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  To the single dads who turned the page on heartbreak and found a new chapter of love…










  
  Chapter 1

Damien


“Samuel, it’s time to get up,” I whisper as I enter my son’s room. It’s 7 a.m. He needs to get up for school, and I need to get to the hospital because I have a full day of patients. My mom will be here to drive him to school, but I need to get him moving or he’ll be late. 
He snuggled his little body under his red Lightning McQueen blankets that match his red racing car bed, so all I can see is the top of his messy brown hair and forehead. 
The morning light seeps through his curtains. I walk toward them and push the fabric wide open, trying to let the natural sunlight wake him up, but it doesn’t work. He’s still fast asleep. 
A deep sigh leaves me, as I know I’m waking him from his favorite hobby: sleeping. The total opposite of me who thrives off very little sleep. I’ve been lucky he’s always been a great sleeper. Even as a baby. 
I walk closer to him. “Come on. Get up, bud,” I plead, adjusting my navy work tie. I’m already dressed in my navy dress suit and black work shoes. After my early morning home-gym workout and shower.  
Samuel grumbles and rolls onto his other side. “I don’t want to go to school,” he mumbles sleepily into his pillow.
I smile, finding his grumpy side amusing. I know he gets that gruffness from me. And I don’t think it’s a good thing as an adult, but as a child, it’s adorable.
If I didn’t have to be at work already, I’d let him stay home. But it’s a workday and I have a long list of patients and doctors who are depending on me. 
“You’ve gotta. I need to go to work, and you need to go to school.” I rub his soft, short hair. His hand comes out from under the blanket, and he tries to swat my hand away.
“Fine.” He huffs and pushes his blankets off him.
He sits up lazily, his blue eyes hitting mine. Everyone says he’s my mini-me, which I can see. Not only is he a spitting image of me, but the scowl between his brows and the way his lips thin are a dead giveaway. 
I can’t help but chuckle as I stand. “Let me fix you some Lucky Charms,” I say, walking away. I’m pulling out the bribery today. That’s how desperate I am. I ignore my thoughts on how bad the cereal is for him and remember it’s not like this every day. Some days are just harder than others. Heck, parenting is hard. I’m surviving here.
“Nana said they’re not good for me,” he says, causing me to stop moving and spin around at his doorway. He swings his legs off the bed, getting ready to stand, and rubs his eyes.
I walk back over to him and squat down in front of him, so my eyes are at his level. “Well, she’s not here yet, so you have to hurry and eat them, so she won’t know.” I wink and poke his nose. 
His nose wrinkles in response, and that one look reminds me of my ex. The one who walked out on us one year ago. Having my mom help me raise a kid was never in my plans. But shit happens, and now I’m going to be the best mom and dad I can be to Samuel. He deserves to know he’s enough. The smartest, most handsome, and kindest little boy I’ve ever met. I know I’m biased, but fuck, what do you expect? He’s mine. 
He runs past me in his car-themed PJs, and all I can do is shake my head, stand up, and follow him into the kitchen, where I make him breakfast. 
“Are you picking me up from school?” he asks, watching me from his seat at the counter. I grab the milk and pour it into his cereal bowl. 
The guilt of disappointing him is always so hard to swallow, but sometimes I’ve gotta do it. I’d love not to work as a plastic surgeon and be the only one to pick him up and drop him off, but that’s not an option. I’ve got to work and parent. I can’t do both without some extra help. 
“No, buddy. I’ve gotta work late today. Nana is,” I explain, pushing the bowl in front of him.
“Yay! Nana!” he replies, grabbing his spoon and eating. 
Fifteen minutes later, the doorbell rings and I check my watch to see she’s right on time. 
When my ex-wife Lucy left, she gave me full custody of Samuel. Which is hard when I work and my schedule isn’t great, but I make it work. With the help of my parents, I can manage both. It leaves minimal free time for me, but when time permits, I see my friends. Like my best friend Elijah, who is hosting a BBQ this weekend as a housewarming party. 
“Where’s my favorite people?” Mom calls out as she enters the house, her words echoing throughout it.
Samuel giggles as if he’s never heard her say that before. 
The sound of her shoes lets me know she is getting closer to us. “There they are!” she exclaims, and Samuel beams at her. 
She moves to him first and smothers him with kisses and hugs. His arms and hands hug her back in a warm embrace.
“Eaten your breakfast, I see. Now you’re ready to brush your teeth and wash your face.” She pulls away from Samuel and moves over to me. She kisses my cheek and greets me, “Son.”
“Mom,” I reply, before grabbing my briefcase, phone, and wallet. 
I’m about to leave when I remember I need to ask her for a favor. “Before I go, I need to ask if you’re free on Saturday. I’ve got a barbecue at Elijah’s new house.”
She winces. “I’m sorry this Saturday I’m meeting my friends. But maybe—"
I shake my head. “Mom, it's fine. I’ll take him with me.”
“Eli has games for me. I want to go too, Dad,” Samuel interrupts.
“Are you sure?” she asks.
“Yes. I’d miss it if it wasn’t for Elijah,” I admit.
Elijah’s been my friend since high school. I don’t want to let him down. He’s been there for me in the difficulties of the last few years. And between work and Samuel, there’s little time for me. It would be nice to have a little downtime with my friends. 
“No. Go. You need to have some fun. Maybe even find—"
“Not happening,” I say, cutting her off. I know exactly what she was going to say. And there’s no chance. I’m a single dad. My needs are not important. Love isn’t worth the pain. I loved a woman once and look how well that turned out.
It didn’t…
“I hate how bitter and angry she’s made you. You need more fun in your life. It’s time.”
I’m bitter and angry because I didn’t see the red flags. I should’ve known she didn’t want to be a mother. She didn’t want that life. She wanted to be free. I can’t understand why she could easily leave us or, more specifically, leave him. Hurt me as much as you want, but to hurt your child, how could you do that? 
I’ll never understand.
“I’m happy and also late for work,” I reply. My eyes shift to those big blues still sitting at the counter. I walk over and kiss and hug Samuel before I leave. I know he won’t ask me anything about his mom today. Samuel stopped asking me about Lucy when every time he did, I didn’t have answers. I know one day I’m going to have to explain the truth to him. But how do I explain something I don’t even know myself? 
No clue, but I’ll at least have to try.
He deserves that whenever the day comes. 
I just hope it’s not anytime soon.

