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Chapter One

 


Larkin was excited to have several of
her friends over at the house for dinner and playtime that night,
and she hadn’t seen some of them in a while. These were the friends
most like her, and she was happiest spending time with them. They
didn’t want to dress up in dresses, lipstick, and high heels or go
to cocktail parties. They’d rather play dress-up in princess
costumes and fake wigs.

They were women who didn’t understand
or want to play the games regular women did. They wanted their men,
their daddies, to take care of them and make most of the decisions
for them so they could live a simple life.

Larkin knew she was lucky to have
them, and she cherished every one of them.

She grinned when Aleena, the last to
arrive, raced into her playroom, almost tripping over
Riley.

“Guess what?” Aleena
yelled.

“What?” they all said at
the same time and then looked at each other and laughed.

Aleena held up her hand to show an
engagement ring. Even from where Larkin was sitting on the floor,
she could see how beautiful it was. The girls screamed, jumped up,
and hugged her.

Larkin stepped into the circle,
jumping and laughing because she was excited for her friends. They
seemed to be getting engaged or married one after another, but she
wasn’t. It just seemed like her and Darian’s relationship was on
hold somehow, and they’d been together the longest. She was
starting to think she would never be married. They never even
talked about it anymore because he always changed the subject when
she brought it up.

She hadn’t ever thought
Darian would never want to marry her, but the more time passed, the more she
believed it wouldn’t happen. They’d been living together for over
four years, and they never even talked about it.

She had always wanted a husband and
children. What if Darian didn’t want the same things? Would her
love for him be enough, or would she regret not going for her
dream?

“Hey, what’s wrong?”
Brylee asked and touched her arm.

Larkin focused on her friend and
smiled brightly. “Nothing. I want to celebrate. I’m going to go see
if Ella has some sparkling grape juice.”

“Do you want me to come
with you?” Brylee asked.

“No, you stay here. I’ll
be right back.”

Larkin stopped halfway down the steps
when she heard Darian and Kaleb in the office. The other daddies
were there but having a different conversation.

“Seriously, man.
Congratulations,” Darian said.

“Thanks. I’ve been
planning it for a few months, but I wanted to get the ring just
right.”

“The glimpse I saw of it
when she ran past it looked gorgeous.”

“Speaking of rings and
engagements,” Kaleb said. “Anything I should know about in your
future?”

Larkin heard her daddy laugh but could
tell it was forced.

“No. This arrangement
works well for us right now. I don’t want to rock the
boat.”

“Last year, you talked
about her not being ready to be a wife. Is that still true?” Kaleb
asked.

Larkin leaned forward and held her
breath.

“Yes.”

Her heart dropped. Why did he feel
like that? She didn’t act any different than the other littles, did
she?

Maybe he really didn’t want to have to
deal with a little. Maybe he wanted a woman he could take to
business functions in slinky dresses and high heels? Not one that
would rather have mac’n’cheese and wear sneakers.

The creaking of the leather chair
caught her attention and brought her out of a daze, making her
hurry down the steps and around the corner before they saw her. She
pressed her back against the wall outside of the kitchen and took
several deep breaths. She couldn’t go into the kitchen looking
devastated because Ella would tell Darian, and Larkin wasn’t ready
for the questions she knew he’d have.

When she calmed enough, she pasted on
a smile and walked into the kitchen.

“Ella, we’re celebrating
Aleena’s engagement. Do you have any of that grape juice we had on
New Year’s Eve?”

“Why, yes, I think I do.
How many girls are up there?”

“Six,” Larkin
said.

Ella gave her a few bottles of white
grape juice and pretend plastic champagne glasses. When Larkin
climbed the steps, she vowed to make this as special as possible
for Aleena. She could wallow in her own misery later.

The girls went through all three
bottles and the three large pizzas Ella ordered. The whole time,
they talked about the type of wedding Aleena wanted and what the
girls could do to help.

When the daddies came to get their
littles, Larkin hugged every one of them. Brylee studied her for a
moment and mouthed, “We’ll talk later.”

Larkin just nodded. She waited until
they walked out of the room before she started cleaning up the
mess.

She was dragging the bag down the
hallway when Darian found her.

“What in the world are you
doing?”

“I’m taking the garbage
down,” she told him.

She must have looked bad because he
looked her over and scowled.

“What’s wrong?” he
asked.

“Um … just a tummy ache. I
think I ate too much pizza.” It was the only thing she could come
up with, and it was true in a sense. Her stomach did feel weird,
but she knew it had to do with her being upset.

“Let me take the bag, and
you go shower. I’ll be in soon.”

“But I can take
it.”

“It’s too
heavy.”

“You know, I’m not totally
worthless. I can do things without help.” Hell, why did she have to
open her mouth?

Darian walked to her and cupped her
chin. “Where did this come from?”

