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      It didn’t matter that he was my best friend’s dad, or that he was over twenty years older than me . . . Clive Davenport was my ultimate unattainable fantasy man.

      

      Sleeping with my best friend’s dad never should have happened, but it did and I don’t regret a thing.  Not when he’d given me the hottest, most decadent night of my life.

      

      I’ve been in love with him for years, but for as confident and demanding as he is in the bedroom, once the sheets have cooled he’s riddled with misgivings.  He’s already done the marriage and family thing, and he insists I deserve that, too . . . with another man who isn’t old enough to be my daddy.

      

      I don’t agree, and I’m just going to have to convince him otherwise—that I’m everything he wants and needs despite the obstacles standing in our way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Frankie

      

      

      

      Six months ago

      “I need a favor,” my best friend, Marcie, said. Through my cellphone connection, she sounded weak and breathless, and not in a fun way. In the background, I heard a muffled flushing sound.

      I lounged on my couch, waiting for my first coat of Naughty or Nice Red polish to dry on my toenails before I started on the second. “Anything for you, Marse.”

      “Do you have any plans for tonight?” Her voice caught mid-sentence, like she was swallowing something. It sounded…gross.

      I leaned over and started on my left big toe again. “Nope. I’m all yours, but you don’t sound great, so do you really want to go anywhere?”

      On the other end of the line, I heard an unmistakable retching noise. I grimaced and pulled the phone away from my ear until she finished throwing her guts up.

      “Remember that sushi place yesterday?” she said when she returned to the phone, sounding even worse. “The one a couple blocks up from the store?”

      I capped my nail polish and set it on the coffee table, then reached for the topcoat. “Yeah, the one that Kresley and I refused to eat at with you because it had bare bulbs dangling from the ceiling? Unforgettable.”

      “Well, you made the right choice,” Marcie said. “I’ve been throwing up all afternoon and I think I just live on my bathroom floor now.”

      “Do you need me to help you with anything? Gatorade? Hold your hair back?” I asked, balancing the phone against my shoulder as I brushed the clear topcoat over my gleaming red toes.

      “No, nothing like that.” She sighed, sounding exhausted. “Dad’s in town. He got a dinner reservation for us at the Screech Owl.”

      I felt a gentle pang in my chest when she mentioned her gorgeous, sexy father, but ignored the sensation and instead clucked in sympathy at Marcie’s disappointment. “Aw, Marse, that sucks. You’ve wanted to try that place forever.”

      “Honestly, I don’t think I’m ever going to eat again, so it’s not a huge deal to me right now,” she replied weakly. “But I don’t want Dad to spend his evening sitting at the hotel bar or alone in his room. Would you go with him? He likes you and plus, he’ll totally pay.”

      Suddenly, I wanted to barf, but not from any funky shellfish. It was spending an evening at a trendy, dimly lit restaurant with Clive Davenport, my best friend’s dad and the man I’d been lusting over since his daughter and I shared a dorm room when we were eighteen.

      It was just a crush, I told myself at the time. Except people were supposed to get over crushes, and when it came to Clive, I was very much still under the whole thing. And frankly, it hurt—at twenty-four, I should have been fucking my way through the Pacific Northwest and having a great time doing it. Instead, I was rolling through unsatisfying relationships and flings while I thought about my best friend’s dad the whole time.

      She’d be absolutely shocked if she knew.

      “C’mon, Marcie,” I said lightly. “Your hot dad doesn’t want to spend the evening with me.”

      It might have been an excuse, but I felt the truth of it even as the words came out of my mouth. Why would he want to spend time with me? I was just his daughter’s party girl best friend. Her employee, for crying out loud.

      “Francesca Pallas,” Marcie said, her tone suddenly brisk. Or at least as brisk as a person could sound between bouts of bad shellfish-induced vomiting. “You’re great and my dad thinks you’re great. Just go out, get a free fancy dinner, order a few top shelf cocktails and then later you can tell me how good it was.”

      The end of her sentence trailed off into loud heaves as she upchucked into the toilet one more time. I sat and patiently admired my freshly polished toenails until she finished. A minute later, she was back, out of breath again.

      “Please, Frankie,” she said softly.  “My dad loves it out here, and he’s been really excited about this visit to Seattle. I don’t want him to be all alone and miserable.”

      She sounded so sincere and sad that my last threads of resistance snapped.

      “Okay, Marse,” I said gently. “I’ll go to dinner with your dad. Do you need me to drop by your apartment with anything before I meet him? You never said.”

      “I—" she started, but before she got another word out, she retched violently again. I pushed back my wild curls and grimaced. I was surprised she had anything left in her stomach.

