
  
    [image: Emily]
  


  
    
      EMILY

      
        CHERRY POPPING DADDIES

        BOOK I

      

    

    
      
        GOLDEN ANGEL

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      © 2024 Golden Angel LLC

      All rights reserved. This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means - electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise - without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by United States of America copyright law.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is unintended and entirely coincidental.

      The author and publisher expressly prohibit any entity from using this work for purposes of training artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author and publisher reserve all rights to license use of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      
        
        Cover art by Wicked Smart Designs

        Cover Photo taken by CJC Photography

        Cover Models: Kevin R. Davis and Emilie Beining

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To Meghan Katowitz

      Emily's #1 Fan

      Thank you so much for all your constant support!!!!!

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE WORST DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      EMILY

      “You’re fired!”

      “What?” All the blood drained from Emily’s face as she stared at Ron, the manager who had been harassing her for months. She put up with his leers, his barely veiled innuendos, and his occasional accidental touches, all because she desperately needed this job. She couldn’t be fired.

      “You heard me.” He smirked at her. “You’re fired. We don’t have enough hours for you.”

      Still holding her apron, which she’d just taken off, she felt her hands start to shake. She’d just finished a double shift, and she was scheduled for another one tomorrow. Which she didn’t mind because it meant that she could eat two staff meals at the diner, saving her a lot of money. She got most of her meals from the diner. Without a job…

      “But I’m on the schedule!”

      Ron shrugged, his smirk growing into a leer as his gaze traveled up and down her body, lingering on her curves. She had plenty of them. While she might not eat enough at home, subsisting on mostly restaurant meals and noodles meant she kept the frame she’d inherited from her mother.

      “If you want to convince me to keep you on…” He let his voice trail off, his hand moving over his body down to his crotch. Emily felt tears spring to her eyes, and she pressed her lips together to keep her sob in her throat. Every part of her body ached, her feet felt like they were twice their normal size, she smelled like grease, and he wanted…

      I should just do it. The thought was born out of despair. What other option did she have?

      They were in the back hallway, right near the manager’s office. Definitely not how Emily imagined losing her virginity. Maybe she could offer him a blow job instead? Not that she’d ever given anyone one of those, either. There was a small part of her that still wanted to hold on to the dream of romance and gentleness and… and… something more.

      Definitely something more than losing it to a serial sexual harasser. She didn’t know why Ron bothered her. He wasn’t bad looking and had a decent body. Women flirted with him all the time. Their clientele all found him charming—so she knew he could be—but for some reason, he got off on bothering her.

      And now he was threatening to fire her unless she…

      The door to the manager’s office opened, making Emily jump. She clutched her apron to her chest, as if she could keep from having to let it—or her job—go as long as she held on to it. Marianne Webster, the owner of the diner, stepped out. It was the first time Emily had ever been glad to see the woman, who was hard as nails and had never smiled once. She insisted on everyone calling her by her first name since this was a ‘family establishment,’ but that was the closest she came to being friendly.

      Petite, grey-haired, and dark-eyed, the woman put her hands on her hips and glared at both Ron and her.

      “I don’t pay you to stand around gossiping,” she snapped at him. Her steely gaze moved to Emily. “Did he tell you we have to let you go?”

      The question was a smack in the chest. Emily didn’t know what else to do, so she nodded dumbly, her mind completely blank. Her entire world was being upended, and she couldn’t even think, much less speak.

      “Good. Nothing personal, ya know. I have two nieces who need jobs, and my sister expects me to help them out.” Marianne rolled her eyes, shaking her head, but clearly, her sister had won that fight if they were taking Emily’s job. “Not enough hours to go around with both of them coming on. If you need a reference, get one from Ron. Ron, get back to work.”

      With a wave of her hand, Marianne was already turning to walk away. Ron grimaced and skittered past Emily down the hall toward the kitchen. It was only after he brushed past her that she realized he had been trying to get her to do things with him when he clearly had no power over whether or not she kept her job. Asshole.

      It didn’t matter.

      Marianne was the one she needed to talk to.

      Shaking off her frozen muscles, Emily darted after the owner, who had just disappeared through the staff door to the parking lot.

      “Marianne!” she called out as she pushed the door open.