      [image: image-placeholder]Half an hour later, I’m supposed to be pulling up to the hospital building. But I detoured in need of a strong caffeine hit, because ever since I left my house, my mind has been in overdrive. 
It happens every time I think about my past. 
My mistakes.
I avoid the cafeteria at work, knowing colleagues will stop me, and I’m not ready to chat.
I’m never really chatty, but today is even worse. This is why I’m not going there now. I stride into the coffeehouse, where I’m hit with heat and the smell of coffee beans. It’s busy with the morning rush of people on their way to work. A mix of takeaway and eat-in patrons.
I get in line to order takeout and grab my phone to respond to a few emails while waiting for my turn. As I’m reading, the sound of a familiar laugh pulls my gaze to the front counter. I spot Marigold, my best friend Elijah’s little sister, and she laughs again. 
It’s a light, wholesome laugh. No fake or forced hints in the tone. 
The green sweater and tight blue Levi’s sit nicely over Marigold’s curves. She’s pulled her hair up in a tight ponytail and she’s holding textbooks in one hand and paying with the other.
A book slips down and drops to the floor. I’m moving to pick it up before I’ve thought about it and holding it out for her to take.
“Hey!” she says brightly. “Give me a sec.” She spins to finish paying and then we stand to the side.
“How are you?” she asks with a smile. 
I try to not get lost in her brown eyes and answer her. “All right. And you?” Even without the black makeup on her eyes, they stand out.
“I’m well. Are you about to start work?” Her eyes drop over my suit, and I don’t miss the slight widening. 
I run my hand down the front of my suit, smoothing it, wondering for a second if I look okay. I clear my throat. “Yeah. I just needed coffee first,” I say dumbly. Like, why else would I be in a coffeehouse? 
Her brow lifts. “Don’t you have a cafeteria?”
“I didn’t want to be annoyed,” I mutter honestly. 
“And here you find me,” she says, biting her lip and trying to hold back a smile.
“You're not annoying,” I reply easily. Because honestly, she never has been. If anything, she’s always been quiet. She never really hung around Elijah and me over the years. Less so since I became a dad. I haven't had as much time with Elijah at his place as I used to. 
Her cheeks flush a shade of pink. “Thanks.” 
Her name is called out. Relief floods her face, and she turns, grabbing the cup and taking a sip. She moans before meeting my gaze. “I needed this today. It was a late night.”
I remember being twenty-five, living off caffeine and no sleep just to work and study. Now my college and residency days are long gone.
“You’re in your second year of law school, right?”
“Yes. Thank God. Almost at the end now.”
She takes another sip and then licks her lips. I follow the movement with my eyes. For a split second, I wonder what her lips would taste like. 
What is wrong with me?
“I need to order,” I rush out.
“Yes. Sorry. Go, go.” She waves.
I get in line, and she stands to the side. My eyes keep drifting her way. She’s wearing a tiny smile, but there’s this glow about her. Like even tired, she looks radiant. 
I order my Americano with a dash of cream and move to stand next to her. 
“Did you get my invite for my birthday dinner?” she asks.
“I did.”
“And you never responded…” She looks around before meeting my eyes.
Shit.
“I didn’t?” 
She shakes her head. “No, but you got the text?”
“Yeah. Sorry.” I rub the back of my neck. “I’ll be there.”
Her birthday is so close to Elijah’s; it’s hard to forget. I must’ve been at work when she texted and thought I’d reply later. But I didn’t.
My name is called out. 
She waits as I go to the counter and grab it before we walk side by side to the door. I open it and hold it out for her. The corner of her lip lifts, and she dips her head as she passes me. I step outside after her. She crosses her arm over her due to the cool morning breeze. 
We stand in front of each other, holding our hot drinks, when my phone rings.
“You can get it,” she says, sipping her drink.
I check my phone. It’s Doctor Natasha Blackwood. We’ve known each other since college. She’s working for the NFL team, the Chicago Eels. I don’t know what she could be calling for. Unless it’s about a player from her team.
“It’s not urgent. I’ll call her back,” I say, tucking the phone back into my pocket.
Her heavy lashes that shadow her cheek fly up, and complete surprise sits on her face. “It’s okay. You should call her back.”
I take a sip of my drink and glance at the time. “Yeah, I probably should get going. I have a big day.”
“I bet. Well, have a good day. Don’t work too hard,” she says with a sparkle of humor in her eyes.
“You try to get some sleep,” I say.
“I’ll try.”
A gush of wind picks up, and she covers her eye with the few fingers she can with her cup and books filling her hands.
“Ah,” she mutters.
“You okay?”
She’s blinking rapidly. Her dark lashes flutter as she tries to remove something that’s blown in there.
I step forward and give her my cup to hold.  “Let me look.” 
“Okay,” she breathes.
I lay my hands on the side of her face and tilt her head back. The touch sends a buzz of electricity through my hand that I don’t understand, so I ignore it and focus on the task at hand.
But as I stare down at her this close-up, I really take her in. Fuck. She’s beautiful. Which is making it hard for me to concentrate. The bow of her full pink lips, the slope of her button nose, and those long black lashes blinking are causing my desire to re-spark. Even more so when her eyes hit mine. But it helps me spot the problem.
“Hold still,” I grit out, picking out the particle sitting in her eye.
Once it’s out, I drop my hands and step back. 
“Better?” I ask.
She bites her lip. “Much. Thanks, I better go. I’ll see you Saturday?”
My brows pinch together.
“Elijah’s,” she replies.
I nod a thanks. I almost forgot. “Right. Yes. See you then.”
She gives me a small smile and wanders off. I follow her until she’s completely out of my sight. Unable to help the way my eyes drop over her curves one last time.
I unlock my phone to call Natasha back. I’m in urgent need of a healthy distraction. And work is the best one I have. 

