumed that was where the meeting was going to take place.  The door to one of the corner offices opened, and it seemed like everyone just froze in place.  The secretaries stopped typing, the people in the conference room quit talking mid-conversation, and even the printer across from me went silent—I was sure that was just a coincidence, but it still seemed kind of eerie.  The only thing I could hear was my own heartbeat for a moment, and then Alexio Hawkins walked out of his office.

      I knew Alexio Hawkins was attractive.  I had seen his picture on the company website when I did my case study on Hawkins Capital.  That photograph might have captured his image, but it was a pale comparison to the real thing.  Seeing him in real life actually took my breath away—I didn’t even remember how to breathe.  He was tall, tanned, and so hot that he might as well have been smoldering underneath his Giorgio Armani suit.  He had dark brown hair, a neatly trimmed beard that matched, and umber-colored eyes that looked almost piercing.  He scanned the room for a moment, and then his eyes locked on me.  I shifted nervously in my chair as I got trapped in his stare, but then he turned and walked into the conference room.

      Interviewing with him is going to be a lot more intimidating than I realized.

      Alexio Hawkins had a commanding presence.  When he walked into the conference room, everyone sat down and immediately turned their attention to him.  I watched through the glass wall, and while I couldn’t hear what he was saying, I could tell that it wasn’t pleasant based on the body language of the people in the room.  The meeting lasted nearly twenty minutes, and I just—sat there.  All of the important people appeared to be in the conference room.  The secretaries weren’t invited, but they furiously worked at their desks the entire time.  The one that previously spoke to me would occasionally look towards the conference room and give me a glance, but she never said anything.

      It looks like they are finishing up—time for me to prove that I deserve to work here.

      The conference room door opened, and everyone started filing out.  They looked like they had just been scolded.  The only person that didn’t look like they had just been taken to the woodshed was Alexio Hawkins.  He was the last one out of the room, and he had an intense glare etched on his face.  He walked over to the woman that appeared to be his secretary—the one who had spoken to me—and leaned over to whisper something into her ear.  She nodded, and he walked towards his office.  He slammed his office door, and she stood up—then she started walking towards me.

      I can do this.  It’s just an interview—the most important interview of my life.

      “It was Faith, right?”  She tilted her head as she approached.

      “Yes ma’am.”  I looked up at her and nodded.

      “I apologize, but something has come up.  Mr. Hawkins will not be able to interview you today.”  A sad expression settled on her face.  “We’re going to have to reschedule.”

      “Oh…”  I blinked in surprise.  “Okay, I understand.”

      I got up from the chair and tried to hide the disappointment on my face as I walked back towards the elevators.  I wasn’t sure what happened, but I assumed that the meeting had something to do with it.  My heart sank into my stomach when I got to the bottom floor of the office building and made my way to the exit.  There was still hope—but that didn’t make me feel any better.  A man like Alexio Hawkins didn’t have a lot of time on his schedule, and every minute was precious.

      I had no idea how long it would be before I got the call again.  It had been months since I applied to Hawkins Capital—and I didn’t hear from anyone at the company until they called to set up my interview.  I drove home with my stomach twisted into what felt like a permanent knot.  I really did feel like my opportunity had passed me by—all because an emergency stole the precious minutes I had to sit down across from Alexio Hawkins and convince him that I deserved an opportunity.

      “Okay, are we opening this bottle of wine to celebrate?”  Jennifer hopped up from the couch as soon as I walked into our apartment.

      “What are you doing home?  I thought you were working today?”  I looked at her in confusion.

      “I left early.  I wanted to be here when you got back.  So—how did it go?”  She held up the bottle of wine and grinned.

      “It—didn’t go at all…”  I sighed and looked down at the floor.

      It looks like I’ll be drowning my sorrows instead of celebrating…
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      “Deana, get your ass in here.”  I opened my door and motioned to my secretary.

      “Yes sir, Mr. Hawkins.”  She hopped up from her desk and walked towards my office.  “What can I help you with?”

      “I asked for a report from everyone in the meeting before three o’clock.  It’s—ten minutes past three.  Where the fuck are my reports?”  I walked over to my desk and took a seat.

      “I don’t know, Mr. Hawkins.  I’ll round them up immediately.”  She trembled as she spoke and then made a dash for the door.

      Yeah, you do that.

      I was on edge, and I had good reason to be.  I wasn’t supposed to be sitting in my fucking office.  I was supposed to be across town at Stone Properties—signing a contract to add the company to my portfolio.  Something went wrong, and I had no idea what happened.  I made arrangements to buy enough shares of the company to be the majority owner, but someone had blocked the sale.  I wasn’t sure if the SEC was up my ass again or if someone had made a play against me—either way, a head was going to roll once I found out who had the balls to fuck with my deal.  It had been a long time since someone tried shit like that—and I needed to make an example of them.  It was a cutthroat business, and mercy was a weakness.

      “Okay, Mr. Hawkins.”  Deana opened the door to my office.  “I have all of your reports.  There was an issue with the email server that delayed them.”

      “I don’t have time for that.”  I glared at her and snatched the reports out of her hand when she approached.

      “I’ll get in touch with the IT department and figure out what happened.”  She nodded quickly.

      “Don’t figure out what happened—fire someone,”  I growled under my breath.

      “Yes sir, of course.”  She nodded again.

      “Get rid of that ginger-haired fucker that always acts smug when he has to come up here to investigate a problem.”  I glared at her.  “I hate that guy.”

      “He is a bit of an asshole, isn’t he?”  She tilted her head slightly.  “I’m sure that will get the point across, regardless of who is actually responsible.”

      “I think I’m rubbing off on you, Deana.”  I tossed the reports on my desk and chuckled under my breath.

      “Maybe.”  She shrugged.  “If you have a minute, we need to talk about the interview that I had to cancel.”

      “She was the top candidate, right?”  I looked at the reports for a moment and then lifted my head.

      “Yes, but that’s not what I meant…”  Her words trailed off for a minute.  “I can reschedule her the next time you have an opening in your schedule—I’m talking about the other interview.”

      “Right…”  I sighed.  “See if you can set something up for Saturday.  Just have Ms. Reynolds send the girl to my house.  That’ll be easier for me.”

      “Yes sir.”  She nodded.  “I’ll take care of it.”

      I needed to get the other interview over with as soon as possible.  My schedule was so busy that I didn’t have time for a relationship, but I had needs.  It had been so long since I had a woman in my bed who could satisfy those needs that it was starting to fuck with me worse than the blown business deal.  Ms. Reynolds was a madam who knew exactly what I liked—and I paid well to make sure that she kept my bed warm.  I had very specific tastes, and while I trusted her, I still liked to sit down with the women she picked out before I agreed to share my bedroom with them.  Plus, there were contracts to sign and a non-disclosure agreement that was required to make sure there were no loose lips once the arrangement was over.

      I could use a pair of lips right now—but I just don’t have time to interview anyone until I figure out what the fuck happened with the Stone Properties deal.

      I spent the rest of the day going over the reports that my team prepared, and I was still combing through them with a fine-tooth comb when everyone else left the office for the day.  There was no smoking gun, but I hoped that there would be a clue—somewhere.  My clients expected Hawkins Capital to turn a profit for their investments, and I couldn’t do that if I was blowing business deals.  All of the money I invested in Stone Properties was wasted if I wasn’t the majority shareholder.  From what I could tell, it looked like a small group of anonymous buyers pulled out at the last minute—conveniently, it was just enough shares for me to own forty-nine percent instead of fifty-one.  It was a bold move.  My lawyers would rip them apart once I found out who had the balls to violate the agreement that we signed—if I didn’t rip them apart with my bare hands first.

      I should catch up on the rest of my work before I go home for the evening.

      I tossed the reports to the side and nudged my mouse so that my computer would wake up.  I never imagined being the kind of man that lived and breathed by a calendar of events which determined how I spent my time every day.  I certainly didn’t imagine being the CEO of a Fortune 500 company before I turned thirty.  Hawkins Capital was originally just a dummy corporation that I set up in college.  One of my friends asked me to invest money in an app that he was developing and thought that having a corporation listed as the biggest backer would help him secure additional funding.  It worked—and so did the app.  The investment made me a millionaire before my junior year—not bad for a kid that only got an opportunity to go to college in the first place because I could throw a football.

      Okay, if I read another email, I think my eyes are going to start bleeding.  I need to unwind and get some rest, or I’m going to be worthless tomorrow.
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      The next day

      “What the fuck is going on?”  I looked around the top floor of Hawkins Capital—it appeared that I had just walked into mass chaos.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Hawkins.  I was going to call, but I knew you would be here soon.”  Deana ran up to me in a panic—but at least she remembered my coffee, even in the midst of chaos.  “The computer issues we were having yesterday are back—and they’re much worse.  The email server is down, the company calendar appears to have been wiped out, and our servers are lagging so bad that we can’t even get our trades to go through.”

      “I’m going down to IT,”  I growled under my breath and walked back to the elevators.

      It was the worst time of the day for us to be having any kind of problem with our network.  My team of Investment Managers had to be lightning quick when they were making trades—a delay could cost us millions.  I wasn’t in the mood to lose money after everything went sideways with the Stone Properties deal.  I was already going to have to answer for that the next time I had one of my investment strategy calls.  I needed answers before I had to get on the phone with the people that trusted me to make good decisions with their money—but first I needed to find out why we were having so many fucking problems with our computer systems.  I was ready to blow a gasket when I got to IT, but I tried to get my composure so that I could ask a few questions before I totally lost it.

      “What’s going on, guys?”  I bit my tongue instead of unleashing a torrent of profanity mixed with threats—they already knew we fired the ginger-haired fucker.

      “Mr. Hawkins, we’re about to get the network back online, I promise!”  Jake, the guy who was in charge of IT, met me at the door.

      “Good, tell me what happened.”  I kept my voice calm, which wasn’t easy for me—I preferred a less subtle approach.

      “It’s a cyber-attack.”  Jake pointed at one of the computer screens.  “We thought it was just some kids screwing around yesterday—that’s usually the worst thing we deal with.”

      “So what is it?  We’re a big company, so I’m sure that makes us a target.”  I looked at the screen and saw that our security software was lit up like a Christmas tree with multiple attacks hitting at once.

      “Yeah, and we normally handle them without any issues, but this is a lot more concentrated—it’s a well-organized attack.  Usually the attacks are just trying to access our system—steal customer data—the normal stuff you would expect.  This is a denial of service attack—DDOS is what they call it in my line of work.”  He exhaled sharply.

      “I know what a fucking DDOS attack is.”  I glared at him.  “Just fucking fix it.  That’s what I pay you for.  If this network isn’t online in the next hour, I’m going to start firing people—staring with you.”

      I made eye contact with every member of the IT team to make sure that the message was well received before I walked back to the elevator.  I didn’t like ruling with an iron fist dipped in fear and dripping with the blood of their fallen comrades, but it was necessary.  I tried the nice-guy approach the first year that I ran Hawkins Capital, and we nearly went bankrupt.  The employees took advantage of me, and our competitors thought the company was a joke.  It was a ruthless business, and the weak got trampled under the feet of the ones who were strong enough to survive.  The people who were investing millions of dollars in the fund that we ran wanted sharks—not minnows.  Once I realized that I became the apex predator—I stopped being nice, and I started acting like a conqueror.

      “They’ll have everything fixed in an hour.”  I motioned to Hannah as soon as I got back to the top floor.  “Gather everyone in the conference room.  We need to have a meeting.”

      “Yes sir, Mr. Hawkins.”  She nodded.  “Right away.”

      I wasn’t a fan of useless meetings, but it was better to get everyone in one place and try to restore a little bit of order.  Thankfully, we got the word that the network was operational in half the time that I gave the IT team.  The delay was going to cost us some money, but the day wasn’t a complete loss.  I instructed Deana to get a full report from the IT team before the end of the day and to make sure the authorities were notified about the cyber-attack so that a full investigation could be launched.  I didn’t care if it was an individual or a group that was trying to fuck with Hawkins Capital—I wanted someone in handcuffs so that anyone else playing hacker on the Internet would know that we would take action if they tried anything.
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      Later that day

      “Here’s the report from the IT department.”  Deana walked into my office and put the report down on my desk.

      “Thank you.”  I sighed and reached for it.  “Can you set up a meeting with the CEO of Stone Properties tomorrow?  I wanted to sit down with him today—but then all this other bullshit got in the way.”

      “Yes sir.”  She nodded quickly.  “Everything seems to be fine now, but it will take me a couple of days to get your calendar fixed.  We had meetings scheduled—for months.”

      “Yeah.”  I exhaled sharply.  “It’s okay.  Just make sure we don’t miss anything important.”

      “We won’t.”  She pointed towards my computer.  “By the way, I set up the meeting for Saturday.  I made sure to take care of that as soon as everything was back online.”

      “Perfect.”  I flipped through a couple of pages in the report from the IT department.

      Deana had been my secretary since I started Hawkins Capital.  She was one of the few people I trusted with the details of my life outside the company.  I was never going to be the kind of man that met someone, dated them, and eventually fell in love—I sure as fuck wasn’t going to get married.  I didn’t have time for a wife or a family.  I believed in satisfying my needs with a temporary arrangement instead of a permanent one.  I never let a woman spend more than thirty days in my bed.  That was my rule, and it allowed physical pleasure to exist in a fragment of time that ensured there was no heartbreak when the arrangement was over.  The fact that I was paying them for their time did the rest—I would never fall for a woman that was getting paid to spread her legs.  Those women didn’t have expectations outside of the price we agreed on—and that was exactly what I needed when I could pull myself away from the office long enough to chase my carnal desires.

      It’s not like a woman would ever fall in love with me anyway—I’m too complicated and broken to give them what they really want.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later

      The weekend was supposed to be my moment of zen after a week of giving every bit of myself to Hawkins Capital.  When Saturday rolled around, I wasn’t feeling very relaxed.  My meeting at Stone Properties wasn’t very successful.  The CEO was running a fucking zoo and had no control of his company.  He was able to figure out which shareholders pulled out of the deal at the last minute, and they were nothing more than opportunist little fucks.

      I kind of hoped it was an actual competitor—someone with the balls to make a play against me—someone I could castrate in a public demonstration of dominance.  Instead, it was just a few greedy assholes that wanted to get a bigger cut of the pie because they realized they had a chance to make a few extra bucks once I was heavily invested with no choice but to pay their price.  That was boring, but they got what they wanted.  They could shove their blood money up their asses for all that I cared—they would never get an opportunity to make that kind of play again.  Every company they involved themselves in it would be blacklisted from my fund, and if I blacklisted a company, the rest of the industry followed my lead.

      Tyranny at its finest.

      Unfortunately, the other issue I was dealing with wasn’t resolved.  The hackers that hit Hawkins Capital with a denial of service attack were still trying shit.  The team was doing a good job of keeping control of the network, but it was a daily struggle.  The authorities said the team was based out of Singapore, which meant they were virtually untouchable unless I took a trip there and tracked them down myself.  That was tempting, but it was easier to just pay for a few upgrades to make it more difficult for them to hurt the company.

      “Mr. Hawkins.”  My maid, Olivia, interrupted my tumultuous thoughts by opening the door of my study.

      “Yes?  What is it?”  I looked up from my desk.

      “It’s two-clock.”  She raised her eyebrows as if I was supposed to know what that meant.  “You have an interview.”

      “Oh, right.”  I nodded.  “Yeah, send her in.”

      I leaned my head against the back of my chair and closed my eyes.  I really did want to meet the girl that Ms. Reynolds had found for me, but my head wasn’t in it.  I certainly needed to get my rocks off—that would help ease some of the stress that had turned into a tight ball in my chest.  The door of my study opened again, and I leaned forward as I opened my eyes.  For a moment, I was—kind of stunned.  The girls that Ms. Reynolds sent were usually beautiful, but they were nothing special.  The woman that walked into my study was downright gorgeous—she had dusty-brown hair, an olive complexion, curves that made me blink a couple of times to make sure I wasn’t seeing things, and her pale-blue eyes were almost haunting.

      “Please—have a seat.”  I motioned to the chair in front of my desk.

      Why does she look familiar?  I swear I’ve seen her somewhere before…
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      I was a little shocked when I got the call from Alexio Hawkins’ secretary, Deana, to reschedule my interview.  I thought it would be ages before I got another chance to interview for a job at Hawkins Capital, and I had already lined up a few interviews with other companies.  Hawkins Capital was my dream job, but I couldn’t wait around for them forever.  I didn’t hear from anyone at the company for months after I turned in my resume—I had actually written them off completely before I got the initial call.  The call to reschedule my interview was strange, to say the least.  Deana wanted me to meet with Mr. Hawkins on a Saturday, and the interview was going to take place at his house instead of the office.  The opportunity was too good to turn down, so I agreed, but I thought it was a little bizarre.

      I arrived at Mr. Hawkins’ house ten minutes before my interview was scheduled.  I would have shown up a lot earlier if it was at Hawkins Capital, but I wasn’t sure what the protocol was for an interview at someone’s house.  Jennifer thought it was odd as well, but she agreed that the opportunity to was too important to question the location.  I was greeted at the door by a maid named Olivia, who took me to a small foyer where I sat and reviewed my notes until it was time to meet with Mr. Hawkins.  The location made the anxiety and nervousness I had about the interview even worse.  I couldn’t even focus on the notes I brought with me, and I struggled to remember stuff that I had rehearsed a thousand times in my head.

      The office was a brilliant display of wealth, but Mr. Hawkins’ house was even more impressive.  Calling it a house was probably an insult—it was a mansion in Beverly Hills that cost more than I would ever make in my lifetime.  A job at Hawkins Capital would give me an opportunity to achieve my dreams, but it wouldn’t make me a billionaire like the CEO and owner.  He was a millionaire before he graduated from college while I struggled to make ends meet.  If I could turn that tide, help my parents as they got older, and support myself in the process, I would consider it an overwhelming success.  I hoped I could convince Mr. Hawkins that I deserved the opportunity to do it at his company.

      “It’s time.”  Olivia walked into the foyer.  “Follow me.”

      I took a deep breath and steadied my nerves as I walked behind Olivia.  The moment had finally arrived.  She led me to what appeared to be a study, and I saw Alexio Hawkins sitting behind his desk—seemingly lost in thought.  He was just as attractive as I remembered—so hot that I felt like I needed a glass of ice water just to be in the same room as him.  He asked me to take a seat, and there was something about him that just compelled me to obey.  I didn’t even realize that he hadn’t offered to shake my hand until I was seated, and his intense gaze focused on me.  I wanted to maintain eye contact—that was important for an interview—but it wasn’t easy.  It looked like he was trying to read me—as if he could learn more from staring into my eyes than asking a single question.  Thankfully, he finally broke the intense gaze and leaned back in his chair.

      “Your name is Faith Matthews, correct?”  He tilted his head slightly and folded his hands into a pyramid.

      “Yes sir, that’s right.”  I nodded quickly.

      “Your choice of attire—is interesting.”  He narrowed his eyes.

      “Um…”  I looked down at my blouse and pencil skirt.  “I thought it was appropriate for an interview.”

      I literally picked this outfit out of a catalog with the hottest new trends for working women.

      “I suppose.”  He shrugged.  “Okay, tell me about yourself.”

      “I went to college at…”  I didn’t even get to finish my sentence before he snapped his hand forward and interrupted me.

      “No, start at the beginning.  Where did you grow up?  I want to know about you.”  His hands reformed the pyramid, and his stare intensified.

      “Well…”  I looked down for a moment.

      I didn’t really prepare to tell my life story, but I guess that’s what he wants to hear.

      “My time is precious.”  A light growl echoed in his throat.

      “Yes sir, I’m sorry.”  I nodded quickly.  “I grew up in Phoenix.  I’m an only child.  Dad worked in a factory most of my life and put in long hours—Mom worked off and on, but she didn’t have a career.  I was the first person in my family to go to college…”

      I really don’t know what he wants me to say.  Does he want me to tell him about elementary school?  Middle school?  I learned everything I know about investments in college…

      “Interesting.”  He narrowed his eyes at me.  “You’re not like most people who interview for this—arrangement.”

      Arrangement?  That’s an odd way to describe the opportunity of a lifetime.

      “I’m sure most people who interview with you have lots of experience.”  I exhaled sharply.  “I promise that what I lack in actual experience, I make up for in enthusiasm.  I’m eager for this opportunity, and I won’t disappoint you—I promise.”

      “Let’s talk a little more about your experience.”  He tilted his head slightly.  “You’re saying you have none—at all?’

      “No sir, not in this line of work.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I was really busy with school…”

      “You’re still in school?”  He tilted his head in the opposite direction—but it seemed like he was hanging on every word I said, so I hoped that was a good sign.

      “No sir—I just graduated from college.”  I felt a little confusion resonating inside me.

      That was on my resume.  Did he not even bother to read it?

      “So, you want to pay off your student loans?  Is that why you’re here?”  He narrowed his eyes.

      “Eventually.”  I nodded.  “I want to be able to help my parents out.  They’ve never had much, and they sacrificed so much to make sure I could go to school.”

      “That’s respectable.”  He seemed to be intrigued—or impressed—I wasn’t sure which one it was.  “This arrangement does pay well, but I’m a very demanding man.  I expect obedience—that isn’t optional.  Once you sign your name on this contract, you belong to me.”

      “That’s…”  I looked down for a moment as I tried to process what he said.

      I’ve heard Alexio Hawkins referred to as a conqueror—perhaps he has that same mentality with his employees as well.

      “Do I detect hesitation?”  He leaned forward.  “I thought you were enthusiastic about this arrangement.”

      “There’s no hesitation, no sir.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I’m enthusiastic; I promise.”

      Mr. Hawkins started adding more questions, and they came at me pretty fast—questions that I struggled to answer because some of them were pretty personal.  He wanted to know about family, friends, dreams, aspirations, and if any of those things would interfere once he hired me.  It didn’t sound like he wanted to just turn me into an employee—he wanted to own me.  I kept reminding myself that it was an incredible opportunity, and everyone who worked for Hawkins Capital had sat through the same kind of interview.

      Perhaps he was just testing my mettle—to see if he could get a rise out of me if he pushed past my comfort level.  I hoped that was all it was because I was starting to get rather uncomfortable.  I didn’t mind answering personal questions, but I didn’t think my life story was relevant to an entry level position at his company.  If he offered me the job, then I would be able to prove that I was worthy of the spot.  My past had nothing to do with that—I was focused on the future.

      “You’re absolutely sure this is how you want to spend the next thirty days of your life?”  Mr. Hawkins tapped his index fingers together without breaking the pyramid he formed with his hands.

      “Thirty days?”  I blinked in surprise.  “I didn’t realize this was temporary…”

      “Of course it’s temporary,”  he growled under his breath.  “That should have been explained...”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Hawkins.”  I felt a lump rising up in my throat.  “I need something that is a little more permanent.  Is there an option for that?”

      “No,” he growled a little louder.  “That’s not how I operate.”

      “Okay…”  I looked down and nodded.

      I guess Hawkins Capital will look really good on my resume—but maybe I can prove that I’m better than that before it’s over.

      “Is it acceptable?”  He narrowed his eyes at me.

      “Yes sir.”  I nodded.  “If that’s all you’re offering.”

      At least I sent my resume to some other companies.  Maybe one of them will offer me a permanent position if I don’t get one at Hawkins Capital.

      “Of course, if you’re really a virgin—I’ll pay a little more…”  He leaned back in his chair.

      “Sir?”  I blinked in surprise.

      Is that what they call college graduates with no experience at Hawkins Capital?  Why would he pay more for that?

      “I’m a fair man.”  He nodded.  “It’s a little different than what I’m used to, but if you want to make this deal, then so do I.”

      “I got the job?”  I felt my pulse speeding up.

      “Yes.”  He nodded.  “You’re gorgeous—I certainly wasn’t expecting that.  Staring at that beautiful body of yours will be a treat.”

      “Uh…”  A million alarm bells went off at the same time.  “That isn’t very professional—and it’s highly inappropriate.”

      I really need this job, even if it’s just for thirty days—but this is crossing the line into sexual harassment.

      “Inappropriate?  You’re going to be mine for the next thirty days.  I’ll call you gorgeous anytime that I want—and you’re going to call me Daddy.”  He narrowed his eyes.

      “Oh my god…”  My eyes opened wide—I was pretty sure they turned into saucers.  “Uh, Mr. Hawkins—I don’t think this is going to work out.  I should go.”

      “You’re going to walk away from two-hundred thousand dollars?”  He growled under his breath.  “That’s double what I normally pay—because you’re a virgin.”

      “Two—hundred thousand dollars?”  I tried to regain my composure quickly because the interview had gone so far off the rails that I was beyond uncomfortable.  “I think there may be some kind of misunderstanding here.  I wanted a job at Hawkins Capital, and it doesn’t sound like that’s what you’re offering me.”

      There’s no way he is offering me that kind of money to work at his company for thirty days…

      “Hawkins Capital?”  He raised an eyebrow.  “Oh fuck, are you—stay here; I need to make a phone call.”

      Mr. Hawkins didn’t give me a chance to respond.  He stood up from his desk, grabbed his cell phone, and stormed out of the room.  I tried to run through the entire interview in my head.  He wanted a thirty day—arrangement—that’s what he called it.  He was willing to pay extra because I was a virgin.  My stomach knotted up tighter than it had been when I was waiting for the interview.  He wasn’t interviewing me for a job—he was interviewing me for something else—something that I didn’t want any part of.  I didn’t wait for him to return.  I ran to the door, cracked it, and saw him at the end of the hallway—he was talking to someone on the phone, and it didn’t look like a pleasant conversation.

      I need to get out of here.  I don’t know what I walked into exactly, but it certainly isn’t an interview for any job that I want…

      The maid gave me a strange look when I darted past her and walked out the front door.  My legs were shaking, and my knees were wobbling.  Alexio Hawkins was the hottest man I had ever been in the same room with—and he called me gorgeous.  I would have probably melted into the floor if he said that to me and I wasn’t sitting across from him trying to secure the opportunity of a lifetime.  It was clear that what I was interviewing for wasn’t the job I applied for—and while two-hundred thousand dollars was a lot of money, he didn’t want me for the degree on my resume.

      I guess I can remove Hawkins Capital from the list of places I want to work.

      I got into my car and cranked it up.  As soon as I put the vehicle in reverse, I saw Mr. Hawkins walk outside.  He had a look of confusion on his face—but I didn’t wait to see if he was going to try and approach my car.  My pulse finally slowed down once I made it out of Beverly Hills.  I kept replaying the interview in my head—and I felt like an idiot for not seeing the warning signs sooner.  The interview was at his house—on a Saturday.  He kept calling it an arrangement instead of a job.  Deana even sounded rather frazzled when she called to set it up.  The only thing that I could rationalize was that Mr. Hawkins saw me when I was there for my interview—and canceled it because he wanted to offer me something else entirely.

      It looks like that bottle of wine Jennifer bought won’t be opened to celebrate anything—but I certainly need a drink right now.

      I sat in my car for several minutes once I got back to my apartment building.  The initial shock had worn off, but I was still a little shaken.  People described Alexio Hawkins as a modern day business warlord—a conqueror—a tyrant—and they often called him ruthless.  His competition respected him, even if they cursed his name when he crushed them—and I idolized him.  I had always heard that you should never meet your heroes, but I never really understood why—until mine crushed all of my hopes and dreams.  I doubted I was the first woman who had been lured to Alexio Hawkins’ mansion for an offer like that.  All I could do was move on.  There were other companies and other opportunities.