      Almost at her car, which was in the closest parking spot, Marianne turned to look at Emily, lighting up the cigarette hanging from her mouth as she did so. Her eyebrows raised, she tilted her head, the only indication she was waiting for Emily to speak.

      “Please, I can’t lose this job completely. There have to be some hours I can pick up⁠—-”

      Shaking her head, Marianne put her palm up to stop Emily.

      “No can do. With two of them coming on, there’s not going to be any hours left, and there are no other open positions here. Sorry.” The apology sounded completely insincere, especially as it was made while Marianne was getting in the car. “Go in and tell the cook that I said you could take a meal home. Don’t forget to put Ron down if you need a reference for your next job.”

      Hope died as Marianne slammed the door behind her, only taking a moment before peeling out of the parking lot. Not that Emily had had much hope left. Closing her eyes, she took deep breaths through her nose, so she didn’t start crying in the parking lot.

      She still had to go back in and get the food Marianne had offered. There was no way she could turn that down, even though it meant possibly running into Ron again. She also had no illusions about what kind of reference he would give her if she asked him for one.

      Pushing back her tears, she wiped away the bit of wetness clinging to her eyelashes and turned on her heel to go back into the restaurant. She would get her meal, and tonight, she would start looking for a new job. Surely, there had to be something out there. Maybe even something better. Without a creepy manager.

      Just keep telling yourself that.

      Even the voice in her head sounded sarcastic.
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        * * *

      

      DAMIAN

      The bus came to a stop right outside the trailer park’s entrance. The window above the sink in his trailer had a perfect view of both the entrance and the bus stop, which he liked because that meant he could keep track of who was coming into the neighborhood. His daughter called him a control freak, and she wasn’t wrong. But he had his reasons.

      When he saw the young woman get off the bus, his shoulders relaxed, and he dropped his head back down to scrub the dish he was cleaning. Did it make sense he’d waited until hours after dinner to do his dishes? Not really. But a little soak never hurt anything. And it allowed him to keep an eye on the bus stop when Emily was due home.

      His daughter’s best friend—as well as his former best friend’s daughter—he’d known Emily for most of her life. He watched out for her, the same way he did for his own daughter.

      Not quite the same way.

      A little muscle in his jaw popped as he clenched it and tried to push the lascivious thought out of his mind. At some point, Emily had grown up into a beautiful young woman, and well, Damian had turned into a dirty old man, lusting after a woman far too young for him. It was gross, dirty, perverted, and wrong, but he couldn’t get her out of his head.

      While he might not be able to control his thoughts, he could control his actions. So, he kept his distance while also keeping an eye on her. Looking up again, he frowned when he saw the way she was clutching a bag to her chest. It couldn’t be that she was cold. The weather was balmy tonight, a little humid even, and she was wearing a short-sleeve shirt and pants that were perfectly appropriate.

      With her long fall of hair half-covering her face, he couldn’t see much of her expression, especially in the streetlights. Frowning, he put down the dish he was washing and leaned forward, as if those few inches would make any real difference in what he could see.

      The trailer she lived in, the one that technically still belonged to her parents, was a couple blocks past his. He didn’t worry once she was in the trailer park, though. She was safe here. Damian made sure to both know his neighbors and ensure they knew who he was. He avoided Emily’s trailer, but he felt assured no one was going to mess with her there.

      They all watched out for each other.

      As evidenced by the text that came through ten minutes later from Mrs. Martine, letting him know that Emily had gotten home. The older woman, who lived a little down the block from Emily, kept him updated. In return, he did odd handyman jobs for her, which meant he didn’t end up stalking Emily home every night. So, everyone was happy.

      Then a second text came through—Mrs. Martine thought Emily looked upset.

      Which confirmed what he’d thought. She would have gotten a better look at Emily than he’d managed. Frowning, he quickly finished washing his dishes and glanced at the clock. It wasn’t too late to call his daughter. Katrina had received her bachelor’s degree last year and decided to get to work on her master’s, which she was doing on the west coast, so she was three hours behind him and Emily.

      She answered on the second ring.

      “Hello, Father.” The rolling way she said the formal greeting made it sound almost mocking. Damian rolled his eyes.