      “Gatorade would be good,” Marcie finally said.

      “I’ll drop some off on my way to have dinner with your dad,” I promised.

      And maybe, if I was lucky, God would have mercy on me and Clive wouldn’t be as perfect as I remembered.
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        * * *

      

      I wanted to scream. If anything, Clive looked even better than the last time I saw him at an event for Marcie’s consignment store, the Blind Hem, where I worked for her.

      He’d been hitting the weights or something, and his tall frame, already lean and fit, filled out his suit jacket to perfection. Even my Screech Owl entrée, so fancy that I had no idea what half the ingredients were and the menu didn’t list a price, tasted like dust because I was so hyper focused on Clive.

      His nearness, the seductive scent of his cologne, the solid way he felt against me when he greeted me with a hug when I’d arrived. And he was kind and funny and charming the whole-time during cocktails and our meal, never once betraying that he felt anything other than something resembling paternal affection for me. I drank in every second of it, even though I knew better than to hope for something more with this beautiful, brilliant man.

      “So Frankie,” he rumbled in that deep, perfect voice. He set his elbows on the table and linked his fingers together as he locked his warm brown eyes on me and cocked his head. “How have you been doing? We’ve been talking about the store and work and everything, but I want to hear about you.”

      I took a hurried sip of red wine and pushed my dark curls back over my shoulder. “Things are good,” I said. “Great, honestly.”

      “Great?” he pressed, tipping his head skeptically. “C’mon, we’ve known each other for years. I really do want to know how you’re doing.”

      It took me a second to think of what to say—so few people outside of Marcie and my other best friend, Kresley, ever really did ask me that question and want the real answer. I was good time Frankie, so everyone always assumed the answer was I’m fabulous, thanks, and we’re meeting for cocktails later if you’d like to join us.

      Was it safe to confide in Clive? Sure, he was my ultimate unattainable fantasy, but he was also a good person. Kind. And a great listener. He always had been.

      “Personally, spinning my wheels a little bit, I think,” I said carefully. “I like to go out and have a good time, be the life of the party, whatever, but it…” I trailed off with a shrug, unsure how to explain it. “Sometimes I feel a little bit—I don’t know, boxed in, I guess. Like people think that’s all there is to me.”

      Clive raised an eyebrow. “How do you mean?”

      I sighed and swirled my wine in my glass. “I dated this guy for a little while—a finance bro. You know, very into the whole startup scene and trying to get angel investors for something he and his friends had cooked up.”

      “I’ll be honest, he already sounds like a dipshit,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “Does this story have a happy ending?”

      “Of course not.” I tried to make it sound like a joke, but it was hard to deny the slight bitterness lacing my tone. “We broke up, and he told me that I was…well, unserious was the word he used.”

      Clive grimaced. “Oh, ouch.”

      “Yeah,” I said, remembering how much that statement hurt. “I told him to have a nice life.”

      He took a deep breath and frowned, like he was thinking hard about what he wanted to say next, but before he could open his mouth and get it out, our server dropped the slim leather folio with the bill on the table. Clive didn’t miss a beat—he pulled out a black credit card and tucked it inside, handing it back to the server before she even had a chance to walk away.

      “Do you want to get out of here and go for a walk?” he asked. “I think and talk better on my feet, and then maybe we can grab another drink or something.” He glanced down at his watch—expensive-looking gold and leather, the kind of thing that people called a timepiece because it sounded classier than plain old watch. “It’s not even that late. What do you say? Sounds like you have some stuff on your mind, and honestly, I’m not in the mood to go sit alone in my hotel just yet.”

      The server placed the folio back on the table, and Clive grabbed his card and slid it back into his wallet before signing the slip inside.

      “You in?” he asked again. He stood and held his hand out to me.

      I felt something spark, deep in my heart, buried underneath the layers of disappointment and unrequited affection. I placed my hand in his and let him pull me to my feet, trying not to imagine what tonight would have been like had this been a real date.

      I smiled and decided I didn’t want to be alone tonight just yet, either. “Let’s go.”

      “So I know you’re not unserious,” Clive said as we exited the restaurant and he let go of my hand. “And Marcie and Kresley definitely take you seriously. I guess the question is, do you take yourself seriously?”

      The sunset blazed over the city as we strolled down the street, a last few minutes of warm sunshine before the cool evening breezes off the bay took over. Every so often, our fingertips would brush, and the fleeting touches jolted through my body like electricity. I felt better out here, a little less stiff. More like myself—a Seattle girl through and through.

      “I do, yeah,” I said carefully. “I’m way more than just some party girl. I graduated magna cum laude from college, did you know that?”

