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CHAPTER 1

I smiled as I pulled up to my house and saw the three cars parked in the driveway and on the curb. The shiny, black Nissan was familiar because I’d bought it for my daughter, Claire. I didn’t recognize the other two, but Claire had texted me at work to let me know that Lainey and Avery, two of her best friends, would be camping out at our place for a few days. They’d all graduated from the University of Texas in the spring, and while her friends had already been back for a couple of months, Claire had stayed in Austin because she’d wanted to hold onto her job at the vet clinic as long as possible.

But now there was only one more month left until the fall session started at Texas A&M, so on Monday morning she’d be driving to College Station to look for an apartment. She’d already been accepted into the veterinarian program there and had a new job lined up in a lab. As soon as she signed a lease, my daughter would be moving out of my house for good. At least while she’d been at UT all of her things had still been here, and she’d come home for regular visits. This time she was moving out for real. From now on it would just be me, alone in this house I’d had built for her mother.

For now, though, it felt like old times again, when the weekends had been full of laughter and music and youthful exuberance. Since we had a pool and several spare bedrooms, sleepovers had largely been held at our house. I’d never minded that. It made Claire happy, and her friends were all good girls that I’d gotten to know well over the years.

I found the three of them on the living room couch watching TV, and I couldn’t help smiling at the familiar sight. Claire sat sandwiched between her two friends as though they were afraid she might disappear if they didn’t hold on tightly. They’d all grown up so much in the last four years, beautiful young women now rather than the still-awkward teenagers they’d been when they left. Lainey’s beanpole figure had filled out, her chestnut curls tumbling down the front of her t-shirt over breasts she would have killed for in high school. Her long legs were curled under her, left bare by a pair of running shorts. Avery leaned against Claire’s shoulder, petite and slender, with her straight, golden hair tucked behind one ear. All three perked up when I came through the front door.

“Hey, Dad!”

“Hi, Mr. Connor!” Avery said.

Lainey’s big, green eyes landed on mine. “How was work?”

“Work,” I replied with a smile. “It’s good to see all of you. Been having fun?”

“Avery just got here,” Claire said. “She had to work late to cover for someone else.”

“Elena’s not here?”

I’d expected my daughter’s roommate and very best friend to be the first one here. She’d stayed in Austin with my daughter after graduation to help cover the bills on their apartment so Claire wouldn’t have to move out early.

My daughter frowned. “Her parents are still giving her crap because she didn’t come back home right after graduation. And Skylar’s working graveyards at the hospital, so she probably won’t show up until Friday.”

Claire and the other four girls had all been friends since middle school or even earlier. Before they graduated from high school, they’d decided to all go to college together so they could hold onto their friendship a few more years. It had been hard for some of them, but they’d managed it and still seemed as close as ever.

I nodded. “Lainey, Avery. Just in case Claire didn’t make it clear, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

“Thanks, Mr. Connor.” Avery said shyly, dipping her soft, brown eyes.

Lainey’s grin turned wicked. “Oh, goodie! I’ll have my stuff moved in tomorrow.”

When I laughed, Claire shot me a pointed look. “I don’t think she’s kidding.”

“I’m really not,” the brunette assured me.

I grinned back at her. “Why not? I could use the company with Claire moving out for good.”

She cocked her head, green eyes glittering with amusement. “Could you, now?” she asked in a low, sultry voice.

“Oh, please don’t make it weird,” my daughter pleaded.

“Hey, if you three want to order pizza, my account at Paolo’s is still the same.”

Avery bounced up on the couch, her pixie face alight. “Oh, yay!”

“Order whatever you want,” I told them. “Just leave me some.”

“We will,” my daughter promised.

“Maybe,” Lainey added under her breath.

I went to my bedroom to change into a comfortable t-shirt and pair of shorts. When I came out, I heard the girls splashing and laughing outside in the pool. It really was nice having them back. Pity it was only for a week, but after spending so much time alone in the house I’d take whatever I could get.

I padded into my office and poked through some spreadsheets, but my heart really wasn’t in it. Fuck it. With a sigh, I pulled up Starfield instead. Working hours were over. Time to lose myself in some good, old escapism.