      I felt like I was making the proverbial walk of shame when I stepped into the lobby of my apartment building.  There was no reason for me to feel that way—I wasn’t the one who should have been ashamed of the way the interview went.  I started walking slower when I stepped off the elevator on my floor.  There was a weight on my shoulders, but I didn’t understand why.  The reality of the situation was finally starting to press on me.  I never expected to get a job at Hawkins Capital right out of college, but I thought I would always work towards it—that was the final destination, even if it wasn’t where my journey began.

      That journey is officially over—and I never even got to take the first step.

      I pushed my key into the door of my apartment and opened it.  I wasn’t looking forward to telling Jennifer how the interview went, but I was going to have to.  I stepped into my apartment, closed the door, and noticed that the bottle of wine she bought was sitting on the coffee table—she had already opened it.  There was also a lingering scent in the air—cigarette smoke.  Jennifer smoked when we first moved in together, but she always went outside when she did, and she had been done with that for years.  I dropped my purse on the couch and heard a sound coming from her bedroom.  It sounded like sobbing.

      “Jennifer?”  I ran over to her bedroom door and knocked.  “Are you okay?”

      “No…”  There was definite distress in her voice, and another sob followed.

      “What’s wrong?”  I pushed the bedroom door open—she was sitting on the edge of her bed with a cigarette in one hand and her cell phone in the other.

      “It’s my mom…”  She looked up at me with red-rimmed eyes that were full of tears.  “She just got arrested?”

      “What!?”  I ran over, sat down on the bed, and put my arm around her shoulders.  “What happened?”

      “I don’t know yet.  I’m waiting on her lawyer to call me back.”  Another loud sob echoed in her throat, and her hand shook as she lifted the cigarette to her lips.  “Something to do with her real estate business and money laundering.”

      “Oh my god…”  I blinked in surprise.  “That sounds absurd—surely it’s some kind of mistake.”

      “I hope so, but her lawyer said it’s really, really bad.”  She put her cell phone down and grabbed the glass of wine sitting on her nightstand.  “I’m scared.”

      “Should we go to San Diego?  I can drive.”  I leaned forward so that I could try to read her expression.

      “I—I don’t know…”  She took a sip of wine, and I had to grab the glass because her hands were shaking so bad.

      Jennifer was in no condition to stand up, much less walk to the car.  She was shaking so bad that I wondered if I should call a doctor.  Her phone lit up before I got a chance to make that decision, and she quickly answered it.  I assumed it was from her mother’s lawyer—and judging by the expression on her face, it wasn’t a good call.  When she hung up, her hand fell forward, and the phone dropped to the floor.  She leaned against my shoulder and started sobbing louder.  Somewhere in the midst of those tears and anguish, she told me that her mother was going to be arraigned on Monday—the charges that had been filed against her were serious, and she could actually go to prison if she was convicted.

      I really hope this is some kind of mistake, but it doesn’t sound like it…
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      “Mr. Hawkins—I’m so sorry!”  Deana rushed into my study, holding a stack of papers.

      “What the fuck happened!?”  I put both hands on my desk and growled as I stood.

      “It was the network crash—the calendar got wiped out.”  She put a few papers down in front of me.  “I had the interview scheduled with Faith Matthews, and I was working on the one with the girl Ms. Reynolds lined up for you—I got them mixed up.”

      “This is going to require some fucking damage control.”  I balled my fists, and my nails dug into my palms.

      “I know; that’s why I’m here.”  She sat down.  “I pulled everything I could on Faith Matthews.  She’s an only child—she just graduated from college.”

      “I know all of that.”  I sat down with a hard thud.  “I asked those questions before I realized there was a problem—damn it, I knew she looked familiar.”

      “Yes sir.”  Deana sighed.  “She was at Hawkins Capital the day we started having problems with the network—I had to cancel her interview.”

      “Fucking hell!”  I slammed my hand down on my desk in anger.  “I should have followed my instincts the moment I realized something was off—the girls Ms. Reynolds sends are never successful college graduates—they’re certainly not potential fucking candidates for Hawkins Capital!”

      And they’re never that fucking gorgeous—which is why I ignored the warning signs and kept going—I started thinking with my dick instead of my head.

      “So, about that damage control.”  Deana spread a few more sheets of paper out in front of me.  “We can go a couple of routes with it.  Paying her off is probably the easiest—provided that she doesn’t want to turn this into her fifteen minutes of fame.”

      “I’ve been so fucking careful.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “It feels like everything is just starting to come down around me now.  People fucking with my deals—hackers trying to screw with our network—now I’ve got an even bigger problem.  This can’t get out.  If some opportunistic attorney hears her story, she’ll have a big fucking lawsuit—hell, the media will crucify me.”

      “It’s definitely not a good time for something like this to come out.  You know how it will look, and anytime they get someone in front of the press—the women come out of the woodwork.”  Deana sighed and looked down at the papers.  “Of course, we could head that off now—without paying her off.”

      “What do you mean?”  I leveled my gaze on her.

      “You could destroy her.”  Deana shrugged.  “It wouldn’t be the first time…”

      “What?”  I blinked in surprise.

      “You destroy people all the time.”  Deana tilted her head slightly.

      “Yes—competitors or people who fuck with me, but that’s just business.”  I exhaled sharply.  “I’m not going to destroy some innocent girl because you made a mistake.”

      I’d like to believe I have something that resembles a heart still beating in my chest…

      “Then paying her off is the only option…”  Deana sighed.

      “Yeah.”  I nodded and put the palm of my hand against my temple.  “Call Ben—he has experience with this sort of thing.”

      “That’s who I had in mind.”  She stood and started walking towards the door.

      I kept Ben on retainer to handle contracts that were a little more—personal.  He had protected a lot of rich and powerful people from having their names ruined when lust overwhelmed rational thought.  Usually, that was an ironclad prenuptial agreement, but some people had dark desires that wouldn’t look good if they were exposed to the public eye.  It was more about convenience for me—and making sure that I didn’t get distracted when I needed to focus on Hawkins Capital.  A thirty day contract ensured that.  The women that usually signed them were so desperate for money that it was an easy arrangement.  There had been a couple of blackmail attempts, but Ben made sure those were shut down immediately.

      I need a fucking drink.

      I walked over to the bar and fixed a glass of whiskey.  It was too early to start, but I didn’t give a fuck.  My thoughts were spinning out of control.  The weekends were the worst for me—especially if I didn’t have a distraction waiting in bed.  I lived and breathed by the opening and closing bell of the stock market.  Those bells were silent on Saturday and Sunday.  It was a form of madness—worrying and wondering what would happen when the market opened on Monday morning.  The situation with Faith just made things worse, because it was going to add pressure on top of everything else that was going on.

      I flipped through a few of the papers Deana left behind once I returned to my desk.  She had gathered more information about Faith’s life than she had revealed in her interview—and probably a few things she didn’t even know.  Faith’s parents weren’t poor, but they were definitely struggling.  The factory where her father worked had been on the verge of shutting down for years, and it looked like they were so far in the red it was inevitable.  The house she grew up had a second mortgage that was taken out the year she started college—I doubted that was a coincidence.  Her parents had so much credit card debt that it was a miracle they were even able to stay afloat.

      The American dream—work your whole life to keep a roof over your fucking head and send your kid to a good school—then hope you just die before you end up living in a cardboard box.

      I flipped through a few more pages and saw Faith’s transcripts from USC.  She was a pretty good student.  She wasn’t at the top of her class, but she finished in the first quartile—the perfect candidate for Hawkins Capital.  I didn’t like to hire the best of the best straight out of college—those kids were usually entitled pricks that thought they deserved to have a management position within a year.  The ones that struggled, but still did well, were the ones I could mold.  They appreciated what they had.  I could put them on the bottom floor of the company, and they would work hard for everything they got—because it was the opportunity of a lifetime.  It was no wonder that Faith was one of the few members of her graduating class that the hiring team thought I should interview.

      I might have hired her too—but that could have been an even bigger disaster.

      I could usually separate business and pleasure—but Faith’s curves would have been tempting, even if she was working for me.  She was so fucking gorgeous, and her pale-blue eyes created such a contrast against her olive complexion that made me just want to stare into them.  She had a kindness to her that I wasn’t used to seeing.  The girls that usually signed the contracts I put in front of them knew what they were getting into—it was just a business arrangement.  The hard road that brought them to that point in life left a stain on their soul.  Faith was innocent—perfect—and for some reason, that made me crave her more than the others.

      There’s no chance of that happening now.  The best option I have to is to buy her silence and try to forget all about this fucking mistake.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later

      “Where are we on this Faith situation?”  I glared at Deana as she handed me my coffee.  “Was Ben able to put something together?”

      “Yes sir.”  She nodded.  “He’s going to reach out to her today and see if we can make a deal—I also hired a private investigator to follow her.”

      “A little much, don’t you think?”  I raised an eyebrow.

      “No, if she goes to see a lawyer, we need to know that immediately.”  Deana sighed.  “I know you don’t want to destroy her, but I put together a proposal—there are a few things we could do to make sure she’s properly motivated when she gets the call.”

      “Like what?”  I narrowed my eyes.

      I thought I was rubbing off on Deana, but maybe she’s more twisted than I realized…

      “Faith’s father works at GenCo in Phoenix.  That factory is on life support—I’m sure you saw that in my report.”  She walked to her desk, and I followed—mostly because I didn’t want anyone to overhear our conversation.

      “Yes, I saw that.”  I nodded.

      “You could buy that factory for pennies on the dollar—and shut it down by lunchtime.”  She looked up at me.

      “That’s cruel…”  I sighed.  “I’m sure all of those people will be out of work soon enough, but I’m not going to hasten their descent into poverty.”

      “What about her family’s house?  Worthington Financial has the mortgage—and we could buy the loan with one of our subsidiaries.  Her family has been late with their payment several times this year—there are clauses in the contract that would allow us to start foreclosure proceedings immediately.”

      “Yes, because that’s what I want to be associated with—a company that takes someone’s home because they were late on a few payments.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “No, we do this the right way—as right as it can be now that we’re knee deep in this fucked up situation.”

      I’m glad I don’t make a habit out of pissing Deana off—she’s not twisted—she’s fucking ruthless.

      If it was a different situation, I would have probably been impressed by Deana’s plan.  Truthfully, they were plays right out of my book.  I dug my way into the lives of the people who screwed me over and didn’t pull any punches.  I just didn’t crush their families or other innocent people in the process.  Most people had enough skeletons of their own to line a closet—and close the casket on their career.  The people that screwed me over on the Stone Properties deal would learn that soon enough—they didn’t make enough money to retire on when they fucked me over, and it would run out eventually.  I was going to enjoy watching their lives fall apart, even if it took them a few years to blow through their blood money.
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        * * *

      

      One hour later

      “We have—a problem.”  Deana ran into my office and closed the door.

      “What’s going on?”  I looked up from my desk.  “Are the hackers messing with the network again?”

      “No sir.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “Faith Matthews left town this morning—the private investigator followed her to San Diego.”

      “San Diego?”  I raised an eyebrow.  “Maybe she has a job interview…”

      “Not unless she’s getting a job at Farber & Jones.”  Deana put her thumb between her eyes and grimaced.

      “Fucking hell, she went to see a lawyer?”  I pushed my chair back and turned towards the window.  “Son of a bitch—god damn it—why didn’t Ben call her first thing this morning!?”

      “He tried, but she didn’t answer.”  Deana exhaled sharply.  “This situation is about to get out of control—fast.”

      “Why would she go to San Diego to hire a lawyer?  Farber & Jones has an office in Los Angeles—that doesn’t even make sense.  They normally handle criminal cases…”  I wracked my brain for what little information I knew about the high-powered law firm.

      I’ve dealt with most of the civil attorneys in Los Angeles at one time or another, but Farber & Jones are the probably the guys I would call if someone put handcuffs on me.

      “We have to get ahead of this.  I know you’re trying to do the right thing here, and you don’t want to hurt her family—but just think about the families that work that will be directly impacted if this story gets out.  All of your employees depend on this company—and your investors depend on the success of the fund.”  Deana walked over and leaned against my desk.  “You know I’m right.”

      “Give me some time to think.”  I waved her off.

      “I’ll get things ready, just in case.”  She nodded and walked towards the door.  “Want me to close it?”

      “Yes,”  I growled under my breath.  “Cancel the rest of my meetings today while you’re at it—I don’t want to be in the middle of one if this shit blows up.”

      It was a fucked up situation, and the solution wasn’t easy.  I could certainly destroy Faith’s life.  I could buy her father’s factory, shut it down—I could buy her family’s loan from the bank and foreclose on their house.  It was just so fucking cruel.  I respected someone like Faith—she wasn’t handed everything, but she didn’t let her position in life determine her future.  What she said during the interview resonated with me—part of the reason she wanted to work at Hawkins Capital was so that she could help her parents.  They were easy targets—she obviously cared about them.  The fact that I was even thinking about going through with Deana’s plan was proof that I was sinking to a new low.

      There’s a big fucking difference between being a conqueror people fear in the business world and an actual villain—I swore I’d never do something like that.

      My story wasn’t that much different from Faith’s—until college at least.  I came from the wrong side of the tracks in Los Angeles.  I was born with nothing except an arm that could make a football sail down the field.  I was the king of my high school, but I was a big fish in a little pond—that’s why I got a scholarship to a college that didn’t have their games televised on Saturday instead of a big university.  I was never going to make it to the NFL, but I helped lead my team to their first winning season in over a decade.  I learned that if I won games, the alumni organization made sure things came my way—even if it was technically illegal.  Still, I would have graduated from that college with nothing but a degree and a few trophies if I hadn’t invested some of that money in my friend’s app.

      Now I have to decide if I’m going to be the asshole people think I am—or hang on to the shred of integrity that keeps me from drowning…

      “Mr. Hawkins?”  Deana tapped on my door and opened it.

      “I told you—I need some time to fucking think.”  I glared at her and growled under my breath.

      “That’s been another development.”  She walked in and closed the door.  “The private investigator said they just walked into a courtroom—I don’t think she went to San Diego to hire an attorney.”

      “Then why is she there?”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “I don’t know if you were following the news at all over the weekend or not, but the FBI raided Marsha Weaver’s company—and they arrested her.”  She walked to my desk and sat down.

      “Marsha Weaver?  That name doesn’t ring a bell.”  I shrugged.  “Wait—didn’t we buy a building from someone she represented?”

      “Yeah, that’s her.”  Deana nodded.  “It looks like Faith’s roommate is Marsha’s daughter—I think that’s why she went to San Diego.”

      “Okay.”  I sighed.  “That means the situation is still contained.”

      “It would appear that it is.”  Deana leaned back in her chair.  “I guess we can let Ben keep trying to get in touch with her for now.”

      “Yes; but keep the private investigator on her for now.”  I nodded.  “That was a good call—we should probably know where Faith is at all times, just in case.”

      “Of course.”  Deana leaned forward and stood.  “Do you need anything—want me to try to reschedule some of those meetings?”

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “I think I’m just going to take the afternoon off.”

      “Should I call Ms. Reynolds?  I’m sure we could get the right interview set up this time.”  Deana raised her eyebrows inquisitively.

      “No, I’m not in the mood for that,”  I growled under my breath.

      None of those girls are going to compare to Faith—and I let myself start craving her before I realized I was interviewing the wrong fucking person.

      Even in the midst of chaos—and the potential for everything to come crashing down around me—I still couldn’t get those pale-blue haunting eyes out of my thoughts.  They belonged to someone who could destroy me—someone I could very well have to destroy to save myself.  I swore I would never get obsessed with another girl after the one I almost married chose a better life over a penniless kid from the wrong side of the tracks.  That was easy in college, and after I had more money than I knew how to spend, I never looked back.  It worked for twelve years—until a gorgeous set of curves, and a pair of haunting eyes sat down in front of me.  Deep down, I knew that the reason I was so hesitant to do anything to hurt her wasn’t because I cared about my soul—it was because she was still stuck in my head.  Money couldn’t buy a woman like that—but I would empty my fucking bank account if it could.

      Thirty days with her would go by in a flash—and it’s probably better that the option isn’t available because I might want more…
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      I didn’t have much time to think about the interview with Alexio Hawkins once I got back to my apartment because of what happened with Jennifer’s mother.  I spent Saturday night being her wine-sitter and making sure she didn’t drop a lit cigarette on the carpet.  I was exhausted by the time I went to bed, but she was passed out in a stupor, so it was safe for me to finally get some sleep.  She spent most of Sunday on the phone with her mother’s lawyer—and it just sounded like they were saying the same thing over and over.  Nothing was going to happen until the arraignment.  Jennifer thought she would be fine to drive to San Diego on her own, but I wasn’t so sure about that—plus, I didn’t want her to be alone if she got more bad news.

      “The lawyer said they might try to hold her—the prosecutor is saying she could be a flight risk.”  Jennifer reached over and squeezed my hand.  “I don’t understand how this is happening.  She—wouldn’t do this, would she?”

      I don’t even know your mother, but I have to be a supportive friend right now.

      “No way.”  I shook my head back and forth as what was probably a lie left my lips.  “You’ve told me so much about her, and she doesn’t sound like the type of person who would be involved in money laundering.”

      The charges were a little more complex than just money laundering.  Jennifer was too broken up to really share the details with me at our apartment, but her mother’s lawyer went over everything when we got to his office.  Based on what I could discern, she was being accused of using her company to buy property from one company and sell it to another—except that the two companies were owned by the same group.  They were selling at a really low price, then buying at a higher price, to move money around and make it look like the businesses were losing money.  They called it layering—which involved a web of shell companies with offshore bank accounts that were funneling money in and out of the country to evade taxes.

      The real problem was that the money they used to start the whole process wasn’t legitimate, to begin with—the group had ties to the Mexican cartel, which meant her mother was involved with some very shady individuals, even if she was just profiting off their endeavors.  Deep down, I knew that there was no way she was totally innocent.  There would have been red flags all over the place and, it would require financial blindness not to suspect something along the way.  I only had a basic understanding of real estate from some of my investment classes, and I could see that.

      “Okay, ladies.”  Mr. Farber, the attorney that represented Jennifer’s mother, walked over to us.  “It’s time for the arraignment.”

      We walked into the courtroom, and Jennifer’s nails dug into my hand when her mother was brought out to stand before the judge.  She plead not guilty, which was expected, and the prosecutor made a case for keeping her behind bars until trial.  The judge had mercy—but he set her bond at one million dollars.  I assumed that wouldn’t be a problem since Jennifer’s mother owned a lot of property, but Mr. Farber mentioned that it was only a matter of time before her assets were frozen.  The bailiff let Jennifer hug her mother before she was taken out of the courtroom.  It was only a matter of time and money until they would be reunited, so Jennifer seemed to be in a much better mood when she returned to her seat.

      “Mr. Farber is going to get everything taken care of.”  She exhaled sharply.

      “Good.”  I squeezed her hand.  “I need to step outside.  My phone has been blowing up—I have a missed call from my parents and a couple of voicemails from numbers I don’t recognize.”

      “I’ll join you.”  She reached into her purse and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.

      “I know you started that again because you were stressed out—but remember how hard it was to quit last time…”  I knew it was bad timing, but she was my friend, so I had to say something.

      “Yeah.”  She nodded and pushed the pack into her purse.  “Good point.”

      I walked outside alone and listened to the message from my mother first.  I always got nervous when I missed one of her calls, but there was nothing urgent—she was just checking on me since I didn’t call after my interview.  The next voicemail was from someone named Ben, who was very short and just asked me to call him.  I had no idea who he was, so I moved on to the next message.  It was from a woman named Melinda who worked for Rutherford Trust—and they wanted to interview me.  Unfortunately, they wanted to interview me the following day—and I wasn’t sure if I would even be back in Los Angeles by then.

      “Everything okay?”  Jennifer met me at the door.

      “Yeah.”  I nodded quickly.  “I got a call from someone at Rutherford Trust.  I might have another interview when I get home.”

      “Oh my god…”  Her jaw fell open.  “I didn’t even ask you about the interview with Alexio Hawkins!  I’m a terrible friend!”

      “You had way too much on your mind to even think about that.  The interview didn’t go well.”  I held up my hand.  “I won’t be working at Hawkins Capital—ever.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry, Faith.”  She leaned in and hugged me.  “When do you interview with Rutherford Trust?”

      “They asked me to interview tomorrow, but I’ll call them and try to set something else up.”  I leaned back from her embrace.  “I’m staying here with you until things get sorted out with your mother.”

      “What?”  She blinked a couple of times.  “No, I couldn’t ask you to do that.  I may—be here a while.  If you’ve got an opportunity to interview with Rutherford Trust tomorrow, you don’t need to stay.”

      “Let me at least call them.”  I pulled away and hit redial on the number that called me.

      I called Melinda and told her that I was out of town.  I asked if they could possibly reschedule the interview until I returned—whenever that was.  Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option.  They wanted to make a decision quickly, and my interview was one of the last ones they planned to conduct.  I wanted to just cancel it entirely so I could stay with Jennifer, but she insisted that I return home to prepare.  I stayed until her mother was able to post her bond, made sure they were properly reunited outside of Farber & Jones, and then I started driving back to Los Angeles.  In a way, I was glad that I wasn’t staying.  The situation was going to be awkward, and I didn’t really know Jennifer’s mother.  She would probably feel better going back to her home without a stranger staying with them, although I would have worked through that awkwardness if Jennifer needed me.

      My thoughts returned to the interview I had with Alexio Hawkins while I drove.  It was a shame that someone as attractive as him had to resort to paying women to spend time with him.  I would have expected him to be charming Hollywood actresses, bedding modern day princesses, and making women like me blush with a single glance.  It would have been very difficult to work for him; if he had offered me the job, I thought I was interviewing for.  I developed a mild crush on him when I did my case study on Hawkins Capital but seeing him in real life took my breath away.  If men like him were paying two hundred thousand dollars to spend thirty days with a woman, then there had to be a reason—there was no way he was getting that many rejections.  Then again, if the stories were true about his ruthlessness—and it went further than crushing his competition—then maybe that gorgeous physique and beautiful ink wasn’t enough to make a woman stay once she saw what kind of man he really was.

      I would probably tolerate a lot for a man that looks like him, but looks aren’t enough to build a real relationship on.

      Traffic wasn’t bad for a Monday afternoon in California, and I got back to Los Angeles in what might have been record time—not that I had driven to San Diego very often.  Being alone in the apartment I shared with Jennifer was going to be strange.  I really didn’t know how long she would be gone.  I assumed she would have to come back at some point for her job, but there was a chance she would stay in San Diego with her mother.  I walked through the lobby and noticed a couple of strange looks from people who were getting their mail.  I wondered if they had seen the news story about Jennifer’s mother—a couple of them did live on our floor, and we had interacted when we passed in the hallway.  I shrugged off their strange looks and made my way to the elevator.  Once I got to my apartment, I finally realized why I was getting an odd stare—there was an eviction notice taped to the front of my door.

      “What the hell?”  I grabbed the notice and unlocked my door as fast as I could.

      I slammed the door and started reading the eviction notice.  I had to take a few classes on law in college, and they were mostly focused on investment law, but I did understand most of the legalese that would have been confusing to some people.  It wasn’t a true eviction notice—despite having those words in big bold letters on the top of it.  The technical name was a three-day unconditional quit notice—which gave us three days to vacate the property, or the owner would file an eviction lawsuit to have us forcibly removed.  The notice stated that we had violated the moral clause in our lease agreement—I had no idea what that meant, and truthfully, I didn’t read the lease agreement when we signed it.  I was so happy to have an affordable place to live that I just signed the paperwork when Jennifer offered to add me to the lease.

      Is it normal to have a moral clause in a lease agreement?  I don’t even know—and it’s not like I can afford to hire a lawyer to figure it out.

      I grabbed my laptop and quickly did some research on my own.  Moral clauses were uncommon, but it was legal to include them in the state of California.  The building owner was under no obligation to tell us what our violation was unless we challenged the notice and refused to leave.  Once the eviction lawsuit was filed, there would be a hearing, and the owner would have to outline their complaint—or complaints—in front of a judge.  If I objected, or preferably, had a lawyer object, then there would be a trial where I would get an opportunity to defend myself against the accusations.  With a good lawyer, I could delay the eviction by several weeks—possibly even a few months if the judge’s docket was full.

      I have a feeling this moral clause somehow ties into the charges against Jennifer’s mother, which will probably make this entire case complicated.  The owner let us lease this place for pennies on the dollar—as a favor to her.

      I didn’t have the money to get my own place—especially if I didn’t have a job.  I might have been able to scrape together enough to live in the ghetto—but it would be foolish to do that if I didn’t have any money coming in.  The worst part was that I was going to have to tell Jennifer, which would just add more stress to her situation.  I read through a few more things on evictions, but didn’t find anything useful, and then decided that I needed to make the call to my roommate.  She freaked out—as expected—and said she would call me back once she figured out what was going on.  Less than ten minutes later, my phone lit up with her number, and her tone was a lot more somber than it was when I told her about the notice.

      “Is this something that will hold up in court?”  I pressed the phone to my ear.

      “I asked Mr. Farber, but it’s not his area of expertise.  He said the media attention on my mother’s case probably won’t help.”  She exhaled sharply into the phone.  “We won’t really know what he’s claiming until the hearing.”

      “Okay.”  I leaned back in my chair.  “That will buy us some time…”

      “I’m sorry, Faith.”  I could tell she was either crying or about to start.  “I’ll do anything I can to help you get a new place if we lose the apartment—you didn’t ask for any of this.  I could talk to my mother and see if you can move in here—I may have to do that.”

      “Don’t worry about me.”  I felt tears of my own trying to form in the corner of my eyes.  “Just do what you can for your mother.”

      I didn’t know what else to say.  It would be hard to turn down Jennifer’s help if she offered it, but I was never one to accept a handout.  We got the apartment for a steal, but I still paid my fair share of everything.  My phone lit up again, and I didn’t recognize the number, so I didn’t answer it.  There was another call immediately after it ended—then a voicemail.  It was the same guy before—someone named Ben.  If he wanted to get in touch with me, he wasn’t doing a great job of selling himself, because he just said his name and asked me to call him.  I had no idea what it was about, and if it was one of the companies I applied to, he would have led with that.  I started aimlessly scrolling through my phone, looking at social media, and contemplating my situation.  I did that for about ten minutes before there was a knock at my door.

      Hmm.  We never get visitors.

      “Who is it?”  I pushed my eye to the peephole.

      “Hello, Ms. Matthews.  My name is Ben Marshall—I’ve been trying to get in touch with you.”  An older man with gray hair waved his hand in front of the peephole and smiled.

      “I don’t know you…”  I didn’t really feel comfortable opening my door to a stranger, so I just yelled through it.

      “I represent Mr. Alexio Hawkins.”  He leaned forward and knocked on my door several more times.  “We need to talk.”

      Represent?  Is he a lawyer?

      “Why?”  My hand moved to the doorknob, but I was still nervous about opening the door to someone I didn’t know.

      “This is something we should discuss in private.  I promise you want to hear what I have say.”  I could see that he was getting a little annoyed, especially when he knocked several more times and his smile shifted into more of a scowl.

      I should be the one with a lawyer—not Alexio Hawkins.  I could probably sue him for sexual harassment after that interview…

      “Okay.”  I sighed and started to unlock the door.

      I don’t know what this is about, but I guess it won’t hurt to hear him out.

      “Thank you.”  His smile returned when I cracked the door.  “Can I come inside?  This won’t take long.”

      “Sure.”  I took a step back and opened the door.

      “I wanted to have this discussion at my office, but you wouldn’t return my calls.”  He narrowed his eyes at me when he walked into my apartment.

      “Yes, I’ve been—rather busy.”  I nodded.

      “Understandable.  I won’t take up much of your time; I promise.”  He walked over to the table and put his briefcase down.  “First, Mr. Hawkins wants to extend an apology for the way the interview went.”

      “How it went or how it ended?”  I folded my arms across my chest.  “Or is he just upset that I turned him down?”