Oh, hell. “I just want to be able to
help.”

“That’s why we have
servants, honey.”

“I know. That doesn’t mean
I can help with things like taking the garbage down.”

“It’s heavy.”

“I’m strong.”

He studied her for a moment. “Go, do
what I say. I’ll be in soon.”

She nodded, turned, and walked toward
the master bedroom. She could feel his eyes follow her, and it made
her nervous. He would want to ask questions, and she didn’t have
any answers.

She could always pretend to be asleep,
which would give her time to come up with something.

Larkin quickly showered, brushed her
teeth, and put her lotion on before she raced to the bed, threw
back the covers, and got in. The only light in the room was the one
from the bathroom. She turned her back and pulled the blanket up to
her shoulders.

It was a long time before Darian
walked in, and a few minutes later, the shower turned off. A short
time later, she felt the bed dip behind her. She waited to see if
he would pull her into his arms, and when he didn’t, it broke
another part of her heart.

Something was definitely going on. She
just had to figure out what it was.


Chapter Two

 


The next two weeks flew by, and Larkin
hardly saw Darian. He was gone by the time she woke up in the
morning and asleep when he came to bed. More times than not, he
rolled over and fell asleep instead of taking her in his arms like
he’d done most times in the past. They had sex but not like they
used to. It felt like he was holding himself back
somehow.

She was excited and getting ready for
Darian’s get-together at his office. Maybe if she tried to act more
grown-up, he’d see that she was ready for marriage. A lot of her
friends would be there, plus she’d be able to spend time with her
daddy. She wore a dress that had always been his favorite, made
sure her skin sparkled, and she curled her hair.

The phone rang by the side of the bed,
and she ran for it.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Miss Larkin. Mr.
Marsh wanted me to take you to the place he’s at. Are you ready to
go?”

She tried not to be disappointed that
it wasn’t Darian. “Yes, Hicks. I’ll be right down.”

Larkin pressed on her stomach where a
sharp pain came and went. It seemed to worsen with time, but she
knew her relationship with Darian was most likely causing her to
feel sick. She hadn’t gotten the guts to ask Darian the questions
she needed. The fact she hardly saw him made it easy to forget
them.

Larkin walked down the stairs to see
Hicks waiting at the door.

His brows snapped together. “Are you
feeling all right?”

“Yes. I just have a little
stomachache.”

“I can call Mr. Marsh and
tell him you don’t feel well.”

She shook her head. “No. I really want
to go. I’ll leave if it gets worse.”

They pulled up outside of their
building, and Hicks helped her out. She stood and caught her breath
when another pain shot through her.

Hick grabbed her elbow. “Let me take
you back home.”

“No, I’m fine. I don’t
want to disappoint Darian.”

“If you change your mind,
I’ll be down here waiting.”

“Thank you.”

Larkin walked into the building and
took the elevator up to the floor they were having the
get-together. She wiped the sweat from her face, pasted on a smile
as the doors opened, and walked down the hallway.

Several people said hi, but she didn’t
stop to talk. A few gave her worried glances. God, did she look
that bad?

She stood inside the doorway and
looked around. Brylee headed her way.

Brylee grabbed her arm. “Larkin, are
you sick?”

She shook her head. “I can’t talk
about it here. This thing with Darian is giving me a
stomachache.”

“What’s it about?” Brylee
asked.

“Darian. He doesn’t want
me anymore.”

Brylee gasped. “Where did you get
that?”

“It’s a lot of things
we’ll have to talk about later. I need to find him and tell him I’m
here.”

“Pinch your cheeks a
little.”

Larkin did that to bring color to her
pale face.

“Good. He’s over in that
group of people by the window.”

“Okay. I’ll come to find
you.”

Larkin pushed through the crowd. By
the time she was a few feet from Darian, she had to catch her
breath. She pinched her cheeks again, smiled brightly, and walked
to his side.

“Hi. I’m finally here,”
Larkin said.

Darian glanced down at her, wrapped an
arm around her, and pressed a kiss to her temple. “I’m glad. I
wanted to come to get you but—”

“It’s okay, dad—Darian.
Hicks brought me.”

“Good. How about we go
find Gage?”

“Aren’t you going to
introduce us, Darian?” a woman said.

Larkin looked at the sophisticated
woman on Darian’s other side. She was beyond beautiful and dressed
to kill in a tight, short, red sequined dress. Opposite of the way
Larkin looked in her pink dress. They were polar opposites, and it
almost made her smile.

She stepped forward and raised her
hand. “Hi, I’m Larkin.”

The woman grabbed her hand and looked
her up and down. “I’m Patricia Marsh. It’s nice to meet
you.”

“Are you related to
Darian?”

“He hasn’t told you about
me?”

Darian’s grip on her arm tightened.
“Let’s go, honey. I want to talk about
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