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Chapter One

 


“So, Dad, remember that internship I
told you about?” Portia’s excitement came through loud and clear,
despite the crappy cell phone connection. “The one I got waitlisted
for?”

Liam Humphrey glanced at his phone as
he drove, already knowing that the plans he’d made with his
daughter and her friend were toast. Her picture smiled up at him
from his phone’s display: blonde and brown-eyed in direct contrast
to his dark hair and grey eyes. The question was, did he pull off
the next exit and turn around now? Or keep driving?
Either way, my week is about to suck.
He sighed quietly, equal parts proud of his daughter and
disappointed for himself.

“Let me guess, they called you?” he
asked, faking enthusiasm. He was happy for her, he really was, but
he’d also been looking forward to spending time with her. She had
one more year of college, and then who knew where she’d
go?

“Yes!” she said excitedly. “I’m
already packed up. I’m shipping all my stuff home to Mom’s place,
so you won’t have to worry about anything.”

Liam sighed again. Where did his
daughter get the idea that he found her or her belongings tiresome? Now he’d have to
negotiate with his ex to get his daughter’s clothes back from her
greedy, idiotic grasp. Not for the first time, he cursed his stupid
dick for ever getting distracted by Charlotte’s pretty face. Of
course, he’d been all of nineteen at the time and still grieving
the sudden horrible end of his first relationship, so he had to cut
his younger self a bit of slack. No man was entirely in charge of
his libido at that age. “Darling, I’d be happy to deal with your
stuff, anytime you want. You know this.”

“I know, Dad, but I also know how busy
you are. It’s not easy running a nightclub.” Portia clicked her
tongue. “And I know that you’re usually asleep in the mornings.
Those delivery guys always show up at nine AM where you
live.”

She had a point. “I can go without sleep for
a day or two for my only daughter.” Liam kept driving. “I’m still
coming by to see you, even if you’re not coming home with me. I
haven’t seen you in months, and I’m already most of the way
there.”

Portia laughed. “I had a feeling you’d say
that. I told my friend Charlie that you’d still give him a ride
home.”

“Of course, darling.” Liam squinted a
little against the glare of the desert. He was happy to help out.
He’d never met her friend, but Portia had been telling him tales of
the guy’s dating escapades for the past six months. Seems the guy
really had trouble with girls, and his daughter had befriended the
man. Portia had a soft heart.

“I knew you’d say that, Daddy,” Portia
told him, a hint of amusement in her voice.

Liam knew what she was thinking, but
he refused to entertain the thought that he was a nice guy.
Nightclub owners and businessmen who made as much as he did
weren’t nice. “We’ll go to
dinner before we head home,” he said, already contemplating the
delightful fish tacos they served at his favorite restaurant in
Flagstaff. It was a quaint little city, and he wasn’t disappointed
that his daughter had chosen to go to Northern Arizona University.
She’d loved the location, and of course, the proximity to Lowell
Observatory.

Although how I managed to
spawn a child interested in physics and astronomy remains a mystery
to me, he thought, bemused, as always, by his
daughter’s impressive brain. She certainly didn’t get it from her
mother. Charlotte’s goal in life had always been to bang the most
attractive man she could find, and she used her considerable assets
ruthlessly to achieve that objective. She had brains, but she
always turned them towards selfish goals. “So, it’s off to Hawaii
then, for you?”

“I’ve already got my plane tickets,”
Portia told him. “I’m leaving later tonight, so we’re not going to
be able to do dinner, though. Which sucks. I was wishing for those
fish tacos.” She sounded disappointed.

Damn. Liam
grimaced. “Ah, well. The internship is only for a month, and then
we can stuff ourselves full of tacos until we can’t move.” His
phone GPS pinged an alert, and he smoothly transferred lanes in
preparation for his exit. “Does Charlie know you’re foisting him
off on me?”

“I’m not foisting him, Dad. I’m simply
helping a friend out,” she said, then laughed. “You’re too nice,
you know. Most fathers wouldn’t be so accommodating.”

There’s that word.
He winced. “Yes, well. I’m easily bored, you know. I enjoy
meeting new people,” he said. It was the truth, after all, and
easier to swallow than the idea that he was nice.

“I know, and I told him that, but he’s
a bit shy. He’s feeling all guilty and whatnot.”

