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  Hope Heals


  Sarah’s world shatters when her husband is killed in the wreck that injures her young son, Jason. Worse, Sarah discovers painful betrayals that make remaining in New York City with her hateful mother-in-law impossible. Moving home to Florida to live with her widowed father is their only option.


  You can go home again, but it’s not the home she remembers. The hunky next door neighbors are also her new employers, cousins Sam and Pete Hope. She went to school with the men, but they’re all grown up. It’s soon clear they have their sights set on winning her heart.


  Unfortunately, her mother-in-law doesn’t give up quite so easily. She’s determined to get Sarah and Jason back to New York by any means necessary. Despite an escape-artist steer nicknamed Moodini, asshole ninja assassin pet goats, and learning how to love again, Sarah rebuilds her and Jason’s lives and soon discovers that, just maybe, two Hopes can heal her heart better than one.


  Note: There is no sexual relationship or touching for titillation between or among cousins.
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  Chapter One


  


  Ten hours? Eleven? Sarah wasn’t sure how long they’d been on the road, just that even though it was still Saturday, it felt like she’d been driving for a week already. Construction, traffic, and bad weather had slowed her to a crawl in some areas and would put her arrival in Florida at the far end of her estimated travel time. She didn’t dare look at her cell phone to check the exact time. She knew there were probably several agitated, if not downright angry, texts and voice mails from Isabella d’Antonio, matriarch of the family.


  Former matriarch, now that Sarah was no longer married to Isabella’s youngest son, Michael, due to their sudden divorce by death and dismemberment two weeks ago that very day.


  I don’t want to think about it. Not right now.


  Her eyes darted to her left hand, where her ring finger lay bare but still bore the faint, pale lines where her engagement and wedding rings had, until several days ago, resided for a little over twelve years.


  She’d sold them outright rather than pawn them, getting a slightly better deal when the guy at the jewelry store saw the cast on Jason’s arm, along with the blank, hollow look in her son’s eyes partly due to grief and partly to the painkillers the doctors had prescribed for his injuries.


  She’d desperately needed the money.


  The U-Haul truck, while not the largest in the fleet, definitely didn’t handle like her Mercedes used to, or the Volvo. It felt huge in comparison and taxed her already over-stretched nerves to the brink. She knew she wasn’t pushing the vehicle as fast as it could safely go, but she didn’t care. Every time a semi roared past her in the next lane she held on for dear life, feeling the wash of air shoving the high-profile box truck all over the place.


  Hell, getting it out of Long Island early that morning had been a massive feat requiring stainless steel nerves, much less making her way down the busy turnpike until she reached I-95.


  I miss my Mercedes.


  That still brought up a lump in her throat. Thank god Michael had been driving the Volvo instead of her little Mercedes, or Jase—


  She clamped down on that as her knuckles tightened around the steering wheel. She couldn’t look at her phone anyway. Too much risk of Jase waking up and catching her doing it, even if it was just to check the time or to use the map feature. Then he’d freak out and she’d have to give him another of the anti-anxiety pills the doctor had prescribed for him when she took him in for a follow-up to make sure it was safe for him to make the trip.


  After all the time he’d already spent sleeping since getting out of the hospital, she didn’t want to give him medicine that would make him even more sleepy if she didn’t have to.


  She glanced over at him. The sun was setting on his side of the truck, backlighting him with a golden, ethereal glow as he lay sleeping against a pillow resting between him and the passenger door.


  My angel.


  A ragged sob nearly escaped her, accompanied by an almost hysterically panicked thought of how close that had been to coming true in a literal sense.


  Not that she was a religious woman, much to Isabella d’Antonio’s staunchly Catholic dismay.


  But if there was a hell, Sarah hoped Michael d’Antonio was sweating his fucking balls off there.


  


  * * * *


  


  At seven that evening it was close to dark, they needed dinner, and she desperately needed time out from behind the wheel of that truck. It wouldn’t hurt to top off the gas tank, either. Following the exit signs, she pulled off I-95 into a large, well-lit, and very busy truck stop just south of the state line in North Carolina.


  Jase stirred as she carefully found a place to park a short distance away from the main building, where she could easily maneuver the box truck.


  “Mom?” he sleepily asked as she shifted it into park and shut the engine off with a relieved breath.


  “Yeah, baby?”


  “Where are we?”


  “North Carolina.”


  He finally opened his eyes and looked at her. She’d carefully packed a cooler between the seats and loaded pillows and blankets on top of it to help cradle his left arm in a more comfortable position.


  “How much longer until we get to Grandpa’s?”


  She forced a smile. She’d gotten better at that over the past two weeks, even in front of Isabella.


  Especially in front of Isabella.


  “I don’t know exactly, sweetheart. I need to figure out the miles with a map. Normally, by car, it takes about eleven or twelve hours to get to Tampa from North Carolina. But we’re not going that fast.”


  He lifted his head and squinted through sleep-filled eyes at her. “He doesn’t live in Tampa, Mom. He lives in Odessa.”


  She smiled, but genuinely that time. A little typical child attitude had slipped into his voice and she was glad to hear it.


  It was the first time since the accident his true personality had peeked through. “Yes, I know, kiddo. It’s a rough estimate.”


  “Oh. Okay.” His head flopped back over onto the pillow wedged against the door. He breathed out an exhausted, ancient-sounding sigh. “I’m hungry.”


  Glancing at the building, she studied the signs for the available restaurants. “They have pizza here. And subs.”


  Another sigh. “Subs.”


  “Good.”


  “Can I just stay here, Mom?”


  Biting back the urge to scream it, she forced a smile. “No, kiddo. You have to come in with me.”


  No way in hell was she letting him out of her sight, not for a second. Especially not in a truck stop parking lot.


  Letting him out of her sight had nearly gotten him killed.


  At the hospital, the psychologist who’d talked with Jase before his discharge had sat with her for a free session and told her it was a normal reaction to be so overprotective at first after an incident like this. Especially in light of all the extenuating circumstances.


  Incident. Extenuating circumstances.


  Those phrases still made her want to giggle, but in a psychotic, the-Joker’s-about-to-poison-Gotham’s-water-supply-again kind of way, not the fun and friendly kind of way.


  Michael had gotten into a fight on his cell phone with someone while doing almost eighty on the LIE. He wasn’t paying attention, and according to Jason he swerved to avoid a tire in his lane, lost control, and wrecked.


