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Chapter One

 


Simon Knight smiled as he sang along to Neil
Diamond’s “Sweet Caroline” playing in his Range Rover SUV on the
way to his brother Andrew’s home. It was his brother’s son, Simon’s
nephew Noah’s first birthday bash, and Simon couldn’t wait to
present the amazing gift he’d had custom-made for the baby boy.

He was transporting it in a large cargo
trailer attached to the back of his SUV. Mitch Clark, a good
friend, former Army chaplain, and manager of his and Andrew’s
Absolution nightclub in Hinsdale, Illinois, was following behind
Simon. He would help him unload the trailer and bring the gift
safely inside Andrew’s house. Simon couldn’t wait to see how the
baby reacted. He’d bet Andrew would just roll his eyes. Simon
didn’t care. He was certain all the guests and the baby of honor
would be blown away by his magnificent gift.

Simon chuckled as his five-year-old daughter
Emma belted out the final words to Neil’s classic hit, securely
fastened in her car seat in the back seat. Was it unusual to be
such a huge Neil Diamond fan, a Diamond Head, considering he was
forty-two years old? Probably. He’d been pleasantly surprised when
Emma had taken a liking to Neil as well.

Simon had an affinity for the award-winning
artist and others like Barry Manilow (yes, Simon was also a
Fanilow), Johnny Cash, and Glen Campbell, to name a few. They were
favorites of his late parents and his grandparents, who had raised
him and Andrew after his parents had passed away. Simon was ten
when they passed and Andrew twelve.

Taking his family’s love for Neil to the
next level, he’d treated his Nana Edna and Grandma Justine to a
live concert in 2012 at the Greek Theatre in Griffin Park, Los
Angeles. It had been an experience of a lifetime for the three of
them. They’d all been saddened, like the rest of the world, when
Neil had decided to retire from touring in 2018 after being
diagnosed with Parkinson’s Disease.

Simon turned down the volume and snuck a
peek at his little girl, who had recently informed him she wanted
to be referred to as a “big girl.” Five fucking years. Where had
the time gone?

His precious “big girl” had become quite the
little diva and fashionista. Emma was dressed to impress in an
adorable multicolored pastel unicorn princess-vibe tutu dress. Her
pretty outfit was complete with matching pink flats, pink retro
round sunglasses, and a cute quilted pink purse with a gold chain
shoulder strap.

Emma had been excited to show off her purse
essentials when he’d picked her up for the party—lip balm, a snack-sized box of raisins, a piece of
chewing gum, and a mini-Barbie doll. She was so adorably cute,
Simon had nearly lost it. He had to settle for taking several
photos of her to add to his already enormous collection.

He’d been grateful Emma’s mother Lauren had
allowed him to take her to the party and spend the night at
Andrew’s since it wasn’t his scheduled weekend with his daughter.
He thanked the Lord every day he had an amicable relationship with
his baby’s mama.

“So, Em, are you excited to see your little
cousin Noah today?” Simon already knew Emma’s answer. She had been
thrilled throughout his sister-in-law Charmeine’s pregnancy and
elated when Noah was born. Hell, Noah and Emma shared the blue eyes
of their mothers and blondish hair and could easily pass for
siblings.

Emma clapped happily from her car seat.
“Yes! I can’t wait to see baby Noah. And Nana Edna, Grandpa Barry,
Grandma Justine, and Grandpa Martin.” Simon was pleased so many of
the Griffin side of his family were attending from the West Coast.
He wanted Emma to spend as much time with all his relatives as she
could. His heart ached that his parents would never experience the
joy of knowing their grandchildren, since, as Proverbs stated,
“Grandchildren are the crown of the aged…” And although
Edna, Barry, Justine, and Martin were Emma’s
great-grandparents, in Simon’s mind, that still counted for
so much.

“It’s going to be a fun time for all of us.
I’m happy Mommy said you could spend the night at Uncle Andrew’s
too.” Yes, he’d lucked out with Emma’s mother and Simon knew
it.