      “No, it was actually a misunderstanding.”  The older man sighed.  “His secretary made a mistake—he was supposed to be interviewing someone else entirely.”

      “Oh?”  I blinked in surprise.

      “You were a candidate for a position at Hawkins Capital—the other interview was meant for a woman that…”  He words trailed off for a second.  “A woman that knew what kind of interview it was.”

      Mr. Hawkins did seem a little confused about my credentials—maybe he’s telling the truth.

      “That’s fine.”  I nodded.  “I don’t want to work at Hawkins Capital anyway after that interview.”

      “That’s totally understandable.”  He pulled a piece of paper out of his briefcase.  “The situation—still occurred.  Mr. Hawkins wants to make it right.”

      “What is this?”  I looked at the paper as he turned towards me.

      “It’s a contract—one that will ensure you do not talk to anyone about the interview or discuss the details of it.”  He clicked a pen.  “You’ll be compensated—of course.”

      “I don’t know how I feel about signing a contract.”  I took a step back.

      “It’s necessary, for legal reasons.  Like I said, you will be compensated for your trouble.”  He extended both hands—a contract in one and the pen in the other.  “The figure is at the bottom.”

      Two-hundred thousand dollars—that’s a lot of money—money that I really need right now.

      “Hold on.”  I held up my hand.  “Mr. Hawkins does owe me an apology; I agree with that—but I think he should do it in person.”

      “Ms. Matthews, he’s a busy man.”  An annoyed look spread across Ben’s face.

      “Are you sure about that?”  I narrowed my eyes.  “He obviously was going to make time for something—that was the whole point of the interview he thought he was conducting.”

      “This really doesn’t need to be difficult.  You sign the contract, take the money, and then everyone can sleep easier at night.”  He sighed.

      I do need the money, but if this is really a misunderstanding, then I deserve a real apology—not one that comes second hand through his attorney.

      “Then tell Mr. Hawkins to come make the deal himself.  The last time was on his turf—this meeting will be on mine.”  I nodded.  “How about tomorrow?  I’m free all afternoon.”

      “I’ll let him know.”  Ben’s expression shifted from slightly annoyed to angry, and he tossed everything back into his briefcase.

      I was letting my foolish pride play with my emotions.  I really did need the money—desperately, considering the fact that I was about to be homeless.  I just didn’t like the way it was offered.  If the interview was a mistake and the result of a mix-up, then I wanted him to walk into my apartment and tell me that himself.  I wanted to look into his eyes when he apologized and see if he really meant it.  I idolized Alexio Hawkins—I practically worshiped the man for what he had done with Hawkins Capital.  I didn’t want my last impression of him to be soured if that wasn’t the kind of man he really was.  I’d never see him the way I once did—but I also had a little bit of power in the situation if he was willing to buy my silence with a contract.

      I don’t want to be greedy, but I did learn one very valuable lesson in school—you never take the first offer without negotiating…
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      The next day

      “She wants what?”  My nostrils flared, and I growled under my breath.  “I pay you to handle this shit for me.”

      “Maybe we should have just led with money instead of an apology.”  Ben sighed and shook his head.  “More money, I assume…”

      “Why didn’t you just offer her more?  Fuck it, make it a million dollars.  I don’t care.”  I glared at him.

      “Mr. Hawkins, I don’t think that’s going to work.  There was something in her eyes—I don’t know.”  He sighed.

      Those haunting eyes—yeah, I’ve seen it.

      “Fine.”  I nodded.  “I’ll clear my schedule and have Deana set up a meeting with her.”

      “Yeah, about that…”  He looked down for a moment.  “She’s going to want you to come to her apartment.”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake.”  I turned my chair towards the window.  “Okay, thanks for nothing, Ben.  I’ll remember this the next time I have a problem that I usually call you to fix.”

      I didn’t want to sit down with Faith.  I didn’t want to remember how tempting her curves were—or how those eyes drew me in.  I was used to negotiating with people I could destroy, and I liked that feeling of control.  The only choice I had was to just drown her in dollar signs until she finally caved.  It was going to be a one sided negotiation, but it was the only option I had.  I didn’t want the story to get out—I could already see the headlines, which would send opportunistic lawyers scurrying to find clients that could make them rich.  The women I had been involved with previously were locked down under contracts, but there were always others—women that had been fired for legitimate reasons who would be happy to jump on the bandwagon to potentially exact a little revenge and make some money in the process.  I needed to cut the entire thing off at the knees before it could get out of control.

      “I was able to set up a meeting with Ms. Matthews.”  Deana tapped on my door and opened it.  “Two-clock this afternoon—at her apartment.”

      “Yeah, whatever.”  I waved her off.  “I’ll be there.  Just email me the address.”

      At least this ends today.  I’m going to make sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day

      I arrived at Faith’s apartment five minutes before the scheduled time for our meeting.  Her apartment was near the heart of Los Angeles in a pretty expensive part of town—I was surprised that she was able to afford it based on what she told me when I interviewed her.  I had people on my payroll that couldn’t afford a place that nice on their own.  Faith greeted me at the door, wearing an outfit that was similar to the one she wore to the interview.  Her haunting eyes drew me in immediately, but I reminded myself that I couldn’t get lost in them again—nor could I get distracted by her gorgeous curves.  I was there to fall on my sword—apologize for being a misogynistic asshole—and arrange the financial terms of my surrender.

      “Please, have a seat.”  She motioned to the dining room table.

      “Sure.”  I nodded and walked over to sit down.

      I haven’t made a deal sitting at a dining room table since the first year I ran Hawkins Capital…

      “Your lawyer said you wanted to apologize for what happened during our interview.  He said it was a misunderstanding.”  She sat down across from me.

      “Yes.”  I sighed and prepared to eat a whole fucking plate of crow.  “It was.”

      “Interesting…”  She slid her hand over to a stack of papers.  “Let’s talk about that—but first, I want to know more about you.”

      “What the hell?”  I blinked in surprise.

      “I want to interview you.  I think that’s fair.  You interviewed me.”  She clicked a pen.  “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

      “I’m not here to play a fucking game,”  I growled under my breath.  “I do want to apologize—and I’m sorry that the interview went the way that it did.  That’s the truth.  The only thing we need to discuss is the figure you have in mind to forget all about it.”

      “No.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “We’ll get there, I promise, but not until I know a little bit more about you.”

      “I see what you’re doing here.”  I narrowed my eyes.  “You want to find a soft spot, so you know where to stick a knife—you’re wasting your time.  We can just throw figures back and forth across the table until we arrive at one that makes us both happy.”

      “Fine.”  She exhaled sharply and put down her pen.  “Twenty-five million dollars.”

      “Are you…”  I nearly fell out of my chair.  “Are you fucking crazy?”

      “You low-balled me with a two-hundred thousand dollar offer.  What did you expect?”  She tilted her head slightly.

      She’s calling a reasonable offer a low-ball.  That’s a classic negotiation strategy—we may be here for a while if she actually knows what she’s doing.

      “Low-balled you?”  I blinked a couple of times.  “I’m asking you to forget one fucking interview—a mistake that never should have happened in the first place.”

      “But it did happen, Mr. Hawkins.”  She sighed.  “That’s why we’re here.”

      Damn it; now she sounds like a fucking lawyer.  I would really like to have someone this feisty on my team—too bad I blew that.

      “Okay, fine.  If answering a few questions will get you to give me a reasonable number, then just fucking interview me.”  I leaned back in my chair.

      “Great.”  She smiled.  “Tell me about yourself—obviously, I know all about your time at Hawkins Capital, so you can skip all of that.”

      “I’ve given a million interviews.  If you were really interested in working for me, then I’m sure you read at least half of them before you sat down across from me.”  I exhaled sharply.

      “I’m sure you have a well-rehearsed story that you tell people, but I bet there’s more.”  She nodded.  “I’ve never seen an interview that discussed your extracurricular activities—like the interview you thought you were conducting.”

      I realized I wasn’t going to get out of the mess I was in without giving her what she wanted.  She had power over me, and she was wielding it better than the fiercest adversaries I had faced off against in the business world.  Deep down, I respected that.  She was ferocious and quite brave—she knew I wouldn’t walk away from the table until the deal was done.  The more she could get me to reveal about myself, the easier it would be to dig her heels in when we started actually discussing money.  Twenty-five million was an absurd figure, and we both knew that.  Two-hundred thousand wasn’t a low-ball offer, but Ben should have started closer to five-hundred.  That might have been tempting enough to get her to sign the contract without the song and dance.

      I told her the story she already knew—the one that magazines loved to report.  I was a kid from the wrong side of the tracks that struck platinum with one really good investment in college.  That gave me the capital to start the Hawkins Capital fund, and a few more smart investments attracted some actual clients.  I was risking enough of my money that they trusted me with theirs.  Finding the right companies to invest in was like a sixth sense to me.  Once the fund grew, I changed my strategy—I started acquiring companies and putting them under the wide umbrella that Hawkins Capital created.  Being backed by my company legitimized them—it was similar to what Warren Buffet did when he built his empire, which is why some called me the second-coming of the Oracle from Omaha.

      “You know I’ve read every single word you just said.”  She tilted her head slightly.  “More than once…”

      “Yeah, you want the dirt.  I’m getting there, but this is where we start negotiating again.”  I growled under my breath.

      “I’m not ready to negotiate yet.  You haven’t told me anything new.”  She shook her head back and forth.

      “Call it a conversation, then.”  I exhaled sharply.  “Why do you really want to know all of this?  I’ve told you it was a mistake—I didn’t mean to offer you that contract in the first place.  I don’t mix Hawkins Capital business with my personal life.”

      “You used to be my hero.”  She stared at me with those haunting eyes—and it felt like she was trying to peel away the layers until she could see straight into my soul.  “I prepared for that interview from the moment I did my case study on Hawkins Capital.  I just knew I was going to work there one day—then you crushed that dream in a matter of minutes.”

      “I’m sorry.”  I sighed and sank down in my chair.

      “That apology actually sounds authentic.”  She nodded.  “It’s a good start.”

      “The man you read about?”  I shook my head back and forth.  “That’s an image I’ve created and cultivated.  I’m no hero.  I sure as fuck shouldn’t be anyone’s idol.  I’m successful because I’m determined—because I will sacrifice anything to put the company first.  Ah, who am I kidding—that’s a fucking lie.  I use all of that to hide the man I really am—a broken fool that gave up on love a long time ago because the girl I thought I was going to marry shattered my heart.”

      I’ve never actually told anyone that—I barely admit it to myself.

      I had already let her peel back enough layers that I was exposed—telling her the rest wasn’t going to hurt.  I told her about the girl I almost married—the ring that was in my pocket the day she ended things because she didn’t see a future with some kid who didn’t have a penny to his name.  I saved for nearly two years to buy that ring, and I was going to give it to her the day she turned eighteen—I wanted her to come with me to college so that we could build a life together.  It was a foolish dream and a stupid plan.  I could see that in the perfect reflection of a rear-view mirror aimed at my past—but I was blinded by love.

      “That’s why you don’t get involved with anyone?”  She raised her eyebrows.  “Those thirty day contracts keep you from putting your heart on the line.”

      “Exactly.”  I nodded.  “Okay, I’ve told you everything that I can possibly share.  Are you ready to talk money now?”

      “I don’t want your money.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I’ll sign whatever you want—I’m not going to tell anyone about the interview.”

      “What?”  I blinked in surprise.  “What was the point of all of this then?”

      “I was more hurt than offended by the way the interview went, and when your lawyer said you wanted to apologize—I was curious to know if that was true.”  She leaned back in her chair.  “Trust me, the money is tempting, but I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night knowing where it came from.  My integrity is more valuable than that.”

      “I thought you were about to prove that you were the best negotiator I had ever sat down across from.”  I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “You never take the first offer in a negotiation.”  She shrugged.  “There’s always a better one.”

      “You don’t go backwards either—unless you get a counter-offer.”  I raised an eyebrow.  “You just went from twenty-five million to zero in one move.  Obviously, you didn’t learn anything when you did that case study on Hawkins Capital.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to do this for a living after all.”  She sighed.  “Is it really worth it?  You have more money than you could ever spend—but you’ll never be happy.  You make sure of that with those thirty day contracts…”

      She’s right—but that’s the whole fucking point of them.

      “I guess you have to decide how much it’s worth to you.”  I looked down at the table.

      “I have.”  She nodded.  “That’s why I’m back at zero.”

      I had never met anyone like Faith.  I was so used to dealing with people who would cut off their arm to make money, including the women that I took into my bed, that I forgot there were a few innocent souls left in the world.  I looked at her with a new perspective—her eyes were no longer haunting.  They seemed that way because I was seeing purity stare clean through the darkness in my heart.  She was more than gorgeous curves—she was truly perfect.  I didn’t deserve a woman like that, but something inside of me screamed for her.  There was no way that I could ignore the feeling that was starting to take hold of me.  It was more complex than craving and lust—I wanted that before she peeled away the layers and exposed me.  It was a turning into a need that twisted like a blade against my heart.

      “You may be back at zero, but I’m not.”  I leaned forward.  “Negotiations don’t stop until both parties are ready to walk away from the table.”

      “You’re getting everything you want.  I’ll sign the non-disclosure agreement—you can sue me for the few pennies I have to my name if I violate it—but I won’t.”  She tilted her head.  “I’ve got nothing else to offer.”

      “I want your name on a different contract.”  I narrowed my eyes.  “Thirty days…”

      “You have to be kidding me.”  She shook her head back and forth.  “The first time was a mistake—this is blatant.”

      “Then give me a counter-offer.”  My jaw tightened.

      “Counter?  My counter is zero!”  She snapped her head back.

      “Twenty days,”  I growled under my breath.

      “Zero!  Still freaking zero!”  Her eyebrows came together, and her pale-blue eyes clouded over.

      “Ten days.”  I kept pressing because I wasn’t going to leave until I got what I wanted—even if I was bidding against myself.

      “I’m not doing this.”  She pushed her chair back.

      “One date…”  I exhaled sharply.  “A real one—no contract.”

      “A date?”  Her expression softened.

      “I can’t go any lower than that.  I’m not moving to zero—I’ll sit here for the rest of my life if I have to.”  I settled into my chair and folded my arms across my chest.

      “You are the most ridiculous man I’ve ever met.”  Her jaw fell open slightly, and she sighed.  “I’m not some girl that you can buy—I thought you already understood that.”

      “I’m not offering to pay you.”  I scoffed.  “I’m asking you to go on a date with me—just one.”

      “No.”  She stood up from the table.  “Sit here if you want—I’m not negotiating with you anymore.”

      I did exactly what I said—I didn’t move from that table.  My cell phone buzzed a couple of times, and I turned it off.  She tried to ignore me—she probably thought that would make me go away, but she didn’t know how fierce I could be when I was determined to get what I wanted.  I watched as her expression shifted from shock to slightly amused—which is why I kept sitting there after an hour passed.  She went to the kitchen to fix something to eat, and I caught her peeking around the corner at me—there was a hint of a smile.  She was softening, even if she wasn’t there yet.  She went into the living room and ate with her back to me.  I mentally dared her to look at me, but she managed to avoid eye contact, even when she returned to the kitchen to dispose of her plate.

      “You’re really going to just sit there?”  She walked over to the table.

      “Yes.”  I nodded.

      You know how to make me leave—but I don’t think you really want me to go…
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      The last thing I expected when I invited Alexio Hawkins into my apartment was for the negotiations to end with him asking me on a date—technically, they weren’t over—because he wouldn’t leave the table.  I saw the man behind the facade while I was sitting across from him.  He was no hero—no idol—he was just a broken man with a damaged heart.  I could have negotiated with him for a decent payoff, but I couldn’t do that with a clear conscious.  It didn’t matter if I needed the money—it would have cost too much to accept it.  I certainly considered it when I thought about what it could mean for me and my family, but I valued my personal integrity more than a few zeros on a check.

      I thought I could ignore him for a little while, and that would get him to leave, but he was more determined than I expected.  I had no idea what he saw in me.  He didn’t want a relationship or love—he got what he wanted with a thirty day contract, and there was no way in hell I would ever sign one.  Despite my hesitations, there was no way for me to deny my attraction to him.  He was the hottest man that had ever been in my apartment—the hottest man I had ever even had a conversation with.  The power I had over him faded when I told him I didn’t want his money, but he was still there—sitting at my table—waiting for me to cave or call the cops to throw him out.

      “You understand that if I agree to go on a date with you, it won’t end with us spending the night together—right?”  I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “So, you’re agreeing to go on a date?”  He ignored most of what I said.

      “No, there was a very big if in there.”  My eyebrows came together, and I did my best impression of his growl.

      “If you haven’t agreed to go on a date, then why are you telling me how it will end?”  He tilted his head.  “Theory is a tool for absentminded fools—I prefer reality.”

      “The reality is that I haven’t agreed to anything at all.”  I folded my arms across my chest.

      “Yet.”  He smirked.  “But, if you’re planning to just leave me sitting here, I think I’m going to order dinner.”

      He reached for his cell phone and turned it on—apparently, he turned it off at some point, and I didn’t even realize it.  His screen was full of messages, but he didn’t even look at them.  He loaded some sort of app and started ordering food.  If he ate, he certainly wasn’t going to be motivated to leave.  Was one date really that bad?  Nobody had ever worked that hard for one—but he was Alexio Hawkins.  He was a man that bought women like other people shopped for groceries.  He admitted that he was incapable of love to my face.  What if I really did fall for him?  He was charming behind the mask that hid who he really was from the world.  I would just be setting myself up for disappointment.

      I hated to admit that there was a part of me that could relate to what he said about love.  I didn’t get my heart shattered, but I pushed everyone away because I was so focused on my future.  I didn’t want a boyfriend—or anything that came after that.  I needed to find my own place in the world before I opened myself up to the possibility of love.  I still didn’t have that.  The interview with Rutherford Trust went as well as it could, but I had no idea if I had gotten the job or not.  I had to find a job, figure out where I was going to live and focus on the dream I had been chasing since I left Phoenix.

      “My food will be here in twenty minutes.”  He put his phone down on the table.  “Would you mind getting the door when it arrives?”

      “I’m not your damn servant,”  I scoffed.  “Get it yourself.”

      “Agree to a date, and I’ll be able to get the door myself.”  He shrugged.  “It’s a simple solution, really.”

      “What do you think one date is going to do?”  I leaned against the table and put my hands on it.  “You’re not going to get what you want—whatever that is.”

      “You’re talking theory again,”  He chuckled.

      “No, that’s reality.”  I did my best impression of his growl for the second time.

      “Then what are you afraid of?”  He tilted his head.

      “Nothing!”  I pushed back from the table.

      Everything—which is terrifying.

      “Then give me two dates.”  He tilted his head in the opposite direction.  “If you’re not scared of going on one with me…”

      “I didn’t agree to one!”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “Three?”  He chuckled.

      He’s just not going to give up…

      “Okay, fine.”  I put my hands on my hips.  “One date—that’s it.”

      “Perfect.”  A smile formed on the corner of his lips.  “We can start with dinner.  The food is already on the way.”

      “I didn’t say the date would happen tonight…”  I blinked in confusion.

      “Why wait?  I’m here.  You’re here.”  He looked towards the kitchen.  “I noticed that you have a bottle of red wine on the counter—so I ordered some to go with dinner.”

      “I just ate—and I’m not in the mood to drink wine.”  I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “That’s fine.”  He nodded.  “Dinner is just the beginning of our date anyway.”

      I started making rules for myself in my head immediately.  I was going to go on a date with him because it was the best way to get him to leave me alone, not because I wanted to.  I wasn’t going to eat.  I wasn’t going to drink wine.  I sure as hell wasn’t going to enjoy myself.  He wasn’t going to touch me—he certainly wasn’t going to kiss me—or anything else that involved us getting close to each other.  In fact, I was going to maintain a distance of at least two feet at all times.  I begrudgingly sat down on the couch—he sat down next to me, and I moved as far as I could without sitting on the arm.

      Why was I making so many rules?  Part of it was fear.  Part of it was the fact that Alexio Hawkins was the hottest man I had ever laid eyes on—intimidating when he wanted to be—charming when he tried.  I knew who he was under that incredible physique and gorgeous ink that made him look like more of a bad boy than a CEO.  He bared his soul to me, and the darkness practically dripped from it.  He wasn’t capable of love, and any woman that thought they could get close to him would never end up with anything except a broken heart.  I had enough problems without adding that to the growing list.

      “Ah, our food is here.”  He looked at me and smiled when a soft knock echoed on the front door of my apartment.  “I’ll get it.”

      He walked over to the door and returned with a rather large bag.  He ordered enough food to feed an army—before I even agreed to go on a date with him.  There were a couple of appetizers, several meals, and one very large bottle of red wine.  I assumed it was more expensive than anything I had ever tried because it looked rather old.  I was too nervous to eat breakfast because of the interview at Rutherford Trust, I skipped lunch entirely, and I only had a snack when I ate earlier—it was mainly just meant to show him that I intended to go on with my day like he wasn’t there.  The food smelled incredible, and my stomach reminded me that I was definitely still hungry.

      “Would you mind getting a couple of plates and wine glasses?”  He looked over at me.  “If that’s not too much to ask.”

      “I guess I’ll eat something…”  I leaned forward and stood up from the couch.

      One rule was already going out the window—and when I reached for a wine glass, I instinctively grabbed two.  A glass of wine wasn’t going to hurt, and it would be a shame to waste such an expensive bottle without trying it.  It wasn’t like I would have many chances to drink wine that was fit for someone like Alexio Hawkins.  The bottle probably cost more than all of the others that had ever been in my apartment combined.  I grabbed a bottle opener and handed it to him when I returned—then I put a plate and wine glass in front of him—breaking my rule about keeping a distance of two feet at all times in the process.

      “Thank you.”  He reached from the bottle of wine, and his hand brushed against my arm.

      Damn it—I haven’t even officially broken the rule about eating, and I’ve already let him touch me.

      The balance of power that was firmly on my side of the couch when the date began was starting to shift.  I needed to get it back.  I was wearing myself down without giving him a chance to do it, and if I kept breaking my own damn rules, I was going to be in trouble before the end of the night.  I kept reminding myself that the incredibly hot man beside me was the same one who tried to get me to sign a contract for thirty days of sexual slavery—the same one who crushed my dreams of working for his company in a matter of minutes—the same man who told me that he would never fall in love or have a relationship with someone.

      “This is some very good wine.”  He took a sip.  “Are you going to try it?”

      “How many women have you paid to sign one of your contracts?”  I ignored his question and took the conversation in a completely different direction.

      “Why do you want to know?”  He turned towards me.

      “I’m just curious.”  I shrugged.  “Are you afraid to answer the question?”

      Give me a number that will make my stomach turn—that will help me stay focused on the rest of my rules.

      “Fine.”  He nodded.  “But if I answer one question honestly, then you have to do the same.  Deal?”

      He’s always negotiating—he has no idea how to turn that part of his brain off.

      “Deal.”  I reached for my wine.  “One question, one answer—you go first.”

      “Thirty-two,”  He exhaled sharply.

      “Thirty…two!?”  I nearly spit out my wine before I even had a chance to swallow it.

      “You wanted an honest answer.  You got it.”  He shrugged.

      “You’ve had sex with thirty-two women?”  My eyes felt like they turned into saucers.

      “No, I’ve signed thirty-two women to contracts—and that’s two questions I’ve answered, so now it’s my turn.”  He sipped his wine.

      “Okay…”  I nodded.  “That’s fair.”

      Thirty-two?  Oh my god.  He’s thirty-five years old—he started when he graduated from college—that’s like twelve years.  Why am I even doing the math?  Thirty-two is absurd!

      “Why are you still a virgin?”  He tilted his head slightly.

      “What kind of question is that?”  I blinked a couple of times and took a quick sip of wine—it really was amazing, even if I wasn’t getting a chance to enjoy it.

      “You don’t get to answer my question with one of your own.  I gave you an honest answer.  I expect the same…”  He put down his wine and picked up his plate.

      “I’ve been busy…”  I sighed.  “I haven’t had time for a relationship.”

      “You don’t have to be in a relationship to have sex.”  He took a bite of his food like he was having a casual conversation.

      “Normal people do…”  I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

      “So, you just masturbate a lot?”  He narrowed his eyes.

      “What the hell?”  My head snapped back.

      “You’re answering my question with a question again—you asked two, so you’re going to answer two of mine.”  He took another bite of his food.

      “I do what is necessary…”  My face blushed before I could try to get my composure.

      “So do I.”  He nodded.  “Sex with those women meant the same thing to me as what you do when you’re alone in your bed—it was a release and nothing more.”

      “Sex should be—more than that.”  I sipped my wine.  “It should be special—it’s a connection that you share with someone.  It’s not the same as—touching yourself.”

      I’m having a conversation with Alexio Hawkins about sex and masturbation—I shouldn’t have agreed to this date.

      “It depends on your perspective.  We have different views, but it doesn’t mean either perspective is wrong.”  He shrugged.  “I do agree with one thing you said—sex should be about the connection you share with someone—but sometimes it isn’t.”

      “It doesn’t sound like it ever is with you…”  I leaned forward and picked up my plate—I hoped a few bites of food would start to unravel the knot that was trying to form in my stomach.

      “It could be—with the right person.”  He took a drink of his wine and smiled.

      Hopefully you meet them someday, because it isn’t me if that’s what you’re trying to insinuate.

      “I have another question.”  I put down my plate and picked up my wine.

      I shouldn’t ask it, but I’m curious, and this conversation is already off the rails, so why stop the crazy train now?

      “I’ll answer it if you answer another one for me.”  He nodded.

      “When you interviewed me, you said that I would call you Daddy.  What’s that about?”  I took a sip of my wine.

      “I’m a Daddy Dom.”  His reply answered the question, but it didn’t really tell me what I wanted to know.

      “Okay, what’s a Daddy Dom?  You have to elaborate on that…”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “You want me to answer two questions?”  He lifted an eyebrow.

      “I want you to fully answer the one I asked.”  My reply was a lot snappier than I intended.

      “I like women that are submissive to me in the bedroom.  I like to be in control.”  He leaned forward.  “When someone signs one of my thirty day contracts, they give up everything while they’re mine.  I take care of them, provide everything they need—and sometimes I have to punish them if they don’t respect my rules.”

      “Punish them?”  I felt a lump rising up in my throat, so I tried to make it go away with a large gulp of wine.

      “Another question?”  He reached for the wine and refilled my glass.

      “Still—an elaboration…”  I watched the wine fill my glass and immediately took a drink.

      “It depends on what rule they break.  It might be some form of sexual punishment—or a spanking.”  He leaned back and refilled his glass.

      “I see…”  I took another quick drink—I needed to slow down, but my throat was incredibly dry.

      I didn’t really know much about my sexual desires.  I never had a reason to explore them outside of the fantasies in my head when I was alone in my bed.  The things he said—connected to something inside me.  The thought of being submissive to a man like Alexio Hawkins made my stomach swarm with butterflies.  The wine wasn’t helping, and neither was the food.  I asked the question—I got the answer—an answer that made me feel like someone had struck a match inside me.  I wished I had kept that question bottled up.  Curiosity was better than transparency—and he wasn’t holding back.  He was peeling away every layer that was left after I walked away from our negotiations at the dining room table.

      “You asked three questions.  It’s my turn now.”  He leaned back against the couch and smiled.

      “I asked one—the rest were elaborations.”  I swallowed hard.

      “Fine.”  He nodded.  “Did part of my answer turn you on—or all of it?”

      “That’s not a question—you’re insinuating.”  I looked down at the couch.