  It had taken his head off and injured her son.


  Incident, my ass.


  Maybe divine intervention for all of the “extenuating circumstances” Michael’s treachery was now putting her and Jason through.


  Except that she didn’t believe in religious stuff.


  Jason started reaching for his seat belt buckle and she helped him with it. “Wait, let me get some money,” she said.


  “What about gas?”


  “We’ll fill up when we leave.” She turned and reached behind the cooler, to where she kept a large canvas tote filled with stuff they’d need for an overnight stay at a hotel, if she decided to stop. From inside a box of tampons she’d stashed there, she withdrew two twenties, thought about it, and then added a third.


  Jase might want something. Even broke, she wouldn’t deny him anything if she could get it for him. There was only $4,380 left in the secret tampon stash, pretty much all the money she had in the world, but she knew it was more than enough to get them to Florida.


  Hell, if they robbed her, she’d hand them her wallet. All that was in it were her credit cards, and all but one of those were totally useless. She kept her driver’s license and cash in her pocket.


  She doubted any man would look in a tampon box for cash. Wasn’t the most secure safe in the world, but for now, it held all they had.


  She returned the box to the bag, grabbed her small purse, and smiled at him. “Let’s go eat.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jase had started working on the second half of his turkey and cheese sub when the family caught her eye. A young mother and father, with two little blonde girls the spitting image of their mom, had entered the building’s lobby and made their way to the restaurant area.


  Her heart heavy, Sarah watched as they walked over to the food counter and got in line to order. They looked happy.


  Something she thought she was two weeks earlier.


  Before the “incident” that exposed the “extenuating circumstances” that had brought her entire world crashing down around her.


  “Mom?”


  She ripped her gaze away and back to Jason, who sat across from her in the booth. He still looked far paler than his usually tanned complexion. “Are you all right?” he asked.


  “I’m fine, kiddo.”


  “Grandpa told me I can help him work on the tractors when we get there.” She had noticed his tone seemed to take on more spark when he talked about his grandpa, who until a couple of weeks earlier he’d barely known.


  “You have to be careful of your arm,” she cautioned. “You can’t get it dirty under the cast.”


  “I’ll be careful. He said he could tape a trash bag over my cast so it doesn’t get dirty. And use duct tape to hold it in place. Did you know they have duct tape in zebra patterns? Grandpa told me that. He said he’d buy me any color duct tape I wanted to hold the bag in place. More than one if I wanted.”


  If she didn’t swallow back the evil giggles and hold them at bay, she’d end up breaking down in hysterics right there in the Flying J dining room.


  And that wouldn’t be good for Jason.


  So, instead, she forced another smile. “Grandpa’s smart like that.”


  Another little white lie. Considering she hadn’t seen him in nearly six years until two weeks ago, she honestly didn’t know what her retired father had been up to. She’d called him every couple of weeks to talk since her mom’s funeral, but every conversation had felt like trying to pull Excalibur out of the damn rock, with similar results.


  “He said he’s going to take me over to Flywheelers for the weekend and we’re going to camp out. It’s next month. I can go, can’t I?”


  Fear shredded her anew. The hopeful look on his face outweighed her terror over something happening to him. She knew Walt Heckman would never pull the kind of stunt Michael d’Antonio had. “If Grandpa says you can go, you can go.”


  He gave a little fist pump with his right hand. “Yes!”


  It was the first happy emotion she’d seen out of him since…then.


  Since the incident.


  Thankfully, Jason was too young to know about any of the extenuating circumstances.


  “Eat up, kiddo.”


  He picked up his sandwich again, one-handed, and started eating.


  


  * * * *


  


  They got back on the road over an hour later. She knew she wouldn’t be able to push all the way through, between her exhaustion and nerves. Unfortunately, there weren’t any hotels at that exit that she liked the look of enough to stop.


  About twenty miles south, she found another exit where they had several nicer hotels to choose from. After finding a parking spot in the truck area, they went inside. A few minutes later, they had a clean room with double beds, free breakfast, and her tampon stash was $129 lighter.


  Before she helped Jason take a bath, she sent her dad a quick text telling him they’d stopped for the night. Then she put her phone down, resisting the temptation to look at any other texts or missed calls. After Jason was in bed and sound asleep with the TV tuned to Cartoon Network, she drew herself a bath and slid down into the hot water.


  It didn’t hold a candle to the deep, sunken tub she’d enjoyed in her master bath at the Long Island townhouse where she thought she’d raise her son.


  That they would raise her son.


  The tears came. She let them fall, hot and heavy.


  What kind of a person does it make me that I miss my house more than I miss my husband? Especially when, just fifteen days ago, she thought she was living a dream, that she had the perfect husband and a storybook life.


  How sad was it that, with just a short amount of time and distance between the day her world fell apart and now, her husband’s death wasn’t the worst part of everything? Finding out his secrets crushed her. And even worse, that her in-laws had known about them and enabled him. All his lies.


  Or, maybe she didn’t even know all his lies yet. Maybe there were still things she hadn’t uncovered. More than the disastrous debt. The fact that he wasn’t working doing what he’d said he’d been doing. That three years earlier, he’d made a horrifically bad series of investments, compounded by risky day trading, that started driving them into a downward spiral of debt which he’d successfully concealed from Sarah.


  That he’d told his family she was, in fact, the one who’d driven them into debt. That her mother-in-law didn’t believe her when she showed her the forms the credit card companies had faxed showing how he’d forged Sarah’s name on things.


  The worst revelation of all, that her father had been right about Michael from day one, and she’d picked that slimeball over her family.


  No, make that second-worst. The worst had been the fact that Jason had overheard Michael in a screaming match on the phone with someone, who turned out to be from the day trading company he was freelancing for part-time, and that argument had cost Michael his life and nearly killed Jason in the process.


  Michael had told her he was a broker working at an investment firm. She’d been so busy raising Jason and running her own freelance graphic design business from home that she hadn’t had time or energy to figure out the truth.


  That his company only rented office space at the legitimate investment firm’s building. And Michael was only a part-time independent contractor, not a full-time employee.


  That the Mercedes, and the Volvo, had both been underwater and not paid off with cash like Michael had told her. At least the insurance paid off the Volvo.