      He glanced down at me and nodded. “I remember. That’s very impressive.”

      I shrugged. “I honestly can’t recall the last time I told anybody, because then they ask about my major, and when I tell them I have a degree in apparel merchandising, it’s like all those good grades don’t matter anymore.” I heard the frustration in my own voice.

      Clive turned to look at me as he sat on a bench that looked out over the water. “Marcie appreciates it. You help make that store work. She’s told me more than once that she couldn’t do it without you.”

      I smiled at the praise as I smoothed my skirt and lowered myself down next to him. We sat a few inches apart, but I could feel the warm, welcoming heat radiating from his big, elegant body. I fantasized about moving closer and burrowing my face against his neck.

      “I know that,” I said softly, shaking those thoughts from my mind. “Praise from Marcie—well, it matters a lot. She’s one of the most important people in my life.”

      “Mine too,” he agreed. “She’s the best. Her mother would be very proud of the woman she’s become.”

      Silence settled between us, but it was comfortable. Warm. Something bubbled up inside me, and I thought—no, I knew that this was my moment to say something honest and real to him, while he was listening and focused, when it was just the two of us. In this brief, crystalline moment when I sensed that maybe he had his own hidden feelings.

      “Clive,” I said softly. I turned to look at him and caught his warm brown eyes with mine. “That guy hurt my feelings when he dumped me, but honestly, he didn’t measure up to the one person I’ve never been able to stop thinking about. Nobody could ever compete with you.”

      As soon as the words flew out of my mouth, I wished—desperately—that I could take them back. Clive just sat in silence, his shocked gaze still locked with mine as my words—my feelings—hung in the air, and I waited for him to respond.

      “Say something,” I said nervously, my stomach swirling with dread. “It’s okay if you don’t—”

      “Frankie,” he interrupted, his voice harsh. “Just give me a second, okay?”

      I frowned as hurt prickled in my chest. “Well, you don’t have to snap at me, you can just tell me you’re not into—"

      But for the second time in just a few seconds, he cut me off—not with words this time, but with his full lips on mine—soft skin bordered with the light scratch of his well-trimmed beard. It was tentative and gentle at first, but then his tongue flickered against the seam of my mouth, a silent request for entry that I could never deny.

      Oh my God, this is real, I thought as we came together in a flurry of lips and teeth and tongues. He threaded his fingers into my thick, dark curls, holding me in place as his kiss turned hot and possessive. One big, warm hand trailed down over my neck and collarbone to gently trace the line of my breast beneath my dress. I felt my whole body go liquid, my heart soared, and I shuddered against his devouring mouth.

      He gulped in a heaving breath as he pulled away, his fingers still gently playing in my thick curls. “I’ve seen you for years, Francesca.” His voice was a low growl, laced with undeniable feeling and desire. “But this isn’t a good idea.”

      I looked up into his eyes, still filled with the same hunger that matched mine. I slid my fingers along the warm skin of his neck, and up into the silky scratch of his beard. “Says who?”

      Clive pulled my hands away from his face, rose from the bench and stepped away. Just a foot or so, but it felt like the entire fucking ocean. And just as cold.

      “It’s not appropriate,” he insisted. “I’m your best friend’s father—I can’t take advantage of you this way.”

      I surged to my feet. “I’m not some kid, Clive. I’m an adult and we literally just had a conversation about this.”

      He shook his head and turned away, but not before I saw the regret etching his handsome features. “I’m sorry, Frankie. It’s wrong.”

      My feet stuck fast to the ground and my face heated with embarrassment—humiliation, really—as I watched him walk away, across the street and back into his high-end hotel.

      He wanted me. And then he didn’t.

      I watched him disappear into the glassed-in lobby, then I walked the few blocks back to my car. As soon as I sat down in the driver’s seat, my phone buzzed with a text from Marcie.

      Good dinner with dad?

      A tear trickled down my cheek as my thumbs hovered over the screen while I decided what to say.

      Not bad for dinner with an old guy, I said, opting for humor. Good thing he’s still cute.

      “Same old Frankie,” I said softly as I pressed send. “Always a great time.”
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        Clive

      

      

      

      Present day

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we apologize for the inconvenience, but Alpha Airlines flight 4788, Minneapolis to Seattle, originally scheduled for takeoff at seven-fifteen, has been delayed for aircraft maintenance. The revised departure time is nine o’clock. Please come to the customer service desk if you have any questions or conflicts. Thank you.”

      The speaker clicked off, and a collective groan rose from the crowd of assembled passengers who crawled out of bed at the crack of fucking dawn to catch this flight. And now, ten minutes before we were supposed to board, our flight was delayed for almost two goddamn hours.