      “It’s a fact.  You’re shifting uncomfortably in your seat—you’re nervously sipping your wine, even though you’ve had enough to give you a buzz—and you can’t even look at me.”  He reached over and put his finger underneath my chin—lifting it until we made eye contact.  “Now answer Daddy’s question like the good girl you want to be…”

      Oh my god—I think my panties just melted off my hips.

      “No.”  I regained my composure and immediately stood up.  “This date is over—we’re done here.”

      “Answer the question, Faith.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “Then I’ll decide if I want you to elaborate.  I’ve answered every question you asked with absolute honesty—you agreed to do the same.”

      “Okay, fine…”  I sighed.  “Yes, it turned me on a little bit…”

      He already knows that—but it doesn’t mean it’s going to lead to anything other than a very sexual conversation.

      “Sit down.”  He motioned to the couch.  “I’d like for you to elaborate.”

      I walked into that one head first…

      “What do you really expect?”  I cautiously sat down.  “I’ve never been with anyone before—I’ve definitely never had a conversation about this kind of stuff…”

      “You started the conversation.  You were obviously curious.”  He tilted his head.  “I have nothing to hide.”

      “That isn’t true.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “You just know that I’m going to sign a non-disclosure agreement, so anything you say to me can’t be repeated…”

      “It does provide a certain element of freedom.”  He nodded.  “Now, elaborate on why it turns you on.”

      “I don’t know…”  I looked down.  “That’s the truth—I don’t have a real answer.”

      “I think you’re afraid of the answer.” He narrowed his eyes and smiled.  “I think you’re scared of how it made you feel—because deep down, you know what you really want.”

      “It doesn’t really matter.”  I sighed.  “I could never be with someone like you—someone that treats women like they’re property you get to purchase…”

      “Fine, let’s talk about that.”  He took a sip to his wine and put the glass down.  “Let’s talk about Candice, the single mother who was living in a shelter while her child was in a foster home—thirty days with me turned all of that around for her.  She was able to use the money to get back on her feet, find a job that paid well enough to keep a roof over her head, and she got her son back.”

      “That’s just—one example.”  I took another nervous sip of my wine.

      “Then let’s talk about Anabelle, the woman who grew up with nothing—she always wanted to go to college, but she couldn’t afford it.  She didn’t even know where her next meal was going to come from—until she signed one of my contracts.  That was five years ago.  Do you know where she works now?”  He tilted his head slightly.

      “No…”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “Paramount Pictures.  She’s is a video editor in Hollywood.  It’s what she always wanted to do but getting there seemed impossible—until she had the financial freedom to go to college and get the degree that would open those doors.”  He nodded.

      “Two examples…”  I felt my resolve dying a slow death inside me.

      “You want more?  Hannah—she came from an abusive home.  She was living on the streets until Ms. Reynolds sent her to me.  Dana—her parents were killed in a car accident, and the foster system spit her out at eighteen with nothing except the clothes on her back.  Tracy—she found out her fiancé was cheating on her the day they were supposed to get married, and he wasn’t the kind of man that would let a woman walk away from him…”

      “Okay.”  I put my hands on my forehead.  “I get it…”

      “Are you sure?”  He leaned forward.  “I don’t take advantage of people.  The arrangements are mutually beneficial.  It’s not—sexual slavery, as you put it.  Women that go to Ms. Reynolds for help are already in dire situations—they’ve made the decision to sell their bodies in order to turn their lives around.  I give them an opportunity to do it in thirty days.”

      “I’m not one of those women.”  I shrugged.  “I don’t need anything from you.”

      “Maybe I’m the one who needs something this time.”  He moved closer—and I didn’t pull away.  “I’ve let you through every single one of my defenses—are you going to let me through yours?”

      “I don’t know…”  I stared into his eyes and felt a rush of confusion surge through my veins.

      “Then stop me.”  He moved closer.  “Tell me you don’t want this.”

      I didn’t reply.  I didn’t have the courage to push him away or tell him that I didn’t want him to kiss me—because I did.  He kept moving forward until his lips crashed into mine.  I had been kissed before, but never like that.  Electricity danced along my skin until every hair was standing on edge.  He had pulled me into a trap that I couldn’t escape.  My body cried out for his touch—and when his hand moved to the back of my neck, I melted into his embrace.  The things he said should have sent me running in the opposite direction as fast as possible, but I didn’t know how to stand—much less run.  My lips parted, and his tongue ravaged my mouth until my head spun.  He finally pulled away, and I immediately started gasping for air—it felt like I was asphyxiating on the heat from our breath.

      “I should probably go.”  He let go of my neck and leaned back.

      “What?”  I blinked a couple of times.  “Why?”

      “I don’t want to rush things—I actually like you.”  He sighed.  “Trust me, I don’t really want to leave, but I think we should both sleep on this—in separate beds.”

      “You’re probably right.”  I looked down and nodded.

      I would probably regret it tomorrow—despite how turned on I am…

      Alexio gave me one more long kiss at the door before he finally left my apartment.  The fact that he walked away when he clearly wanted more left me feeling confused.  I would have never expected him to let me slip through his grasp when he had me on the edge of giving him something I had never given to a man before.  I wasn’t sure I could ever have a future with a man like him—he was too complicated, and his past had torn his heart to pieces.  The things he had done might have helped the women who shared his bed for thirty days, but I didn’t really want to be another name on a list.  I didn’t want to be an example that he shared with others when he tried to argue the merits of his true desires.  There would be no equality with him—the passion would eventually give way to the dominance he craved, and while the thought of it was enough to make my heart race, I wasn’t sure I could submit to him the way that he truly wanted.

      I’m definitely going to be thinking about it when I go to bed—and I won’t be wearing any panties when I do.
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      Faith wasn’t ready to submit to me.  Those pale-blue eyes were no longer haunting, but they were full of hesitation.  Her body was ready, but I wanted her soul to beg for it too.  I had never tried to have an actual relationship that intertwined with my desires.  They were formed from the tragic destruction that made my heart bleed out.  I didn’t go to her apartment expecting to leave with my heart beating harder than it had in years, but that’s exactly what happened.  She was sassy, fierce, and everything about that turned me on.  Her surrender was going to be beautiful, but it wasn’t going to happen immediately.  I could have pushed for what I wanted—I might have even been able to take her virginity—but I wanted more than that.  I wanted everything.  I just had to be patient enough to wait so that I didn’t ruin her in the process.

      She will be mine.  I won’t stop until she is—but patience is a virtue I didn’t have when I was younger.

      I had a million missed calls.  A thousand text messages.  That was an exaggeration, but it sure seemed like it.  Deana had been trying to reach me all afternoon.  Ben was anxious to find out what happened when I met with Faith.  Everything was fine at Hawkins Capital, but nobody there was used to me literally falling off the face of the earth for hours.  It was a strange sense of liberation.  The company was in good shape.  I had hired great people who could keep it going without my constant micromanagement.  I needed to rely on them more.  It was time to stop clipping their wings.  If I was going to have a life that wasn’t one hundred percent devoted to my company, then I had to loosen the reigns a little bit.

      I’ll figure that out tomorrow—tonight, I’m just going to dream about what I really want from Faith…
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      “You can’t do that again.”  Deana followed me into my office.  “I got a call from Younger-Davis.  They want to present something—I couldn’t set it up because you didn’t return my call.  They might go to another company!”

      “From now on, any company that we are interested in acquiring will go through Dave first.  He’ll handle the meetings, and I’ll sit down with him to discuss the ones that look interesting.”  I sat down behind my desk with a thud.

      “Sir?”  Deana blinked in surprise.  “You always handle those meetings.”

      “Yes, and I’ll talk things through with Dave before I make a final decision—I’m switching it up a little bit.”  I looked up at her and smiled.

      “Are you having a midlife crisis or something?  Did the meeting with Faith not go well?  Oh god, are we about to have a problem with her?”  A look of panic spread across Deana’s face.

      “I’d like to know the answer to that as well.”  Ben barged into my office.  “Do I need to send over a non-disclosure agreement?  How much is this one going to set you back?”

      “Faith doesn’t want money.”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “Fuck…”  Deana’s face went white.

      “This is bad—really bad.”  Ben’s expression immediately matched hers.  “She’s going to ruin you!”

      “No, it’s fine.”  I held up my hand.  “She’s not going to tell anyone about the interview.”

      “How can we be sure of that?”  Ben blinked in confusion.

      “I trust her.”  I nodded.  “She gave me her word, and that’s good enough.”

      “Since when!?”  Deana’s jaw fell open.

      “Since now,”  I growled under my breath.  “End of discussion.”

      Deana and Ben had a lot more questions to ask, but they didn’t—I guess the look on my face was enough to bottle their curiosity up.  I logged into my computer, and the first thing I did was send a bouquet of flowers to Faith, along with a request for a second date.  After that, I met with the IT team to see where we were with the hacker situation.  The attacks had slowed down, a few security improvements had helped, and the authorities were still investigating.  I doubted they would find the ones that were responsible, but at least they were trying.

      I met with Dave to let him know what the new plan was.  He was nervous, but excited for the opportunity to do more—I also let him know that there was going to be a raise and a new title to go along with it.  He deserved it.  He had been at Hawkins Capital since the beginning and would have been a fierce competitor if he wasn’t working for me.  I delegated a few more responsibilities to others on my team, but my need to have the final say was too strong for me to turn over all of the decisions to them.  It was going to be an interesting week—I would either have to pick up the pieces when they failed or find a way to run Hawkins Capital that didn’t make it impossible to have a life outside of the building.

      Around lunch time, my phone lit up with a text message from a number I didn’t recognize.  I assumed it was from Faith since I included my number in the card I sent with the flowers.

      Faith:  Thank you for the beautiful flowers.  How did you know I liked carnations?

      Alexio:  I didn’t.  What do light red carnations mean?

      Faith:  I have no idea…

      Alexio:  Look it up.

      I wasn’t the type of guy that memorized every kind of flower and what they stood for.  It was just happenstance.  I bought a company named Carnation Endeavors once—they were an online florist that was trying to compete with the big named companies and struggling.  Their pitch outlined a marketing strategy which was aimed at bringing awareness to a flower that wasn’t as well respected as roses.  The light red ones I sent to Faith symbolized admiration and the beginning of something that could blossom.  The fact that she didn’t know that, meant the advertising campaign wasn’t very successful—then again, it wasn’t a great investment, to begin with, but at least I learned something that proved to be useful down the road.

      Faith:  That’s sweet.

      Alexio:  Sweet enough for you to agree to a second date?

      Faith:  Maybe…  You realize I’m never going to be the kind of woman you want me to be, right?

      Alexio:  Why don’t we talk about that tonight?  Can I pick you up at five?

      Faith:  I’ll have to check my schedule…

      Alexio:  Your schedule is clear.  Even if you have an interview today, nobody interviews that late in the day.

      Faith:  Maybe I was planning to stay home and wash my hair…

      Alexio:  You’ve got plenty of time to do that before five o’clock.

      Faith:  True.

      Alexio:  See you then.  Meet me outside.

      There wasn’t much that required my immediate attention at Hawkins Capital, so I checked my calendar for the following day, set up some meetings with the people who were going to be handling most of the important stuff that didn’t require my direct approval, and took off for the day.  Deana wasn’t pleased with that, but she held her tongue.  I made reservations at a restaurant, arranged for a car to pick us up, and then went back to my house so I could get ready for the date.  I was actually a little nervous—and I hadn’t been nervous about a date with anyone in a very long time.  I got a call from Ms. Reynolds right before it was time to go—she was still trying to reschedule the interview that I thought I was going to have when Faith walked through the door.  I had to tell her that the interview was off—and I didn’t need her to arrange any others for me.  I didn’t tell her why, but I was pretty sure she could figure it out.

      Now I have to figure out if I can even remember how to actually date someone…
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        * * *

      

      Later that day

      The car pulled up outside of Faith’s apartment building ten minutes before it was time to pick her up.  Those ten minutes passed, and there was no sign of her.  I glanced at my watch several times as several more minutes ticked by.  I was just about to get out of the car and go knock on her door when she finally appeared—nearly seven minutes late.  She was wearing a beautiful red dress that hung on every one of her gorgeous curves, and the sight of her practically took my breath away.  I stepped out of the car and held the door for her when she approached—then I hit the privacy shield so that the driver couldn’t see us once we were seated.

      “I’m sorry that I’m late.”  She leaned forward to adjust her heel.  “I haven’t worn these shoes in a while, and they got lost in the back of my closet.”

      “That’s fine.  I won’t spank you unless they give our table away because we don’t make our reservation in time.”  I looked over at her and smiled.

      “You’re never going to spank me.”  She gave me a sideways glance and scoffed.

      “You said that we’d never go on a date either.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “Yet here we are—on our second one.”

      “It’s going to end a lot quicker than the first one if you threaten to spank me again!”  She narrowed her eyes.

      “It’s only a matter of time before you end up over my knee.”  I put my hand on her leg.  “You know that as well as I do.”

      “Negative.” She pushed my hand away.

      “We’ll see…”  I chuckled under my breath again.

      She could fight it with her words, but there was too much curiosity in her pale-blue eyes for me to believe what she was saying.  I saw it when I told her what a Daddy Dom was—I felt the atmosphere in the room change—and she would have never let me kiss her unless that curiosity was already boiling inside her head.  She would eventually give in to me, and it would be a lot sweeter than pushing for it when she was still confused.  Watching the first taste of submission flourish in those beautiful eyes was going to be a glorious sight.  I could feel the need getting stronger inside of me as well—I wanted her on her knees—begging for everything she was going to get—and I would have it when the time was right.

      “You’re in luck.  It doesn’t look like the restaurant is very busy tonight.”  I turned towards the door once the car came to a stop.

      Dinner was fairly uneventful.  She told me about the places she was interviewing at; I gave her a few pointers based on the people that she was going to be sitting down across from.  I had faced off against most of them at some point or another, and while they were worthy adversaries, I didn’t consider them enemies.  I was always fine with competition if it was healthy and respectable—I loved to win when it was a fair fight.  The competitors that didn’t play by the rules were the ones that felt my wrath—and that was better for the industry as a whole.  There weren’t many companies like mine that relied so heavily on acquisitions to grow their fund.  Most of the ones she was interviewing with took the standard path of just investing in stocks to turn a profit.  It was a safe way of doing business, but it was still profitable.

      “So, where are you taking me after this?  Are you going to end it after we finish eating like last night?”  Faith tilted her head inquisitively.

      “No, I think we had too much—tension last night.”  I smiled.  “I got us tickets for a comedy show.  Laughter is good for the soul.”

      “That could be fun.”  She nodded.

      Laughing wasn’t something I got the opportunity to do often.  I was usually too busy with work to make time for any form of stress relief except the gym.  The comedy club had a two drink minimum, and none of the selections were that intriguing.  I decided on a whiskey that was water down—she got a glass of wine that appeared to be rather bitter based on the way her nose wrinkled after the first sip.  Thankfully, we were there for the show instead of the cocktails.  The opening act wasn’t very funny, but the main guy had a dark sense of humor and twisted a lot of vulgarity into his act.  I thought it was hilarious—even if it was a little crude.  Faith blushed a few times, but she didn’t stop laughing.

      “I think I need a glass of water after trying to drink that wine.”  Faith smacked her lips together a few times after we walked outside of the comedy club.

      “You should have tried the whiskey.”  I chuckled.  “It was mostly water.”

      “I do still have most of that bottle you opened last night…”  She turned towards me and smiled.

      “Do you really think it’s a good idea for us to go back to your place?”  I tilted my head.

      “Why not?”  She bit down on her bottom lip.  “You don’t want to kiss me again?”

      “I want to do a whole lot more than that.”  I narrowed my eyes.

      “Not tonight—but I’d still like to have one more drink with you.”  She turned and started walking towards the car.

      I’d like that too.

      I kissed Faith as soon as we got in the car—and our lips stayed together most of the way back to her place.  Not tonight was going to be difficult—especially when I tasted the hunger on her breath.  I resisted the urge to push things further—and to let my hands explore those gorgeous curves.  I took her hand on the elevator ride to her floor, and she didn’t pull away—she even leaned against me right before the elevator doors opened.  I could have had her if I tried—but I didn’t want a hint of hesitation when I claimed her for the very first time.  I was going to have everything I wanted or nothing at all.  It was the only way that our relationship could survive past one night of passion.

      “Let me grab a couple of wine glasses.  The bottle is still in the living room.”  Faith walked towards the kitchen, and my eyes stayed on her entrancing figure until she turned the corner.

      “At least you knew not to put it in the refrigerator.”  I chuckled and walked into the living room.

      “My roommate has given me a pretty good education on red wine.”  She laughed and walked into the living room behind me.

      “Where is your roommate, anyway?”  I turned towards her.

      “She’s staying with her mother right now.”  The smile faded from Faith’s face.  “They’re having some problems right now.”

      Yeah, I know—but if I tell her that, I will have to admit that we were digging for dirt before she agreed not to tell anyone about the interview.

      “That doesn’t sound good.”  I reached for the wine, and when I moved it, I noticed something else on the table underneath a stack of papers—an eviction notice.  “Neither does this…”

      “Yeah.”  She sighed when she realized I had seen it.  “Another problem I’m dealing with right now…”

      “Do you need help with your rent or something?”  I sat down on the couch and started pouring the wine.

      “It’s a little more complicated than that—my roommate’s mother helped us get this place, and the deal has fallen through.”  She picked up the eviction notice.  “When the owner realizes I haven’t vacated the premises tomorrow, he’ll file a lawsuit so he can have me thrown out.”

      “Where will you go?”  I lifted the glass of wine to my lips.

      “I’m not sure.”  She looked down at the eviction notice.  “My roommate’s mother lives in San Diego—she offered to let me stay there for a little while.  I may have to take her up on that, even though I really want to stay in Los Angeles so I can get a job here.”

      “You’re about to be homeless, and you still wouldn’t take money from me?”  I blinked in surprise.  “That’s a terrible business decision.”

      “That’s how you see the world isn’t it?”  She lifted the glass of wine to her lips.  “It’s just one big transaction…”

      “Not always.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “But this is one of those times when you have to think about yourself.  What if you get one of the jobs you interviewed for?”

      “It’s a two hour commute.”  She shrugged.  “I could do it if I had to.”

      “A two hour commute if traffic is good—and it never is. Plus, you’re going to hit it in Los Angeles and San Diego.  It might three or four hours…”  I sipped my wine.  “Driving your car back and forth to work will be a second job…”

      “That would be a nightmare.”  She exhaled sharply.

      “Let me help you.”  I reached out and put my hand on hers.  “If you don’t want a handout, it can be a loan.”

      “A loan?  What’s the interest rate?”  She narrowed her eyes.

      “Affordable.”  I grinned.  “But if you miss a payment, I’m going to give you a spanking every day until you pay what you owe.”

      “Those aren’t very good terms…”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I told you that this date was going to end if you kept threatening to spank me.”

      “You’re not trying to show me the door right now…”  I leaned closer.  “Are you?”

      “No…”  She sighed and bit down on her bottom lip.

      Then we’re making progress.
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      Alexio was good at twisting me around his desires—and I was falling headfirst into them so fast it was making my head spin.  Every time he kissed me, it was like the air was sucked out of my lungs, and I just wanted him to suffocate me instead of stop.  He made me feel butterflies, fireworks, and euphoria at the same time.  He was more intoxicating than all of the wine in the world, and I was a drunk chasing that next fix the instant his lips left mine.  I knew what he wanted, but I didn’t know if I could give myself to him like that—I didn’t know if I could be the kind of girl that submitted to a Daddy Dom, even if my resolve was wavering faster than his lips made my panties wet with an overwhelming craving for his touch.

      “Let me help you.”  He leaned back from our kiss and reached for his glass of wine.

      “I don’t want your money…”  I exhaled sharply.

      “It’ll be your money—an advance on all of your paychecks until it’s paid off.”  He took a sip of his wine and nodded.

      It wasn’t like I could walk into a bank and take out a loan without any collateral.  My parents weren’t in any sort of position to help more than they already had—I wouldn’t even think of asking them.  Alexio did make a good point about the commute.  It sounded good in my head as a possibility, but it would be extremely difficult to do that every day.  It would take a lot longer to get my own place if I had to pay for a tank of gas every couple of days.  I didn’t really want to move in with Jennifer’s mother, especially with everything they were going through.

      “Okay.”  I nodded.  “I have a few days to figure it out.  Once the eviction lawsuit is filed, there will be a hearing.”

      “Are you going to get a lawyer?”  He tilted his head slightly.

      “I can’t afford a lawyer,”  I chuckled and shook my head.

      “Then let me at least take care of that—I have several on retainer.  They get paid whether I ask them to do anything or not.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “What kind of deal did you have on this place anyway?”

      I opened up to him about Jennifer’s mother, who she was, and how she helped us get the apartment.  Alexio knew her by name and was aware of the charges—he had also bought a building from her at some point.  Luckily, that was the end of their business dealings—considering the charges she was facing.  Alexio didn’t think the owner of the building had a case, which surprised me.  I thought the moral clause would surely give him the right to serve the eviction notice since Jennifer’s mother helped us get the apartment.  Alexio was convinced that the names on the lease would be the only ones that mattered—and whatever deal the owner made outside of that wouldn’t directly impact the agreement we signed.  Talking through the situation with Alexio actually made me feel better about it, and I agreed to let him assign one of his lawyers to my case.  He thought a sternly worded letter from a high powered firm would show the owner that we weren’t going down without a fight and it might convince him not to file the lawsuit in the first place.

      “It would be nice to keep this place.”  I looked around the apartment.  “I would have never been able to afford an apartment like this on my own—and it’ll probably be a long time before I’m able to again.”

      “Are you going to be able to cover things by yourself if your roommate stays in San Diego?”  He tilted his head inquisitively.

      “Yeah.”  I nodded.  “I took out extra student loans, and I’ve been really careful with my money.  I would have a hard time getting a new apartment, especially if I don’t have a job—but I’m fine here for a couple of months until I find one.”

      “Okay, well if you need help, my offer is open.  Just let me know.”  He leaned forward.  “That was a stressful discussion—I think we need to distract ourselves with something else.”

      “I agree.”  I bit down on my bottom lip and smiled.

      I had no idea how he managed to make my body react to his kiss like he did, but there was no way for me to deny the primal hunger that grew every time his lips found mine.  His kisses always started gentle, but they grew with intensity as our lips seared together until he was practically devouring me.  I loved every second—and the instant they pulled away—I yearned for their return.  Every time I realized he was just taking a moment to breathe; I chased that next kiss with a ferocity that matched his.  He pushed me back towards the couch, and I sank back into the cushions.  His hands moved along my dress until he found the exposed skin below the hem—then his hand started moving underneath it.  His touch felt like fire against my flesh, and I struggled as he moved along my inner thigh.  I didn’t want him to stop—I wanted him—but I was still filled with so much hesitation it terrified me.

      “You’re so tense.”  He lifted up and stared into my eyes.  “I’m not going to do anything that you’re not comfortable with.”

      “I know—I’m just scared.”  I felt a lump rising in my throat, and I tried to swallow it.

      “I won’t do more than touch.”  He slid his hand further, and the tips of his fingers grazed against the top of my inner thigh.

      “Okay…”  I sighed and tried to relax.

      The tips of his fingers teased my skin while his lips crashed into mine.  I hesitated again when I felt his fingers move from my skin to my panties, but I tried to stay calm.  His touch was lighting a fire that was beginning to blaze.  It didn’t feel like a lit match inside me—it felt like an inferno.  The tips of his finger moved dangerously close to my clit, and I started to tremble.  It felt incredible, but I knew what would happen if he started to touch me there.  He slid his finger in a wide circle—it was gentle and grazing, but each rotation brought him closer to my clit.  I tried to close my legs, but I couldn’t find the strength.  I craved his touch so much—and my body was surging with so much lust I didn’t want him to stop.  His lips moved away from mine—down to my neck—then he kissed his way up to my ear.

      “I want to make you come.”  He exhaled sharply, and my skin sizzled.

      If he doesn’t, I might have to kick him out just so I can go to bed and take care of it myself…

      “You said you were just going to touch,”  I sighed.

      “That’s all I need.”  He kissed my neck again.

      His finger moved to my clit, and he started to rub it through my panties.  The sensation wasn’t as intense as it was when I touched myself, but I was so turned on that it was enough to make me start moaning immediately.  His lips kept kissing my neck while his finger moved in quick circles around the hard knot that formed underneath his touch.  There was no way that I was going to be able to make him stop—it felt too good.  His finger moved down to my wetness—my panties were soaked with my lust.  He pressed against the entrance of my pussy and massaged it while his thumb started to move against my clit.  It wasn’t going to take much to make me come—I could already feel the pressure building up inside me.

      “Are you going to come for me?”  He pressed his lips to my ear.

      “Yes…”  I moaned and nodded.

      “Then beg for it.”  His finger and thumb stopped moving.  “Say—Daddy, please make me come.”

      “I…”  My lips trembled.

      “Don’t hesitate—you know you want to say it.”  He kissed my ear again.

      “Daddy…”  I exhaled sharply.  “Daddy, please make me come.”

      “Good girl.”  He started moving his finger and thumb again.

      That was a lot hotter than I expected it to be…

      Alexio had spun a web and caught me in it.  I was his prey, and I was ready to be devoured.  The pressure built up inside me at a rapid pace.  My muscles got tight, and I could feel the release coming.  His finger and thumb were like magic against the spot that brought me the most pleasure.  All I could do was submit to the feeling—give in to my desires—and let the pleasure take me where he wanted me to go.  His thumb started to move faster, and I felt my muscles seize up—then the pressure released.  I moaned, and my mouth opened wide—a whimper rose up from my throat.  The pleasure turned into euphoria as it surged through my veins.  The orgasm took control, and my hips bucked against him.  He kept moving his finger and thumb until the orgasm peaked—took me to nirvana—and then started to fade.

      “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”  He lifted up and smiled.

      I called him Daddy…

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “It felt—amazing.”

      “If you’re a good girl, I might use my tongue next time.”  He leaned down and moved his tongue against my lips.

      “Oh god…” I exhaled sharply.

      The afterglow of bliss was tranquil, and I loved being in his arms while my pulse slowly returned to normal.  It was so calming that I dozed for a couple of minutes.  We stayed there for nearly an hour.  His fingers lightly teased my skin—I worked up the nerve to gently move my hand against his chest—his muscles were like mountains on his frame.  When it was finally time for him to go, I didn’t want him to leave, but he had to be up early for work.  He gave me one more long kiss goodnight, and then I was alone in my apartment.  I cleaned up the wine glasses, shoved the cork back in the bottle, and straightened up a little bit before I finally went to my bedroom.

      I still can’t believe how much it turned me on to actually call him Daddy…

      It didn’t sound that hot when he said it the first time during the interview.  It was—rather offensive.  When he told me he was a Daddy Dom, I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to be the kind of woman he desired.  Saying it in the midst of passion was alluring and sensual.  It didn’t make me feel strange—it unleashed a torrent of adrenaline and made me quiver.  I wasn’t totally on board with the idea of submitting to him, being dominated—or punished, but the hesitation was fading.  I had seen the man behind those desires, and I really did like Alexio.  He was damaged and broken because of what he endured, but there was plenty of good left in his darkness.  Coaxing that to the surface showed me who he truly was.  But could I keep it there—or would his dark desires destroy me first?
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      The next day

      My morning didn’t get off to a great start.  I checked the Rutherford Trust website and saw that they had posted an announcement with their latest hires.  My name wasn’t included—I didn’t even get a call from them to let me know that I wasn’t being offered a job.  My morning got worse when I did get an email from one of the other companies I interviewed with—an email that thanked me for coming and promised they would keep my resume on file even though they didn’t have any openings.  If they didn’t have any openings, why did they interview me, to begin with?  I checked the status of my resume with several other companies and made sure the one that was on Indeed was up to date—then all I could do was sit around my apartment and wait to see if anyone graced me with a phone call.