  And Jason’s medical bills, since the health insurance had been cancelled for non-payment three months earlier.


  Another surprise piled on in her time of shock and grief.


  When she’d dropped the Mercedes off at the dealership, along with the keys, she’d felt like throwing up.


  That the house she thought they owned free and clear had not one, but two mortgages on it, taken out three and then two years earlier, respectively. Again, underwater.


  That he’d barely been making the minimum payments on everything, while claiming they were doing fine and had plenty in savings.


  That he’d been borrowing money from his mother and older brothers for years.


  That he had stopped making payments on the life insurance policies over a year earlier, so she didn’t even have that money to make a dent in the debt she still had to sort through.


  It had overwhelmed her then, and still overwhelmed her now. She’d had a few close friends, but two of them were friends with Michael and had basically disappeared when she asked them if they’d known about his mistress.


  The others… Frankly, Sarah had felt so ashamed at being horribly taken in for so long that she’d withdrawn. They’d offered her moral support and one of them even offered to let her and Jason move into their spare bedroom, but she’d needed a clean break from New York.


  The city she thought she’d escaped to to make something out of her life now felt like it was utterly mocking her. That she was worse off than she’d been when she’d arrived for college at the age of eighteen.


  She also needed to put as much distance as she could between herself and Isabella and the rest of the d’Antonio clan.


  Sarah’s only solace lay in returning to Florida. A place that, except for her wedding, was completely untainted by memories of Michael.


  She sank below the water for a moment to wash the tears from her face. She wished she could purge the sound of Isabella’s accusing tone from her memory, basically blaming Sarah for the accident, saying Michael had been working hard to support her lazy self.


  He hadn’t told them anything about her business, that she did work and made money. Which was a damn good thing, because she’d need every cent she earned from it and then some to even attempt to make a go of things.


  She rested her head against the cool tile wall.


  Despite Isabella demanding she and Jason move in with her, Sarah knew the only way she could make a new—and better—life for her and Jason was to go home.


  New York was no longer “home.” It was a place full of lies and pain and bad memories. Well, good memories now tainted by rancid truths.


  Move in with Isabella d’Antonio? The woman who not only helped Michael hide the extent of his lies from her, but enabled him, and then had the utter balls to invite Michael’s mistress—a mistress Sarah had no idea existed in the first place yet Michael had paraded around to his family—to the funeral?


  Over my fucking dead body.


  Now she sat geographically halfway between her old life…and her older life. What her new life would bring after returning to her childhood home had yet to be determined.


  One thing she knew for certain—at least she knew what she was getting into by returning home. She would be in control of her destiny and not blindly rolling along in a little cloud of pleasant lies constructed by someone else.


  Chapter Two


  


  Sunday morning, Sarah had meant to awaken early and get Jason up and moving so they could be on the road by seven, but that didn’t happen. He was sitting up in bed and watching cartoons when she finally awoke a little before nine.


  “I let you sleep, Mommy,” he said. “You looked tired.”


  She forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Thank you, kiddo.”


  Sure enough, Isabella had left several texts and voice mails the day and night before. Sarah wanted to delete them, but her father had told her not to in case they needed them later.


  She wasn’t sure why they might need them, but she listened to him. Unlike Michael, he’d never lied to her. And considering the way her father had immediately shown up after Michael’s accident, when she couldn’t even get in touch with Michael’s family, she knew she could count on him.


  She damn sure wouldn’t ever question his rationales again.


  Ever.


  After sending her dad a quick text that they would be getting back on the road soon, she grabbed herself a shower to help loosen her stiff muscles before she got their stuff packed.


  They made the free breakfast before it was shut down, meaning a few dollars she didn’t have to shell out, at least. She had to help Jase make his own waffles, but he was thrilled by the opportunity to stand watchdog over the waffle iron it while it cooked.


  The smile on his face finally made her smile, for real this time.


  After they checked out, she helped him up into the truck’s cab and spent a few minutes getting him situated so he was comfortable.


  “Are you all right?” she asked.


  He nodded before giving her a smile. “Will we get to Grandpa’s today?”


  “Might be late tonight, but yes, we will.”


  “Good.” He stared out the windshield. “I can’t wait to see his tractors.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They hit rain in South Carolina, a deluge so heavy that Sarah finally gave up and pulled over at an exit with a truck stop. While they sat in a booth at the restaurant and ate, she texted her father.


  Rain. LOTS of rain. In SC. Stopped for lunch.


  They’d agreed after he returned to Florida to keep the phone calls brief, especially when she was in front of Jason.


  She wanted to burst into tears every time she heard his comforting voice.


  Until she could get past that, texting was best. Because she rarely let Jason out of her sight.


  A few minutes later, he texted her back, which was a miracle in and of itself. Not to mention when he did return her texts, they were usually very brief, one-word replies.


  Not this one.


  Please be careful. I want you both home in one piece. :)


  Her hand flew to her mouth as she let out a laugh. She didn’t realize she’d started crying until Jason spoke up.


  “Mommy, are you okay?”


  She rubbed at her eyes and nodded. “Yeah, kiddo. Grandpa’s looking forward to us getting home.”


  He cocked his head. “Are we living with Grandpa for good?”


  She nodded. “I don’t plan on moving again anytime soon.” Not that I’d be able to afford it anyway.


  But she didn’t say that part out loud. Jason was just a kid. A kid who’d lost his father, nearly died, and was being uprooted from the only home he’d ever known into a whole new world.


  He damn sure didn’t need to know the sins of his father.


  “Why didn’t we move in with Grandma Izzy?”


  Sarah fought the way her stomach dangerously rolled. Then she forced another smile. “Because Grandpa is really lonely, kiddo. And he’s really worried about us.” She swallowed back another sob. “And,” she softly added, “I really miss Grandpa. I’m not so old that I won’t admit I need my daddy right now to help get us both through this.”


  Jason looked solemn, wise, and aged beyond his years. At least the bruises on his face had healed. He nodded. “I just thought it was because you can’t stand Grandma Izzy.”


  Her jaw must have dropped open as she stared at him. And here she thought she’d been extremely careful keeping her true opinion hidden.


  Before she could stumble her way through some sort of a response, he cocked his head at her again. “Mom, she invited that lady to the funeral. That friend of Dad’s.” He let out a snort that also sounded years older than his little body. “I heard Uncle Roger talking about it on his phone. He thought I was asleep.”