      [image: image-placeholder]My head is down, reading an email before I see my first patient of the day, when a knock on my office door sounds. Without lifting my head away from the email I’ve almost finished, I call out, “Come in.” 
The door swings open and Doctor Alex Taylor strolls in and plops himself down in the patient’s chair.
My eyes dart to him before I return my focus back to the email. The guy is so laid back about work and life, I don’t know how he does it.
“Do you actually get any work done?” I ask.
“All the time.”
I snort and hit send on the email before facing him. “I doubt that.” I lean my elbows on the desk. 
His brow lifts curiously. “Why do you say that?”
Other than the fact he’s not wearing a tie at work…
“You’re always talking to people and avoiding being in your office. Doing actual work.”
He waves his hand in front of him. “Paperwork isn’t my strong suit, but I actually get shit done, you know.”
I stare blankly at him, doubting that.
“I dictate,” he answers my silent question.
I push my glasses up.
He pulls out a little black rectangular box and waves it toward me. “I talk into this, and I pay someone to type up my notes.”
I nod.
My desk phone rings. “Damien,” I answer gruffly.
“Your first patient is here, Doctor Gray,” my receptionist informs me. 
"Give me five minutes. Doctor Alex Taylor is here," I say, intrigued by the dictation that could save time and allow me to spend more of it with my son instead of being buried in paperwork.
“Okay, she’s filling in her paperwork anyway,” she replies.
I hang up. 
My eyes are back on Alex’s. “Send me the details. I’ll look into buying one. Might give me more time at home.”
His brows reach his hairline. “Oh, some new girl, huh?”
“I’m thirty-eight. I wouldn’t date a girl. I date women...”
Well, I did. Past tense.
“Sooo, it is a woman,” he drawls, sitting up eagerly in his chair.
I cross my arms. “No. My son. I want to be home with him more.” 
“And you’ve never thought about dating again since Lucy?”
Her name makes my stomach harden. I hate hearing it. It’s always an unwelcome reminder.
“I don’t need someone. I’m happy,” I argue, through clenched teeth.
He chuckles loudly, shaking his head. “Fuck, if you’re happy, I’d hate to see you actually in love.”
“Never going to happen,” I growl. I don’t intend to repeat my mistake.
“Well, don’t you miss pussy?”
I pinch the bridge of my nose. I'm not even sure how to respond to him. I’ve not been with a woman since…well, fuck. Since Lucy.
“No. When you’re busy with a kid, you don’t have time—”
“Bullshit,” he cuts me off, sitting up in his chair so he’s closer to my desk.
I look down at my watch. Five minutes have passed already, and I don’t want to keep my patient waiting any longer. “I don’t have time for this. My first patient’s out there. I’ll catch up with you later.”
“I can’t,” he states matter-of-factly.
I sit back in my chair, ready to spin around, but I pause midway. “Why?” I ask.
He wiggles his brows at me excitedly. “I’m heading home to Tahlia.”
“Right.” I grunt back and swivel to face my computer. Bringing up the new patient's notes. Alex looks like he has no intention of leaving.
A soft tap on my door sounds.
Alex finally gets up. Thank fuck.
“Come in,” I call out, taking my glasses off and putting them on my desk. I don’t have any idea who this could be now. But I really need to get a start on work and not already be thirty minutes behind.
A door opens and a throat clears. “Sorry.” I hear Marigold's voice.
I twist in my chair to see Alex standing in the doorway. His eyebrow arched, his finger pointing at Marigold, and he’s miming. Who’s this? Alex has a look of amusement written across his face.
I flick my gaze to hers, ignoring Alex.
“You left your coffee,” she says sheepishly, and she’s still juggling her coffee and books. I push my chair away from my desk and stand. I stride around the desk to take my cup from her. My fingers brush hers, causing her to suck in a sharp breath and jerk. A splash of her coffee spills from the lid onto my suit sleeve.
She winces. Embarrassed.
I touch her arm gently, ignoring the way she feels beneath my palm and the stain that the coffee leaves. “Are you alright?” I ask.
“Yes. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin your suit,” she replies in an apologetic tone.
“It’s fine. I’ll be in scrubs soon.”
Her shoulders drop away from her ears, and I know Alex is still watching us. But I don’t care right now. My focus is on Marigold.
“I always wondered what your office looked like,” she mumbles, looking around at my basic modern office.
“You did?” I ask, unsure why she’d want to see it. It’s nothing exciting; it's bland just like me.
“Yeah, and it’s what I imagined.”
I am intrigued now. “It is? How?”
I never cared about what anyone thought of me or my office, but suddenly, her opinion matters.
“Modern brown timber and white.” She laughs and says, “You have organized everything perfectly. Seriously, not a paper or pen out of line.”
I look around, noticing for the first time that I have an impeccably clean office. But I prefer no mess, no clutter, and simple furniture pieces because it all makes me feel less stressed.
She peers down before meeting my gaze again.
“I better get to college. I just wanted to drop off your coffee.”
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” She dips her chin and turns around, offering Alex a goodbye on her way out.
I stare at the door she just left through for another moment before I walk back to my desk. I take my seat in my office chair and put my glasses back on. 
Alex steps toward me, and I immediately shake my head. “Don’t get any ideas. She’s off-limits.”
“What? I was just going to say that you two look cozy.”
I roll my eyes. “You're imagining things.”
He shakes his head. “No chance. You're not grumpy or snappy with her. You're different. Happier.”
Now I’m sure he’s making things up.
I groan. “Go away and work,” I say, the need to bring my first patient in and get to work taking over. 
Alex steps away, laughing. He walks to the door, opening it but not before calling out, “Ignoring it won’t make it go away. Trust me.”
When he closes the door behind him, I sit back and take a sip of my now cold coffee, but I welcome the way it cools down my overheated body. Marigold brings out a reaction that I haven’t felt for a very long time. And I’m unsure what to think about that.