      “Hey, sweetie, how are you? How’s school?” He couldn’t jump right into asking about Emily. Along with being way too young for him, he would never do anything to risk the girls’ relationship. If he’d still been friends with Emily’s father, he wouldn’t have done anything to risk that relationship, either, but Don had ruined their friendship all on his own.

      Still, that wasn’t Emily’s fault.

      Making the appropriate noises and nodding as his daughter regaled him with how well she was doing, Damian bided his time, keeping tight reins on his patience.

      “How’s everything at home?” she finally asked him.

      “Good, good. Work’s been good. All the shops have been good.” He owned several scattered throughout the county. Good mechanics were valued. In his own shop, his guys handled the day-to-day jobs while he focused on his specialty—restoring the classics. It was often both fun and frustrating work, as well as being lucrative. “I have a Ferrari coming in later this week that I’ll be restoring.” He didn’t bother giving her the specs. He knew she didn’t care about that. Sadly, his love of cars had not passed on to his daughter.

      “Oh, fun.” Despite having no interest of her own, she did her best to sound enthused because she knew he was happy about it. Damian couldn’t help but grin. “How are Uncle Desmond and Uncle Braden?”

      He rolled his eyes, even though she couldn’t see it. She always asked after her uncles.

      “Uncle Braden’s doing great. Keeping busy.” In fact, he hadn’t seen his brother in a week or so. He should probably reach out and see if Braden wanted to do dinner.

      “And Uncle Desmond?” Now, her voice had definitely taken on a teasing note.

      “You’ve probably talked to him more recently than I have.” Which was a sad state of affairs but also the truth. Sometimes, brothers just didn’t get along. Though it would help if Desmond could pull the stick out of his ass. He cleared his throat. “So, speaking of people at home, have you heard from Emily lately?”

      “Daaaaad.” Katrina drawled out the word, laden with complaint. “Please tell me you aren’t butting your nose into everyone’s business again.”

      “It’s a simple question, Katrina.” He drummed his fingers on the countertop. “Mrs. Martine texted me and said she thought Emily seemed upset when she came home tonight. I haven’t talked to her recently, but I thought maybe you had.”

      “Uh-huh, blame Mrs. Martine.” His daughter’s dry tone told him she wasn’t buying it. “You aren’t the whole park’s dad, you know.”

      “It’s not a bad thing to be a concerned neighbor.”

      “Okay, Trailer Park Daddy. You know there’s such a thing as being too neighborly, right?” she asked, before he could object to the nickname. “I’ll talk to Emily and make sure she’s okay. You can tell Mrs. Martine I’ve got it handled.”

      “Thanks, pumpkin, I’ll be sure to do that.” Even though it didn’t give him the sense of satisfaction he needed. While he trusted his daughter to do right by her friend, there was a part of him that wanted to be the one to find out what was going on with Emily… because if something was wrong, then he could fix it for her.

      What he really didn’t want to tell his daughter was that she was hitting a little too close to home with the ‘Daddy’ remark. Those were needs he’d buried a long time ago when he’d buried his wife. And thinking about himself as a Daddy when it came to Emily…

      Yeah, he needed to get his mind off that real fast.

      “Do you need anything?” he asked, changing subjects to something much safer. “Did I give you enough of an allowance for the month?”

      “I’m fine, dad. You gave me more than enough. Just like last year. I’ve got a savings account now, thanks to you.” Katrina sounded amused, but there was also real appreciation in her voice. “I’m concentrating on school, just like you want me to. I’m going to be looking for a part-time position this year, though, so I don’t graduate with my master’s and no experience.”

      “Oh, right, that’s probably good.” Though, if she needed it, he would keep helping her out after she graduated. Living the way he did while owning several businesses meant his savings account was robust, and he had plenty of investments on top of that. He kept his wealth pretty quiet because he’d seen how money could change people, and he was satisfied with how he lived. Eventually, it would all go to Katrina, and that was all he really cared about.

      “Alright, I have to go, especially if I’m going to call Emily tonight. Love you, Dad.”

      “Love you too, sweetie. Have a good night.” He bit back a request to let him know how her conversation with Emily went. He already knew what the answer would be, and it might raise suspicions and thoughts he definitely did not want her to have.