  Her mouth flapped open and closed again. She had no response.


  That was all right, apparently, because Jason wasn’t done. “I didn’t like that lady. Dad let me meet her once a couple of months ago. At Grandma Izzy’s. Uncle Roger didn’t like her, either.”


  Rage that her cheating husband had introduced their son to his mistress, at his own mother’s house, had to take a backseat until she could process it later. “Who was Uncle Roger talking to on the phone, do you know?”


  “Aunt Barb.” He took a bite of his sandwich and slowly chewed before swallowing. “I think they were both mad at Grandma from the way he was talking.”


  Well, isn’t that news?


  Sarah wasn’t very close to any of Michael’s three older brothers, but Roger and his wife, Barb, had, at least, been the kindest to her during their marriage. And to her knowledge, Roger hadn’t loaned Michael any money.


  The truth hit her between the eyes. Now she understood why Michael always seemed angry at Roger for something or another, even though he’d never outright tell her why.


  I’ll have to call Roger when I get settled and have a heart-to-heart talk with him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Between lunch, topping off the hungry truck’s humongous gas tank, and buying Jason some souvenirs from South Carolina, they were down another $314 by the time they left the truck stop nearly an hour later once the rain eased up enough she felt comfortable driving.


  And she’d received two more angry texts from Isabella.


  Screw that witch. Sideways, with a rusty garden rake.


  She owed Isabella d’Antonio nothing. Not a damn thing. Especially when Sarah had done nothing but try to be nice to the witch from day one while she was married to Michael.


  And from day one, Isabella had made it perfectly clear to Sarah that she believed her son could not only do better, but that Sarah was barely one step up from trailer trash.


  Hell, once Sarah got to Florida, she would change her phone number and not give it to the woman.


  That’ll teach her. Although it wouldn’t stop the woman from calling her dad’s house because that number had been the same since she was a kid.


  The rain plagued them from South Carolina through Georgia. By the time she reached Savannah, it was nearly four hours later and her nerves were shot.


  Jason had, remarkably, stayed awake the entire time. He asked her questions about the landscape and unfamiliar species of trees. He’d never been on a road trip like this before.


  Hell, he’d never been anywhere this rural before. Well, not counting when the three of them traveled to Florida for her mom’s funeral.


  He’d barely been twelve months old then.


  Another pang of remorse. She regretted letting Michael talk her into not visiting her parents as much as she wished she had. There was always an excuse. Too busy. Too expensive.


  Isabella had already made plans for the family.


  I can’t look back. She’d already spent enough time tripping over herself even though she hadn’t known it at the time.


  She knew all she could do was look forward and do the best she could.


  They stopped for gas and then pulled into a restaurant across the street to eat. A real, sit-down restaurant, with a real menu.


  When she read the menu, she laughed.


  “What’s so funny?” Jason asked.


  “They have fried okra on the menu.” While she could buy okra in New York, the one and only time she’d tried to make it for Michael early in their relationship, he’d acted like she was trying to poison him.


  Hence she’d never made it again.


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s really, really good.” She ordered herself a side dish of it, in addition to her food. If Jason liked it, she’d share it with him. If not…


  I’ll finish it myself.


  It surprised her how good it felt to actually order it.


  How freeing.


  How she could order what she wanted without feeling self-conscious about it, or without suffering little snarky comments from Michael, or his silent looks of derision even if he didn’t make a comment.


  Holy crap.


  The revelation stunned her. Had he really been that bad all these years? It was something she didn’t dare think about now. Not in front of Jason.


  She’d file that tidbit away for later, once she was home and unpacked and could lock herself behind a bathroom door and cry while her dad kept an eye on Jason for her.


  She knew she’d always struggled against that poor white trailer trash stereotype Isabella viewed her through—a view that was completely incorrect. Her mom and dad had raised her in an upper-middle-class home. In fact, the lakefront land her dad owned in Florida would make him a multimillionaire many times over in New York prices in equivalent real estate. He’d bought the twenty acres on a lake, and her parents had built a house there two years before her birth.


  And he still owned it. Free and clear.


  “Are you all right, Mom?”


  She dragged herself out of her thoughts and stared at Jason. “I’m fine, sweetie.”


  When their food arrived, she was pleasantly surprised to find the fried okra was homemade, not frozen, battered, pre-packaged fare.


  Jason frowned. “Is that okra?”


  She grabbed one and popped it into her mouth. Yep, it tasted great. “Yes. You don’t have to eat it if you don’t want to.”


  He reached out with his good hand and took one. He stared at it for a moment before sniffing it. Then he tasted it. After slowly chewing, he smiled. “It’s good.”


  The grin creasing her face felt real and easy. “That’s my boy.”


  She actually ordered them a second helping of the okra, knowing they wouldn’t finish their other food. And she let him have dessert without finishing his cheeseburger.


  Life was too short to grouse about things like that tonight. She could save those fights for later. For now, she wanted this trip to be if not fun for him, at least pleasant. Good memories.


  She waited to text her dad until they returned to the truck and she had Jason situated. Despite it not being dark yet, she suspected with the full tummy he would soon fall asleep once they got underway.


  Leaving Savannah now. Driving straight through.


  Before she could put the phone back in her purse, he replied.


  Swing over to I-10 at Jax and take I-75. I-95 closed north of Daytona for brush fire.


  She smiled, fighting back happy tears again as she stared at the text. Her original plan had been to pick up I-4 and take it through Orlando and over to Tampa. Daddy’s looking after us already.


  She texted him back.


  Txs Daddy.


  Again, he quickly replied, as if sitting on the phone and awaiting her texts.


  Love you.


  Now these were texts she’d want to save for the rest of her life.


  Love U 2 Daddy.


  


  * * * *


  


  As she’d predicted, despite it not being dark, Jason was asleep twenty minutes south of Savannah. She was glad he hadn’t needed any pain or anti-anxiety meds all day.


  He seemed happier, as much as he could be under the circumstances. He hadn’t talked about Michael yet. His focus had been more on asking her questions about Florida and her father. Especially about the Gulf beaches and what Odessa, the small community just northwest of Tampa where she’d grown up, was like.


  She didn’t stop again until just north of the Georgia-Florida border, where she knew gas would be less expensive. After waking Jason to get him out to stretch his legs and use the bathroom, and getting two cups of coffee for herself, they hit the road again.