      I guess I should check in with Jennifer.

      The conversation was another rough part of my morning.  A plea bargain had been offered—Jennifer’s mother could plead guilty in exchange for ten years in prison.  If she let it play out in front of a jury and there was a conviction, they were going to push for twenty-five.  Jennifer had officially decided to quit her job and stay in San Diego so she could stay by her mother’s side until the trial was over.  I didn’t ask what that meant for our living situation because I already knew—if she wasn’t working and her mother’s assets were frozen—she wasn’t going to be able to cover her half of everything.  It wouldn’t have been fair to ask anyway since she wasn’t really living there.  I had two clocks ticking against me.  Either the owner of the building would throw me out, or I would run out of money eventually if I didn’t find a job.  It was time to give serious thought to waiting tables or making coffee—I was just about to start looking for those kinds of job opportunities when my phone lit up with a message from Alexio.

      Alexio:  Third date tonight?

      Faith:  I got flowers when you asked me out yesterday.  Now I just get a text message?

      Alexio:  If you say yes, I’ll make sure you’re just as satisfied as you were last night.

      Faith:  What kind of girl do you think I am?

      Alexio:  The kind that is going to say yes.

      Faith:  Five o’clock again?

      Alexio:  See you then.

      I tried to put my bad morning behind me and went to take a long bath.  I was certainly going to miss having an apartment with such a nice tub—I was pretty sure that I would be lucky to have more than a shower in my next one.  Alexio was in my thoughts once I stripped off my pajamas and climbed into the water.  I really did like him.  I was just scared of what that could mean—especially if he decided that he was still incapable of love after I fell head over heels—or worse, if I found out that I could never be the kind of woman he wanted.  He was used to bending women to his will because he owned them, and I would never be that flexible, nor would I ever let him treat me like property.  His past was never going to rub me the right way, even if I did like him.  Navigating through that was not going to be easy.

      All relationships have problems eventually—but how many start with them?

      I spent the afternoon picking out my dress for the evening, making sure I had the right pair of shoes by the door, and getting everything ready.  I wasted a decent amount of time going through job sites, searching for some other options, and sending my resume to the ones that looked interesting.  Options I had never considered before were starting to look like my new dream jobs—or at least a temporary stop before I found the right one.  I started feeling a little sleepy, mostly because I was bored and had nothing to do.  I decided to take a nap and set an alarm to wake up at three-thirty.  That would give me plenty of time to get ready before it was time to meet Alexio outside.

      A couple of hours will definitely help—I don’t want to be yawning when he picks me up.  That’s not very romantic…
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      “Faith?”  I was woken up by the sound of banging—and Alexio’s muffled voice.

      “What?”  I sat up in bed and looked at the clock.  “Shit!”

      What the hell happened to my alarm?  My cell phone was supposed to—oh no!  I set it for AM!

      “Faith, are you in there?”  Another round of banging.

      “Coming!  Just a minute!”  I grabbed a bathrobe and put it on as I ran to the door.  “Alexio, I’m sorry!  I slept through my alarm—well, I set it for the wrong time…”

      “I see…”  He sighed and shook his head.  “I guess we’re not going to make our reservation tonight.”

      “Hold on; I can get ready.  Just give me a few minutes…”  I ran towards the bedroom.

      “It’s okay.”  He walked into my apartment and closed the door.  “We can just order in.  It’s not a big deal.”

      “At least let me put on something besides a bathrobe…”  I sighed and pushed my bedroom door closed.

      He’s going to think I’m an idiot—I certainly feel like one…

      The dress seemed pointless.  If we were just ordering in, there was no reason to put it on.  I grabbed a pair of jeans and a t-shirt instead.  The nap had left my hair looking like I took a trip to Oz in a tornado, so I did my best to make it look presentable.  When that didn’t work, I just opted for a ponytail.  I really didn’t want to keep him waiting too long, so I put a quick layer of makeup on, and it looked like the rush job that it was, but I looked halfway presentable.  I hated that I had ruined our dinner plans—and whatever else he had in mind—but we were going to get to spend more time together, so that was better than nothing.

      “I’m so freaking sorry…”  I walked out of my bedroom and sighed.

      “It’s fine; I promise.”  He waved off my concern.  “Come over here and help me pick out something to order.”

      “I don’t think we need a feast like you ordered last time.”  I smiled and sat down beside him.

      “No, probably not,”  he chuckled.  “I just didn’t know what you would like.”

      “Wow, that’s quite a wait…”  I looked at the estimated time for delivery and saw that it was nearly two hours.

      “Yeah, I guess people are getting off work now and rushing to get orders in.”  He raised an eyebrow.  “Do you want to wait that long?”

      “I’m fine with it if you are.”  I shrugged.  “I’m the one that made us miss the reservation.”

      “Okay.”  He picked out a few items, gave the phone to me, and then placed the order once I made my selections.  “There—now we don’t even have to leave the apartment.”

      “Thank you,”  I sighed.  “I would have totally understood if you just wanted to cancel the date entirely—god, I’m such an idiot.”

      “This isn’t the worse thing that could have happened.”  He took my hand and squeezed it.  “At least it wasn’t a job interview or your first day of work.”

      “True.”  I nodded—then something hit me when I finally started to collect my thoughts.  “You didn’t threaten to spank me this time.”

      “Threaten?”  He raised an eyebrow.  “I think we’re past that point—if I was going to spank you; there wouldn’t be any reason for threats.”

      “At least I would deserve it this time…”  I looked down at the floor for a moment.

      “That’s not the kind of relationship you want.  I’m trying to respect that, even though the Daddy Dom side of me thinks you should be across my knee right now.”  He narrowed his eyes.

      “But that’s what you want—isn’t it?”  I lifted my head.  “You want the kind of relationship that puts me in a position where a mistake like the one I just made would result in punishment.”

      “It’s part of who I am.  I don’t hide from that.”  He squeezed my hand.  “But if it isn’t what you want, then it isn’t an option.”

      “How long will it be until that isn’t enough for you?”  I felt a lump rising up in my throat.  “Am I going to wake up one day and find that you’ve been secretly keeping a girl under contract to satisfy the desires that I don’t have?”

      “I would never do that to you.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “I’ve had my heart broken before—I know how much that hurts.”

      “I don’t want you to just settle…”  I sighed.

      “Where is this coming from?  We joked about it yesterday, but I wasn’t serious—I knew it wasn’t something you wanted.”  He tilted his head.

      “I think I’m just frazzled from oversleeping.”  I closed my eyes and winced.  “I don’t know—I thought you were joking yesterday, but I wasn’t sure.”

      “It’s a journey, not a destination.”  He put his hand under my chin and cupped the side of my face.  “I would love nothing more than to have you on your knees—totally submissive to me in every way.  I won’t stop pulling you down that path—but it’s going to be slow enough for you to get comfortable with every step.  This is a journey where you have to learn to walk before you get to kneel or crawl.”

      “What if I never want that?”  My eyes met his.

      “You said you would never go on one date with me, much less two—now we’re on our third.”  He shrugged.  “Now you’re tossing out another theoretical never.  I think I’ll wear you down and show you that it isn’t as scary as it seems right now.”

      “But what if you—”  I didn’t get to finish my sentence; he moved his thumb to my lips and silenced me.

      “Stop presenting theoretical situations.  Live in this moment—with me,” he growled under his breath.

      My body trembled.  My lips kissed his thumb.  He wasn’t going to give up on what he wanted—and he was so sure that I would follow him into the darkness that consumed his desires.  I didn’t feel like I was worth that—for him to turn a blind eye to his needs until I was ready to embrace them.  There was a chance that I would never want to be a woman that dropped to my knees in order to beg and please.  But maybe he was right—maybe it was a journey instead of a destination.  I resisted him when he asked me on a date, but he won me over—I was so sure I would never call him Daddy, yet saying it made my body burn with a primal lust that consumed me.  Maybe I was fighting a battle I was destined to lose—a battle that I might enjoy losing before the final shots were fired.

      “I want…”  My hands moved to the button on the front of my jeans, and I unfastened them.  “I want you to spank me.”

      “No you don’t.”  He shook his head back and forth.

      “I’m trying to live in this moment.  If it’s about the journey, I have to try it.”  I swallowed the lump that formed in my throat.

      “Stand.”  His eyes narrowed.

      “Okay…”  My knees trembled, and my hands fell away from my jeans as I lifted off the couch.

      “Will you obey me?”  His eyes got more intense, and his tone got firmer.

      “Y-yes…”  I nodded.

      “Yes what?”  He grabbed the front of my jeans.

      “Yes—D-Daddy.”  I stumbled over my words.

      “Remove your jeans.”  He let go of the waistband and jerked the zipper down.

      I fumbled with the edge of my waistband as I hooked my thumbs into it.  My heart was beating so hard in my chest it felt like it might explode.  My pulse was racing so fast that I couldn’t believe I was still conscious.  I pushed my jeans past my hips, and my stomach twisted into a knot.  I didn’t want him to hurt me.  I was scared of being spanked.  My parents didn’t believe in that sort of thing—but I had friends who weren’t that lucky.  The stories they told me didn’t make it sound pleasant.  My jeans slid down my thighs, and I had to remove my shoes in order to get my legs free.  I felt vulnerable and exposed—standing in front of Alexio in nothing but a pair of panties and a t-shirt.

      Oh god—is he going to make me take off my panties too?

      “Put your hands on your head—fold your fingers together.”  He motioned to me.

      “Yes sir.”  I lifted my hands to the top of my head, and my t-shirt raised, which exposed my abdomen.

      “How does it feel when I give you a command?  How does it feel to obey it?”  He leaned back against the couch.

      “I—I don’t know,”  I exhaled sharply.

      “That’s not an answer.  Close your eyes.”  His words snapped off of his tongue.

      “Okay.”  I nodded and plunged myself into darkness.

      “Listen carefully—what do you hear?”  he growled under his breath.

      “My—my heartbeat.”  I swallowed hard.  “Like it’s in my ears and beating against my chest at the same time.”

      “Why?”  His voice got firmer.

      “I’m scared?”  It was a question and a response.

      “Do I scare you?”  He put his hand on my stomach.  “Does my touch terrify you?”

      “No…”  I shook my head back and forth.

      “Then why are you scared?”  His fingers moved down to the waistband of my panties, and I flinched.

      “I—I’m afraid it will hurt.”  I swallowed hard and squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Why does pain scare you?”  His fingers wrapped around my panties, and he pulled me closer.

      “It’s—pain.  It’s supposed to scare me,”  I exhaled sharply.

      “Why?”  His voice was practically dripping with intensity.

      “I have—no idea.”  I tried to wrack my brain. “It’s evolutionary? It’s—fight or flight?”

      “It’s control,”  he growled.  “You’ve always had it.  You’ve lived and breathed by it—you’ve spent every day of your life grabbing onto it—you’re afraid of losing it.”

      “M-maybe…”  I nodded quickly.

      “Pain is a loss of control.  It’s something you can’t process and manipulate.”  He jerked my panties down to my knees.  “Give it to me.  Give me the moment—give me control.”

      “I—I don’t know how.”  I felt my body tremble—I felt even more exposed with my panties barely wrapped around my knees.

      “Yes, you do.”  I felt his hand on my inner thigh.  “You gave it to me last night—I made you come.”

      “That’s—different.”  I exhaled sharply.

      “Is it?”  He squeezed my inner thigh, and his finger brushed against my clit.  “Why?”

      “It felt good…”  I moaned when his finger swirled against the sensitive nerve endings.

      “What if pain could feel good too?  What if a spanking felt as good as this?”  He moved his finger against my clit a little faster.  “Would that still scare you?”

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “Of course not…”

      “Open your eyes.”  He pulled his finger away.

      “Did I say something wrong?”  I looked at him in confusion.

      “You’re not ready.  Pull up your panties and put on your jeans.”  He leaned back against the couch.

      I was so confused, but I did what he said.  My pussy was already wet with desire from his touch.  I didn’t know what I had to do to be ready—as he put it.  I was ready to give in.  I was willing to let him spank me, even if it was terrifying.  I wanted to take the first step down the path—and begin the journey.  I tried to make sense of it in my head, but my thoughts were jumbled.  The feeling of terror and desire started to mix together and blend into emotional turmoil.  Once my jeans were on, Alexio took my hand and pulled me into his arms.  I let my head rest against his shoulder as I tried to process everything that transpired between us.

      “Did I screw this up?”  I lifted my head and looked up at him.

      “No.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “You just took the first step.”

      “I feel like I tried and tripped over my own two feet.”  I blinked in confusion.

      “You didn’t trip.  You took it with more bravery than I expected.”  A smile formed on the edge of his lips.

      “But—nothing happened.  I didn’t get spanked…”  I tilted my head.

      “That doesn’t matter, and you’re wrong...”  He leaned forward until his lips were against my ear.  “Everything happened.  You’ll understand it when you’re ready.”

      I stayed in his arms with my thoughts spinning out of control until the food arrived.  Alexio acted like nothing had happened—like it was just a routine date with dinner and wine.  I felt like my emotions had been sundered, and I had no idea how to close the chasm that had torn me in half.  My soul had been pulled from my body, put in his hand, and then erratically shoved back into the frame that was originally supposed to hold it.  I gave him nothing, yet he said I gave him everything.  He was confusing me with riddles on every breath, but they had no answers.  They were just confusing words dancing in my subconscious.

      If this was the first step, then I’m really scared of the next one…
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      I was tempted to pull Faith across my knee and give her the spanking she asked for, but there was too much uncertainty swirling in her pale-blue eyes.  For a moment they actually became haunting again when the fear gripped her—so much so that I had to force her to close them just so I could keep my composure.  I was going to have her absolute submission or nothing at all—there was no in-between.  Games were fun when both parties enjoyed them, but they would tear the relationship apart if I was chasing my fantasy while she trembled.  I still enjoyed spending time with her.  Submission didn’t have to be the core of our relationship if she wasn’t ready.  I loved having her in my arms—tasting the innocence on her lips—and watching her come was a beautiful sight.

      “I think our food is here.”  I rubbed my hand along the side of Faith’s head, and she leaned back from our embrace.

      “I’ll get it.”  She smiled and stood up from the couch.

      Things returned to normal once the emotional moment passed.  We laughed and joked while we enjoyed our food and wine.  I had originally planned to take her out to a restaurant, followed by a trip to a botanical garden for some quiet time alone, but an evening at home was just as good.  If I was spending time with her, then I was happy.  She couldn’t see that yet.  She was afraid that I wanted more from her, and I did, but I was perfectly fine with the journey that brought us there.  I was definitely falling for her.  I never thought I would feel that way again, but I couldn’t deny it.  It was changing who I was—making me believe that there could be more to life than business and competition.  My heart was learning to beat again, just like it did so many years ago when I still believed in love.

      “This is really good.”  She leaned forward and took a bite of her food.

      “It would have been nice to go out, but I agree—spending time with you is good, wherever we are.”  I nodded and smiled.

      “I was talking about the food.”  Her lips slowly formed a hint of a smile.

      “I know.”  I gave her a slight wink and reached for my wine.  “Things got off to a chaotic start today, so I didn’t get a chance to tell you—I talked with one of my lawyers about the eviction notice you got.”

      “Oh?”  She looked up at me.  “Good news or bad news?”

      “A little of both.”  I put down my plate.  “My lawyer is familiar with the guy who owns your building—he’s a real estate developer named Charles Hawthorne.  Unfortunately, Hawthorne is no pushover.  The letter might not scare him off.”

      “I was afraid of that…”  She sighed.

      “Don’t lose hope yet—my lawyer agreed with what I told you.  Hawthorne might not back off without a fight, but he’s going to have a hard time proving his case.”  I lifted the glass of wine to my lips and took a quick sip.  “We can bury Hawthorne in interrogatories and discovery once the lawsuit is filed.  If he’s smart, he’ll see that this is more trouble than it’s worth.”

      “Gotta love the legal system.”  Faith chuckled and shook her head.  “Okay, I guess I won’t start packing my boxes anytime soon.”

      I was glad that I was able to help—but more importantly, I was glad that Faith agreed to let me help her.  She was so strong and independent that giving up even an inch to someone else was difficult.  I understood it, but it was important for both people to see the relationship as a partnership, even if it was just beginning.  I could throw dollars at her life and fix every single problem she had if she would let me.  I knew she would never agree to that, but at least she leaned on me for the one she couldn’t easily solve on her own.  There were more on the horizon—some she didn’t see coming yet.  It was only a matter of time before her father’s factory shut down, and her parents were one paycheck away from losing their house.

      “How are things going with your job search?  Any new prospects?”  I raised my eyebrow inquisitively and took the last bite of my food.

      “Rutherford Trust didn’t call, and they announced their new hires, so it looks like that one isn’t going to work out.”  She shrugged and took a sip of her wine.  “I’m looking at some other options.”

      “I know our last interview didn’t go the way you expected, but I would still hire you to work at Hawkins Capital if you wanted.”  I tilted my head slightly.

      “You know I can’t…”  She shook her head back and forth.  “I would know that I didn’t earn my spot—so would everyone else once they figured out that we were involved.”

      “I had to give you a chance to turn me down.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “The offer is always open if you change your mind.”

      “Thank you.”  She nodded.

      I helped Faith clean up once we were done eating, and then we found a movie to watch.  It had been ages since I just sat on the couch and watched a movie—alone or with someone else.  It was peaceful and kind of nice.  I held Faith in my arms the entire time—lightly teasing her with my touch—watching as the hunger grew every time my fingers moved against her skin.  I wanted her more than she could possibly realize, but I wanted it to be perfect.  That didn’t mean I couldn’t do something for her—if she would let me do a little more than just touch.  When the credits started to flash on the screen, I leaned forward and started to press my lips to her neck and moved them up to her ear.  I heard a sigh, followed a moan.

      “Can I make you come again tonight?”  I ran my tongue along the bottom of her earlobe.  “I don’t want to use my finger tonight.”

      “Oh god…”  She exhaled sharply.  “You still want to do that—after the way things went earlier?”

      “That doesn’t change anything.  We’ll get there when you’re ready.”  I pressed my lips to her neck and moved my hand down to her jeans.

      “Okay…”  She purred and leaned against me.

      I unfastened Faith’s jeans and unzipped them.  Her panties were already wet from my teasing.  I couldn’t wait to taste that sweet cherry—I was going to devour it.  My fingers pushed into the waistband of her panties, and I started to rub her clit.  It quickly formed a hard knot underneath my touch.  It wasn’t going to take much to make her erupt, but I didn’t want to do it with my finger.  I gave her a few quick rotations and shifted her over to the couch.  She looked up at me, and her pale-blue eyes were filled with anticipation.  I wrapped my fingers around her jeans and panties—then stripped them off of her hips.  It was a little harder than I intended, but she didn’t complain.  Once she was naked from the waist down, I started kissing her inner thighs—slowly moving towards what I craved.

      “Are you ready to give me a taste?”  I growled and pushed her legs apart.

      “Yes.”  She exhaled sharply and nodded.

      I kissed my way to the edge of her wetness and ran my tongue along the outside of her pussy lips.  She was practically dripping with desire and lust.  She would have probably let me take her virginity on the spot if I pushed for it—but I wasn’t ready for that.  I could keep my need stifled until there was no hesitation.  It would be much better that way.  I listened to the sound of her light moans as I teased the sensitive skin around the outside of her pussy—moving closer each time I moved my tongue in a circle.

      I used my finger to push the hood away from her clit and moved my tongue a little closer.  Her moan got louder when I flicked my tongue against it, then I moved down to the entrance of her pussy and tasted her cherry—it was even sweeter than I expected.  I pushed my tongue inside her—delivered a few quick thrusts—and then moved back to her clit.  It was a hard knot—begging for the pleasure that she craved.  I gave it a couple of flicks with my tongue and then started to move in quick circles that made her body get stiff for a moment.

      “That feels really good—keep going—Daddy…”  The last word lingered on her lips for a moment before she finally said it.

      I didn’t even have to ask this time.

      I rewarded her for addressing me the way that I wanted by moving my tongue faster.  Her body got stiff when the pleasure intensified, but she quickly relaxed once I got a rhythm going.  I loved the way she moaned—I was the first man to ever show her how amazing it could feel.  My cock was throbbing in my pants, but I ignored it so I could focus on her.  I slowed down a little bit when I felt her hips start to move against the couch.  Her breathing was getting heavy—her moans were turning into gasps.  She was close, and I was ready to taste her orgasm.  Her hands moved to the back of my head, and she started to grind herself against my tongue.

      “Make me come Daddy—please make me come!”  She started to tremble in anticipation of the release.

      I stiffened my tongue and moved it as fast as I could against her clit.  Her legs tried to close when the intense pleasure became overwhelming, but I pinned them to the couch.  Her pussy began to clench, and then it spasmed.  Her nails dug into my scalp, and she rolled forward.  I heard a loud gasp; then she erupted in bliss.  I kept her from moving and rolled my tongue around her clit while the orgasm consumed her.  It was a lot more powerful than the one she had the night before—I could feel that just by the way her body reacted.  I made the orgasm last as long as possible—and held her at the peak for long enough for a light scream to rush from her throat.  The orgasm finally began to fade, and she twitched when the spot that brought her the most pleasurable experience of her life became so sensitive, she couldn’t stand it anymore.

      “That was—so good.”  She exhaled sharply.  “Thank you.”

      “Do you want another glass of wine?”  I sat up and reached for the bottle.

      “I do…”  She nodded.  “My throat is parched.

      “Here you go.”  I filled her glass and offered it to her.

      “I feel guilty…”  She sighed and took a sip.

      “Why?”  I raised an eyebrow.

      “That’s twice now—and I haven’t done anything for you.”  She bit down on her bottom lip.

      “You have nothing to feel guilty about.  I enjoy feeling you squirm—I love how your body reacts to things it has never felt before.”  I took a sip of my wine.

      “But—I know you would like something in return.”  She took a sip of her wine and put her hand on my inner thigh.

      “Only if you’re comfortable with it.”  I exhaled sharply and felt a surge of desire sweep through me.

      “I—I want to try.”  She leaned forward and put her glass on the coffee table.

      There was no way that I was going to be able to say no to those soft pouty lips if she wanted to wrap them around my cock.  I was throbbing and so turned on from making her come that a few strokes from her hand would have probably done the trick.  I leaned back on the couch, and she started to move her hands along the inside of my thighs, teasing my cock through the pants, and then she reached for my belt.  Her pale-blue eyes were full of wonder—maybe a little nervousness—and then they lit up when she slid my pants down to expose the bulge in my boxer shorts.  I was tempted to help her pull them down, but I just let her explore.  It was going to be her first taste, and I didn’t want to rush it.

      “Do you want me to make you come, Daddy?”  She looked up at me and bit down on her bottom lip.

      “Yes…”  I exhaled sharply.  “God yes…”

      She slid my boxers down and then dropped to the floor between my thighs.  I kicked off my shoes and got one leg free.  She did the rest, tossing my pants and underwear on the floor by the couch.  Her lips slowly moved up my legs—then she started to swirl her tongue against my skin when she reached my thighs.  My cock got so tight that I didn’t think I was going to last long enough for those soft lips to make it to my balls.  She might have been inexperienced, but she knew how to tease.  I tensed up when her lips got so close to my balls that I could feel the heat of her breath—but then she moved a little higher and started pressing her lips to my skin.  She made a circle, alternating between gentle kisses and flicks of her tongue, then she wrapped her hand around my cock.  It pulsated against her fingers, and a loud groan immediately roared from within me.

      “Am I doing it right, Daddy?”  She looked up at me.

      “You’re—fucking perfect.”  I sucked oxygen into my lungs and gasped.

      She gave me a few strokes with her hand—and by some grace of whatever deity watched over mankind, I managed not to come.  There was something different about her touch—a different kind of connection than what I was used to.  I liked her—I was falling for her—that made what she was doing so much better than chasing a release with someone that didn’t matter.  It had been so long since I cared about the woman I was with.  I learned to block out the emotional passion that was supposed to come with desires of the flesh.  It wasn’t just about the bliss that her lips would bring—it was the fact that she wanted to be there.  I thought I was already broken and damaged beyond repair, but in that moment, I realized that I just needed the right woman.  I could let go—I could fall—I could embrace whatever we had, even if she never submitted to me the way that I thought she would have to in order for our relationship to work.

      “I think I’m going to enjoy this.”  She smiled and pressed her lips to the head of my cock.

      “I know I am…”  I felt a shudder sweep through my body.

      Faith’s lips parted, and she began to pull my cock into her mouth.  Her lips felt incredible—her mouth was warm and wet.  She adjusted her jaw so that she could let me easily slide against her tongue and started to massage the bottom of my shaft.  I watched my cock disappear between her lips as she covered it with her saliva and moved down my shaft.  She made it throb as she worked her way back to the head and rolled her tongue around it in several quick circles.  A second later, she was sliding down my length again and let the head crash into the back of her throat.  My head rolled back against the couch, and I gasped.  I was used to being in control—I was used to grabbing a woman by the hair and fucking her mouth instead of letting her pleasure me—but I resisted those urges.  I let Faith tease me as she moved at the pace that was comfortable for her.

      “God damn, that feels so fucking good.”  I let my hand rest on her head.  “You’re going to have a mouth full of Daddy’s cum real soon.”

      She moaned—it was an enthusiastic moan—like she was trying to coax the lust from my balls.  She was going to get it, but I wasn’t there yet.  I certainly wanted to come, but her lips were just too fucking good to rush it.  My cock slammed into the back of her throat several times, and then she swallowed.  My eyes rolled back in my head.  I didn’t expect that.  Every inch of my dick disappeared between her lips until they were resting against my balls.  She took a couple of seconds to adjust to it and then started moving her lips up and down my entire length.  I couldn’t hold back any longer.  My hand trembled, and I felt my balls get tight.

      “I’m gonna come!”  I threw my head back, and a throaty-growl followed a loud gasp.

      My whole body got stiff for a second, and then I felt cum surging through my shaft.  My eruption was like a geyser and it filled Faith’s throat with my seed.  She started swallowing immediately and choked as she worked to get it down.  Her lips kept moving while she swallowed, and she didn’t stop until every drop was drained from my balls.  My head fell back against the couch and it was spinning from the mixture of pleasure and complete euphoria.  Faith pulled her lips to the head of my cock, licked off the last few drops, and then moved to the couch beside me.  My eruption was so good that I was drained.  I extended my hand for the glass of wine and she gave it to me—I doubt I could have reached it on my own.  I took several sips, and then draped an arm across Faith’s shoulder so I could pull her close.

      “I could get addicted to that.”  I exhaled sharply and leaned forward to put down my glass of wine.

      “Maybe we can do it again on our next date.”  She looked up at me and smiled.

      “That’s the best idea I’ve ever heard.”  I grinned and pressed my lips to her forehead.  “How about tomorrow?”

      “I think my schedule is clear.”  She bit down her bottom lip and nodded.

      We don’t even have to go anywhere…
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      Alexio stayed and held me in his arms for a couple of hours, and then it was time for him to go.  We shared one more kiss, and then I was all alone in my apartment—just like I was the day before.  I enjoyed being able to give Alexio a taste of what he was generous enough to do for me.  I thought it would be strange to call him Daddy, but it felt right when the word rolled off my tongue.  I was still confused by his insinuation that I wasn’t ready to be the woman he wanted me to be.  The path—the journey—I wasn’t really sure what it all meant.  Maybe I had to understand that before I would ever be ready to be the submissive girl he craved.  He didn’t seem to be disappointed or upset, but I couldn’t shake the lingering fear that it would eventually become a roadblock in our relationship.  I was willing to endure the spanking, even if it hurt, just because I knew it was something he wanted.