A soft knock on the door frame dragged my attention from the monitor. Lainey stood in the doorway wearing a burgundy bikini, her long, russet curls clipped back so they tumbled down her back. My heart squeezed a little seeing how absolutely beautiful she’d grown up to be.

“You really don’t mind us staying until Claire leaves next Monday?” she asked hesitantly. “That’s almost a whole week. We’d understand if that’s too much.”

“It’s perfectly fine,” I assured her. “I want you all to have as much time together as you can before she leaves. Between vet school and her new job, none of us are going to be seeing much of her for a while. So, make yourselves at home. You and Avery know where everything is. Nothing has changed since you left.”

Her face took on an oddly wistful expression. “That’s too bad.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.” She gave a sharp shake of her head. “Claire put in the pizza order. Would you mind getting it from the delivery guy if we’re still in the pool?”

“No problem.”

She gave me a bright smile. “Thanks! It’s so good to be back.”

“I’m really glad you’re here, and I can’t wait for Elena and Skylar to show up. It’ll be just like summers during high school. The whole gang back together.”

She smiled back. “Only with a lot less crappy boy band music, and now we don’t have to sneak in the booze.”

“Lainey!”

Her green eyes went wide in feigned innocence. “Hey, that was all Skyler. I certainly never did anything like that!”

“Oh, no,” I agreed solemnly. “Of course not.”

With a final wave, she walked away. I shook my head in bemusement. It felt like only yesterday that they’d been having pool parties and sleepovers here, and now they were all grown up. Over the last four years I’d only seen them a couple of times, never all together and not enough for the changes in them to really stick with me, so in my mind they’d stubbornly remained the younger girls I remembered. It felt as though I’d jumped forward in time to where the setting was familiar, but everyone was older. And now we were having the final sleepover. After this Claire would be gone for several more years and then probably move away afterwards for work, while her four friends would be building their own new lives with their careers and probably having children of their own. It was the end of an era, for them and for me.

I was jolted out of my reverie before it could get too maudlin by the doorbell. The pizza delivery guy grinned hugely at the size of the tip I handed him—we were going to be ordering a lot of pizzas over the next few days—and then I carried the stack of boxes into the kitchen. All three girls were in the pool when I poked my head through the back door.

“Pizza’s here,” I called out.

“Whoo-hoo!” Avery screeched. “I haven’t had real pizza since I’ve been back.”

I laughed as she practically levitated out of the pool, snatched up her towel, and darted past me into the kitchen. Claire and Lainey emerged more sedately and giggled as they followed their friend inside.

“Some things never change,” my daughter said.

“She’s always been able to eat her own weight in pizza,” Lainey agreed.

I had a feeling that had more to do with her never getting enough to eat at home than simply loving pizza. Avery’s mom was an alcoholic who was more interested in keeping the bar stocked than the refrigerator. Claire and I had regularly taken the poor girl out to eat after school events to make sure she didn’t go hungry, and she’d spent practically every weekend at our house while they were in high school.

Claire shook her head when she caught sight of her friend. “Two fisting it, huh?”

When I glanced over, the petite blonde had a slice of pizza in one hand and a breadstick in the other. She let out a sensual moan as she took a big bite of the pizza. “I can’t help it. It’s just sooooo good.”

“Come on,” Lainey urged Claire, “before she eats it all.”

She and my daughter loaded paper plates with pizza, breadsticks, and hot wings before taking stools on either side of their friend. I grabbed a couple of slices myself then turned towards my office.

“You’re not eating with us?” Lainey asked, clearly disappointed.

“You don’t really need a chaperon anymore,” I pointed out.

Her lips twisted into a pout. “You don’t know that. Maybe I grew up into a bad girl and need firm, adult supervision.”

Avery snickered as she sucked hot sauce off her fingers. “Yeah, so bad the dorm kept begging you to come back as an RA for two years after you moved out.”

“Come on, Dad. Eat with us. I know these two missed you as much as I did.”

“Fine,” I said, settling onto a stool across from them. “When does school start, Lainey?”

“Two more weeks.”

“Kindergarten, right?”