  She thought Jason might stay awake for a little while, but he was asleep well before she even hit the loop taking her to I-10 west, where she’d pick up I-75 for the final leg south.


  The Welcome to Florida sign at the state line had been a comforting sight. She definitely didn’t plan to leave the state again anytime soon. Well, her dad had warned her she’d likely have to go back to New York for a probate hearing, but considering they really didn’t own anything of value any longer, it would just be a formality.


  It was close to midnight when she took the SR 54 exit and headed west.


  Almost home.


  Twenty minutes later, she slowed to turn onto Gunn Highway before reaching the turnoff to the road to her dad’s house.


  When she pulled up to the driveway, she had to stop and stare. While the gate, which he’d left open for her, and the fence looked nearly the same, neat rows of pine saplings nearly ten feet tall were growing in the front half of the pasture, illuminated by the headlights.


  She remembered her mom talking about how they needed to get the trees, having them put in to ensure their property kept their agricultural exemption for the taxes following the loss of their orange grove due to citrus canker and freezes.


  Last time she’d seen them, they’d barely been two feet tall.


  Home.


  Some things had changed.


  She let her foot off the brake and slowly rolled the box truck over the rough dips where the dirt driveway met the road and through the gate. Then she let the truck roll down the rutted sand driveway without touching the gas.


  The familiar curve in the driveway came up before she spotted all the lights on at the front of the house. Her dad’s pick-up truck, the same old one he’d had since before she was in junior high, sat under the carport.


  He walked out before she got the truck shut off. When she climbed out and rounded the front of the cab to get Jason, her dad held his arms open to her.


  As she had that day when he’d unexpectedly shown up at the hospital, she fell into his embrace and started crying.


  Chapter Three


  


  Jason barely stirred when she got him out of the truck. Her dad carried the pillows and opened the front door for her. He led her through the house to what used to be the guest room.


  Inside, the room had been mostly emptied. A new queen-sized air mattress made up with sheets lay on the floor, and a floor lamp cast a glow from the corner.


  “You did bring his furniture, right?” Other than a hutch she’d bought for herself while in college, and a couple other odds and ends, Jason’s bedroom furniture was the only furniture she’d kept.


  The rest, especially things she’d bought with or for Michael, she’d sold for whatever she could get at the estate sale.


  “Yeah.” She carefully laid him on the air mattress while her dad put the pillows down. She kissed Jase on the forehead before pulling the sheet up and following her dad out.


  He turned off the light and left the door cracked open.


  “We can unload in the morning.”


  “I need to get some stuff out of the cab.”


  She walked back out and grabbed her purse, cell phone, and the overnight bag. After dumping it all in the room that had once been and was again her bedroom, she joined her dad in the kitchen.


  He set out two large water glasses and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. After dumping ice in both glasses, he poured himself a couple of fingers, poured her some as well, and handed her a glass. She normally wasn’t a drinker, and her father knew that.


  But tonight, she knew she needed something to help numb the crushing pain threatening to well up now that she was safely home.


  He raised his glass. “To new beginnings, sweetheart.”


  She managed a smile that, while tired, didn’t feel forced. “Amen, Daddy.” They lightly clinked glasses.


  The bourbon burned all the way down, but she didn’t mind in the least.


  He led her over to the living room, where only two table lamps lit the space, leaving it mostly in shadows. Then he heavily lowered himself into his recliner while she took a spot on the couch and swirled her drink over the ice.


  “What else do I need to know?” he softly asked.


  She told him her revelation at dinner. About what Jason had revealed Roger said. Told him about the new texts from Isabella.


  “I never did like that Yankee witch,” he softly said. “I could tell at the wedding she looked down her nose at us. Her stupid comments about how ‘quaint’ everything was. Like she was surprised we had indoor plumbing and a pool.” He let out a disgusted snort before taking another drink.


  They’d held the wedding at her parents’ home. Sarah couldn’t imagine a more perfect place than down by the lake, in the shade of the large oak trees with a cool breeze blowing in off the water. Isabella had helpfully volunteered to pay for it to be held over in St. Pete, on the beach, with the reception in a swanky hotel, but Sarah had put her foot down.


  All her life, she’d dreamed about getting married there.


  Now…


  Other than Jason, her fairy tale had shredded into a nightmare she couldn’t escape. In it, her son had been the only bright spot resulting from her union with Michael.


  “Tomorrow, we’ll get you unloaded,” he declared. “I went and got the tags renewed on your mom’s car, got it started, changed the oil in it, put new tires on it. It’s running fine. I’ve been starting it up several times a year. I run it up and down the road a few times just to keep it from going totally to pot. Put it and you back on my insurance.”


  Her eyes teared up as she took another sip. Not from the alcohol, but from the memories. Her dad hadn’t been able to get rid of her mom’s Toyota after her death, and hadn’t had the heart to drive it, either. It had sat, covered, in the safety of the larger barn that housed his tractors.


  “Thank you, Daddy.” She closed her eyes and pressed the heel of her free hand against her forehead. She felt like her entire life lately had been composed of tears and pain. Her life of just a little over two weeks ago felt a lifetime away.


  In a way, that was the absolute truth. She was a whole new person now.


  Wiser, sadder.


  Angrier.


  “Sweetheart, you don’t have to thank me. I’m just glad to have you both home where you belong. I always did worry about you up there. I know you can take care of yourself. I just worried he couldn’t take care of you.”


  Something else Sarah had noticed. In the time he’d spent with her in New York, her father, not once, had said Michael’s name. He’d only referred to him as “he” or “him” or “your husband” or “that man.”


  Taking a deep breath, she put her hand down and looked at him. He stared at his glass as he slowly swirled the contents, first in one direction, then the other.


  “You were right about that,” she said. “I thought he was, but he wasn’t.”


  He nodded.


  She took a deep breath. “And thank you for not saying ‘see, I told you so.’”


  A faint smile curled his lips. “Who says I didn’t say it in my head a thousand times?”


  Sarah raggedly laughed. “I’m so sorry, Daddy,” she managed through another bout of tears that she barely held back. “I’m sorry I let him do this to me. I’m sorry I let him keep me from you and Mom. I should have been down here more.”