      “Night.”

      Damian hung up the phone and stared out at the bus stop, tapping his fingers on the counter. He still felt unsatisfied, but he’d done all he could do.
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      EMILY

      Standing at her kitchen table, Emily sniffled, taking out the boxes of food the cooks had given her. Thankfully, Ron had been in the dining room when she’d gone into the kitchen with her request, and they’d loaded her down as much as they could. The two boxes of rolls could be frozen, and that would give her something to eat for the next couple weeks. They’d also given her the family-size containers of mac’n’cheese and potato salad.

      The pasta would freeze better, so she’d do that and eat the potato salad this week, along with the fresh fruit and the mixed green salad. The greens were almost always part of the family meal, but the fresh fruit was a luxury she didn’t often get to indulge in. Even though the strawberries were a little overripe and the peaches were a bit bruised, she was going to enjoy eating them.

      She couldn’t even drown her tears in a vat of ice cream. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been able to afford any, so she’d be crying into her fruit salad instead. It was the one small, nice thing she could do for herself on this especially shitty night.

      She’d just gotten everything put away and her fresh fruit sliced and put in a bowl when her phone rang.

      Katrina.

      Her best friend, who was living the life Emily desperately wished for. But she couldn’t be mad at Katrina just because she’d been able to go to college and was now getting her master’s. Katrina was just really lucky. They’d never talked about it, but Emily figured her friend must have gotten a bunch of scholarships to be able to go to school all the way across the country. That or she was going to be drowning in student loan debt after she graduated. They didn’t talk about money, though. No one did in their neighborhood.

      She missed Katrina like crazy, but part of her was glad she didn’t have to see her friend too often. Knowing Katrina was out there going to college while Emily was still stuck here… well, it hurt.

      But she could use her best friend tonight, even if it meant admitting she’d gotten fired from a job she couldn’t afford to lose.

      “Hello.” She forced as much cheerfulness into her voice as she could, wincing because she realized it hadn’t done the trick as soon as she heard herself. It was really obvious she’d been crying, and Katrina picked up on it right away.

      “Oh no, what’s wrong?”

      No beating around the bush for her bestie. God, Emily wished she could be more like Katrina. “I got f-f-fired.” Blinking back another assault of tears, Emily barely managed to get the words out.

      “What?” Katrina’s outrage shook the phone in waves. “What the hell? You’re the best worker that shitty diner has!”

      “Marianne wants to hire her nieces.” Emily hiccuped.

      “Fucking nepotism! You should fucking sue them. Hell, if I was there, I’d march right down and⁠—”

      “I appreciate that, hun, but it wouldn’t get me my job back.” Emily interrupted her friend. As much as she appreciated the righteous anger, she didn’t have the energy to join it. She mostly wanted to wallow.

      “I’m sorry, hun,” Katrina said, shifting gears immediately in response to Emily’s unvoiced request, her voice full of sympathy. That was the best thing about being lifelong best friends; Katrina knew her so well, she didn’t even need to ask. “That really, really sucks. Fuck them. They suck. All of them suck. Marianne especially sucks. She sucks big, fat donkey dong.” Some of her anger remained in her ranting, but it had lost the edge.

      Despite her roiling emotions, Emily couldn’t help a watery giggle. This was why she’d picked up the phone. Despite her deep envy for Katrina’s life, her bestie always knew how to make her feel better. She missed her so much. This was one of the times when it sucked that she was all the way across the country.

      “Maybe not, but it’s not like there are a lot of options around here.” Emily sighed, the feeling of total defeat washing over her again.

      “Hey, it’s been a while since you’ve looked, right? Maybe there are more now.”

      Emily sniffled again because, despite Katrina’s encouraging tone, they both knew the truth. There just weren’t many jobs around them that she could use the bus to get to and that wanted someone with nothing more than a high school diploma. There were also a lot of things Emily hadn’t told Katrina because she was too ashamed.

      Like how her credit card bills had mounted up, the high interest making them even bigger every month, even when she didn’t use them. Like how she hadn’t been able to pay the electricity bill the past two months. Like how she was living off of noodles and the meals at the diner.