“Yep,” she replied with a smile. “I wanted to teach the little bitty ones.”

Avery snorted. “I still can’t believe you want anything to do with kids after dealing with all your brothers and sisters.”

Lainey’s slender shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I don’t have to take these home with me at the end of the day.”

“Fair enough. What about you, Avery? Enjoying the glamorous life of a television studio intern?”

She tossed her fine, blonde hair. “A lot of it’s just drudge work, but they’re also teaching me practical stuff I didn’t get in my classes. I’ll get through it.”

She would. This internship had been waiting for her as soon as she graduated. She’d gotten stellar grades, put together some amazing projects while getting her degree, and had glowing recommendations from every one of her senior year professors. I had no doubt that once she completed the internship, she’d have a full-time job waiting.

“You will,” I assured her. “You and Claire are the most driven people I know.”

Lainey let out an indignant squawk. “Hey! I’m driven, too!”

Claire and Avery snorted and traded knowing looks.

“Well, I’m a little driven,” the brunette muttered.

One of Avery’s sculpted eyebrows arched. “Remind me who it was who barely squeaked through her semester of student teaching?”

Lainey glared at her. “They put me in a middle school,” she growled. “Those kids were the spawn of Satan. I’d rather teach the kids from Children of the Corn than ever set foot in another middle school.”

Claire smirked, her eyes dancing with laughter. “The boys thought she was really hot and kept making inappropriate comments. The girls all hated her and made even more inappropriate comments and played pranks.”

“Pranks?” Lainey slapped the pizza she’d been holding down on her plate. “One of those little demon children stuck a damned remote-controlled vibrator in the bottom of my bag and kept setting it off during class. When I dumped out the bag to find out what the hell was going on, it rolled right out onto the desk in front of everybody.”

I almost choked on a bit of breadstick, and the other girls hooted with laughter. Lainey didn’t find it remotely amusing though.

“I will live in a cardboard box under an overpass and eat out of dumpsters before I will ever take a job in a middle school. Freakin’ little monsters.”

“I don’t blame you,” I wheezed, still struggling not to laugh.

“I still maintain that it was yours, and you left it in your bag by mistake,” Avery said.

Lainey smacked her arm with a breadstick. “Shut up!”

I’m not sure whose face was redder, Lainey’s or mine. I didn’t need to be thinking about any of them having vibrators.

“And I’m out. I’m going to my office, now.”

“Coward!” Claire sang out.

“I won’t even argue.”

All three of them erupted into laughter as soon as I left the room. I shook my head in bemusement. I suppose it was pretty damned funny, but I was glad to be out of that conversation. They might be college graduates and look like women, but to me they were still just kids. And they always would be.


CHAPTER 2

I worked from home on Thursdays, but I kept regular hours and dressed office casual just in case I got sucked into doing videoconferences. There was always something. While I delegated as much as possible and spent extra to hire self-starters who could think outside of the box, at the end of the day somebody had to make the big decisions. Since I owned the company, that was usually me. For a long time that had been fun, but I was starting to burn out. It didn’t help that I hadn’t taken a real vacation in years. Claire had been too busy with school and work to go anywhere since her freshman year of college, and it just hadn’t seemed worth the trouble to go anywhere by myself. Instead, I spent holidays covering for my employees so they could have more time with their families. The new car smell had definitely worn off, and I needed to come up with some way to revitalize myself before it became a real problem.

The coffee had just finished brewing when Avery came downstairs, a tiny blonde Barbie dressed to impress in a navy-blue blazer, a pleated skirt that stopped just above her knees, and black kitten heels. She looked so damned adorable I wanted to squeeze her.

“Coffee?” I asked.

She glanced at the phone in her hand. “Got a to-go cup?”

“Sure.” I dug one out of the cupboard and filled it. “Cream or sugar?”

“Just a dash of cream, please.”

I splashed in a bit, snapped the lid on, and held it out to her. “Here you go.”

“Thanks!”

“No breakfast?”

“I’m picking up kolaches for the crew on the way in. It’s our Thursday thing.”

“Sounds nice. Hope you have a good day.”