      I certainly earned it after sleeping late and ruining our plans—although it probably turned out better than either of us expected.
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      I woke up early and checked on the resumes I had submitted.  It had become a daily ritual, but it was feeling like nothing more than wasted time.  I had no idea what I needed to do to be more competitive.  I wasn’t the best student in my class, but I still earned good grades.  If Alexio was serious about hiring me, then the other companies in the investments industry should have been interested as well—but they were hiring my classmates and graduates from other schools.  I didn’t do as much networking as I should have, and I couldn’t help but wonder if that was coming back to bite me in the ass.  After another round of being disappointed on the job front, I decided to call my parents and catch up.  I thought about calling Jennifer, but I didn’t have anything useful to share about the apartment, and I knew she was busy with her mother’s case.  My phone lit up, and I saw Alexio’s name on the screen.

      Alexio:  Do you think you will be able to wake up by five o’clock today, or should we try to meet up a little later?

      Faith:  Five is fine.  I promise I won’t oversleep this time!  I won’t even take a nap today!

      Alexio:  How would you like to come to my place?  I’d like to cook dinner for you.

      Faith:  You cook?

      Alexio:  I’m mediocre in the kitchen, but I’m pretty good on the grill.

      Faith:  Okay, I’ll be there at five!

      Alexio:  See you then.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day

      It was a little strange to pull up in front of Alexio’s mansion.  When we were alone in my apartment, it was easy to forget how rich he was.  I expected Olivia to greet me at the door, but Alexio opened it before I could knock.  We shared a kiss, and then he told me that he had given his staff the night off.  It was just going to be the two of us, and I was pretty sure that meant we were going to end up in the bedroom before the night was over—or the couch—either way, the red panties underneath my dress were probably going to come off.  I followed him through the house and outside to a screened in porch.  The grill was smoking, and it smelled delicious.  He opened the top so he could flip a couple of steaks and then closed it.

      “It’s a good thing you’re on time.  I would hate for them to get cold.”  He chuckled under his breath and turned to me.

      “You’re not going to let me live that one down, are you?”  I shook my head back and forth, but I couldn’t stifle my smile.

      “I don’t have much to tease you about.”  He walked over and put his hands on my hips.

      “I guess that’s true…”  I looked up at him.

      Alexio crushed my lips with a kiss that was a lot more passionate than the one we shared at the front door.  I melted into his arms as his lips sealed to mine, and he forced his tongue into my mouth.  There was something about the way he kissed me—like my lips were the only ones he had ever tasted that mattered.  When he finally pulled away, my knees were weak, and I had to lean against one of the wooden beams for support.  He walked back to the grill and checked on the steaks—it appeared that they were ready, so he started removing them.  As delicious as they smelled, I wasn’t hungry anymore—not for what was on the plate at least.  I wanted something else—something that I had never had before.  I wanted him, and I didn’t just want his tongue—I wanted to feel him throbbing inside me while he stripped every shred of my innocence away.

      “I know you said that you didn’t want them to get cold…”  I followed him into the dining room.

      “Do you feel like you need a spontaneous nap?”  He put down the plate and turned to me.

      “No.”  I bit down on my bottom lip and shook my head.  “I would like to go to the bedroom—but I don’t want to sleep there.”

      “Are you sure?”  He walked over to me and put his hands on my hips.

      “No,”  I sighed.  “I’m certain.”

      Alexio’s lips found mine again.  They felt so good—so natural.  His hands explored my body, and then he scooped me into his arms.  He was so strong that he lifted me effortlessly—like I was nothing more than a feather.  He held me against his chest, and I threw an arm over his shoulder.  I still didn’t know if I could be the submissive girl he wanted—but I wanted to be his.  He carried me up the stairs and walked towards one of the rooms.  It was a lavish bedroom that looked like it belonged in a palace.  When he put me on the mattress, I sank into it like I had been gently placed on a cloud.  His lips started to tease my skin while his hands tore at my clothes.  I could feel his cock against me—he was already throbbing with anticipation.

      “I want another taste of your sweet cherry before I claim it.”  He pressed his lips to my neck and started moving down my chest.

      He slid my dress up my hips and pulled my panties tight around my hips before he stripped them off.  His tongue pressed against my clit and started to circle the hard knot that had already formed.  I was wet and ready for him—but his tongue felt so damn good that I couldn’t resist it.  He circled my clit several times before moving down to the entrance of my pussy—then he plunged his tongue inside me.  It felt amazing, but it wasn’t what I truly craved—my body was begging for something else.  He slid his tongue back to my clit, and then I felt his finger against my pussy.  He gently pushed it inside me and began to move his tongue in quick rotations around my clit.  I might have been craving more than his finger, but the combination felt amazing.  I squirmed on the mattress, and after several minutes, I felt the pressure inside me begin to build.

      “Oh god…”  My back arched, and I moaned.

      He started to move his finger inside me faster.  He only went as deep as my hymen—never pushing hard enough to break it.  The pressure started to build really fast.  My muscles tightened up, and I knew I was about to come.  I dug my nails into his shoulder, and a loud moan rushed from my throat.  The pleasure was intense and wonderful—it shot surges of beautiful bliss through my veins.  My pussy started to spasm on his finger and then the pressure released.  Endorphins flooded my whole body.  The combination of his tongue and finger made the orgasm peak faster than normal.  The euphoria overwhelmed me and made my head spin before it finally began to fade.  The orgasm gave me a release, but it didn’t take away the desire.  It just made me want him even more.

      His lips began to kiss the sensitive skin above my clit—then he moved to my abdomen and started sliding my dress up.  I was exhausted, but I lifted off the mattress so he could remove it.  He tossed it onto the floor and then started to remove my bra.  He leaned forward and kissed my left breast—licking the nipple until it was a hard nub against his tongue.  He quickly moved to the right one, and I writhed on the bed when he brought those pleasure points to life.  His lips moved up to my neck and then I felt them against my ear.

      “Your body belongs to me tonight and once I claim you...”  He exhaled sharply.  “You’re going to be mine forever.”

      “Are you sure?”  I moaned and arched my back.  “What if I can’t give you everything that you want?”

      “This is what I want—it’s all that matters.”  He leaned back and started removing his shirt.

      Alexio’s upper torso was covered in gorgeous tattoos, and his physique was even more impressive than I realized.  His shirt hit the floor beside my dress and then he reached for his belt, but I stopped him.  I pushed his hands away and started to remove his belt myself.  I pulled it out of his pants, then unfastened them—moving my hand against his cock as much as I could in the process.  I slid his pants down as far as I could, and he kicked them the rest of the way off.  His hands forced my thighs apart, and he moved between them.  I felt his cock against the entrance of my pussy, and my mouth opened with a wide gasp when he began to push the head inside me.  I was so wet that it didn’t take much effort, but I grimaced when I felt my pussy being stretched around his girth for the very first time.

      “Are you ready to be mine?”  He leaned forward, and his cock went deeper.

      “Yes…”  I grimaced from the pain, but a twinge of pleasure made me moan.

      I wanted to be the woman in his bed—the woman in his arms—and I wanted him to be the man that claimed my innocence.  There was uncertainty spinning in my head about the future, but I knew what I wanted in that moment.  It was all I could focus on.  He pushed his cock deeper, pulled back, gave me a few quick thrusts, and then he was against my hymen.  He gave it a thrust hard enough to tear through the thin membrane and then the sting of my shattered innocence made me wince.  It didn’t hurt as much as I expected, but there was a burning sensation when he stretched that part of my pussy around his girth.  I internalized that pain and kept myself in the moment.  The moment was all that mattered.

      “You feel so damn good.”  He pushed a little deeper and moaned.  “I could spend all night inside this tight pussy and never get enough.”

      “I’m not going anywhere…”  I forced a smile and bit down on my bottom lip.

      “No, you’re not.”  He shook his head back and forth with a growl resonating in his throat.  “You belong to Daddy now.”

      He leaned forward and started kissing my neck, slowly moving to my lips.  His hips began to move in a rhythm.  He gave me a few quick thrusts, pushed a little deeper, and then followed that with several harder ones.  The quick thrusts felt good—the harder ones felt amazing—especially after I had time to adjust to the way he moved inside me.  His finger brought me bliss—his tongue took me to heaven—his throbbing cock took me to another plane of existence.  The pressure was building, and he hadn’t buried the entirety of his length yet, but that was definitely going to happen.  I could see the fire burning in his eyes.  That passionate desire belonged to me—I put it there—and I was going to be the one that embraced it when he erupted inside my pussy.  He gave me a few thrusts that were harder than the others—hard enough to drive me into the mattress—and I gasped when the euphoric burst swept through my veins.

      “Harder.”  I dug my nails into his back.  “That felt so good.  Fuck me harder, Daddy!”

      Every time I say that word—it just does something to me.

      “I will turn this bed into splinters if that is what it takes to make you come.”  He growled into my ear.

      It wasn’t going to take that much—but damn if I didn’t believe he would actually go through with it.  His muscles flexed, and he started to hammer my pussy.  The pain was still there, but it was dulled—especially when he went deep enough to drive his cock into my g-spot.  The pleasure immediately got more intense, and I felt the pressure building.  He lifted up and gave me a thrust hard enough to make the bed shake, and then our bodies were connected—his balls were against my skin—I had every inch of him inside me.  He left it buried there for a couple of seconds and then his thrusts got really hard.  The bed creaked underneath us, and the headboard slammed into the wall.  His dick began to throb every time he drove it into my pussy.  It felt so good that I couldn’t even speak—all I could do was moan.

      “Are you going to come for me?”  He pressed his lips to my ear.  “I want to feel it.”

      My response was a yes that was muffled beneath a gasp.  The pounding thrusts took me to the edge, and there was no way I could stop myself from going over it.  The pressure started to release, and my pussy spasmed on his length.  Every muscle in my body seized up and my nails dug in so hard I thought I would break skin, but I couldn’t let go.  The orgasm began to consume me.  Alexio never stopped thrusting—even when my pussy squeezed his cock—he just picked up the pace and hammered me harder.  The peak of bliss took my entire body into a paradise of euphoria, and his quick, powerful thrusts kept slamming into me.  The orgasm never got a chance to fade.  I fell away from the peak, and then another orgasm ripped through my body.  It was followed by a scream—so loud that it was a good thing we weren’t in my apartment because the neighbors would have probably been beating on my door.

      “Don’t stop Daddy—I want you to come inside me!  Oh god!”  My words were hurried—trapped beneath gasps and moans.

      He didn’t just make me come—he set off a chain reaction of orgasms that devoured my sanity.  I forgot who I was—forgot everything except the beauty of that pleasure.  Alexio’s cock throbbed, and he pulsated each time he went deep.  His thrusts began to get erratic.  He was about to come.  He drove his cock deep and left it there—then I felt cum surging through his shaft.  It flooded my pussy and triggered another orgasm.  Thick ropes of his seed followed every pulsation, and then he began to thrust again.  They were quick and hard.  Each one of them forced more cum from his balls until he was completely drained.  He continued driving his cock into me until my last orgasm started to fade.  I sank into the mattress, and he fell forward, shifting his weight to hit the bed beside me.

      “Oh my god…”  I sighed and felt his arms wrap around me.  “That was incredible.”

      “We’re not done yet.”  He moved his hand to my abdomen and began to massage my clit.  “You’re mine tonight—and I’m not going to stop enjoying your body until the sun comes up.”

      Those steaks are definitely going to be cold before we ever make it back downstairs.
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      The next day

      I woke up the next day with exhausted muscles and the most beautiful pair of pale-blue eyes watching me sleep.  I wanted to stay there with her forever, but while I had scaled things back at Hawkins Capital to let others step up, I still had to run the company.  The steaks we planned to eat the night before were still sitting on the table when I got downstairs.  We never made it back to them—which meant both of us were famished.  I put together a quick breakfast, and then shared one last kiss before we had to part ways.  We made plans to see each other again after work but ordering in seemed like a better plan than cooking.  If we had to wait around for the food to be delivered, we might actually eat it before we went upstairs.

      I was beginning to believe that Faith would never be truly submissive to me—and I was strangely okay with that.  I didn’t need the feeling of power and control when I was with her.  Just being with her was enough to make the time we spent together special.  Hearing her call me Daddy was still a huge turn-on and judging by the way her body moved every time the word left her lips, I was pretty sure she got off on it too. If that was as far as the power dynamic ever shifted, then I wouldn’t push for more.  I cared about her too much to try and mold her into the submissive girl that fell to her knees on command if she didn’t find pleasure in it.  That could change at some point, but I was fine if it didn’t.  I didn’t need to dominate her—I just needed to be the man she clung to when we were together.

      “Good morning, Mr. Hawkins!”  Deana met me at the elevator with my cup of coffee and a smile on her face.

      “Morning—you seem…”  I narrowed my eyes.  “Oddly chipper.”

      “You would be smiling too, if you saw the latest market report for our investments.”  Her eyes lit up.  “I emailed it to you—but you don’t seem to be checking those after work anymore.”

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “Why bother if it’s good news?”

      “It’s very good news.”  She nodded quickly and walked back to her desk.

      The atmosphere at Hawkins Capital seemed different than what I was used to.  People didn’t seem to be on edge—they actually looked like they were having a good morning—just like Deana.  I couldn’t help but wonder if it was because of the changes I had made.  I was no longer ruling with an iron fist and a razor sharp tongue—and we were still making money.  The investment report was incredible.  Part of it was due to an upswing in the market and that had made the hiccup with the system and the extra money we had to spend to acquire Stone Properties hit us less than it should have.  I was happy, but apprehensive because the market could have easily shifted in the opposite direction.  That was one thing we couldn’t control, no matter how good our investments were.

      “Mr. Hawkins, do you have a moment?”  Dave tapped on my door and pushed it open.

      “I don’t know—let me look at my calendar.”  I turned towards the computer.

      “Deana said it’s clear.”  He walked into my office.

      “Yes, it looks like it is.”  I nodded and turned back towards him.  “Do you have more good news for me, or did you come to talk about the latest investment report?”

      “Trust me, I spent at least thirty minutes making sure I wasn’t seeing things when I saw it, but this is about a company that I have my eye on.”  He held up a tablet and put it down in front of me.

      “Didn’t we schedule a weekly meeting to go over future acquisitions?”  I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Yes sir, but I think this one is worth talking about now.”  He sat down.  “It’s called Viking Electronics.”

      “Electronics?”  I raised an eyebrow.  “That’s a volatile investment.  We don’t usually go after companies like that.  You never know when something shiny and new will put them out of business because they don’t have the latest tech.”

      “I know, but this company is different.”  He moved his finger across the screen to show me the stock report.  “They’re making a critical component for one of Elon Musk’s rockets—you know, the rockets that are supposed to take us to Mars one day.”

      “I’m skeptical of that.  Space is complicated.  We haven’t even been back to the moon—how the fuck are we ever going to get to Mars?”  I sighed and shook my head.  “I doubt it’ll happen in our lifetime.”

      “You may be right, but that doesn’t change the fact that Elon Musk has plenty of money to waste on it, and he’s testing a new rocket every week.  I doubt he’s going to stop anytime soon.”  Dave slid his finger to a diagram that showed which components Viking Electronics made for the rockets.  “There are other companies that are planning tests too, and they can’t do it without the chip that Viking Electronics is producing.”

      “If it’s a good investment, wouldn’t Elon Musk have locked it down?  He could buy this company with pocket change.”  I studied the diagram and scrolled through a few screens.

      “That’s not what he wants.  He loves the competition.  Besides, if someone else does produce a better rocket, he’s just going to buy it—that will probably cheaper than buying all the companies making the parts.”  Dave shrugged.  “Either way, investors are turning and burning Viking Electronics stock—there’s enough in the open market to get control of the company if we tried.”

      “Hmm.”  I leaned back in my chair.  “I guess there aren’t many funds out there with the capital to buy all of the stock—nor are they willing to take that kind of risk in the long term.”

      “Exactly.”  Dave smiled.  “The price will obviously go up if we start buying, so we need to make sure we get enough to control the company before anyone notices.”

      “Then we raise the price of everything they sell and never look back…”  I chuckled under my breath.  “You might be on to something.  Let me review things a little more, and I’ll get back to you.”

      What Dave had presented was one step below a hostile takeover.  We called it a neutral acquisition since we had no idea how the people who ran the company would react when they realized they were under our umbrella—and answering to us.  There were a lot of companies out there that leveraged their stock for capital so they could get projects off the ground.  It was rare for another company to just sweep in and buy enough shares to make decisions—it was also rare for that much stock to be available on the open market.  The risk associated with Viking Electronics didn’t make it a long term investment in most broker’s portfolio.  They used it to turn a quick profit, then dumped the stock so they could move on to something else.  Day Traders loved stock like that, but they had no real interest in the company itself once they made their shortsighted gain.  If we acquired enough shares to technically own Viking Electronics, then we would be intertwined in their future projects—but it did look like a damn good investment.

      I think this is going to work out a lot better than I expected…
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        * * *

      

      Later that day

      I agreed to sit down with Dave on Monday morning and iron out the details of our plan to buy Viking Electronics.  I was looking forward to Friday night—and possibly the entire weekend—with the beautiful woman I had fallen for in my arms.  I made sure that Deana knew not to bother me unless there was a real emergency, and then headed home.  It was unlikely that we would have an emergency over the weekend.  That was one benefit of working in an industry that shut down on Friday at five and didn’t open again until eight o’clock Monday morning.  Being on the West Coast meant that we had a little extra time to get ready as well since we were on a completely different time zone.  We occasionally dabbled in the international market, but that wasn’t our focus.  The companies in the United States were volatile enough without trying to navigate laws and regulations overseas.

      I had just gotten home and changed into some comfortable clothes when my phone lit up with a message from Faith.

      Faith:  Hey, I’m running a little late.

      Alexio:  Did you oversleep again?

      Faith:  No, I got a call from Rutherford Trust.  They offered me a job.

      Alexio:  Awesome!  I’ll get a good bottle of wine out of the cellar—I’ve got a few that I’ve wanted to open for the right occasion.

      Faith:  Let’s talk about that when I get to your house.

      Alexio:  Is everything alright?

      Faith:  It’s probably easier to just discuss it in person.

      Alexio:  Okay.  See you soon.

      Faith’s message made me nervous.  I had no idea why a job offer from Rutherford Trust wouldn’t be a reason to celebrate—unless she was rethinking the offer I made for her to come work for me at Hawkins Capital.  That was definitely still on the table.  It might be hard to concentrate on business if she was there, but I would manage.  It would be a few years before she was even working on my floor, and a lot could happen in that time.  Hell, if things continued the way that they had been going, I might be shopping for a ring before then—and I never thought I would even consider that again.  I couldn’t shake the worry—even when I thought about the possibility of a future with Faith.  When her car pulled up in front of my house, I met her at the door with my stomach in a knot.

      “Hello gorgeous.”  I forced a smile and pulled her into my arms. “What’s wrong?”

      “Just hold me—first.”  She sighed and leaned against my shoulder.

      “I was worried.”  I hugged her tighter.  “Now I’m getting scared.”

      I held her in my arms—I kissed her when she leaned back from our embrace.  I could tell something wasn’t right, and I didn’t like to have that kind of suspense hanging in the air.  It made my thoughts rush through every horrible outcome possible.  Assessing the potential for worst case scenarios was what kept Hawkins Capital in business—and there was no way to turn that part of my brain off when I was afraid she was going to say something I didn’t want to hear.  It toyed with my patience until I couldn’t stand it anymore.  If there was bad news, then I wanted to hear it—I didn’t want to let my imagination ruin the weekend before it even started.

      “Okay, you have to tell me what’s going on.”  I put my hands on her shoulders.  “Whatever it is, we can work through it.”

      “Rutherford Trust offered me a job,”  she sighed.  “But not in Los Angeles—they want me to go to New York and work at the new office they are opening next month.”

      “Oh…”  It definitely wasn’t good news—it was a punch in the gut.  “You’re considering it…”

      “I don’t know if I have a choice.”  She looked down at the floor.  “None of the other companies I interviewed at have offered me a job, and my resume isn’t getting much attention.  It’s a really good offer.  They’re going to pay for me to relocate, take care of my lease for the first year I’m there, and the growth opportunity—it’s a brand new office.  They want to promote from within the company.  I could become a manager within a couple of years.”

      “Fuck…” My hands fell from her shoulders, and I turned away from her.  “I offered you a job, Faith.  You don’t have to leave.”

      She can’t leave—not when things are going so well…

      “We’ve talked about that.”  She put her hand on my arm.  “I want to be able to say that I earned it—I don’t want you to just give me a job because we’re together.”

      “I would have given you a job regardless,”  I growled under my breath.  “The interview we had was a mistake, but you were a perfect candidate for Hawkins Capital.  There’s a reason you got the call, to begin with…”

      “I believe you, but if I was such a good candidate, then why has it been so hard for me to find a job?”  She exhaled sharply.  “It doesn’t feel like I’m very special—but Rutherford Trust sees something in me, and I don’t know if I can pass that up.”

      “You are special.  Those companies don’t know what they’re missing out on.  We’ll find a way to make this work.”  I turned towards her.  “I’ll fly to New York as often as I can—I don’t want this to tear us apart.”

      “You would do that for me?”  She looked up at me with those pale-blue eyes—once again haunted like they were the first time I met her.

      “Of course I would!”  I took her hand.  “I told you—you’re mine.  I don’t say something like that unless I mean it.  If you have to take this job, then it will be a challenge that we overcome.”

      “Thank you…”  She looked down at the floor.  “I haven’t agreed to it yet, but hearing you say that means so much.”

      “You’ll never have to question where you stand with me.”  I put my hand underneath her chin and lifted it.  “In my arms—by my side—exactly where you belong.”

      I pulled Faith close and crushed her lips beneath mine.  I kissed her until my head spun, then I tightened my embrace and ravaged her mouth.  I needed the closeness.  I needed the passion.  I had to know that the job offer wasn’t going to pull her away from me.  It didn’t matter if I kissed her until we both passed out—oxygen meant nothing if she wasn’t in my arms.  I felt the same fire that was there the previous night—but I wasn’t going to let it burn out when exhaustion stifled our desires.  I would always thirst for her lips—always hunger for her embrace.  It didn’t matter if she was pressed against my chest or a million miles away.  She had changed the core of who I was, and I didn’t know how to exist without her.  Hawkins Capital consumed my life, yet I was disconnected from it the moment I saw those haunting eyes.

      “I want you.”  She pulled away from our kiss and gasped for air.

      “No.”  My hand tangled in her hair, and I squeezed until our eyes were locked together.  “Want is a pleasure of the flesh—tell me that you need me as much as I need you.”

      “If you don’t know that, then you’re not the man I idolized for so damn long.”  Her face tensed up.  “I need you, Daddy.”

      I pulled Faith to the floor and started kissing her while my fingers dug into the fabric that separated our skin.  She did the same.  I ripped her beautiful dress and turned it into shreds.  My expensive Armani shirt was a tattered mess against her fingernails.  I twisted her panties in my fist and kept twisting until the threads popped and they were torn from her hips.  She didn’t even try to remove my belt—she yanked my pants down with so much force that I was sure there would be bruises.  I found her pussy with the head of my cock and drove it into the wetness with one quick thrust of my hips.  My pants were kicked off as the passion erupted between us.  The clasp of her bra was bent and destroyed when I exposed her breasts.

      “I don’t care how far you go.  You’ll always be mine.”  I pinned her wrists to the floor and started thrusting harder.

      “Yes.”  She moaned.  “Always…”

      It wasn’t going to be a marathon like we enjoyed the night before—not on the floor at least.  It was nothing more than an explosion of passion and burning need.  The pleasure allowed us to focus on something besides the miles that could pull her away from my arms.  I knew I was falling for her—we were both trapped in each other’s web—but I had no idea how deep that went until the fear of having that web unwoven lingered in the air.  I would fight for Faith.  I would do anything for her.  I would endure the ache of a million miles—as long as there were temporary respites that would allow us to quell the pain for a moment.

      “You’re gonna make me come.”  Faith dug her nails into my back, and I felt her pussy start to spasm.

      “Come for me baby.”  I crushed her lips, and she screamed into my mouth when her pussy started to spasm.

      I drove my cock into her orgasm as hard as I could.  Her pussy felt so good when those spasms massaged every inch of my length.  I was close—so fucking close.  I kept going until my balls were tight and slammed my dick deep inside her.  Cum surged through my shaft and erupted against her g-spot.  That made another orgasm seize control of her body, and those beautiful ripples of desire milked every drop of cum from my balls.  I gave her a few more gentle thrusts before I pulled free and leaned forward.  She clung to me as I sank to the floor and held her in my arms.  I didn’t know what else to say.  The climax of passion made my heart heavy in my chest.  I just needed to have her there against me—skin on skin—with the beauty of our embrace keeping us together as long as possible.

      I can’t lose her.
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      Before Alexio, I wouldn’t have hesitated when I got the job offer from Rutherford Trust.  I would have accepted it on the spot.  It was an incredible opportunity, and while I loved living in Los Angeles, I could build a nice life for myself in New York—especially if I was able to move into a management position quickly.  I would be far away from my parents.  I didn’t like that part, but the job in New York would allow me to help them a lot more than I initially planned.  I could get a decent apartment with a long commute and find ways to curb my expenses.  I might not even need a car if I found an apartment where I could rely on public transportation.

      Those thoughts shouldn’t have been toying with my head—the only thing I should have been focused on was the wonderful man that was holding me in his arms.  I was scared that telling Alexio about the job offer would set him off—I expected him to demand that I stay—I was certain it would finally bring every bit of his dominance to the surface—especially after he said that I was his.  His reaction surprised me.  I didn’t have to be submissive to him in order to be the woman he needed.  If our relationship could exist on level ground, then maybe there was a future—even if I was miles away from the man who had claimed my heart.

      “We should probably order something to eat.”  Alexio pressed his lips to my forehead.  “Otherwise, we won’t make it through the weekend.”

      “Are you sure it won’t just go to waste?”  I leaned back and grinned.

      “I’ll try to control myself.”  He chuckled under his breath.

      We stayed tangled in an embrace until the food arrived and Alexio had to quickly get dressed so he could answer the door.  He took a trip down to the wine cellar and returned with a very old bottle of wine.  I was surprised he still wanted to celebrate my job offer, considering what it meant, but he seemed genuinely happy that I had such an incredible opportunity.  There were lingering concerns—I could see them in his eyes—they were probably reflected back at him in mine.  I wanted to believe everything was going to work out perfectly, and our relationship wasn’t going to miss a beat, but I knew that wasn’t realistic.  New York was about as far from Los Angeles as I could go and still stay in the same country as the man I had fallen for.  I wasn’t ready to make up my mind yet, but I didn’t know how I would be able to turn the job down.

      I’ve never met anyone like Alexio—and I don’t want to lose him.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later

      I spent the weekend with Alexio, but I still wasn’t ready to make my final decision.  I reached out to Rutherford Trust, and they were understanding.  They told me that I could have a couple of weeks if I needed it, but then they had to let them know one way or the other.  Luckily, I was just a grunt in the chain of command for the new office—but the opportunity to transcend that was definitely going to exist once I got started and the office grew.  Alexio was starting to get a little impatient with constant back and forth regarding the job.  It felt like an impossible choice.  It should have been easier to pursue my hopes and dreams, but I never imagined that there would be such a big complication in front of that choice.  Alexio had done everything to reassure me, but every day felt like torture.  I was lost in my thoughts when my phone lit up, and I saw a message from Alexio.

      Alexio:  I’m running a little late at the office.  The fucking hackers are at it again.

      Faith:  Oh no!  Okay, just let me know when you leave, and I’ll head your way.