      If she couldn’t get another job that fed her, she didn’t know how she was going to afford everything else. More tears welled up in her eyes.

      “Right,” she said. “I’m gonna start looking tomorrow.” Katrina didn’t need Emily bringing her down. And she was right. Maybe there would be something.

      “And if you need money for anything, I can help you out in the meantime,” Katrina said sternly.

      “What? No, you can’t do that.” Emily was flabbergasted. She knew exactly how much college cost. “You’re not working, are you?”

      “Not yet, but I will be, and I have savings⁠—”

      “No.” Emily interrupted her with a firm denial. She knew Katrina meant well, but anything she was able to share with Emily would be a mere drop in the bucket, and then she’d owe money to a friend, which was so much worse than owing it to a faceless company. Especially since she wasn’t sure she would ever be able to pay it back. There was no way she was going to risk her friendship like that.

      “I’m just saying.” Katrina sighed with exasperation. “Look, I know it’s considered gauche to talk about money, but I can help you.”

      The only reason she thought she could help was because Emily had deliberately omitted a lot of facts about how bad her situation really was. The familiar feeling of shame flowed through her. She didn’t want Katrina to know how bad it was. Didn’t want anyone to know.

      What she really wanted was to be able to fix it and never have anyone else know how bad it had gotten… unless she was telling them how she’d gotten out of it.

      “I’ll be okay. I’m going to look for a new job, and I’ll get by until then.” The food she’d brought home tonight would help with that. Hey, she might even drop a few pounds since she was going to have to ration the food, and none of it was fried. Though that didn’t feel like a good thing right now.

      “You have to promise me if there’s anything you need, you’ll tell me,” Katrina insisted. “I know you. You’re the suffer-in-silence type, but I don’t want you suffering at all.”

      Katrina didn’t know the half of it. She’d be so pissed off if she did. This was one of the upsides to her bestie living across the country. She had no idea how bad it had gotten for Emily.

      “I will, I promise.” That was an easy enough promise to make. She wasn’t really lying. She didn’t actually need anything yet. ‘Need’ was a very strong word. She’d be fine for now, and… she’d figure things out. She would. Just talking to Katrina helped bolster her determination because she wanted to be able to give her friend good news. “It was a long day, though, and I just want to get to sleep.”

      “Okay, sweetie. I love you. Take care of yourself.”

      “Right back at you. Love you.” Emily’s smile faded after she hung up, and she sighed. Settling down onto the hard wooden chair, she slowly ate her fruit, savoring every sweet bite while doing the very bitter work of scrolling through job sites. She had her resume all queued up and saved in her phone. She’d had to put it together at the library and email it to herself, but it made applying easy… the hard part was getting a response.

      Send.

      Send.

      Send.

      It was something she’d done a million times before. She applied to a bunch of listings that all said they required four-year degrees because that was all that was listed on those sites before she went to the online community boards. That’s where she’d found her job at the diner. Maybe there were more restaurants hiring.

      Her heart sank as she looked at the dearth online. Maybe everyone was doing in-person hiring? But she knew that wasn’t true.

      Literally, the only listing was for the gentleman’s club that was in the next town over, about half an hour away by bus, but the bus did go there.

      Gentleman’s club. Call a spade a spade—it’s a strip club, honey.

      Emily stared at the listing, which boasted their young women could make thousands of dollars in one night. Her stomach cramped at the very thought.

      I don’t know how to strip.

      But I do know how to dance.

      No one is going to want to watch a virgin stripper.

      They’re not going to know that I’m a virgin.

      I’m a size eighteen. Pretty sure strippers are supposed to be a size zero.

      Variety is the spice of life.

      I don’t want to be a stripper.

      She’d only ever had one boyfriend in high school, and he’d dumped her after her mom had been arrested. He hadn’t wanted to be in a relationship with the daughter of a junkie who was going to jail. Though, truthfully, Emily sometimes wondered if that had just been the excuse because she’d been putting off sleeping with him. Kirk the Jerk was what Katrina had called him after that.

      Trying to imagine herself getting naked in front of one man, much less a bunch of men, made her want to curl into a little ball.

      Thousands of dollars in one night.

      She’d promised Katrina that she would let her friend know if there was anything she needed. What did it say about her that becoming a virgin stripper seemed easier than asking her best friend for money?