Simon and Lauren hadn’t been in love or even
a couple when Emma was conceived. Lauren had managed the bar at the
Hinsdale Absolution club. She was bright, blonde, and pretty, and
they’d gotten along well, even flirted a little, but that was the
extent of their personal relationship.

Following a stinging rejection from the
woman who’d captured his heart years ago, Simon had ended up in
Lauren’s arms after indulging in a little too much to drink. The
one and only time he’d ever slept with Lauren and had been careless
about protection, had resulted in his precious daughter. Not the
ideal circumstances to bring a child into the world, but Psalms
taught that “Children are a heritage from the Lord,” so
Simon had no regrets. He loved Emma with all he was. He and Lauren
made co-parenting work.

Simon noticed Emma had removed her
sunglasses when he glanced at the back seat. She wore a serious
expression on her sweet little face.

“Me too, Daddy. I like sleeping over at
Uncle Andrew’s.”

Simon sensed a but coming. He
couldn’t imagine what might be troubling his daughter. Today was
supposed to be about fun, good food, and celebration.

“But I really think I should have my own
brother. Noah’s just my cousin. Can’t I have my own baby brother?”
Emma’s frown hurt Simon’s soul.

Simon wanted more children, but he and
Lauren didn’t have a romantic relationship. They never had.
Marrying her had never been a consideration, much to the dismay of
Lauren’s father. Simon wanted Lauren to find the love she deserved
and like a pathetic idiot, he was holding out hope he’d eventually
win over the only woman he’d ever loved.

He’d smoothed over ruffled feathers with
Lauren’s family by providing Lauren and Emma with a rent-free,
luxury three-bedroom condo at Knight Hinsdale, one of his and
Andrew’s multiunit, resort-inspired properties. He’d encouraged and
supported Lauren when she’d pursued her paralegal certification.
She was now working at a prestigious local law firm. Simon truly
wanted Lauren to be happy and wanted happiness for himself. True
happiness was proving to be elusive for him, though.

“Well, sweetie, you know me and Mommy are
just friends. We’re not going to make any more babies together. I’m
sorry, but it’s not going to happen.”

His little girl smirked and rolled her eyes
at him, which at her age, was still cute. “I know, Daddy. Riley.
You should make me a baby brother with Riley, not Mommy.”

The mention of Riley Conner, his
sister-in-law’s closest childhood friend, and for all intents and
purposes, Simon’s in-law now, sent his pulse racing and his dick
hardening in his dress slacks.

Simon had met the sexy brunette siren when
she was a little girl and her family had moved to Melrose Park and
joined their congregation at First Apostle Lutheran Church. The
chubby little girl at the time had bonded immediately with his
sister-in-law Charmeine, and they’d been inseparable friends who
were more like sisters ever since.

Riley had grown into a gorgeous,
intelligent, educated, hardworking woman who’d stolen his heart
long ago. The problem was, she only seemed to see Simon as an
occasional hookup and not a potential partner.

He’d tried countless times to convince her
to take a chance on him, but he had been turned down each time.
Simon was at his wit’s end with Riley. He didn’t know what to do to
prove they’d be good together for more than infrequent hookups.

Simon blew out a frustrated breath. “We’re
not going to make you a baby brother, sweetie. I know you like
Riley, and I do too, but she and I are just friends.” Friends with
sexy benefits that Simon wanted to turn into much more, but there
was no way he could explain that to his little girl.

“But I see how Riley looks at you when she
thinks you’re not paying attention. Like Auntie Charmeine looks at
Uncle Andrew.”

Oh? Before Simon could delve deeper
into what Emma was trying to tell him, he turned onto Andrew’s
driveway. Cars were parked two by two in the expansive driveway,
leaving Simon an available spot near the front door.
Perfect.

He shifted into “park” and turned to his
daughter just as she reached for the seat buckles. “Em, how about
you let Daddy get you out of your seat and the car so Uncle Mitch
can walk you to the front door while I get the trailer
unlocked?”