  He shifted his weight back and to the side in his chair. “Nothing you could have done. Doctors said she was dead before she hit the ground.” He rubbed at his nose with the back of his hand. “I’m just glad it happened in the backyard and not while she was out driving or something, where she could have hurt someone else. Or in front of a room full of students.”


  Her father was, if nothing else, extremely practical.


  He wasn’t finished. “She died in the place she loved best. She’d just finished her morning coffee down at the lake and was walking back to the house to work in her studio.” He took another sip. “We’d had a nice talk over breakfast. I’d headed out to the barn to work on my old Ford tractor and kissed her and told her I loved her. She told me she loved me.”


  He stared into his glass. “So those were the last words we said to each other.” His gaze shifted to her.


  “Am I a horrible person,” she softly asked, “to be glad he’s dead?”


  “No, sweetheart. You’re a woman grieving the husband you thought you had.” He wryly smiled. “It’s probably a good thing he died. If he’d survived and I found out what he did, I’d have fucking killed him myself if you hadn’t beaten me to it already.”


  She knew he wasn’t kidding, either. Her father rarely dropped the F-bomb. When he did, it indicated the depths of his rage.


  “I just wish Jase’s last memory of his dad wasn’t the jerk screaming his head off at someone.” She let out a snort. “Or his head being taken off. I wish he couldn’t remember the accident at all.”


  He slowly nodded again. “I know. I talked to the guidance counselor over at Hammond Elementary today. She said she’ll help him as much as she can, and can refer us to outside professionals if we need it.”


  “It’s summer.”


  “Staff is there. School starts in less than four weeks.” He laughed. “You have been up north too long. Remember, school starts before Labor Day down here. I already got his paperwork done. He’s enrolled and I spoke with his teacher. He’ll be in the same class as Dana’s two hellions.” But he smiled when he called them that.


  Her cousin, Dana, had twins, a boy and a girl, just three months older than Jason.


  Jason had never met them.


  She stared at him before laughing. “That’s what you had them notarize at the bank that day.” She’d been in so deep of an emotional shock, between Michael’s death, the revealed secrets, and Jason’s medical condition, that she’d let her father walk her through the process and signed whatever he’d put in front of her.


  He nodded. “One of the things. That’s why I brought his school and vaccination records home with me.”


  “I just thought you wanted to keep them safe.”


  “That, too. I also have a form naming me as his guardian in addition to you. There was a basic will in there, too, by the way, naming me his guardian and your executor. And a power of attorney. That way, if anything happens to you, Isabella can’t take him from me.” His expression darkened. “I won’t lie to you. I’d be surprised if Isabella doesn’t try to start shit. File for visitation or something like that.”


  Sarah knew some people might be outraged over learning all of that, what he’d had her sign, and might even feel taken advantage of. But that her dad had the presence of mind to think of all of that at a time when she could barely function made her love him all the more.


  “I’m not letting Jason go anywhere with that woman. She’s got a house in Italy. I wouldn’t put it past her to try to run with him.”


  “Then it’s a good thing I have his passport locked in my gun safe with the other paperwork, isn’t it?” His smile broadened a little.


  “You’re something else, Daddy.”


  “She might be some rich bitch from New York, but she’s not smarter than me.” He nodded. “She wants a fight, she’ll have one on her hands. You are his mother. We need to get your driver’s license and voter registration changed as soon as possible to establish residency. Then she’s got to file paperwork down here if she wants to try to get visitation because this is his residence. We’ll drain her bank account dry taking her through court.”


  He grinned. “One of the guys in my car club, John Collins, his daughter, Lucy, is a family attorney in Tampa. High-dollar attorney. She handles stuff for the Bucs, the Lightning, politicians, all of that.”


  He pointed a finger at her. “And before you say you can’t afford it, she’s already agreed to represent you pro bono, court costs only. She’s also a fucking barracuda. She’ll tie Isabella up in court for years. By the time that woman gets any kind of a ruling, she’ll either be broke, or Jason will be over eighteen.”


  Now the picture became even clearer. “You researched all that, didn’t you?”


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “Like I said, she’s not smarter than me. The fact that she thinks she’s smarter than me and you will be her undoing. Who do you think faxed me all the paperwork I needed for you to sign?” There was that playful grin again.


  She threw her head back against the sofa and groaned. “I can’t take anymore of Isabella’s bullshit right now. I need to decompress. I need to help Jase get through this. I need to get my computers set up and get back up and running and find a part-time job to supplement my income.”


  “You already have one.”


  She lifted her head. “What?”


  That smile again. “You start in a couple of days as a part-time bookkeeper for the Hopes, Sam and Pete, for their landscaping business.”


  Those names sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place them immediately. “Husband and wife?”


  He looked confused. “No, they’re guys.”


  “Oh. Are they a couple, then?”


  He frowned. “A couple of what?”


  She stared at her dad, thinking either he was really naïve, or she’d totally missed something. “Okay, sorry. I must be really tired and the booze has me confused. Who, exactly, are Sam and Pete Hope?”


  “Cousins. You went to school with them.”


  Now it clicked into place. “Oh. Yeah. I didn’t really know them then.” But from what she could remember, they’d both been cute. Way out of her league, at the time.


  “That’s what they said. Well, their bookkeeper just moved. You can do everything online from here at the house. They live next door.”


  “I’m not a bookkeeper.”


  “All you have to do is enter the payments they get and track who’s current and who still owes, and the time sheet information for payroll. They’ll give you their expense receipts to input. At the end of the year, they said they take the data to their CPA to handle. So it’s pretty easy.”


  “You realize I’m never going to doubt or question you ever again in my entire life, right, Daddy?”


  Now his smile widened. “I appreciate that, sweetheart.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They finished their drinks and he retired to his bedroom. That left her alone, meaning she could get a bath and go to bed. Exhaustion tightly gripped her system, and she now felt a little loose from the liquor, but she needed to soak for a while in the tub to help ease her aching muscles.


  She grabbed her overnight bag and took it into the bathroom. It hadn’t changed from when she was a kid, the white sink, toilet, and tub with a shower offset by a handmade light oak cabinet with a tiled counter, with white and black subway tiles on the floor.


  Her mom had liked it because she could swap out accessories in any color she wanted and change the look without a makeover. It was clean, functional, and attractive.


  And right now, despite missing her large master bath at the Long Island townhouse, it was a very welcomed sight.