      That’s if they’d even hire me.

      It would be the answer to all her prayers if they did. Plenty of money. She could pay the bills. She could pay off her credit cards. She could get herself back on her feet. It wasn’t like it had to be forever.

      Sleep on it.

      That’s what she would do. She would sleep on it… if she could fall asleep.

      Pressing her lips together, she went to the bookshelf to pick up the worn-out copy of Stella Moore’s Worthy. She’d gotten it for a dollar at a used bookstore a year ago and read it about a million times since then. What she wouldn’t give to have a hot, rich baseball player come into her life, worship her curves, and take care of her for the rest of her life.

      Though she kind of wished he was a Daddy Dom.

      Emily had her own fair share of so-called Daddy issues. Having a Daddy Dom who actually cared about her sounded like heaven, but she was pretty sure those didn’t exist in real life. Or, if they did, they were all at expensive kink clubs like the one in her book. She’d never get to go there.
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        * * *

      

      DAMIAN

      “Oh, Daddy…”

      Emily moaned as she squirmed on his lap, her rounded bottom covered in bright pink handprints. Damian’s cock throbbed against her soft side as he spanked her again, watching her ass jiggle from the impact of his hand. Putting his hand against her hot flesh, he caressed her cheek while she whimpered, dipping his fingers down between her legs to stroke her wet pussy.

      She cried out, bucking her hips up as he plunged his fingers inside her, soaking his hand in her arousal.

      “Daddy, please,” she begged. “I need you… I need you to fuck me…”

      Those were the words that vaulted Damian out of the dream and back into his lonely, cold bed. He’d never actually heard Emily curse in real life.

      Waking up fucking sucked. He was hard as a rock. Other than her cursing, the dream had been so fucking real, he could still feel her soft curves pressing against his legs and stomach. Groaning, he reached for his dick, wishing he could banish the image of her from his head.

      It wasn’t as though he knew what she actually looked like naked. He’d seen her in a bathing suit last summer when Katrina was home, and apparently, that was all his brain needed to extrapolate. Soft, plush curves, a rounded tummy, hips that he could grip, and a perfectly spankable ass…

      Fantasizing about her might make him a dirty old man, but now that he’d started, he couldn’t stop. He jerked his cock, closing his eyes and letting his imagination run free. Fuck, what he wouldn’t give to feel her mouth around his dick, her wide eyes looking up at him, swimming with tears from a spanking while she ‘apologized’ by taking him into her throat. Her legs spread wide, arms cuffed to his bed, so he could feast on her sweet pussy until she was limp and hoarse from too many orgasms.

      Then he’d move up, still holding her legs spread wide, and thrust his cock into her. Kiss her and muffle her cries with his tongue, letting her taste herself on his lips. Fuck her into oblivion while she screamed ‘Daddy’ as he filled her with his cock, over and over and over…

      Damian grunted as his orgasm crested, hot cum splashing over his stomach. He worked his fist, wringing every last bit of pleasure from his dick… hoping that would be the end of it, that his body and mind would be satisfied.

      Now that he thoroughly felt like a dirty old man, he was going to take a shower, then try to get some more shut-eye. Sighing, he forced himself to his feet, grimacing as he glanced down at the white trails of his cum coating his stomach.

      He should probably go back to BDE, the kink club he and his brothers co-owned. Sure, he and Desmond were silent partners, letting Braden be the face and run everything, but it meant he could stop in whenever he wanted. He just very rarely wanted to.

      There had been a few times over the years after Anita died when he’d gotten so lonely and desperate for the touch of a woman, he’d gone in to find someone for a night. But he hated doing that. Damian had never been a ‘one-night’ kind of guy. He liked relationships. He liked getting to know a woman before he fucked her.

      He also hadn’t wanted to take the time to get to know anyone while Katrina was younger. She’d been a lost little girl without her mom, and needed all his attention. Eventually, his attention divided between her and his various businesses as she’d gotten older and more independent. Those businesses allowed him to take care of her in other ways, like putting her through school without racking up any student loan debt.

      Which was a good thing because that shit was a fucking racket.