  
  Chapter 2

Marigold


I get home from college and grab the mail from my mailbox. A letter from the University of Chicago is one of them. I drop my bag on top of the counter and begin opening it. 
“Oh. Hi. I didn’t hear you get in,” my mom says.
As soon as I see the word urgent, I quickly put the letter back in the envelope and throw it in my bag. I’ll read it later. I know what it is, and I can’t pay for it right now, so it’s not a big deal if I don’t read it right this second.
My eyes flick up to meet hers. “Yeah, I just got home.”
My stomach growls, reminding me I haven’t eaten since lunch. I walk to the cupboard to grab a snack and find mom has baked today. My mouth waters at my mom’s famous fresh banana bread.
“What do you feel like for dinner?” Mom asks, opening the fridge and handing me the butter.
“Anything,” I answer, grabbing a slice of banana bread and putting it on a plate to add a decent layer of butter. It melts when I take a bite.
Mom sighs. “That’s not much help.”
I swallow the bread before replying, “Sorry, Mom. I love anything you cook.”
She turns to find me moaning and eating the bread way too quickly.
“I can see that.” 
“I need to study, so maybe something quick and easy?” 
“What about a stir fry? Your dad will be on his way home from work now.”
I pop the last bite of banana bread in my mouth and swallow it before answering.
“Sounds good. I’m going to chill out in my room and call Clara. Unless you need a hand?”
She grabs some beef strips out of the fridge, then closes it and turns to me. “No. You go relax and I’ll call you when dinner is ready.”
“Thanks.” I take my plate to the dishwasher, then I grab my bag off the counter and take the path to the guest house. 
It’s just me and my parents living here now. My brother moved out in his early twenties.
I plan to move out as soon as I’ve got a full-time job at a law firm.
It’s not bad living here, though. They live in the main house, and I live in the guest house. 
Thankfully, they don’t come over to the guest house too often and not when I work, which is at night, as a cam girl, which means I always keep my door locked. Just in case.
When I get inside my house, I head to my room, grab the letter out of my bag, and collapse on my unmade bed to read it. 
It’s a reminder notice for tuition. 
I grab my phone out of my bag and check my bank account. There’s currently not enough money to cover it. However, after this week's work, there should be enough to pay for it. I just need a couple of new subscribers to join my page or one subscriber to join my premium where we live chat. 
Obviously, I’m risking my law career if I were to get caught, which is why I always wear a mask and hide my face. No one can find out it’s me. I know that means I’m walking a fine line, but I’m so close to finishing school and right now, that’s my goal. Pay my tuition without owing my family. 
My parents barely check on me. I’m twenty-five, so they give me the space I want—to do things like online apps. Of course, they don’t know about it, but it means I’ve never had to worry about them barging in. They’re happy that I’m doing law. They see me as their innocent daughter. I am, but I desperately need money for school that I can’t ask them for. 
I only just started the online work this month. After I used all my savings on my last semester’s tuition, I knew I had to find a job. That night, I stumbled across an online article. I thought it was too good to be true. The figures the girls were getting on the app Mysterious Fan would cover my college tuition and more. Plus, it doesn’t require eight hours on my feet. My studies have to come first and getting a degree in law, there’s a lot of studying involved. I figured I could try it out. If I didn’t like it, I could quit. It’s not as bad as I thought. I’m still nervous when I first get on with someone new. But luckily, I haven’t met too many weirdos that I’ve had to block. A few subscribers just want to talk or ask for a picture. It’s been easy money so far.
Putting the letter away in a drawer, knowing I’ll take care of it later this week, I take a seat on my bed with my books ready to read. 
I start, but I’m too restless, and I can’t stop thinking about bumping into Damien today. He has always had this effect on me. I’m always hoping to see him. Anytime he and my brother are together, I’m there watching him. It’s been like that for years and I’m aware I’ll never be able to have him…unless it’s in my dreams. And I have many dreams about him. Now seeing him today, I know for sure that I’ll have a new one tonight.