Avery flashed me a smile that almost made my heart stop. She’d always had a great smile, but over the last four years it had turned into something devastating.

“Thanks! You, too.”

Once she was gone, I took my coffee and phone out to the patio to relax for a few minutes before officially starting my day. Seeing Avery this way was so strange. I’d known Claire’s friends as kids for ages, and now here they were rushing off to work with careers. My daughter was going back to school, so thankfully I could still pretend to myself that I was the dad of a college-age girl for a while longer. It was hard to keep the narrative going when all her friends were so obviously grown up, though.

Fuck, I was getting old. I needed to get myself sorted out before my brain ossified like the middle-aged guys in the companies I’d worked for before I struck out on my own. It was probably inevitable at some point, but I still had a few good years left in me if I could get my head screwed on straight.

The back door opened behind me, and Claire stuck her head out. “Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you mind if Skylar crashes here?”

“Not a bit. Tell her to bring stuff to stay through the weekend if she wants. The last bedroom on the end is really quiet, so she can sleep through the day.”

“Great! Thanks!”

She was gone before I could say anything else. I shrugged. What was one more? Lainey and Avery were already staying the week, and it would be nice having everyone under one roof again. We were only missing Elena. Too bad she couldn’t get away sooner. It would be the perfect send off for Claire.

I was in my office when the doorbell rang. Claire raced down the stairs to open the door for Skylar then greeted her exuberantly. Like Avery, Skylar had come back to a waiting job right after graduation, so they hadn’t seen each other in a couple of months. Their laughter and voices were muffled, but I could still make out some of the conversation.

“Yeah, they’re fighting again. Makes it hell to get any decent sleep. You sure your dad doesn’t mind?”

“Honestly, I think he’s happy to have everyone back. I get the feeling he’s been lonely here by himself.”

“Huh. Well, I’ll make sure to thank him anyway. But right now, I am dying for sleep.”

“I already made up the room at the end of the hall for you.”

Their voices trailed off as they went upstairs, and I sighed. It sounded like Skylar’s parents were fighting. As usual. At least she could sleep here without anyone disturbing her. 

About an hour later I wandered into the kitchen for a coffee refill and stared around in surprise. All traces of the dinner mess from last night were gone. It looked like my maid service had been through, but they were scheduled for Tuesdays. While my under-caffeinated brain was still sluggishly trying to figure it out, Lainey backed out of the pantry. Her hair was up in a ponytail, and she was wearing a pair of red satin jogging shorts and a gray, cropped t-shirt with the UT logo. Boys all over campus must have panted after her like eager puppies whenever she went out like that.

“Oh, hey,” she said brightly when she saw me.

“Did you do this?”

She glanced around. “Yeah. I didn’t want to leave your house a wreck when you’re being so nice about letting us stay for so long.”

“I remember it used to take a lot more effort to get you guys to clean up after a weekend sleepover.”

“Yeah, well. I’ve been having to clean up after myself for the last few years, and it got to be a habit.” She bit her lip nervously. “So… Sorry about yesterday. We didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

“It’s fine, Lainey. Don’t worry about it.”

“We just got used to talking about anything and everything whenever, you know? We didn’t have to do a lot of self-censoring with just us around.”

“You grew up,” I said with a smile.

She raised her eyebrows. “Wow. I didn’t think you’d noticed.”

“It takes some getting used to.”

Her lips curved up in a sly smile. “We’ll try to ease you into it.”

“Nah,” I sighed. “Just be yourselves. I’m the one who needs to adjust.”

“Rip the band-aid off and be done with it, huh?”

“Might as well. It’s not like you’re going to go back to being kids, however much I might prefer that.”

“Oh, I think you’ll prefer dealing with us as adults. For one thing, we’re much better about cleaning up after ourselves.”

“True. What are you and Claire doing today?”

“Packing, I think. Most of her stuff is in boxes in the garage already, but there are some things in her room she wants to take to College Station.”

I sighed. “It’s so weird to think that her room is going to be empty from now on.”

Lainey offered me a sympathetic smile. “Things have a way of working out, Mr. Connor, and it tends to happen when you least expect it. Maybe this is a new beginning for you, and not an ending.”