  She’d unpack all her toiletries in the morning. For now, she just dumped everything on the counter and settled into the tub of hot water with a sigh.


  Heaven.


  At least one worry was now off her plate with having the part-time job already lined up. She could do simple bookkeeping. Hell, she had to do that much for her own business.


  In retrospect, she wished she’d put her foot down early on about handing the household finances instead of letting Michael do it. But he’d convinced her with his training and job, he was the natural one for that. She’d put herself on a budget for their household expenses and used her business’ income to handle the extras for Jason, such as swim lessons and things like that.


  Self-imposed budget skills would come in handy now, but they’d allowed Michael the ability to easily fool her and keep stringing her along, because he knew how much he had to come up with for her for expenses every month.


  Never again. I’ll never give a guy control of my money ever again.


  Well, except for her father. He obviously had a better head on his shoulders than she did.


  Not that a romantic relationship was anywhere in her distant future, much less her near one. She had two men in her life, Jason and her father, and they would be the center of her universe for the foreseeable future.


  In fact, spending the rest of her life alone sounded like a pretty good deal when she looked back at all the grief her husband had cost her.


  She’d been devastated when she’d received the visit from the state troopers telling her about the accident.


  Frantic, scared.


  The only reason she’d held it together was for Jason.


  Then she hadn’t been able to get in touch with Isabella and the others immediately, the whole family out for the weekend in the Hamptons, or out on a friend’s yacht, or…somewhere. Some big family shindig Michael had told her they wouldn’t attend because he didn’t want Jason missing his swim meet the next day.


  At the time, she’d thought it was touching that he’d wanted to put his son first.


  Alone in the hospital waiting room that morning, desperate, lost, she’d broken down and called her father.


  He’d listened for a moment, asked her a couple of questions, and told her to stay right there.


  Seven hours later, when none of the d’Antonios had even called her back yet, Walter Heckman, a man who hated flying with a passion and usually refused to do it, had walked into the ICU waiting room, a carry-on bag slung over his shoulder.


  That’s when she’d broken down, sobbing in his arms.


  Jason suffered a broken arm and a ruptured spleen, in addition to bumps and bruises, but he’d made it through surgery fine and would spend the night in the ICU before being transferred to a room.


  And her dad had stayed by Jason’s side for two solid days, rarely sleeping, making Sarah go home to shower and, somehow, deal with Isabella and the funeral arrangements.


  When Sarah had tried to pay for the lavish funeral Isabella and her family insisted on, that’s when the first large bomb had dropped. She hadn’t quite understood what the funeral director meant when he apologetically returned with her credit card and said it wouldn’t work…followed by three more that wouldn’t work.


  Isabella’s haughty derision when she’d whipped out her checkbook to pay for it. Isabella had even tried to get Walt thrown out of Jason’s hospital room, but Sarah had, in an amazing show of sudden backbone on her part, put her foot down and threatened to have Isabella banned from the hospital.


  Only her daddy had silently sat there and held Sarah while she grieved not only her husband, but the man she thought her husband was.


  And then to discover Isabella invited Michael’s mistress to the funeral, who Sarah hadn’t even known about, was the final straw.


  Sarah had numbly shut down, sitting cross-legged on the floor of the study as she watched her father use a tire iron to pry open Michael’s locked file cabinet on the first night Jason was home from the hospital and soundly asleep in his own bed.


  She’d mentally retreated into a dark, lonely place, watching as her father had kept his expression neutral and started laying papers out on the desk.


  When he knelt down in front of her and gently tried to tell her what it all meant, she’d shook her head and cried, unable to process it.


  Over the next couple of days she’d ignored everything except her bodily needs, Jason, and her father as she processed things and he walked her through whatever he thought had to be done.


  The morning of the night her father was to fly home six days earlier, he’d gone to the bank with her so she could sign over the quit-claim deed on the house to the first mortgager.


  She’d followed her father’s advice to drain the joint checking account immediately, before any creditors could freeze it.


  There was only $807 in it.


  It turned out the only entity she wasn’t in debt to was the IRS. Michael had religiously filed and paid their taxes.


  Her father had rented the moving truck for her, putting the deposit on his credit card and buying the boxes and packing supplies for her. He’d never asked if she wanted to leave New York.


  It had been a silent, loving command, a given that she and Jason would be moving in with him in Florida. He’d only asked if she thought she could drive the truck, or if she’d need him to fly back up to take care of it for her.


  It had been a long time since she’d driven her dad’s pick-up truck, but she knew it wasn’t fair to keep him from his life. She’d manage, somehow.


  And it was something she needed to do for closure. To leave New York with at least a little of her dignity intact.


  She only took a couple of pieces of furniture, and Jason’s bedroom furniture. Some friends helped her pack everything she was going to take into the truck. Then she held an estate sale for everything else, and they left Long Island behind them for good.


  She got out, dried off, and threw on a T-shirt to sleep in. As she turned off the bathroom light and headed toward her bedroom, a sense of peace settled over her. For the first time since this nightmare began, she began to truly relax as her body recognized and remembered the peace, love, and security of where she now lived…again.


  Home.


  Chapter Four


  


  Sarah awoke sore and disoriented Monday morning. From the sunlight working its way through the slanted blinds, she knew it was at least eight o’clock.


  Am I late for school?


  As sleep fled her system and she got her bearings, she actually managed a laugh.


  Nope, no school. Not for her anymore, at least.


  She sat up and rubbed her eyes. Yep, the clock on the bedside table read 8:12, and she heard voices somewhere out in the house.


  She’d slept in a T-shirt. Pulling on shorts, she used the bathroom before walking out to the kitchen. The heavenly aroma of coffee filled the room. Jason sat at the breakfast counter, while her dad regaled him with a fish story.


  Her son smiled when he saw her. “Mom! Guess what Grandpa was telling me?”


  Smiling finally felt easy and natural again. “I can only guess it’s a whale of a tale.” She walked around the counter and kissed the top of his head. “How are you feeling?”


  “Good.” He pointed at her dad. “Grandpa was about to make French toast for us.”


  She walked over and hugged her dad, lingering for a moment. “Thank you, Dad,” she whispered against his chest. “For everything.”


  He kissed the top of her head. “Hey, sweetheart, we’re a family, aren’t we?” He tipped her chin so she had to look up at him. He wore a solemn expression. “Heckmans first—”


  “To heck with the rest,” she completed with a laugh.