“But I’m big, I can do it myself,” Emma
calmly informed him.

Simon unbuckled his own seat belt, preparing
for battle. “Yes, I understand that. But it makes me feel good to
help you with things. Like you still need me, even though you’re
big now.” He hoped now that Emma had declared herself a big girl,
he wasn’t in store for a constant battle of wills. Simon adored his
little girl, admittedly spoiled her, but he was no pushover.

Expelling a tiny sigh and a nod, she
appeared to relent. “Okay, Daddy. I’ll let you help me. Maybe
sometimes I can help you? I’m big now, so I can if you need
me.”

Simon flashed Emma his warmest smile. “I’ll
always need you, sweetheart. Don’t ever doubt that. No matter how
old you get.”

Emma’s huge grin and giggle soothed his
soul. He let himself out of the SUV and deftly removed her from her
car seat, lifted her out, and placed her safely on the driveway. He
watched with fascination as she fluffed her dress and readied
herself to greet all the party guests.

She didn’t hesitate and accepted Mitch’s
offered hand after he’d joined them in the driveway.

“Hey, Em? How does Auntie Charmeine look at
Uncle Andrew?” Simon asked as Mitch led her to Andrew’s front door.
He needed to know.

Emma turned to Simon and shrugged. “Like
Riley looks at you.”

Simon inhaled a deep calming breath. “And
how is that? Exactly?”

Another little shrug from Emma had Simon
wanting to pull his hair out. “Like love, Daddy.”

****

 Riley Conner
freshened up her lipstick in the powder room in her
sister-by-choice-and-heart’s house, Charmeine Knight. It was
Charmeine’s son Noah’s first birthday party and a day for
celebration.

Despite the sixteen-year age difference
between Charmeine and her husband Andrew Knight, the two were
blissfully happy. Their little family included their son Noah and
their sweet orange-and-white tabby cat Buttercup—or Bubba as Noah called him in baby speak.

Riley couldn’t be happier for Charmeine,
even if at times she longed for what her sister had. A loving,
successful husband and beautiful child of her own. She was only
twenty-nine, so there was still time.

Not that much time, Riley chided
herself.

A quick fluff of her silky, wavy,
deep-chestnut tresses and she felt put together once again. Was her
white and floral-patterned minidress that cinched at the waist and
showcased her ample cleavage a little too flirty and dressy for a
baby’s home birthday party? Probably. But with Charmeine’s and
Andrew’s families and friends from around the country in attendance
for the happy occasion, Riley wanted to look her best.

At fifteen, determined not to celebrate her
sweet sixteen as the “chubby girl with the pretty face” who was
teased or ignored by boys, she had decided enough was enough. With
the help of Adler Memorial Hospital’s weight loss program in
Melrose Park, where her father was a physical therapist and
personal trainer and her mother worked as the hospital’s admitting
manager, she’d dropped the extra weight without surgery and had
kept it off ever since.

The opposite sex immediately took notice
after her weight loss, but Riley wasn’t so quick to trust, given
that she was still the same person on the inside. Since reaching a
healthy weight, she’d kept her interaction with boys and then men
rather casual, fearing if she gained the weight back, she’d be
tossed aside so fast it would make her head spin. “Above all
else, guard your heart,” Proverbs taught, so Riley did.

She enjoyed the freedom of being able to
wear and look great in just about anything she liked, not needing
to worry about finding her size. If men paid attention, that was on
them. She dressed for herself. Always. Except maybe for a certain
sexy-as-sin businessman who also happened to be Charmeine’s
brother-in-law, Simon Knight.

Riley had known the charismatic, now single
father since her family had moved to Melrose Park and joined the
congregation at First Apostle Lutheran Church when she was six
years old and Simon had been nineteen. He’d been outgoing and kind
with a sexy, infectious smile even back then.