      Alexio had told me about the hackers that were targeting his network.  Cybersecurity had become a big topic in the investment world after a few companies lost millions due to random attacks.  They even added an extra course on it while I was attending college and made it a part of our curriculum.  I hoped everything would be okay, but I didn’t mind a few extra minutes to contemplate everything that was in front of me.  It seemed to be the one constant in my life except for Alexio.  Secretly, I was hoping for a miracle—a call from another company with a job offer that would allow me to stay in Los Angeles.  It didn’t have to be as good as the one Rutherford Trust offered me—it just had to be comparable enough to justify the choice.

      I’m not lucky enough to have a Hail Mary save the day…

      I tried to call Jennifer, mostly because I was looking for a distraction, but she didn’t answer.  I wasn’t totally surprised.  She called me over the weekend and let me know that she was going to go ahead and move her things out of the apartment before the end of the week.  She offered to pay her share of things for a few months, but that didn’t seem fair.  Her mother’s case was getting worse by the day.  A couple of the people she was working with had already struck a deal, and they were pinning everything on her.  I didn’t believe she was innocent, but I doubted that she came up with the plan all on her own—but proving that with witnesses testifying against her was going to be a challenge.  My phone lit up again, and I immediately grabbed it.

      Alexio:  Hey, I’m heading home now.  We got the network stabilized again.  I’m sure we’ll deal with this shit again on Monday though.

      Faith:  I’m sorry :(  I’ll meet you at your place.

      Alexio didn’t need the added stress of my choice on top of everything he was dealing with at work.  I hated putting more on his plate.  It would have been easier if I just told him I was going to go—that would allow us to plan and figure out what the future looked like.  I think the reason I was so hesitant was because I knew I was going to accept the job—I just couldn’t say those words until I had worked it out in my head.  My relationship with Alexio was important to me, but at the end of the day, the job offer was everything I went to school for.  It was the reason I spent all of those long nights working on research papers, doing case studies, and preparing for exams just so I could keep up my GPA.  I wanted to make it on my own and have the kind of financial freedom that would allow me to help my parents.

      I guess I can keep mulling that over on my way to Alexio’s house—if I can stop thinking about the surprise I have planned for him.

      “Are you Faith Matthews?”  A voice interrupted my thoughts as soon as I stepped into the hallway and locked my door.

      “I—am?”  I turned around to see a scrawny man in a loose-fitting suit.

      “You’ve been served.”  He leaned forward and stuck a folded up piece of paper in my purse.

      “Wait.  What?”  I blinked in surprise, but he was already walking in the opposite direction.

      I quickly pulled the paper out of my purse and opened it up.  It was a lawsuit—so that the owner of the building could officially remove us from the apartment.  I couldn’t help but laugh.  When I found the first eviction notice, I thought my world was about to come crashing down.  It no longer seemed that important.  Jennifer was already gone.  I wasn’t going to be there much longer if I accepted the job in New York.  Fighting the eviction just seemed like a waste of time.  Either way, Alexio was kind enough to provide a lawyer to deal with it so I would leave the problem to the professionals.  All I really needed him to do was delay the eviction for a month at most—then I would likely be on the way to New York.  It was kind of a blessing in disguise with the job offer out there.  I wouldn’t have to worry about breaking my lease or shouldering Jennifer with the responsibility once I was gone.

      I would find a way to pay my half of everything if I had to, but this will make things a lot easier.

      I put the notice of the lawsuit back in my purse and walked to the elevator.  I was looking forward to seeing Alexio—even if there was uncertainty regarding our future.  I had a surprise planned, and just thinking about being in his arms made my stomach flutter with excitement.  I knew the reality of that—I was falling in love with him.  We met under bizarre circumstances, but he had shown me that he was much more than a Daddy Dom that craved a woman’s submission.

      The man underneath the dominant exterior was generous and kind—romantic and passionate.  I never imagined him being like that when I did my case study on Hawkins Capital in college.  Leaving him was going to be hard, but I would fight to keep our relationship, no matter where I laid my head at night.  I drove to his house, keeping myself distracted with thoughts about my future, and as soon as I parked my car, he opened the door with a warm smile on his face—like I was the only person in the world that he wanted to see.

      “Hello gorgeous.”  Alexio started walking down the steps.

      I didn’t get a chance to respond.  Alexio pulled me into his arms and immediately leaned forward to kiss me.  I was going to miss getting those every single day.  His lips could set my soul on fire and make my skin sizzle—and that was just the beginning of the passion we were going to share before the night was over.  Alexio kissed me until my head spun, and I melted into his embrace.  I was practically seeing stars when he broke the seal that seared our lips together.  I didn’t want him to ask me about the job—he always did—and I still didn’t have a final decision.  I just wanted to be the woman in his arms for the night, even if it wasn’t fair to keep him in suspense while I dealt with the turmoil of everything the decision meant.

      “Did you get everything worked out with the hackers?”  I looked up at him.

      “Yeah.”  He nodded.  “More security enhancements that they’ll figure out how to get around before the end of the week I’m sure, but we got them under control.”

      “What about that company you were looking at?”  I tilted my head.  “Viking Electronics?”

      “We’re probably going to buy it.”  He nodded again.

      If I can keep coming up with things to ask about—maybe I can avoid the elephant in the room.

      “Good.”  I smiled.  “It sounds like a great investment opportunity—one day we might get to go to Mars for a vacation.”

      “I think we’re a long way from that.”  He chuckled, but then the smile faded.  “Unless you’ve started vibrating because you’re happy to see me, I think you’re getting a phone call.”

      “Yeah.”  I sighed and pushed my hand into my purse to grab my phone—a familiar number was flashing on the screen.  “It’s my mom…”

      “Well answer it.”  He took a step back.  “It might be important.”

      Alexio walked towards the house, and I followed him as I lifted the phone to my ear.  My mother’s voice was distressed, so I immediately stopped in my tracks.  She had a reason to be upset—the factory that my father worked at told the employees that they were shutting down at the end of the month.  My stomach twisted into a knot immediately.  She tried to keep a little optimism in her voice when she talked about other places he could work, but I understood that gravity of the situation.  He had worked at that factory most of his life, and he was getting older—it wasn’t going to be easy to find another job.  I asked to talk to him, but he wasn’t there—he was at the bar commiserating with the rest of the people that were going to out of work soon.  I thought about calling him, but I figured it was hard enough for him to hold it together without hearing my voice.  It would be better to give him some space until he was ready to talk about it.

      “That didn’t sound like a good call.”  Alexio’s face filled with concern when I walked into the house.

      “No.”  I shook my head back and forth.  “My dad’s factory got shut down.  He’s going to be out of a job by the end of the month.”

      “Shit…”  Alexio wrapped his arms around me.  “I’m sorry.”

      “I knew it was going to happen eventually.”  I leaned into his embrace.  “Hopefully they’ll be able to make it until he can find something else—but it won’t be easy.”

      “You’ll help them.”  He sighed.  “You’re going to be in a position to do that once you start working at Rutherford Trust.”

      There it is—we were going to get to that topic eventually.  My mother’s phone call pretty much made the decision for me.  I don’t have a choice now…

      “We’re going to make this work, right?  Just like you said?”  I tensed up and trembled.

      “Yes.”  He leaned back.  “I’ll buy my own jet if I have to—I’m going to be spending as much time in New York as possible once you’re there.”

      “Thank you.”  I squeezed my eyes to keep the tears from coming.

      “There’s something I need to tell you though—something you really need to know right now.”  He sighed.

      “What is it?”  I opened my eyes and felt my stomach twist up even more.

      “When this started—after the interview.”  He took a step back but kept both of my hands in his.  “I did a little investigating, mainly because I needed to know what kind of person I was dealing with if everything blew up in my face…”

      “Yeah.”  I nodded.  “I figured you did.”

      “Your parents are in really bad shape.”  He looked down at the floor.  “Financially, I mean.  You’ll be able to help, but you’re not going to be able to totally support them with your new job.”

      “How bad is it?”  I was scared of his answer, but I needed to know.

      “Credit card debt—a really high mortgage—they’re barely getting by as it is.”  He exhaled sharply.  “They’ve already been late on a few payments, and they could lose the house if they miss another one.”

      “Oh my god…”  I pulled one of my hands free and lifted it to my mouth.  “They probably did all of that for me—so I could go to college.”

      “Yeah.”  He nodded.  “I know your proud, strong, and so fucking stubborn when it comes to asking people for help—but Faith…”

      “I know what you’re going to say.”  I sighed.

      “Just like I know you’re going to say that you don’t want to take anything from me.”  He squeezed my hand.  “This is one of those times when you need to just let me help…”

      “You did mention a loan once.”  I swallowed hard.  “With consequences if I was late on my payments…”

      “I don’t want to give you a loan.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “It doesn’t even have to be much—if nothing else, I can have one of my companies buy the mortgage on their house.  If they miss a few payments, I’ll make sure they don’t lose it.”

      “That’s your definition of not much?”  My mouth fell open in shock.  “That’s a lot of money.”

      “Faith, look around you.  I have paintings that cost more than their mortgage…”  Alexio sighed.  “I worked hard for the money I have and yes—I’ve been very lucky along the way, but what is it really?  It’s just numbers in a bank account.”

      “That’s easy for someone like you to say.”  I looked down at the floor.  “The rest of us struggle to find enough of those numbers not to lose everything…”

      “I’m in a position to help, so just fucking let me.”  He squeezed my hand a little harder.  “I want to do this—not only for you—but for the two people who raised such an amazing woman.”

      “Okay…”  I nodded and couldn’t hold back the tears anymore—they started to stream down my face.  “Thank you.”

      Alexio—the dominant man with a heart bigger than all of the numbers that defined his wealth.  He pulled me into a warm embrace and held me while I cried.  His generosity was overwhelming, but it still made me hurt to be in a position to need it.  It wasn’t just about me though—my parents were going to be so stressed out with the factory closing.  Being able to take some of that away was worth more than my foolish pride.  My parents had sacrificed everything to give me a good life and make sure I got where I was.  I would have never been able to go to college without their help—and if I hadn’t made it to USC, I would have never met Alexio.  I had to believe, deep down, that there was a reason for the way things worked out.  Fate—destiny—or just two people who were meant for each other finding their way to love.

      I belong in his arms—and I really don’t want to leave them.
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      Faith and I spent the early part of the evening making plans to help her parents.  She was still hesitant but finally understood that it was the right decision to make.  Being a Daddy Dom had always been about more than just the sexual submission that gave me control in the bedroom.  I liked being able to help and take care of the women I was with.  It was part of the reason Ms. Reynolds sent them to me in the first place—she understood that part of my nature and made sure they were truly deserving of my help before the ever sat down for an interview.  Whether Faith realized it or not, being able to look past her pride and finally accept my help was an important step on her journey.  It didn’t matter if she ever reached the point where she was comfortable being truly submissive to me in the bedroom, but she couldn’t just push me away every time there was a problem I could help her solve—financial or otherwise.

      “Oh, I almost forgot.”  Faith leaned over to her purse.  “It looks like the owner of the building decided to file the eviction lawsuit after all.”

      “I kind of suspected that after talking to my lawyer.”  I sighed and took the paper from her.

      “It doesn’t really matter now.”  She shrugged.  “I’m not going to stay in the apartment much longer anyway.”

      “I know.”  I nodded and put the paper down on the coffee table.  “I’ll still make sure the lawyer handles it appropriately.  If the owner is desperate enough to get you out of the apartment, he might be willing to provide some sort of compensation once he sees that the lawsuit isn’t going to work out the way that he hopes.”

      “He probably just wants all the rent he’s missing out on because of the deal he struck with Jennifer’s mother.”  Faith picked up her glass of wine and took a sip.  “I’m sure he wasn’t happy when we asked to extend the lease another year.”

      “A deal is a deal.”  I reached for my wine.  “He doesn’t get to back out of the agreement just because it isn’t beneficial to him anymore.”

      “As long as I can delay things until I move to New York—that’s all I care about.”  Faith looked down at the couch.

      She’s finally admitting that she is going to take the job—at least that will give me time to come to terms with it.

      “You shouldn’t be this conflicted about your opportunity.”  I put my hand under her chin and lifted it.  “It’s okay to be happy.”

      “I want to be—I’m just scared.”  She sighed.

      “There’s absolutely nothing to be scared of.”  I leaned forward until my lips were close to her ear.  “It just means we have to make the most of the time we have—and we’ll appreciate being able to see each other so much more when I come to visit you in New York.”

      “Then you better take me upstairs,”  she exhaled sharply.  “I want to make the most of the time we have—right now.”

      “Who says we have to go upstairs?”  I started kissing her neck and pushed her back against the couch.

      My fingers moved against Faith’s skin, and my lips teased her neck.  I heard a gasp, followed by a moan.  There was no reason for us to leave the couch—I would make love to her anywhere in the house.  I slid one hand under her t-shirt and cupped her breasts through her bra while the other hand started to unfasten her jeans.  My cock got hard in my pants immediately.  I wanted her so damn bad—but I wanted a taste first—the best way to take away the stress she was under was to make her come so many times she forgot every one of her problems.  It was a temporary respite but a beautiful one.

      “I want you.”  She fumbled with my belt and started to unfasten it.

      “Not yet.”  I pressed my lips to her ear.  “I need to make sure you’re nice and wet for me first.”

      “I already am…”  she exhaled sharply.

      “I think I know a way to make you even wetter.”  I started kissing my way down her neck and paused to strip her t-shirt off.

      I loved the taste of Faith’s pussy on my tongue—and it tasted even better after I made her come.  My lips moved down to the waistline of her jeans, and I started to tug on them.  She resisted for some reason.  Instead of letting me pull them down, she dug her nails into my shirt and brought my lips back to hers.  I had no problem with another kiss if that was what she craved.  I pinned her to the couch, and our lips formed a perfect seal before our tongues began to intertwine.  She wasn’t making it easy for me to ignore the throbbing erection I had—especially when she started to play with it through my pants.  She finally pulled away from our kiss and pressed her lips to my ear.

      “I had something special in mind for tonight—before everything happened.”  She purred into my ear.

      “It’s okay.”  I moaned when the combination of her lips against my ear, and her hand on my cock sent surges of pleasure through my body.  “It’s going to be special regardless—it always is.”

      “I know….”  she sighed.  “But—I’m wearing a different pair of panties than what you’re used to finding underneath my jeans.”

      “Oh?”  I leaned back and narrowed my eyes.

      “Will you trust me?”  She bit down on her bottom lip and seemed to be contemplating what she was going to say.  “Don’t question it or ask if I’m ready—just go with it.”

      “Okay…”  I nodded.  “I’ll try.”

      Faith pushed me away and slid to the edge of the couch so she could stand up.  I was a little nervous but also excited to see what she had planned.  She didn’t need fancy lingerie to make me desire those gorgeous curves—and I was pretty sure she already knew that.  She turned to face me and immediately reached for her bra.  It was coming off regardless—I just hadn’t made it that far yet.  Her bra hit the floor, and then she reached for her jeans, which were still loose on her hips.  She pushed them down, and I saw that she was wearing a pair of pink panties—they were more vibrant than the pale ones she normally wore and definitely sexy.  She took a step towards me, and I saw her lip tremble—then she leaned forward.  Before I fully realized what she was doing, she stretched out across my knee, and I saw that the panties had words on the back of them—Daddy, I’ve been a bad girl.

      “Wow…”  I blinked in surprise, and my cock throbbed harder.

      “I’m ready—please trust me when I say it.”  She exhaled sharply and looked over her shoulder at me.  “I want you to treat me like a bad girl tonight—even if it hurts.”

      She may not be as ready as she thinks, but she’s making it impossible to resist bringing my Daddy Dom tendencies to the surface…

      “Why?”  I kept my composure and let my finger drag along the inside of her thigh until I reached the edge of her panties.

      “I want to be yours in every way…”  She bit down on her bottom lip.

      “You already are.”  I traced the word bad on her panties.  “I don’t need this.”

      “But you want it—right?”  She leaned forward and swallowed hard.

      “I just want to be with you.”  I pulled her up into my arms.  “Even if you are ready, tonight has been too emotional—let’s just do something we’re sure that we will both enjoy.”

      “Can we try it the next time we’re together?”  She leaned against my shoulder.  “Please…”

      “I’ll make a deal with you.”  I pressed my lips to her neck and brought them up to her ear.  “The next time you wear these panties, you will get spanked.”

      “Thank you…”  She reached down and started to rub my cock through my pants.  “Then I just want you tonight.”

      It was very hard to resist peeling those panties down and leaving handprints on Faith’s gorgeous ass, but it was the wrong time.  Her introduction to submission with a taste of beautiful pain needed to be free from all of the emotional turmoil that transpired after she put those panties on.  A true submissive knew how to embrace the pain and use it as a release, but Faith wasn’t there yet.  It was a turning point—she was open to it, and the look in her eyes told me she was finally ready.  She didn’t want to miss out on the moment she planned, which was understandable, but it needed to be perfect.  Otherwise, the experience would be ruined, and she would never find out of it could become a new dynamic in our relationship.

      Faith pulled my cock free from my pants while I licked and kissed her nipples.  They quickly turned into hard nubs against my tongue.  I moved the panties to the side and let her sink down onto the head of my dick once it was exposed.  She moaned as it went deep and started to lift up to create the euphoric friction that would make us both come.  I held her hips and traced her skin with my lips and tongue.  I would have loved a taste of her pussy before I was inside of it, but we needed the passionate embrace more.  She bounced on my cock—picking up speed each time she rose and fell against me.

      “I needed this so fucking bad,” she purred into my ear.  “Oh god—I’m gonna come.”

      “Keep going…”  I growled my response.  “It feels incredible.”

      Faith’s pussy started to spasm.  I pulled her close to my chest and started to lift up to meet her as she descended on my shaft.  The orgasm quickly took control, and she writhed in my arms as the pleasure surged through her body, but I didn’t let her go.  I kept her hips where I wanted them and slammed my cock deep over and over—straight through the first orgasm—straight through the second orgasm—and then I felt the pressure in my balls getting tight.  I wanted more.  If I didn’t get a chance to push the stress from her mind with my tongue, then I was going to break her mind in half with so many endorphins she wouldn’t be able to focus on anything but the afterglow when exhaustion consumed her.

      “You’re mine—no matter how far you go.”  I slammed my dick into her pussy and held it there.  “Always mine.”

      “Oh god!”  A scream ripped from her throat, and I felt another orgasm begin.

      The tightness in my balls released, and cum surged through my shaft.  She was already in the middle of beautiful bliss, but I took it further.  I made her come in unison with my climax—every pulsation that sent my hot seed inside her ricocheted against her g-spot.  I gave her a few more hard thrusts as the last drop was drained, and then she collapsed into my arms.  She stayed there until we both regained some of our strength, and I was able to carry her upstairs.  The night was going to belong to us and only us.  When she finally slept, there was going to be nothing but dreamless darkness to consume her.  I wasn’t going to leave enough left for any worrisome thoughts to toy with her when she finally passed out from exhaustion.

      “I wish I could stay here with you forever…”  Her hands found mine as I slid into bed beside her.

      “You can.”  I pressed my lips to her neck.  “You don’t have to leave.”

      She didn’t reply—but I knew it wasn’t possible for her to just be the woman in my arms for eternity.  I had enough money to buy her an island, but she would never step foot on it unless she earned it on her own.  That was going to be a bridge we had to cross at some point because I saw a real future with her.  If that turned from fantasy to reality, then everything I owned would be hers as much as it was mine—but I had no idea how to share it with her.  She was too independent to give up that piece of her soul.

      We’ll get there one day—like every other step we’ve taken in this journey.  At least we can share moments like these until then.
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        * * *

      

      The next day

      “How is the network holding up?”  I took my coffee from Deana and prepared to lose my mind if we were having problems again.

      “They’re fine.  We actually have an update on that—someone from the FBI called and said they were going to be stopping by later today.”  She raised an eyebrow.  “Maybe they’ve caught someone?”

      “That would be good fucking news.”  I sighed.  “Okay, keep me updated if anything changes.”

      I walked into my office and immediately tested a few things in the network to confirm that what Deana told me was true.  Things seemed to be working well, so I felt some of the tension ease.  I was nervous about making a move on Viking Electronics if our network wasn’t stable.  If we were only able to get part of the company before things went down, then that could be disastrous.  I was going to have a couple of my top guys logged in to their personal accounts at home just to be safe—if our network went down, they could complete the transaction.  It was a risk, but I had to trust them not to try and screw me over once they had those shares.  I would have never put that kind of trust in one of my employees in the past, but the new leaf I turned over seemed to bring some positive change to Hawkins Capital, so I was going to do it.

      I’ve got some free time this morning since the network is in good shape, so I’ll make good on those promises I made last night.

      Faith was resistant to everything I offered, even after she agreed to let me help.  There was a time when I would have just done what I thought was right, regardless of her objections, but I forced myself to respect the boundaries she set.  I had one of my companies purchase the mortgage on her parents’ house and put it in a special escrow where they couldn’t foreclose or take action without my approval.  I bought the factory her father worked at through one of my other companies—I doubt they expected anyone to buy it because it was practically free.

      It wasn’t going to be a complete charity operation.  The company that I used to purchase it was actually in need of a new factory to expand their distribution line—we were just moving things forward ahead of schedule—in Phoenix instead of Mexico like we originally planned.  Her father wasn’t going to be the only person that got good news when they found out that the factory was under new ownership and everyone was keeping their job.

      “Mr. Hawkins?”  Deana walked to my door and pushed it open.  “I’m seeing some transactions that we didn’t approve…”

      “I’m doing it.  Don’t worry.”  I looked up at her and smiled.

      “I guess things are getting serious with Faith?”  She raised an eyebrow.  “Or have things gone wrong?”

      I’m basically following the map she laid out to destroy Faith—with entirely different intentions.

      “No, this is a good thing.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “Keep this between us though. You know I don’t like my private business being discussed.”

      “Of course, absolutely.”  She gave me a look that suggested she was offended I even had to tell her that.

      Faith’s father was going to be able to keep his job.  Her parents were no longer in danger of losing their house.  The last thing I needed to do was wire a little money—but that was coming out of my personal account.  The cover story was a signing bonus with her new job, and then she would use it to help pay her parents back for the money they spent so she could go to college.  I hoped they weren’t as stubborn as she was when it came to accepting help when it was offered—especially when they needed it.  If everything worked out, they would be comfortable without worrying about their next paycheck.

      All of this, just so Faith can leave me and start over in New York without worrying about her parents…

      The FBI agent came to talk to me after lunch.  They had figured out which hacker group was targeting our network and made several arrests.  I had to confirm that I wanted to file charges, but it was a formality—Hawkins Capital wasn’t the only company that had been hit by them.  The main ones in charge of the group didn’t live in the United States, but the arrests would slow things down a little bit.  That made me feel better about the Viking Electronics deal, so I told Dave to set it up for the following day—as soon as the markets opened.  I was still going to keep a couple of guys logged in from other locations just to be safe, but it seemed like things were going to work out the way that we intended.

      Now the only thing I have to focus on is the beautiful woman that has stolen my heart.  I’m definitely not going to waste a single minute of the time we get to spend together before she leaves.
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      “Mom, that’s wonderful news!”  I sat on the couch with a smile on my face.  “I’m so glad the factory isn’t going to shut down!”

      “Yes, we were so worried.  You have no idea…”  I could picture the smile that matched mine on the opposite end of the phone.

      “I have a little news too.”  I leaned back.  “I’ve decided to take the job in New York.”

      “That’s so far away…”  she sighed.  “But I’m happy for you, darling.  I know what kind of opportunity it is.”

      “I’ll visit whenever I can.”  I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me.  “They’re also going to give me a signing bonus—since they’re already handling the first year of my lease, I want to give you guys a little bit to help out…”

      “We can’t take your money.”  There was hesitation in her voice.  “Why don’t you buy yourself something nice with it?”

      “Mom, I know the two of you sacrificed a lot, so I could go to college. I’m going to come home to visit before I go to New York—let’s talk about it then.”  I held my breath—afraid that she would reject my offer the same way that I rejected Alexio’s when he first tried to help me.

      “Okay, darling—but not much.  Maybe you can treat us to dinner or something?” She chuckled under her breath.  “It’s been a while since we’ve been anywhere.”

      “You got it.”  The smile returned to my face.

      Alexio had done what he promised.  I had more money in my bank account than I would earn in my first year at Rutherford Trust.  There was no way that my parents would let me take care of all their financial problems, but I was going to handle some of their debt—even if I had to steal the bills before I left.  There was irony in that somewhere, considering how much I fought Alexio when he offered to help. I wasn’t going to take no for an answer, and I forced him to accept it until I didn’t have a choice in the matter—once it was no longer about me.  After I talked with my mother, I called Rutherford Trust and told them that I was accepting the job.  I no longer had any hesitation about it.  I knew it wasn’t going to destroy what I had built with Alexio—our relationship was too strong for miles to sunder it.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later

      Alexio and I made plans to meet up at his house after he was done at Hawkins Capital.  While I enjoyed the times we got to go out and have fun,  I liked the quiet nights alone even better.  He normally gave his staff the night off, and that meant we had the house to ourselves.  That was going to be more important than ever, because I had washed, dried, and put the same pair of panties on that I wore the previous night.  I knew what that meant, and I was ready for it.  He was right to resist my request the first time I showed them to him, no matter how much I begged for my first spanking.  I was just trying to salvage the surprise that I planned—even when everything fell apart before I could reveal it.

      That won’t be the case tonight…

      The first time Alexio threatened to spank me, I was certain I would never let him do it—I didn’t think I could ever be the kind of woman he desired.  My perception of him changed dramatically the first time he told me I wasn’t ready.  He was right, but there was a spark inside of me that started to grow.  I began to see things from his perspective—and what kind of man he really was.  We found real passion and within it, the spark got brighter.  It was no longer about being submissive to him or bending to his Daddy Dom desires.  It was about me—and like he told me from the beginning, I had to learn to walk before I could crawl.  I had to be strong enough to stand before I could fall down on my knees—or go across his.

      Now I am.

      I was nervous when I turned on Alexio’s road.  My throat started to get dry as I got closer to his house.  I had conflicting thoughts about New York to distract myself with the previous day, but with that part of my future resolved, the only thing on my mind was the pair of panties around my waist—and what he said would happen the next time he saw them.  Nervousness and excitement were building up inside me at the same time.  I knew I was ready, but that didn’t make it any easier.  I was still struggling with the idea of pleasure and pain coming together—there was a part of me that was scared I wouldn’t like it.  Those desires were part of who Alexio was, and I wanted him to be able to chase them with me.  I finally managed to swallow my nervousness when I turned into his driveway—there was no going back when the door opened, and he walked outside to meet me.

      “My gorgeous Faith…”  Alexio smiled when I stepped out of the car.

      “What is it about me that is so gorgeous anyway?”  I walked up to him and grinned.

      “Everything…”  He pulled me close and immediately crushed my lips beneath his.

      I never got tired of being greeted with a kiss that made my heart burn inside my chest.  It took my breath away—sucked it right out of my body.  I actually believed I was as gorgeous as he said when I was in his arms—to him at least.  He kissed me until my head was spinning and I thought I was going to keel over when he finally pulled away—I might have actually gotten a closer look at the driveway if he wasn’t holding me.  It definitely wasn’t how I planned to hit my knees before the end of the night; that was for sure.

      “Did you talk to your parents?”  He tilted his head to the side.

      “Yes.”  I nodded and got my balance.  “They’re ecstatic!”

      “Good.”  He smiled and slid his hand down to mine.  “Let’s go inside and figure out what we’re going to get for dinner.”

      “I was kind of hoping you would check my panties before dinner.”  I bit down on my bottom lip.