The memory of him keeps replaying in my mind. His hot breath on my face. His close proximity. The darkened eyes. His soft touch. And finally, his strong spicy pear scent. It’s all making me hot and bothered. I rub my head, trying to clear it, but it’s no help. 
I get up and grab my phone to call Clara. Maybe talking about today will get me to concentrate again. 
She answers on the first ring. “Hey!”
“Hey, can you talk?”
“Yeah, why?”
“Guess who I bumped into this morning?” 
“I dunno. Who?”
“Damien,” I whisper. 
“You’ve always had a crush on him.”
I laugh as I imagine her rolling her eyes. I sit down to remove my old nail polish.
“I do. He’s hot.” I sigh, remembering how he looked in his suit today.
She makes a disapproving noise before replying, “He seems like a grumpy old dude to me.”
I get why she says that. And I’ve explained to her how his wife left him and his son. For reasons we don’t know. Which has made him different. But she also doesn’t see the soft side of him like I do. I hope it’s just for me, but I’m not stupid. He doesn’t look at me the way I look at him. I’m his best friend's little sister. He’ll never look at me as anything more than that. 
“You haven’t known him for as long as I have. He’s so sweet under the hard exterior,” I argue.
“He’s all hard.” 
I know she’s being dirty and heck, I wish I knew if he was hard or not. 
“I wouldn’t know, but he was sweet today.”
“What happened today?”
I finish removing the nail polish and throw the rubbish in the bin. Then I retake my seat. 
“I bumped into him at the coffeehouse close to his work and he chatted with me.”
“Sounds romantic,” she teases.
“Hey! He is. Something blew into my eye, and he held my face and removed it.”
She snorts. “Look out. Next, he’ll kiss you.”
I grab my favorite purple polish and paint my nails.
“God, I wish. The number of dirty dreams I’ve had about him is so unfair. He was so close to my face today. Those hands on my face felt amazing.”
“Your brother will lose his shit if you go there,” she reminds me.
I breathe out heavily. “I know. But it’s not about that. I'm hesitant because I don’t want to put myself out there to be humiliated. It’s only been a year since Lucy.”
I finish painting my nails and let them dry.
“Didn’t you say they had issues before she walked out on him?”
“And Samuel. But yeah, that’s what my brother said. Oh, and I’m seeing him Saturday at my brother's new house for a barbecue.”
The image of him out of his suit and in casual clothes enters my mind. 
“You need to look hot!” 
I grin, totally agreeing with her. “I was just thinking about what I’ll wear. Can’t be too dressy though…” Looking over my closet, I try to remember what I have. 
“That yellow sundress.”
I know the one she’s talking about. “Yes, it brings out my eyes.”
“I’d say your tits, and isn’t that what you want?” 
I laugh and when I recover, I say, “Yes, but I’m not as blunt as you.”
“What? You need to up the seduction, woman. He doesn’t even know you exist.”
“He does,” I argue. 
“Yeah. As Eli’s little sister, not as a woman.”
I look out my window into the cloudy sky. “Hmm.”
She’s right. 
“Lucky I’m working all week. I can work on my confidence and pay my overdue college tuition.”
I’m honest about my money issues with Clara. But with everyone else, I hide it. I don’t want people feeling bad for me.
“Why don’t you ask your parents or your brother for money? He’s loaded.”
It’s the exact reason I don’t want to ask them. I want to earn it. 
“No. I want to do this. I enjoy being online. It's helping me grow confident.”
“You’re insanely beautiful. I don't know why you aren’t confident.”
I don’t feel beautiful. Guys have never treated me right. So over time, I’ve never felt good enough. “Not with guys.”
“That’s because your ex was a dick.”
A loud giggle leaves my mouth at her honesty. “That he was…”
“Well, if it can bring the kitten out in you, I’m all for it. And do your homework because I expect a good story about Saturday.”
My intercom buzzes. I check my nails and they’re dry, so I stand. 
“I'll try, but I better go now. My mom’s calling me to come eat dinner and then I need to shower.”
“Better get yourself prepared for work,” she replies.
“Exactly. Call you tomorrow,” I say and hang up after she says bye.
There’s a fresh spring in my step now that I’ve got a plan for the weekend. I just have to get through this week first.