“Maybe so,” I said, although at that moment I couldn’t see how.

“Are you going to the office today?”

“No, I work from home on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

“It’s good to be the boss.”

“I don’t mind the office so much as the commute. It gets worse every year.”

“Yeah. Thank goodness there are elementary schools everywhere. When I move out of Mom’s house, there will be one five minutes from wherever I end up.”

“That’s a nice fringe benefit.”

“It’s a big reason I wanted to teach elementary.”

I grinned at her. “That and the fact that middle schoolers are the spawn of Satan.”

She threw her head back and laughed so her ponytail bobbed. “Oh, yeah.”

For a moment I was struck again by just how beautiful she’d become, and I was saddened because I’d missed her transition from the girl she’d been in high school to the stunning woman she was today. I would have loved to have watched her blossoming into this new person. Apparently, I stared at her a few seconds too long because she cocked her head in curiosity.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just remembering.”

“Well, don’t remember too much,” she warned with a frown. “I was skinny and awkward and had frizzy hair, and I’d really rather never think of that again.”

“You were never an ugly duckling, Lainey.”

“That’s sweet of you to say, but Mom has the pictures to prove it. And she won’t delete them no matter how hard I beg her.”

“I’m pretty sure I have some of those pictures, too, along with Claire and everyone else.”

“Would you delete them if I begged you to?” she asked, fluttering her eyelashes at me.

“Not a chance.”

Her bottom lip pushed out in a pout. “And here I thought you were sweet.”

“Not me. I’m a bitter old man,” I replied cheerfully as I refilled my coffee mug.

“You’re not old,” she snorted.

“Compared to you, I’m ancient.”

Lainey slowly skimmed her eyes over me from head to toe. “Seasoned, maybe, but not old. Certainly not ancient.”

“Still not deleting the pictures.”

“Oh, go back to work,” she grumbled.

I couldn’t help grinning to myself, and there was an extra spring in my step as I went back to my office. I was going to enjoy the next few days. There had always been a fair amount of teasing going on after the girls hit high school, and I’d missed it.

At lunchtime, Claire and Lainey went out to the sandwich shop which had been one of their favorite places during high school. I didn’t expect them back for a while and got lost in the proposal for a new project by one of my managers, so I was startled when Lainey walked through my office door.

“I brought you lunch,” she said, handing me a paper sack and a drink.

“Thanks, Lainey. You didn’t have to.”

“Just my way of saying thanks for letting us stick around.” Her eyes roamed the office in curiosity. “Looks just the same.”

I glanced around, following her gaze. Aside from the upgraded monitors on my desk and a state-of-the-art laptop, nothing had really changed. 

“Yeah, I guess it is.”

Lainey rolled her eyes at me. “You need to get out of your rut.”

“I didn’t know I was in one.”

With an exasperated sigh, she waved her hand in a broad circle. “The house hasn’t changed in the last four years, Mr. Connor. You’re definitely in a rut.”

I frowned thoughtfully. I hadn’t considered it that way before, but she sort of had a point.

“I guess you’re right.”

“You need to find someone to get you out of it,” she replied with a saucy wink.

“I’ll take that under advisement.”

“You do that,” she said, turning towards the door. “We’re going shopping. Be back soon!”

“Why do I have a hard time believing that?”

“Because of the million or so times you chauffeured us on shopping trips, I imagine.”

I shuddered at the memories of trailing five teenage girls around Forever 21. Never again. Just thinking about it made me want to down a stiff drink or six. If there is a Hell, it probably involves escorting teenage girls around as they shop for clothes while being forced to listen to The Spin Doctors.

Lainey smirked as though she knew exactly what I was thinking. “But since we do want to be back before Avery gets off work, we’ll be good.”

“I have a hard time believing that, too.”

She shot me a grin over her shoulder. “That’s very wise. Must come from being so ancient.”

Thank God they weren’t my responsibility anymore. I wasn’t sure my heart could take it.