      “I thought it would be a while before you were ready to try that again.”  He started walking towards the house—but kept a firm grip on my hand.

      “Maybe I’m just eager…”  I followed him into the house.

      “Let’s find out.”  He turned towards me and grabbed the front of my jeans—they were quickly unfastened and pulled down to reveal my bad girl panties.  “Okay, go upstairs to the bedroom—when I get there, you better not be wearing anything but these panties.”

      “Yes, Daddy…”  I grinned and turned towards the stairs.

      SMACK!

      “Bad girl…”  He chuckled under his breath after landing a firm smack on my ass.

      I walked upstairs and stripped down to my panties once I got to his bedroom.  The nervousness started to swell up inside me again, but I tried to shake it off.  The psychological toll was something I didn’t expect—especially when what I expected to be no more than a couple of minutes turned into ten, and there was no sign of him.  I sat down on the edge of the bed and stared at the door.  I had no idea what was taking him so long—I thought he was eager to get me across his knee for a spanking.  After five more minutes ticked by, I decided to get dressed and go back downstairs—but before I could pick up my jeans, I heard his footsteps on the stairs.  I returned to the bed and waited—while the nervousness twisted my stomach into a knot.

      “Did you have time to think about what a bad girl you’ve been?”  He walked into the room and closed the door.

      “I certainly had time…”  I looked up at him.  “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.”

      “A little quiet reflection before punishment can be as important as the spanking.”  He walked to the edge of the bed.  “Stand up.”

      “Okay…”  I swallowed hard and did what he said.

      “Don’t worry.  I’m not going to hurt you—much.”  He sat down on the bed and reached for my wrist.  “We’re just going to experiment a little bit tonight.”

      “I’m ready…”  I nodded quickly.

      Alexio pulled me across his knee until I was firmly in place with my panties facing the ceiling.  I felt extremely vulnerable in that position, but the second I felt his hand on my ass, my pussy started to get wet.  He traced the back of my thigh, the inside of my thigh, and then his finger moved along the edge of my panties.  I couldn’t help but squirm.  His touch always made my body burn with desire.  The fact that I was going to get a spanking didn’t change that.  I was torn when it came to the actual punishment aspect of it.  I wanted to try it—even if I didn’t love it—especially if it was something that turned him on.  I was also curious to know if I would like it.  I didn’t think I would like calling him Daddy, but just saying it was enough to make my body shake.

      “You can keep these on—for now.”  Alexio snapped my panties against my thigh and then lifted his hand.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ow…”  I winced and felt a lump rise up in my throat.

      “Bad girls that take their punishment without complaining get a very nice reward.”  He slid his finger between my thighs and rubbed my clit.  “Are you going to complain?”

      “No…”  I gasped.

      “Good.”  He pulled his finger away.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Wow!”  I bounced on his knee.

      That’s a strange sensation—it stings but it’s oddly pleasurable.

      Alexio massaged my clit for a few seconds and then started to alternate between spanking my ass and pleasuring me.  It was—way more intense than I expected.  The pleasure gripped me and held me on his knee while the pain made me squirm.  He slowly built it up—landing more smacks before his finger returned to give me a taste of bliss—and ending each series with a couple that were harder than the rest.  My ass was definitely stinging, but his finger was creating such a contrast that it was hard to tell where the pain ended, and the pleasure began.  It didn’t take long for the pressure to start building inside me—I was going to orgasm if he kept going and he didn’t seem to be slowing down.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “I think it’s time for your panties to come down.”  He wrapped his fingers around the waistband and slowly peeled them off of my ass.

      “Oh god…”  I whimpered when they reached my knees.

      “Was that a complaint?”  His tone got firmer.

      “No, Daddy!”  I shook my head back and forth quickly.

      “Good.”  He moved his finger to my clit.  “I would hate to have to stop when you’re this fucking wet.”

      “Please don’t stop…”  I exhaled sharply and moaned—then groaned when his finger was pulled away.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “Ouch!  Oh god!”  I squirmed underneath his hand as it came down—it hurt a lot more without my panties to protect me.

      “You seem to be enjoying this a lot more than I expected…”  He pushed his finger into my pussy.  “Or do you just want to come?”

      “I do—but I don’t want you to stop spanking me yet…”  I bit down on my bottom lip and moaned.

      Alexio moved his finger inside my pussy until it was buried to the knuckle and used his thumb to rub my clit.  He brought me dangerously close to an orgasm before he started spanking me again.  I was surprised by how much I was enjoying the combination—especially since his hand made my ass sting a lot more without my panties.  My first trip across his knee wasn’t going to be my last—I had found something new that really turned me on.  I wasn’t sure if it would have been quite so pleasurable if it was just a spanking, but it added another level to the euphoria.  There was a time when I thought I was the one peeling back the layers to see who Alexio really was—but he had been stripping me of mine the whole time we were together.  He had molded me into a woman strong enough to submit to him.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      “I think that’s enough for your first spanking.”  He let his hand rest in the last spot it landed  “On your knees—now.”

      “I—I didn’t get to come.”  I moaned and moved my ass against his hand.

      “You haven’t earned it yet.”  He growled under his breath.  “Am I going to have to repeat what I said, or are you going to obey?”

      “I’ll—obey, Daddy.”  I whimpered but slid to the floor between his thighs.

      “You’re going to show me what a good girl you can be.”  He reached for his belt and started to unfasten it.  “Then I’ll decide if you get to come.”

      Alexio’s cock was rock hard and throbbing when he shifted his pants down to expose it.  I helped him remove them and then slid back in position between his thighs.  I had only been able to pleasure him with my mouth once—but I didn’t have a raging fire between my legs that needed to be put out then.  It felt like my body was trapped on the edge of an orgasm, and a single touch would push me over it.  I moved my lips to his cock and started to slowly lick the bottom.  I wanted him inside me—but I fought those urges as I moved to the head and parted my lips.  I pulled his dick into my mouth and started to massage the bottom of it with my tongue and got an immediate moan in response.  My lips slowly moved along his shaft as I coated it with my saliva, and when he hit the barrier in the back of my throat, I started to swallow.

      “There you go.”  He gasped.  “You know exactly what Daddy likes…”

      It was a lot easier than it was the first time.  I managed to take his cock deep into my throat and then started to move my lips back up his shaft.  I picked up speed the next time I descended, wiggling my tongue as fast as I could.  I got a good rhythm going and started taking every inch of his cock into my throat each time.  The fire inside me wouldn’t go out, even when I was pleasuring him.  I wanted to slide my fingers between my thighs and take care of it—the need was almost desperate—but I wanted the soul-crushing orgasm that he could give me—not the one I could get on my own.  My pussy was so wet that the lust was beginning to spread to my inner thighs, and each time I felt his cock throb, it reminded me if what I truly craved.

      “Good girl.”  He tangled his fingers in my hair.  “You’re going to make Daddy come.”

      I moaned my response and moved my lips faster.  He was definitely close—I could already taste the saltiness of his pre-cum on my tongue.  I swallowed him until I was gagging, but I didn’t slow down.  I wanted it to be perfect—because I needed a release a lot more than he did.  His fingers twisted my hair until it was tight against his fist and then his hips jerked.  A loud roar of pleasure rushed from his throat—then I felt his cock pulsate.  I pulled him into my throat as the first eruption of seed splattered into my mouth.  I quickly swallowed, using my tongue and the vibration in my throat to coax every drop of cum from his balls.  His grip relaxed, and I slowly pulled my lips up his shaft, licking the last remnants of lust from the head of his cock before I leaned back and looked up at him.

      “Did I do a good job, Daddy?”  I bit down on my bottom lip.

      “Yes.”  He exhaled sharply and nodded.

      He took a moment to recover, and then he pulled me up onto the bed.  He positioned my face towards the headboard and slid behind me.  I thought he was going to spank me again—or just finish me with his finger—but then I felt the head of his cock against my pussy.  He drove it into me quick—so hard that I nearly orgasmed on the spot.  His hands locked onto my hips and then he started to thrust.  It felt incredible—and every second I spent on my knees wanting to come suddenly became worth it.  He hammered my pussy so hard and fast my entire body jerked forward, and if he hadn’t been holding my hips, I might have been propelled into the wall.  I leaned forward, dug my nails into the bedspread, and bit down on it.

      “No.”  He released one hand and grabbed my hair.  “I want to hear you scream.”

      “Oh fuck!”  My whole body started to shake.

      His dominance was beautiful—he held onto my hair with one hand, squeezed my hip with the other, and made me scream so loud I thought the windows might shatter.  I suddenly realized why he put me on my knees—why he made me swallow his first load.  He had no intention of just making me come—he was going to own my body.  The first orgasm was paradise, the second was heaven, the third destroyed my soul—I lost count after that.  He fucked me until my knees went weak, my arms went numb, and I only stayed in place because of the grip he had on me.  His cock was a brutal master and a gorgeous one at the same time.  He took everything I had—then he forced me to give him another orgasm.  My body was shaking so bad that I barely noticed the first throb—but I heard the primal roar that echoed in the room when he started to release his seed inside of my pussy.

      “Now you know the difference between pleasure—and submission.”  He leaned forward and pressed his lips to my ear.

      I couldn’t even respond.  I simply fell against the mattress when he let go of my hair.  I didn’t even have the energy to roll over.  Alexio stretched out beside me and pulled my weary body into his arms.  I thought submitting to him would tear at the core of who I was, and it did, but not how I expected.  I didn’t feel like any less of an equal—it felt like the bond between us had become stronger.  I would never hesitate again.  If he told me to get on my knees, I would be there before the words left his mouth.  If he wanted to spank me, I would beg him to spank me harder.  The pain wasn’t the bond—it was just the beginning of an emotional unraveling that made me his to devour—and I loved every second of it.

      I’ve had a taste—and now I need more.
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      The next morning

      I took Faith to the edge of her limit—then shattered it.  I saw the way her body reacted to the spanking.  She was craving true surrender.  She didn’t know to ask for it, but I could sense the need once the fire started to burn.  It was a calculated risk—something I was very good at.  She learned how to feel the pain and taste the pleasure that it could bring at the same time.  I could have spanked her harder—or kept her across my knee until she begged me to stop—but that wasn’t what she needed to embrace the submissive inside her.  She would never be the type that craved nothing but pain—it was about letting go for her.  It was emotional and psychological, but it was driven by her body’s need to give up a piece of control for as long as the moment lasted.  The world would never see that side of her—that belonged only to me.

      “Oh no…”  Faith sat up and blinked as the sun landed on her face.

      “What’s wrong?”  I tilted my head.

      “It’s late!”  She looked towards the window.  “I didn’t mean to sleep that long…”

      “You were exhausted.”  I wrapped my arms around her.  “So was I.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be at work!?”  She looked towards the clock with panic spreading across her face.

      “I’m the boss.  I get there when I get there.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “Everything is under control.  I let them know I might be a little late—if I even made it in.”

      This will be the first time I haven’t been front and center for a big purchase—but there’s nowhere else I would rather be right now.

      “Are you sure?”  She settled into my arms.

      “Yes.”  I nodded and pressed my lips to her forehead.

      “Last night—was intense.”  Her head leaned against my shoulder.  “I feel like—I don’t know.”

      “Did you think you were just going to get a spanking?”  I kissed her forehead again.  “That was just the beginning—it’s why I told you that you weren’t ready the first time and why I didn’t want to do it when you had such an emotional day.”

      “I wasn’t sure what to expect…”  She sighed.

      “I’ll never hurt you.”  I shifted on the bed so that I could look into her eyes.  “You’ll always be safe with me, even while I’m testing your limits to see how much you can take.”

      “I trust you.”  She nodded.  “I would have never put those panties on in the first place if I didn’t.  This is just new for me—these feelings are still a little strange.”

      “We’ll work through them together.”  I pulled Faith closer and hugged her.  “We’ll find out what you like—what you hate—and we’ll probably discover new things along the way.”

      “I guess a spanking isn’t going to work if you actually intend to punish me.”  She leaned back and grinned.

      “Obviously.”  I chuckled.  “But don’t worry—I have nipple clamps.”

      “Uh…”  She blinked a couple of times.  “You’re never using something like that on me.”

      “You’ve said that about a lot of things.”  I grinned and winked at her.

      “Yes, but I’m drawing a line.”  She narrowed her eyes.  “In concrete.”

      “Let’s just see how it goes.”  I pulled her back into my arms, but she squirmed immediately.

      “No, concrete—I need to hear you say that you understand that!”  She wiggled free from my grasp.

      “But these nipples…”  I lifted her so that I could lick the left one.  “They might like it…”

      She stopped fighting once her nipples turned into hard nubs against my tongue.  I was beginning to doubt that I would even make it into the office—not when I heard her moan and sigh.  That was music to my ears, and my cock started to get hard.  My hand moved to Faith’s pussy, and I felt it getting wet.  I was surprised she was even able to get excited after what we did the night before—or maybe it was still lingering in her thoughts, which made it easier than I expected.  I yanked her leg forward and buried my cock in her—I would never get tired of that feeling.  I started thrusting immediately, pushing her back against the mattress as I quickened my pace.  My lips moved up to her neck, and I left a trail of kisses as my hand tangles up in her hair.

      “If you do this to me again…” she purred into my ear.  “I may not be able to go home.”

      “Then I guess you’re going to stay,”  I growled my response.  “Right here—where you belong.”

      I kept driving my cock into Faith’s pussy until I felt her body start to shake.  I was almost there—and a few more thrusts were going to take me over the edge—so I delivered them as fast as I could.  My balls got tight, and my thrusts started to get erratic.  I didn’t even have time to tell her that I was about to come, and I was worried that I wouldn’t make her orgasm, even if she was close—but the second that my seed flooded her pussy, I felt it spasm.  We climaxed together with her orgasm being slightly delayed, but I kept going until it faded.  I dropped to the mattress beside her, and every bit of energy I had gained while I slept was sapped.  My lips found her neck as I pulled her into my arms.

      I delayed her leaving by one day—too bad it’s not a lifetime.
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        * * *

      

      One week later

      “Mr. Hawkins?”  Dave tapped on my door and pushed it open.

      “Yes?”  I raised my eyebrow and looked up at him.

      “We just got the first report for the Viking Electronics price restructuring.”  He walked in and dropped it on my desk.  “I think you’re going to be very happy.”

      “Holy fuck.”  My eyes opened wide.  “These are—projections for the first quarter?”

      “Yes sir.”  He grinned.  “In three months, we’ll make more than we spent.”

      “That’s incredible.  Good find—fuck…”  I exhaled sharply.  “I guess I know who is getting the big bonus this year.”

      “I got another company to talk to you about.”  He pulled a chair close to my desk.  “Got a minute?”

      “If it’s anything like Viking Electronics, I got all the time in the world.”  I leaned back.  “Lay it on me.”

      I wished I could tell Dave that I didn’t have any time—that my schedule was full—but it was wide open.  Faith was in Phoenix visiting her family, and she only had a couple of weeks before she would be leaving for New York.  I was doing my best to stay positive about her opportunity, but it was tearing me up inside.  I knew we would survive the distance, and I was already in the process of buying a jet so that I would be able to visit as often as possible, but it didn’t make the fact she would be on the opposite side the country any easier.  All I could do was use each day that passed as an opportunity to come to terms with it—because there was no turning back.  She had an incredible opportunity in front of her, and I was just going to have to miss her when the miles came between us.

      Even if it feels like my heart is being pulled out of my chest in the process.

      Faith had embraced her submissive side in the bedroom, and my Daddy dominance had been able to flourish as she discovered new things she never expected to enjoy.  The nipple clamps were still a hard no, but she had gotten comfortable across my knee when we were together.  I truly didn’t need that inner dominance when I was with her—just having her in my arms was enough—but her ability to submit had brought us to new places in our relationship.  Spankings had become foreplay.  Driving my cock into her wet pussy after I teased her until she was ready to come—then breaking her body with more bliss than she could handle—was almost expected.  Giving that up was going to be hard, even if we were only separated for a couple of weeks before I could go to New York and hold her again.

      I’ll find a way—no matter what.
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        * * *

      

      One month later

      I don’t know why I expected a miracle to drop into our lives before Faith left Los Angeles.  Maybe I was falling into an optimistic mindset instead of the pessimistic one that had made me so good at my job.  My stomach twisted into a knot when I watched that plane take her away.  I didn’t even have the normal stress from Hawkins Capital to keep me occupied.  The plans I put in place to help restructure and delegate tasks so I could spend more time away from the office became a curse instead of a blessing once she was gone.  All of that was in the back of my mind though—because I had made another major change—one that I was going to reveal to Faith just as soon as her car arrived at the airport.

      Where the hell is she?  She said she would meet me at the terminal gate.

      “Alexio!”  A familiar voice drew my attention away from the curbside, and I saw Faith several rows over.

      “I thought you were picking me at the gate!”  I put my hand up to block the sun and grabbed my bag.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t expect the traffic to be this bad.”  She walked towards me as I approached her car.

      “It’s New York.”  I chuckled under my breath.  “What did you expect?”

      I didn’t give her a chance to answer.  I pulled her into my arms and planted a kiss on her lips that would have rivaled any of the ones we had previously shared.  I would have put that kiss up against any kiss in history—it was a mixture of longing, passion—and a hint of tenderness towards the end when our lips were finally separated.  Just seeing her made my heart do somersaults.  I missed her—but being reunited was even sweeter.  She popped the trunk, and I threw my bag into it before walking around the passenger side door.

      “I can’t wait to show you my new apartment.”  She looked over at me and smiled as she pushed the keys into the ignition.  “I have a great view!”

      “I bet it isn’t better than the gorgeous view I have right now.”  I shifted in my seat.  “I knew you were the prettiest girl in Los Angeles—but fuck, you might be the prettiest girl in New York too.”

      “Nobody has said that to me in weeks…”  She looked down and blushed.

      “Good—I better be the only one.”  I narrowed my eyes.

      “You are and you always will be.”  She nodded.  “My apartment isn’t that far away, but it’s New York—so, traffic.”

      “Actually, do you have a GPS?”  I leaned forward and looked at the console of her car.

      “Yeah, I’m still getting used to this car, but—hit that button.”  She pointed and tapped the one she was referencing.

      “Go to this address.”  I quickly punched it in.

      “That’s in the opposite direction.  Where are you taking me exactly?”  She raised an eyebrow inquisitively.

      “It’s a surprise.”  I reached over and squeezed her hand.  “Just drive—you’ll like it, I promise.”

      I was used to Los Angeles traffic, but New York was something else.  The instant we got into the city; it was a war zone with everyone fighting to get an inch of progress.  I stifled my annoyance and kept holding Faith’s hand.  Seeing her was enough to calm any semblance of frustration that could have taken root.  We finally got out of the traffic, and the GPS directed us to the location in question.  Faith rolled to a stop and tilted her head as she looked at the empty office building in front of us.

      “What am I looking at?”  She quickly scanned it and then turned towards me.

      “Well.”  I leaned forward.  “It’s not much right now—but it’ll look at lot better when they get the Hawkins Capital sign on the side of the building.”

      “Huh?”  She snapped her head back, and then her eyes opened wide.  “What…”

      “We’re expanding.  We’ve needed to have a base of operations close to Wall Street—truthfully, it’s been a long time coming…”  My word trailed off.

      “Wait…”  She trembled, and her voice cracked.  “You’re opening an office here?!”

      “I am.”  I nodded quickly.  “Of course, if I’m going to open a new office, it needs a personal touch—which means I’ll have to relocate here for a little while to make sure it gets the attention it deserves…”

      I didn’t get a chance to finish what I was going to stay, and I had rehearsed a speech that I was proud of.  Faith jumped across the divide that separated our seats, and her hug was so tight that I could barely breathe.

      “Oh my god—I’ve missed you so much!”  Her tone was hurried and filled with excitement.  “This is such an incredible opportunity, and I couldn’t turn it down, but I didn’t realize it was going to be so hard to be here without you!”

      “I missed you too…”  I exhaled sharply.  “I can’t do this—I can’t spend every fucking night without you.  I need you.”

      I would have moved heaven and earth to have her in my arms—it was all that mattered to me.  I had considered opening a small office in New York for years, but there was no real motivation.  The company was doing really well, and we would have been fine without it, but I couldn’t turn down the opportunity to be close to the woman I loved.  Our love could survive the distance, but if it didn’t have to, then there was no reason for us to be apart.

      “Okay…”  I pulled back from our embrace.  “I showed you my new building—show me this new apartment you’re so proud of.”

      “It really does have a good view…”  She sighed and moved back to her seat.  “But this is the only one I care about.”

      “I love you, Faith.”  I reached over and squeezed her hand.

      “I love you too…”  She looked down for a moment and smiled.

      I don’t care if I wake up with a view of the Empire State Building or the Hollywood Sign—just as long as I wake up next to you.
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      Three months later

      “I can’t wait to show you my apartment.”  I grabbed Jennifer’s arm and pulled her towards the front door.  “It has an awesome view.”

      Not as good as the one from Alexio’s apartment—or his office—but this one belongs to me.

      “I thought the view we had from our one in Los Angeles was better than—nope, this is incredible.”  Jennifer’s eyes opened wide when I swung the door open.

      “Do you want some wine?  I picked up a couple of bottles.”  I walked over to the rack and ran my finger down my selection of reds.

      “Sure!  Sounds great!”  Jennifer walked closer to the window, and her eyes scanned the horizon.

      We had a reason to celebrate; which is why I was finally able to convince Jennifer to come visit me in New York.  Her mother’s case was going downhill fast when Mr. Farber found an old contract she had with a business associate that implicated him in the scheme.  Jennifer’s mother was a big fish for them to take down, but her associate was a legendary investor that even Alexio respected.  The District Attorney decided to offer Jennifer’s mother a deal that didn’t involve prison in exchange for her testimony.  She would never work in real estate again, and she was facing a fine that would cripple her financially, but she wasn’t going to be behind bars.  It was the best possible outcome, considering the circumstances.

      “Here you go.”  I handed her a glass of wine.  “It’s from that vineyard you like.”

      “Wow, Manuel Rosario’s wine is available in New York?  That’s crazy…”  She took a sip.  “What is this?  Eighty-two?”

      “I have no idea.”  I shrugged and chuckled under my breath.  “It’s wine from the place you like.”

      “Maybe it’s eighty-three…”  Her words trailed off when she turned, and something else caught her attention.  “Those flowers are gorgeous!  Are they from Alexio?”

      “They are.”  I smiled and nodded.

      I had been able to tell Jennifer about my relationship with Alexio over the phone.  She thought his grand gesture of moving to New York so we could be together was the sweetest thing ever, and I felt the same way.  Things picked up exactly where they left off after he got moved into his apartment downtown.  Some nights I stayed at his place, some nights he stayed with me, but we rarely woke up alone unless he had to fly to Los Angeles for some reason, or I was visiting my parents in Phoenix.

      “This new job must be pretty nice if you’ve got a place like this and you’re able to buy good wine.”  Jennifer lifted the glass to her lips.

      “Well, don’t forget that they’re handling my lease for the first year.”  I walked closer to the window.  “I might have to downsize when it runs out, but who knows.  My boss seems to be pretty happy with the work I’m doing, and he’s already had me sit in on a few meetings that are way above my pay grade—maybe I’ll get a promotion before then.”

      “That hasn’t been a problem with Alexio?”  Jennifer raised an eyebrow.  “You’re technically his competition now, right?”

      “It’s caused a few friction points.”  I looked down and laughed.  “Rutherford Trust will never be as big as Hawkins Capital, and he’s mostly focused on acquisitions, but sometimes we end up going after the same clients.”

      I had become very submissive to Alexio in the bedroom—more so than I ever imagined—but I didn’t back down from him when we were competing for clients.  I was the girl on my knees who loved to beg, please, and coax him to spank me behind closed doors.  When we ended up across from each other on a deal, I never backed down.  We turned off the business side of ourselves when we were together.  I was still holding firm on my never when it came to nipple clamps, but I had learned to love being the woman in his arms as well as the girl on her knees who called him Daddy.  I had a whole drawer full of bad girl panties, and I wore them more often than any of the others I owned.

      “Maybe I should move to New York.”  Jennifer walked over and sat down on the couch.  “Is Rutherford Trust hiring?”

      “Yeah…”  I raised an eyebrow.  “I thought you were applying to places in Los Angeles.”

      “You know how the job market is out there.” She shrugged.  “Plus, some people get nervous when they figure out I’m related to Marsha Weaver.”

      “I can talk to my boss if you’re serious.”  I nodded and sat down next to her.  “I can’t make any promises, but you might be able to get an interview at least.”

      “I’ll think about it.”  She smiled.  “Especially if they give me a nice apartment like this for a year…”

      “I can’t promise that!”  I shook my head and laughed.  “I could always use a roommate though.”

      “Yeah?”  She lifted her wine glass and smiled.  “That probably won’t last long—I bet Alexio is going to put a ring on your finger before you ever have to give this place up.”

      “I don’t know if he’s the marrying type…”  I shrugged and sipped my wine.  “Who knows—maybe I’m not the marrying type either.”

      “You better get married one day.” She narrowed her eyes.  “It’s my only shot at being Maid of Honor!”

      “Right, well I’ll keep that in mind if it ever comes up in conversation.”  I shook my head and laughed.

      Maybe one day…
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        * * *

      

      Eight months later

      “You’re supposed to say yes…”  Alexio looked up at me from one knee with a diamond ring in his hand.

      “I…”  My words trailed off for a second.  “Yes, of course I’ll marry you!”

      A diamond ring was the last thing I was expecting when Alexio said he had a special evening planned.  I thought he was going to show me a new toy that he had bought for us to play with in the bedroom—and as long as it wasn’t nipple clamps, I was excited.  Instead, he dropped down to one knee and proposed.  A million thoughts rushed through my head, but the one I finally settled one was obvious—I was going to be more than a girl on my knees and a woman in his arms—I was going to be his wife.

      “You scared me for a second there.”  Alexio slid the diamond ring on my finger and pulled me into an embrace when he stood.

      “It wouldn’t have been fun if I didn’t build up the suspense a little bit.”  I leaned against his shoulder and held up my hand so I could stare at my ring.  “Wow, it’s gorgeous.”

      “Not nearly as gorgeous as the woman who gets to wear it for the rest of her life.”  He leaned back and smiled.  “My wife…”

      “Not yet.”  I narrowed my eyes.  “You owe me a gold band to go with it before you get to call me that…”

      “It might be a diamond band.”  He laughed.  “Let’s plan the wedding before we pick out the rings.  Obviously, your budget is wide open—anything you want.”

      “Probably something small.”  I smiled.  “You know I’m not one for charity…”

      “It’s your fucking wedding day—it’s not a charity event.” He leaned forward and kissed my forehead.  “God I love you.”

      “I love you too.”  I laughed under my breath.  “Okay, maybe I’ll splurge a little bit.”

      I was going to be Alexio’s wife—and nothing could make me happier.  We had a few things to work through, but we would get there together.  I was never going to be the kind of woman who liked having a Rembrandt in my dining room, or a Picasso watching me sleep—not if I was actually living there.  A small apartment—or a house big enough for the family we would eventually have—that was enough for me.  I couldn’t wait to have a million fights with him about those things, and I would probably lose a few of them, but we would find common ground—just like we always did.

      “So…”  I bit down on my bottom lip and grinned.  “Are you going to make me call you Daddy once we’re married?”

      “No.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “But you’re not going to stop—you like it too much.”

      “Maybe…”  I leaned forward until my lips were against his ear.  “I might be wearing some bad girl panties right now too…”

      “Then I think you need to go to the bedroom and wait for me.”  He pressed his lips to my neck.

      “Yes, Daddy…”  I smiled and pulled away from him.  “Don’t make me wait too long.”

      I might have to start without you…

      
        
        The End
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