  
  Chapter 3

Damien


“How was school?” I ask, tugging at my tie to remove it as I enter the living room. 
“Alright,” Samuel answers.
I walk up to him and rub his damp hair.
“Just alright?” I ask with a frown.
He shrugs his little shoulders. “Yeah.”
“Did you need help with your homework?” I ask. I’m wiped from the long day at work, but always find the energy to help him.
“No, I’ve just done it, darling,” my mom calls from behind me. She’ll be tidying the bathroom just how I like it.
I exhale a deep breath, grateful for her help. “Thanks. Do you want to stay for dinner?”
“No, we ate already. Samuel was hungry earlier today, so I cooked and ate with him. There’re heaps in the fridge.”
I'm just not up to cooking right now, so to hear that she’s cooked is like music to my ears.
Elijah enters the kitchen. “Hey!” he says, coming to kiss my mom on the cheek. 
She says hi back with a smile. She adores Elijah.
“I really need to take back my key,” I mumble. 
He smirks. “Don't be like that. You love me coming over to hang with you. I bet you were sad I couldn’t do it last night.”
He usually comes every Sunday, but he had a conference this weekend. 
“You’re not my girlfriend. But you have one that probably wants you to spend time with her.”
Jackie is nice and I hate the guilt I feel from him being here instead of being with her. Yes, our weekly hangouts started when Lucy left. We never had a conversation; it just happened. He kept coming over every week, usually on Sundays, and one day, he was here before me, so I gave him a spare key to let himself in if he did again.  
“Nah, she understands I like hanging out with my asshole of a best friend.”
I roll my eyes. “Smartass,” I murmur and move to the fridge. There’s a big plate of lasagna. I take it out, cut it in half, and set it on two plates before heating them up. Elijah wanders off in the direction of Samuel. 
“How was work?” Mom asks, joining me in the kitchen.
“Fine. How did it go with Samuel?”
I don’t like to talk about my work. It’s a mix of pure exhaustion from the long day, and I don’t want to bore people with my work talk.
“I picked him up from school. We went to the park to play and then came home.”
“Thanks,” I say, taking the plates from the microwave.
Samuel is setting up Mario Kart with Elijah, ready for us to play. It’s becoming our thing. Before bed, we play together. Usually, I cook, shower, and put him in his PJs, but tonight, I was on call after my shift, so Mom's already done it all.
Elijah comes and eats his food.
“I’ll let you go. I better get home to your father and cook him his dinner,” Mom announces. 
Elijah says goodbye and puts his plate in the dishwasher.
I swallow the last bite of food, along with the guilt of taking my mom away from him.
“He’s fine. Don’t worry about him,” she says, reaching over to rub her hand over mine. 
I nod, not knowing what else to say. They’ve been married for over forty-five years and have two kids, me and my sister Kylie. And they still like each other. 
I used to want that.
Now I don’t believe in marriage. 
I follow her to the living room, where she hugs Samuel goodbye. I walk her out and head back to watch Elijah play with Samuel for twenty minutes before Samuel yawns.
“Time for bed,” I say.
“One more race?” he pleads.
“Yeah, I want to beat him,” Elijah argues, as if he’s actually been trying to beat him. I know he purposefully has been losing. I never win either, because I love to watch the pure joy on Samuel’s face when he beats me. And Elijah is the same. 
My resolve falls. I can’t seem to say no to Samuel. Because if playing one more round means I’m making him happy, then I’ll take it. He deserves a little happiness.
So, we all play one more race before I’m reading a book and tucking Samuel into bed. I sit on the end of his bed until he’s sound asleep. He knows I’m there. This is more about me than him. I need him to know I’ll always be there for him. Need him to know I’ll never leave him. He’s never alone.