      Turning on the water, Damian stepped under the spray, shaking his head as he doused it. The water slid over his skin and hair, soaking into his goatee. It helped clear his head a little. He scrubbed himself down over the tattoos on his chest and arms, focusing on getting himself clean and not thinking about Emily at all.

      Nope. He was going to think about a different woman. He didn’t have one in mind, but he needed to find one. It was time.

      He’d go to BDE, start meeting people, and find someone he could really connect with. He needed to get past this thing he had about Emily. He needed to get it fully in his head that was never going to happen.
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            A DESPERATE AUDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      EMILY

      Victor, as he’d introduced himself when Emily had been shown into his office, looked her over. Oddly, his gaze felt less sleazy than Ron’s. If anything, it was clinical. He frowned, leaning back in his chair while she tried not to feel too awkward about standing while he was still sitting.

      “You want to be a dancer?” he asked doubtfully, his gaze sweeping over her high-necked blouse and knee-length skirt. It was the best Emily could do. It wasn’t like she had a ton of clothes for going out and partying—because she didn’t—and she never went on dates.

      “Yes.” Emily said the word as forcefully as she could, as if she could make herself mean it by saying it more firmly. “I don’t have any experience, but I’m a fast learner. Or if you need any servers. I could be a server. Or a bartender. I know how to mix drinks.”

      Good job. Way to make sure he knows you’re desperate.

      But there was something about him that made her feel like she could say that, and he wouldn’t try to take advantage of her. Not the way Ron had. That jerk.

      Victor looked to be in his mid-forties and wasn’t anything like what she’d expected when she’d arrived at the club to apply. Firstly, he wasn’t giving her a creep vibe. Secondly, he looked like he wanted to talk her out of applying. He was wearing a business suit, though no tie, and he had the collar button undone. There was no hair hanging out of his shirt, though, and no gold chains. The hair on his head was neatly styled and looked as if it might have been blow-dried.

      Basically, he didn’t look anything like what she’d seen in the movies, and she was realizing she had some ideas about clubs like this that might not be correct.

      God, she hoped so.

      She could work for a guy like Victor. Sure, her first impression might be completely off, or maybe she was projecting because she was terrified of the alternative—which was not working for anyone at all—but she did feel a little reassured that maybe this wouldn’t be too terrible.

      Letting out a hefty sigh, Victor looked her over again.

      “We don’t need any more servers or bartenders. We need dancers.” He eyed her blouse again. “The guys would probably like your curves. You’re bigger than most of the girls we get, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing. It could be part of your schtick.” Suddenly, he stood, the chair creaking as he got to his feet. He was a few inches taller than her, not enough to make her feel intimidated or like he was looming. “Alright, come with me. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      “What?” Emily blinked as he came around the desk, passing by her and crooking his finger.

      “Let’s see what you’ve got,” he repeated, opening the door and stepping back as he gestured for her to walk through in front of him. Now that the door was open, she could hear the music from the restaurant coming down the hall. It wasn’t loud, but it was audible, a throbbing bass beat she felt in her suddenly churning gut.

      “Does this mean I’m hired?” Trotting along behind him, she felt as though this wasn’t real. It had to be a dream. He wasn’t just going to hire her when she hadn’t filled out any paperwork or anything.

      “No, this means you get an audition. Any money you make is yours.” The music was getting louder, the lights dimmer. She could hear the murmur of voices out in the main room now, all low and masculine, and her stomach flip-flopped. Nausea rose in the back of her throat, and she swallowed it back hard.

      They stopped in what was clearly a backstage area. The stage was up several stairs, and from her position, she couldn’t see the woman who was currently performing, but she could see the lights shining onto the stage. Standing just next to the stairs in the dark was a blonde woman, who seemed to be wearing some sort of shimmery top and shorts, which was the only reason Emily spotted her. The woman was looking at her curiously.

      That was the kind of outfit Victor had probably been expecting from anyone coming in for a job.

      “An audition?” Her voice came out in a high squeak that she barely recognized. “I… I…”

      “Look, honey, I’m not going to hire you if I don’t know that you can do the job.” Victor put his hands on his hips. “It’s not an easy job, but it makes damn good money if you can get it done. It’s not a job for everyone. This is the morning crowd. They don’t give a shit if you can’t dance or if you’re awkward when you’re taking your clothes off. You get past this, and we’ll get you trained up a bit, keep you on the daytime crew until you’re a better dancer, then move things around.”