“I’ll sort him out,” Liam assured her.
She’d been talking about Charlie for months—he almost felt like he
knew the guy. He glanced at the map on his phone. “I’ll be there in
five, darling. Make sure he’s ready, all right?”

“You’ll go easy on the guy, right,
Dad?” Portia asked.

“I don’t know what you mean.” Liam
frowned. “I don’t eat babies for breakfast, Portia.”

She laughed. “Oh, it’s not that.”

“Well, what are you implying then, my
dear?” Liam had no idea what she was getting at.

“You’re going to like him.”

Well, I should hope
so, Liam thought. The guy was his daughter’s friend,
after all. “Portia, you’re not making any sense.” He took the next
exit, and turned left at the light.

“I think you’re going to like him,
that’s all.” His daughter’s tone on the word like finally clued him in on what she
meant.

Liam rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to hook
up with your friend, Portia. As if.” He continued north on Milton
Road until he reached the cemetery, and then took another right.
“Not only is that highly inappropriate, I don’t have time for
dating. You know that. I’m happy with my work and with my lovely
daughter.” He hoped she’d drop the subject, honestly. He was
already in a mood because he wouldn’t get to spend any time with
her, and this line of conversation wasn’t helping. He had no desire
to discuss his love life, or lack thereof, with his child, even if
she was fully adult now.

“Well, I wish you would date, Dad. I worry about you getting
lonely,” Portia said, her voice going quiet. “I still can’t believe
Mom left because you’re bi. That’s just ridiculous.”

Liam took a deep breath, then let it
out again. He was not going
to arrive at Portia’s apartment all moody and sad. The situation
with his ex had been quite a bit more complicated than his daughter
knew, but it was true that Charlotte had used his sexuality as an
excuse to leave. “It’s nothing to do with you, darling. I’ve told
you that a thousand times. We were too young to get
married.”

“It’s still stupid.”

It is completely stupid,
but that’s Charlotte. Liam took the next left and
slowed as he neared her apartment building. “I’m nearly there,
Portia. Is your friend ready?” He heard rustling, and knew she’d
been talking outside on her balcony.

“He’s ready, Dad,” his daughter
replied.

Liam could hear a man talking in the
background, and then his daughter laughed again. “No, no, Charlie.
He’s entirely fine with taking you to Las Vegas. I promise.” More
murmuring. “No, geez, will you relax? My dad is not scary. You’ll
like him. I promise.”

Liam shook his head, smiling. Portia was the
best thing that ever happened to him, even if he’d had to deal with
Charlotte to get her. “I’m hanging up now, Portia,” he said, just
as he pulled into a parking space. Her apartment was on a quiet
street, within walking distance of the university.

“Okay, Dad. See you soon,” Portia
said, sounding distracted, and then the line went dead.

Liam turned off the car, and sat for a
moment to get his emotions under control. He didn’t want his
daughter thinking he wasn’t happy for her. He took a deep breath,
and then let it out again, willing his disappointment to dissipate
with it. He’d see his daughter in a month or so, and it would be
lovely. Right now, she needed her father to support her.

“All right then. Time to do the right
thing,” he murmured, exiting the car. He whistled as he walked up
to the door, smiling when it buzzed as soon as he arrived on the
step. “Watching for me, hmm?” he murmured. He entered, then took
the stairs two at a time. When he reached the second-floor landing,
he turned right and went down the short hall. His daughter’s
apartment door stood open.

“Portia?” he called as he walked
inside. After several hours of driving, it felt good to stretch his
legs. “Where are you, darling?”

“Right here, Dad,” she said, walking
out of her bedroom.

Liam grinned and opened his arms. She ran
into them, and he lifted her off the ground as he gave her a big
hug. “Oh, my goodness. You grew!” he exclaimed, smiling down at
her.

She rolled her eyes and whacked his arm. “I
did not. You just have a terrible memory. You think I’m twelve.”
Her brown eyes twinkled up at him. “You must be getting old if you
can’t remember things anymore.”

He snorted. “Thirty-nine is not old.” He
gave her another hug, then froze for a moment. A man stood near the
door to the balcony, watching them. “Ah. You must be Charlie,” Liam
said, letting his daughter go.

“Hello.” The man nodded, smiling
shyly.

Liam stared. The guy had tousled brown
hair and brown eyes, and at first glance
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