Being alone sucks.
I return to the living room where Elijah and I watch a basketball game, grateful that Elijah doesn’t want to talk too much tonight because I’m wrecked. He leaves after the game, and after checking on Samuel, I head to my room to shower. I remove my suit and step in, welcoming how the water washes the stress from the day. Back-to-back patients and being on call meant a lot of talking and I wouldn’t say I’m good at that. It’s forced, but I do my best. I don’t need to have the best bedside manner to have a long waitlist. I just need to do my job well. And I do. My schedule is jam-packed, and I’m booked out for the next five months. 
Going to sleep should be easy tonight. I succeeded in another day of being the best dad I can be and being the best plastic surgeon. So then why is it that when I curl into bed, I can’t sleep?
I toss and turn for an hour. My mind drifts to Marigold and then to Alex and our conversation. Back to Marigold and her ass in her jeans, her big, kind smile, genuine laugh, and the sexy flush on her cheeks after I touched her face. 
I pinch the bridge of my nose and stifle a groan. I shouldn’t be thinking about her. And definitely not imagining what she would sound like under me, which reminds me that I haven’t been with a woman...Fuck! I haven’t seen a woman naked in over twelve months. I wouldn’t even know where to start. That thought alone makes me want to see Marigold. 
How would I feel seeing a woman naked again? Would I still be angry and hurt? Or could I actually enjoy myself? 
Today, when I touched Marigold, I enjoyed it. However, I can’t help but wonder if I would be less myself if it had been someone else. I need to ignore these silly feelings because fuck, I can’t go there. It’s so fucked up. Like, why am I suddenly thinking about her? I’m having these wayward thoughts, and I don’t want to date a woman. I’m simply horny.
Then why am I thinking of her?
Then it clicks…Marigold is familiar, a friend, so it makes sense I would think of her. 
I just didn’t expect her to stir feelings I haven’t felt in a long time. 
I glance around my dimly lit bedroom, wondering if Samuel can somehow hear my thoughts. I get out of bed and see that he's still sleeping soundly. Relieved, I walk back to my bedroom and shut the door. There’s no way I’m going to sleep without relieving some of the tension. I lie on my mattress and scroll through the web for something to stimulate me. Some sites I stumble upon are cringy and gross and they definitely don’t turn me on. The noises and faces of the women look fake. Just like their tits. I want to see a real woman. 
I’m embarrassed at myself for doing this, but before I hook up with someone, I want to see if I still work. Near the end of my relationship with Lucy, we stopped bothering. Sex was a chore, not only for her but for me, too. I swear she faked most of her orgasms, but pretended she didn’t. So, this is definitely a better way to ease into getting back out there.
I type different words into the search bar. I find a website that looks okay. But I need to sign up.
I groan in defeat. Entering my details, I officially sign up and click around until I find a username that doesn’t make me feel creepy. 
Finding one called Wild West 25, I click on it and flick through all her pictures and videos that she’s already posted on the site.
I can’t help but admire her long brown hair with soft highlights and the way it contrasts against her pale skin. One particular image captures my attention. It makes me hard instantly. She’s wearing a black glitter mask and a black bodysuit that hugs her in all the right places. I can see she’s curvy, yet she has a more athletic build. She has me utterly transfixed and I accidentally hit the like button.
A message pops up, interrupting my runaway thoughts. My eyes widen and I quickly open it.