      Frowning at her, he tilted his head toward the stage. Emily stood frozen in place, unable to speak as he continued.

      “The day is when I need someone. It makes the least amount of money, and several of the dancers are ready to move to the evenings if we can find a replacement. But I’m not going to hire you without knowing you can get on stage and take your clothes off. Down to your panties. You can keep those on, though it’s probably too much to hope you’re wearing a g-string?”

      Heat flushing through her face, Emily shook her head. She’d never owned a regular thong, must less a g-string, and right now, that was making her feel even less confident. Even though she’d tried to look nice to come to apply for a job, she hadn’t expected an audition.

      In the back of her head, she realized she’d been hoping she would either be told ‘no’ immediately or—worst-case scenario—she’d be hired but need to be trained. She wanted the chance to find another job before actually getting up on stage and taking off her clothes in front of an audience.

      Oh no, oh no, oh no…

      The music died to scattered applause. Emily jumped as another woman suddenly appeared at the back of the stage and came down. She was almost completely naked, except for a barely there red-mesh thong that was completely see-through. It matched her fire-engine hair. Fabric hung from one hand, probably the clothes she’d had on before she’d started stripping.

      “Hold on, Cassie. Emily is going to go up first for an audition,” Victor said to the blonde. The redhead paused, now also staring at Emily, who felt like her cheeks were so hot, they must be visible in the darkness.

      “Okay, go get ‘em, girl,” the blonde said. She even sounded sincere.

      Oh God.

      What choice did she have? None, really. She needed a job. She needed money. She was out of options.

      Forcing one foot in front of the other, Emily swallowed hard as she stepped up the stairs.

      “Faster, sunshine,” Victor snapped out.

      Something about the authoritative order helped her move faster, and she suddenly found herself at the top of the stairs at the back of the stage.

      The bright lights hit her, hot and blinding… but not nearly as blinding as she wished because when she blinked, she could see out into the restaurant. It was not nearly as empty as she might have hoped. There were quite a few men scattered among the tables, and—worse—seven of them right up against the edge of the stage.

      She could see their faces. Their leers.

      “Dance!” Victor yelled from backstage. There was a part of her that recognized that he was trying to help her out, but this time, the command didn’t work. She froze.

      How the hell had she thought she’d be able to do this? She’d never gotten naked in front of any man before. Tears clogged her throat, and she took a step back. One of the men started jeering.

      “Take off your clothes, ice queen!”

      “She sucks. Where’s Cassie?”

      “Move, fattie!”

      Choking on her tears, Emily dashed off the stage, the taunts of the men ringing in her ears. As she ran off, Cassie ran on, and she could hear the cheers over the music as the pretty blonde came out on stage.

      At the bottom of the stairs, the redhead was still there, mostly naked, with a sympathetic expression, while Victor shook his head as if he’d known it all along. Emily’s knees buckled, and she sat down heavily on the bottom of the stairs, tears streaming down her cheeks as she pressed her hand against her pounding heart.

      “I don’t think this is the job for you, sunshine,” he said.

      “Why did you send her up there like that?” the redhead asked, giving him a mean look. “You can tell she’s never stripped before.”

      “To show her that she’s not going to be able to do the job.” Victor sounded exasperated. “I don’t think she had any idea what she was getting into. Now she knows. Come on, sunshine. Let’s get you out of here.”

      “Oh my god, Victor, give her a minute. Here, I’ll stay with her. You go do whatever it is you need to do.” The redhead waved him off, and after a second glance at Emily, who couldn’t meet his gaze, he left. Sitting down next to Emily, the redhead rubbed her back. “Deep breaths, sweetie. That’s it. One more. Now, let it out slowly. Good. So, my name is Penny. What’s your name?”

      “Emily.” She managed to get her name out, though it still felt as if she was choking. The back rub and sympathy helped, as did the deep breaths, but she was distracted by the naked boobs swaying so close to her arm. She supposed casual nudity wasn’t a big deal after getting undressed on a stage.
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