CHAPTER 3

Around three o’clock the doorbell rang, and since Claire and Lainey weren’t back yet I had to answer it. I found Avery on the doorstep clutching a garment bag. She’d already changed from the work outfit I’d seen her in this morning to a pair of gray, knit shorts and a hot pink, off-the-shoulder t-shirt, so she looked like a lovely young coed ready to lounge around in the dorm. Her soft brown eyes peered anxiously up at me.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“No, come on in. The girls are still out shopping. They expected to be back before you got here, but you know how they are.”

“I took off work early to pick up some more clothes from home,” she explained as she stepped inside. That seemed a bit odd, but I shrugged it off as she continued. “Claire texted me and said they’ll be another hour or so. She also said they’re picking up Chinese for dinner if you’ll text her what you want.”

“Sounds good to me,” I replied.

“I’m going to take this stuff upstairs.”

I went back to my office, but I was a lot less invested in finishing the report than I should have been. After re-reading the same paragraph three times, I gave up. I was playing Starfield again when the tiny blonde stepped nervously into my office a few minutes later.

“Still working?”

I motioned her over then tilted the monitor so she could see my game. She covered a small laugh with her hand.

“You’re as bad as Skylar.”

“Is she a gamer?”

“Oh, yeah. Her first college boyfriend got her hooked, mostly because it was the only way he’d spend time with her.”

We both rolled our eyes at that. Skylar’s horrible taste in boyfriends was legendary. Hell, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had turned into an internet meme by now.

“Anyway, after that she spent a lot of time hanging out with the other gamers in the dorm and got her own console as soon as she could afford it. What are you playing?”

When she tucked her hair behind her ear then bent down to get a closer look at the screen, the scent of her perfume settled over me like a soft blanket of vanilla and honeysuckle. Even more distracting was the way the front of her t-shirt hung open to display a hint of her soft, rounded cleavage. I swallowed hard and forced my attention back to the monitor.

“Starfield,” I managed to say. “Do you play?”

“No. I watched Skylar and Elena sometimes, but I never really had time. Last things I played were Animal Crossing and Mario Kart on your Wii. This looks familiar, though.”

“It’s by the same company that did Skyrim and Fallout.”

Her pixie face brightened. “Oh! Elena loves Fallout. She’d play it for hours on the weekends, and she made us watch the miniseries at least three times. I actually thought it was pretty good.”

“I did, too.”

I smiled as I turned to look at her. That was a mistake. I met her eyes, so close to mine, and was trapped by the mesmerizing mixture of light and dark browns there along with little flecks of brighter amber. Our gazes remained locked for several long heartbeats before I was able to tear myself away.

“How was your day?” I blurted out, desperate for something to break the silence.

“Not bad. I’m working with the video editing team this week. Mostly I’m running errands and stuff, but they’re showing me a lot about the processes, too. Next week I’ll be working with the sound technicians.”

“That sounds fun.”

“Yeah. I had a good time with that in school.” She stood up and took a step back. “I’m going to see if there’s any pizza left for a snack before dinner. I’m starving.”

“I’m pretty sure I saw some in the fridge after Lainey tidied up.”

“Yay!”

I smiled as she bounded through the door. Avery had always been a tiny bundle of energy. That had gotten her onto the cheerleading squad in high school for a couple of years. My smile soon faded, though. The office felt far too quiet and empty once she was gone. It was weird, because I’d been in here by myself every single day since Claire left for college and never noticed it until now. I felt a ridiculous sense of relief when Avery came back a minute later munching on a slice of cold pizza and leaned against my desk.

“Lainey said they’re still going to be at least another hour. Want to watch something with me?”

Her offer both surprised and pleased me. During all the weekends Avery had stayed here during high school, we’d spent countless nights watching television together after Claire conked out early. Keeping her company had become a ritual on the nights when none of the other girls were here.

“Love to.”

I followed her into the living room and sat down on the opposite side of the couch from her. She’d already picked up the remote and was flipping through options.

“What do you want to watch?” she asked.

“Anything you like. Except Vampire Diaries.” That and Once Upon a Time had been her two favorites for years. I probably knew half of the episodes by heart.

The little blonde wrinkled her nose at me as she settled back and folded her legs beneath her. “Aw, come on!” she said, then flashed her megawatt grin at me.