      Irritation trickled through me. I was supposed to meet my business partner, Denton Sawyer, to walk through a building we were planning to renovate and lease out, but at this rate, I would have to bump it to after my lunch date with my daughter.

      I scrolled through some pictures that Marcie sent me yesterday, and smiled at the beaming selfie in her office. A few pictures around her boutique, showing me new displays and some pricey merchandise that she just got in. And one candid that I had looked at probably a dozen times—Frankie, her dark curls spilling over her shoulders as she rearranged a shelf of fancy handbags.

      Surprised by the unexpected photo, Frankie’s lush, pink lips were parted in a perfect O. She wore a close-fitting green top that displayed her round breasts and narrow waist to perfection. Outside of my daughter, she was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. Whenever I closed my eyes and tried to imagine my ideal woman, hers was the only face that ever came to mind.

      Men my age weren’t supposed to get this hung up on women the same age as their daughters, for God’s sake, but I thought about her every single day. And since that sensual kiss on the waterfront six months before, she occupied more of my thoughts than ever before.

      I still felt guilty about how I talked down to her and walked away that night—she told me how badly it hurt her when people blew her off like that, and I did it anyway. She didn’t deserve that kind of treatment, and my only excuse was that I’d been fearful of what else I’d do to her, and with her, had I not gone back to my hotel room. Alone.

      I wanted—maybe needed—to apologize. To see her again and tell her that she was beautiful and wild and funny, and that she deserved all the best things in life.

      I rubbed at my chest, at the pain that throbbed in my heart whenever I thought about Frankie. I missed her. Her easy smiles and laughter, and her kindness and untamed spirit. And now that I knew what her lips felt like against mine, the thickness of her hair as I wound it around my fingers, the soft heft of her breast in my palm—it haunted my goddamn dreams.

      With a deep breath to steel my nerves, I pulled up my phone’s messaging app and tapped out a text to Frankie.

      I’m coming into town this weekend and I’d like to see you. Do you want to meet me somewhere and talk?

      Before I lost my nerve and deleted the whole thing, I pressed send. It was still really early on the west coast, so I didn’t expect an answer right away.

      But that didn’t stop me from glancing at my phone every few minutes until my delayed flight finally boarded. Every time it buzzed with a new message, my heart raced as I flicked through to see if it was her.

      It never was.

      When my plane touched down in Seattle four hours later, I had a slew of messages and missed calls from Denton, my assistant in Minneapolis and a couple more from my daughter, but still nothing from Frankie.

      I couldn’t excuse it away with the time difference or spotty airplane internet—Frankie Pallas was icing me out. And the worst part was that I probably deserved it for being an asshole and handling the situation so fucking badly.

      “So what kind of escrow period do we think we’re looking at?” I asked Denton, focusing on business. We stood in an empty, unfurnished residential unit in the building that we hoped to turn into a trendy, high-end mixed-use development. It was dated and dusty as-is, but I saw a lot of possibilities.

      “Short,” he said. “Three or four weeks. The sellers need cash and we don’t need to do a lot of negotiation. The zoning and permitting shouldn’t be a huge issue. After we go to contract, we can start bringing people in for estimates before we officially take possession.”

      I paused and looked out the window at the busy Seattle street below. “It looks really good, man.” I turned to Denton, my new business partner, and smiled at him. He smiled back—he looked tired, with dark shadows smudging under his eyes, but pleased. “You did a great job finding this place.”

      Denton turned and ran a hand over the worn kitchen counter. “So what do you want to do? I’ve got a lead on a place out here and I think I’m going to just stay full-time and sell my house. So it’s not a problem if you want to manage things from Minneapolis.”

      I looked back over at my partner. “Not sure yet. I’m staying in Minneapolis for now, but I’m excited to be here more often. I don’t get to see my daughter enough, and I want to be more available to her when she needs me. It’s been too long since we lived in the same state.”

      Something flashed on Denton’s face, but just as quickly, he nodded knowingly. “She seems like a great person,” he said, having met her earlier at a coffee shop.

      “She is,” I said, and smiled as I thought of my brilliant and beautiful daughter. “Best thing I ever did. And the hardest.”

      “How old was she when your wife died?” he asked curiously. “If you don’t mind talking about it.”

      I glanced out the window again. “Fourteen.”

      His shoes scuffed against the worn linoleum as he stepped up next to me and looked out at the city. “You deserve to live for yourself, Clive. You did the single dad thing for so long—it’s great if you want to be close to Marcie, but she’s all grown up and seems to be doing really well. Maybe you could do something for yourself, you know?”
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