Wildwest25: Hi, how are you doing tonight?



Nervous. Like I wanna fucking vomit. I shake my head. I can’t write that. Her message is simple yet polite. 
I haven’t answered, still feeling guilty about doing this. Here I am, acting like she’s asking me on a date. I’m a fucking teenager all over again. I'm considering bailing, but then what? I'll remain in the same space I was in. What if this helps me figure out if I’m ready to be with a woman again?
I’m already here…way past my comfort zone. What’s the harm in talking to her? Nothing! 
Nothing bad can come from simply messaging her. 
Before I can type a message, another one pops up on my screen. 

Wildwest25: Do you want to do a live?



I stare at the message for a second.
Do I?

Wildwest25: Would it make you feel more comfortable?



I think nothing right now could calm the tsunami of nerves in my stomach right now. The last time I felt like this was when Samuel was being born. The whole unknown and lack of control messes with me. I wipe my hand over my perspiring forehead. 
She doesn’t give me any more time to think because there’s a pop up alerting me to the fact she wants me to join her in a live video chat.
I stare at the tempting button, wondering if the woman will be just as sinful. Based on the photos, I’m going to say yes.
My mind flicks between yes and no. Before I decide, fuck it. 
She’s hot. And if I can get hard from looking at her photo, imagine a video. I will definitely make a mess. But at least I’ll walk away with answers.
With nothing else to lose, I hold my breath and I hit…accept.






  
  Chapter 4

Marigold


I let out the breath I was holding the moment his body comes onto my screen. 
Finally, a guy is willing to do a live. I thought he was going to decline, and I’d have to accept a dreadful night’s pay. 
I take him in. He’s lying in bed. I assume it’s his. A pile of plush white pillows propped behind him. I can’t help but notice all the bedding surrounding him is white. The way he’s tilting the phone screen, I can only make out from his lips down. He has dark day-old scruff on his jaw. He’s wearing a gray t-shirt that he must sleep in, and I can’t see lower because his torso is long and takes up the whole camera.
The outline of his stomach and chest make me run hot. There’s ab definition on his solid body. The dark hair on his toned free arm makes me think he works out. 
“Hi,” I say, using a slight accent.
When I turn the camera on, I play a different person. One who doesn’t have to do this to pay for college. Instead, I play an older, sexy and desirable woman. Free from money worries. I know my bedroom lights complement the shape of my body. Enhances my features and focuses more on my body and less on my face. Knowing they don’t know me makes it easier, and it adds to my self-confidence.
His lips stay thin, and he says nothing back.
“You’ve never done this before, have you, sir?” I say with a purr of seduction. I don’t know if he’s a guy who likes names, so I start with the simple “sir” instead of “Daddy” or something that can have him turning off his camera.
“No,” he grunts.
And the sound of his voice is deep and sexy, scattering goosebumps all over my skin. 
“It’s okay. I’ll take care of you,” I breathe. “Is what I’m wearing pleasing to you?”
I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows hard.
“Yes,” he replies, his voice thick with desire.
And that causes a flame of heat to take over my body. I love the idea of pleasing a man. And after the way my ex and I broke up, I’m ready to feel needed again. 
“Good. What do you want to see?” I say, staring at his image in front of me. Wondering where his head is at.
I expect him to think about it, but he doesn’t.
“Your body,” he grunts, and it’s barely above a whisper.
The heat now hits between my thighs, something that hasn’t happened with a client before. This is just for him. I smile into the camera, loving how direct he is, but I can’t help but wonder if he’s shy. He doesn’t speak much, but there’s something about him that has me intrigued. 
And it makes me playful. “You mean naked?” I ask curiously.
He clears his throat and shuffles on the bed, trying to get comfortable.
“Yes.”
He adds nothing else, but taking in his body makes my lip catch between my teeth. Before I can stop myself, the words, “Will you take your shirt off for me?” leave the tip of my tongue. 
As soon as they leave my mouth, I don’t regret them, even though it could make him log off. Because, technically, he’s paying to see me naked. But I desperately want to see what's under that gray top of his. It’s already lifted in the corner of his hip since he shuffled around in bed. He’s teasing me with his firm, tanned skin. 
He doesn’t speak. And my heart beats frantically as I curse myself for asking. For sure, I’ve scared him away, but just as I’m about to apologize, he lowers the phone and lays it on the bed so it’s staring up at his white ceiling. I automatically step closer to the camera and soon see his torso on display. I have to swallow a moan because he’s just as I suspected…hot. 
He has a tanned and toned body with just the right amount of muscle and soft edges. The dark hair on his chest makes my hand curl, wondering what it would feel like under my palms. I’ve never come on here and
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