Holy crap. I couldn’t look away. Right then I would have agreed to absolutely anything she asked. I held out my hands in surrender.

“Whatever you want. Anything is better than Skylar’s zombie fixation.”

Her big, brown eyes lit up with a mischievous sparkle, and I prepared for the worst. At least the vampires wouldn’t sparkle. I shuddered inside as I recalled the Twilight phase they’d all gone through.

“Well… How about Grimm?”

“I can live with that.”

Her little squeal of excitement was just too damned adorable for words. That was something else that hadn’t changed.

We lost ourselves in the show for the next hour, although I kept getting distracted by glimpses of Avery on the far side of the couch as she twisted a long strand of her pale hair between her fingers or shifted her slender legs to get more comfortable. Her presence tugged at me, probably because it had been so damned long since I’d sat here to watch TV with anyone. Even when I tried harder to pay attention to the show, my mind wandered.

She was so much the girl I remembered, but at the same time so very, very different. Where would she end up? Where would her career in television take her? What lucky guy would end up with her?

That last thought set off a spark of jealousy that shocked me. I eventually chalked it up to the same kind of natural protectiveness I felt for Claire, who I’d often wished I could lock away in a nunnery until she was forty or so.

I blinked as Avery heaved a deep sigh. “You okay?” I asked.

“I just really missed this.”

“We spent a lot of nights watching TV together, didn’t we?”

She smiled softly. “Yeah. And you always let me watch whatever I wanted, even when you hated it.”

“I wouldn’t say I hated anything you watched.”

She raised an eyebrow with an amused snort.

“Okay. I was… Less than fond of Vampire Diaries,” I admitted. “But it wasn’t completely horrible.”

“You were a good sport about all of it—and very kind.”

I shrugged. “I enjoyed spending time with you. It was always fun because you got so excited and so into whatever you were watching. It made everything more fun to watch with you. Even Vampire Diaries. And we’d have to turn everything up so we could hear over Claire snoring.”

“She still does that,” Avery giggled. “She falls asleep way before everyone else then snores. Fortunately, she sleeps like a rock, so she doesn’t notice when we crank the volume up.”

“Remember that night when we turned the TV up louder and louder to see how far we could get before she finally woke up?”

“Omigod! The freaking windows were shaking!”

“Then the neighbors called the cops, and they had to pound on the door because we couldn’t hear the doorbell.”

Avery dissolved into laughter. “And she still never woke up!”

“The neighbors were pissed at me for weeks.”

The tiny blonde looked at me shyly, her eyes hidden beneath her thick lashes. “I don’t suppose…”

“What?”

“After Claire is gone, do you think we could do this again sometime?”

I blinked at her. “You want to come over and watch TV with me?”

“Yeah.”

I couldn’t believe it. She was actually serious. I smiled as warmth spread through my chest at the thought of getting to spend more time with her like the old days.

“I’d like that,” I told her with a wink. “We can even watch Vampire Diaries.”

“I won’t put you through that. You’d never invite me over again.”

“It would be worth it for the company.”

“Then it’s a date!”

Luckily, Avery turned back to the television, so she didn’t see my shocked expression. A date? Relief poured from me in waves as I realized she’d only meant it as a figure of speech. That was all. And since she had her career and her own life, it wasn’t likely to ever happen anyway. I was just Claire’s dad, hardly a priority to a beautiful, young woman fresh out of college.

I was saved from my own thoughts when Claire and Lainey barged through the front door laden with brightly colored shopping bags and plain, white ones crammed full of Chinese food. Avery paused the show and hopped up from the couch.

Claire groaned in disappointment when she saw what was on the screen. “You’re watching Grimm without me?”

“We were feeling nostalgic about all of those weekends we sat up late watching TV together after you fell asleep at ten o’clock,” Avery replied.

“Vampire Diaries,” Lainey and Claire said together.

Lainey shot me a pitying look. “The things you had to put up with from us.”

“I didn’t mind.”

“No,” she agreed softly. “You never did.”

Claire dumped an armful of sacks crammed with Chinese food onto the kitchen island. “Oof. Who’s hungry?”