And now as adults, Simon caused her pulse to
race and her body to hum whenever he was near. Over the years
they’d hooked up occasionally, but not too frequently, as Riley
couldn’t risk losing her heart to the man with a multitude of
gorgeous female admirers.

She wasn’t naive enough to believe Simon
only slept with her. Their casual arrangement worked. Mostly. When
Riley dated, she inevitably compared her companions to Simon, and
they always came up short. Damn him.

“Get over yourself. Today is about Noah.”
Riley glanced at herself in the vanity mirror, nodded in approval,
and set out to mingle a bit more before the food would be served.
Charmeine had catered Italian from Cucina Antonetti’s in Hinsdale
and Mexican from Deaconess Maria’s family’s restaurant in Wood
Dale. Andrew couldn’t get enough of their onion-and-cheese
enchiladas.

When she rejoined everyone in the living
room, Riley immediately observed Simon and Mitch Clark carrying a
huge wrapped box and placing it near all of Noah’s other gifts. Was
it one of those electric kids’ cars? She didn’t think Noah was big
enough for that yet.

Riley’s body heated when she spotted the
tribal tattoos on Simon’s arm. She’d seen his many tattoos,
including the mostly religious-themed ones covering nearly all of
his toned right leg. Heaven help her, he was hot as sin. Maybe it
was time for another hookup soon. It had been a while since they’d
last been together.

Slipping her little girl pink sunglasses
into her matching pink purse, Simon’s daughter Emma approached
Riley in the sweetest pink, unicorn tutu-styled dress. With an
inviting smile like her father’s, she stretched her arms wide for a
hug.

Riley happily obliged and hugged the little
girl, or rather big girl, tight. “It’s so good to see you,
Em. I love your outfit.”

Emma’s giggle warmed Riley’s heart. “Thanks!
I like your dress too. It’s really pretty.”

Riley’s body simmered with heat as Simon
greeted party guests while making his way toward her and Emma. She
held onto Emma’s hand, hoping the contact would calm her racing
heart.

Simon’s gaze was layered with lust, and a
wicked smile claimed his lips. “Aren’t you two the prettiest girls
here today?”

Emma beamed up at her daddy, and Riley’s
pulse hammered inside her chest. Above all else, guard your
heart. “You clean up pretty well yourself,” Riley managed,
admiring Simon in his perfectly tailored black slacks and white
dress shirt stretched across his muscular pecs. His wink sent her
stomach into a little flip. Above all else, guard your
heart.

“Mommy said I could spend the night. Do you
think your mommy would let you? Daddy’s going to make breakfast for
us tomorrow. He makes real good breakfast.” Emma’s hopeful
expression tugged at Riley’s heartstrings. How could she refuse the
girl?

Riley didn’t know from personal experience
about Simon’s breakfast-making skills, never having allowed herself
to spend the night with him to find out. Although her parents were
at their Florida condo, having made plans before Noah’s party date
had been announced, Riley wanted to play along with Emma.

She made a quick call to her “mommy,” and
with enthusiastic assurances from Emma on speakerphone that they’d
both behave, Riley received permission to spend the night at
Charmeine and Andrew’s place.

Riley enjoyed a scrumptious lunch with Emma
seated beside her and surrounded by Mitch, Andrew, Charmeine,
Simon, and Peter Griffin, Simon and Andrew’s cousin from
California, who was also one of their corporation’s attorneys.

Conversation flowed freely and easily, and
Riley got a kick out of pretending to feed Emma’s mini-Barbie right
along with the sweet girl. She and Charmeine had played Barbies
years before when they’d been Emma’s age. Spending time with Emma
brought back many fond memories.

After a reminder from Andrew that all of
Charmeine’s Barbie dolls and accessories were carefully stored in
their finished attic, she, Emma, and Charmeine had gleefully agreed
to spend some pajamas “girls only” time together after dinner and
play. Complete with snacks and drinks. Playtime was a much-needed
distraction from Simon, who seemed a little too pleased that Riley
was spending the night. Did he think they’d hook up? Did
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