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Sleepover Harem: Part 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.
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