Everyone, apparently, so we all crowded into the kitchen. As soon as I fixed my plate, though, I turned towards my office.

“Aren’t you going to finish watching this with me?” Avery asked with obvious disappointment.

I almost gave in when I saw her crestfallen expression, but I knew it wasn’t fair to stick around. This was a time for Claire to spend with her friends, the last she’d have for a long while.

“I don’t want to get in the way,” I told her gently. “You guys need to enjoy your time together. You don’t know when you’ll get another chance.”

She nodded unhappily. “All right. But don’t forget our date.”

Claire’s eyebrows shot up so high it was a wonder they didn’t smack the ceiling. “Date?”

“Your dad said I could come by and watch television with him sometime.”

My daughter’s expression softened at that, and she gave her friend a fond smile. “I think that’s a great idea, Avery.”

Lainey’s grin was far more wicked. “I totally agree. It can be like Daddy-Daughter Date Night.”

The tiny blonde narrowed her eyes and skewered Lainey with a glare so ferocious that she should have burst into flames. “I will kill you in your sleep,” she hissed.

Lainey stuck out her tongue with a smirk then danced aside as Avery threw a pair of chopsticks at her. 

“Girls! Am I going to have to separate you?”

All three of them started laughing at that. 

“I’ll keep them in line, Dad,” Claire assured me.

“Great. I’ll be in my office if you need me.”

They were still on the couch watching Grimm when I gave up for the night. None of them had bothered me for anything, but Avery’s eyes met mine as I crossed the room to head to bed. The smile she gave me before she shyly dropped her gaze made me wonder if maybe she really would be coming by to visit me after all.


CHAPTER 4

When I got home from work on Friday evening, I dropped my briefcase off in my office then followed the sounds of light pop music to the deck at the back of the house. Claire was in the pool with Lainey, Avery, and Skylar, while Elena lay stretched out on a deck chair playing with her phone.

Claire grinned and waved when she saw me. “Hi, Dad!”

“Hi, Dad!” the other girls echoed, laughing.

My daughter hauled herself out of the pool and met me with a wet hug by the back door. “Are you sure you’re still okay with this craziness? All five of us?”

“Of course! You haven’t all been home at the same time in years. It’s good to see everyone back here again.”

“You’re the best,” she said, pressing a kiss against my cheek.

“You sure don’t want me to go with you on Monday?”

Claire rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I’m a big girl and perfectly capable of looking at apartments by myself. Besides, Elena is coming along to keep me company.”

“That’s good.”

Over her shoulder, I saw Skylar guzzling a Corona at the edge of the pool and cleared my throat loudly. “Skylar?”

The brunette girl hurriedly shoved the beer behind her and stared at me wide-eyed for a moment before frowning. “Hey! We’re all over twenty-one now!”

“No glass at the pool,” I reminded her.

“Oh,” she said, instantly contrite. “I forgot, Mr. Connor. I’ll get a cup.”

She climbed up the ladder and wrapped a beach towel around herself. On her way into the house, she deliberately stepped too close so that her hip brushed against me.

“Oops! Sorry.”

The smirk and the tone of her voice didn’t suggest she was remotely sorry. I stared after her in confusion as she disappeared inside.

Clare shook her head, scandalized. “Sorry, Dad. She turned into a terrible tease while we were at UT.”

I waved it off with a laugh. “She’s always been a flirt. It’s fine.”

Unless she was in pajamas or a bikini, Skylar always dressed like she was about to hit the clubs, and she really had been a flirt for as long as I’d known her. It didn’t mean anything, though. It just seemed to come as naturally to her as breathing.

“You girls have everything you need?”

“We’re all set.”

“Okay. Have fun, sweetheart. I’m really glad everyone got to come over.”

I changed into shorts and a t-shirt then went to my office where I’d be out of the way. The girls weren’t kids anymore, so I no longer needed to keep an eye on them. I fired up Starfield and settled in for a long evening of relaxation.

I was happy for my daughter—I really was. She was getting everything she’d wanted and worked so hard for, and she deserved it. But I wasn’t sure
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