  He grinned and hugged her again before releasing her. “And don’t you forget it, little girl.”


  “I won’t. Never again.”


  She helped her dad make breakfast. When she opened the fridge to get milk and eggs, she noticed several cartons of eggs in the bottom of the fridge.


  “Use the ones in the door,” he said. She was going to ask him about all the eggs, but then Jason distracted her with a question and she forgot about it.


  As they were cooking, Jason also said, “You didn’t tell me Grandpa had a big pool, Mom.”


  She laughed as she turned to look at him. He’d almost had an accusatory tone in his voice, like she’d been holding out on him. “Sorry, sweetie. I didn’t realize that was important. I did tell you he had a pool.”


  “I thought you meant one of those little dinky ones like Grandma Izzy has.” Sarah tried not to bristle at the mention of Isabella’s name. He continued, undaunted and full of more energy than she’d seen him possess since he’d left the hospital. “When can we unload my stuff?”


  “Uh, Grandpa and I will unload the truck. You will keep your butt parked in front of the TV.” She pointed at his blue cast. “You don’t need to be trying to lift stuff.”


  “But I want to help.”


  “You can help once we get the stuff off the truck and inside. You can tell us where you want your furniture, and I’ll let you unpack your toys and clothes from the boxes. But you don’t want to pull your stitches, either.”


  He frowned, but nodded. “Okay.” Like a Florida sunshower, his face immediately brightened. “Grandpa said I have cousins down here. When can I meet them?”


  She looked at her dad. “How long has he been up that you two talked so much?”


  “I got up a little after six, and he got up around seven.”


  “I already know where I want my stuff, Mom. You didn’t tell me my room would be bigger here, either. Grandpa’s whole house is bigger than hers.”


  Her dad grinned and bumped her with his hip. When she met his gaze, he winked.


  She winked back. She didn’t need to be able to read his mind to know he was likely thinking the same thing she was.


  Grandma Izzy can suck it.


  


  * * * *


  


  With a delicious breakfast inside them, Sarah and her dad headed out to the truck. She’d finally relented and said Jason could stay outside with them as long as he promised to keep out of the way and not lift any boxes.


  Her dad moved his truck out of the carport, then took the U-Haul keys and backed the box truck up to the carport for them to unload. She’d loaded all of Jason’s stuff last, except for her computers, monitor, and peripherals, which she’d already moved into her room to keep out of harm’s way.


  She wanted Jason’s room put together as soon as possible so his life could get back to normal.


  “Hey, buddy?” her dad said to him. “Go deflate that air mattress for me, okay? The plug is up by the head of it, where your pillows are. And fold the sheets.”


  “Okay.” He raced to go do it.


  “He’s not going to be able to fold the sheets with a cast, Dad.”


  He shrugged. “He can try. And it’ll keep him busy.” He cleared his throat. “I have your phone, by the way. You’d left it on the counter last night. I put it on a charger in my den.”


  Sarah wasn’t sure she wanted to ask. “How many?”


  “Only two texts from her so far this morning. No calls as of yet.” He let out a deep breath. “I’m going to get you a new phone, and no arguing. And you are not allowed to give her, or anyone else who might give it to her, your new number. She can call the house and I’ll talk to her. All right?”


  “Thank you.” She hugged him. “No arguing. I promise.”


  When she had to take a break, she headed to the bathroom and wasn’t sure what was different at first.


  Then she realized what she hadn’t noticed when she first got up. The counter had been tidied up. Apparently her dad had put everything away for her. Her heart pounded until she opened the cabinet under the sink and saw the box of tampons. With a smile, she reached in and grabbed it, letting out a scream when she opened it.


  The money was gone.


  “Dad!” she went running into the hallway. “Dad!”


  He stepped into the hall. “What?”


  She held up the box.


  He laughed. “Don’t panic. I put it in the gun safe.”


  She leaned against the wall as a wave of relief washed over her.


  He walked down the hall to her, a smile on his face. “Sorry, honey, but no matter how good a hiding spot that was, it’s not a bank or a safe.”


  “Why did you even look inside the box?”


  “Oh, please. I bought tampons for your momma all the time before she hit menopause. It’s no big deal. It was an opened box. When I was putting stuff away, I noticed it felt a lot heavier than it should have. I looked. So shoot me.” He patted the top of her head like she was a kid. “But that was smart thinking, little girl.”


  “Gee, thanks.” Still, she smiled.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time they were ready to break for lunch, they had the entire contents of the truck unloaded into the carport, with Jason’s furniture placed where he wanted it in his room and half of his boxes either in his room or lining the hallway walls. When she’d packed in New York, Sarah had taken the time to weed through clothes that didn’t fit him anymore, or wouldn’t fit him by the time he needed to wear them next—like heavy winter clothes—and had sold them in the estate sale.


  He’d proudly helped her go through his toys, too, sorting through ones he didn’t want or play with anymore, and donated them to the sales effort.


  She refused to make him part with anything he didn’t want to, or that he wasn’t sure about. The truck was large enough she could take everything in his room, if he wanted, with plenty of room to spare.


  Lucky for her, he hadn’t wanted everything.


  But after Jason had lunch and his antibiotics, which he’d still be on for several days, he lay down on the couch and fell asleep.


  She stared at him, watching him sleep and feeling lucky she got the chance to do just that.


  “Want to walk down the driveway with me and get the paper? I never did go get it this morning. Mail’s probably here, too.”


  “Sure. I could use a break.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sarah followed him out the front door and down the driveway. Then her feet came to a halt all on their own as she stared out into the southern pasture. “Since when do you have a cow?”


  “Oh, that’s Big Mac.”


  “Big Mac?”


  “Yeah.”


  As she stared, the huge, golden brown beast realized she was looking at him and began slowly ambling their way, slobbery nose and all.


  Horns over a foot long gracefully curved away from its skull on either side.


  Stuck on the tip of the left one was a yellow tennis ball.


  “You’re not going to…butcher him or anything, will you?” she nervously asked. She desperately didn’t want Jason to grow attached to it, and he would, just to have to break it to him that it was going in the freezer.


  He let out a snort. “Hell, no. He’s old. Nearly nine. He was your momma’s pet. I’d started out thinking we were going to fatten him up and have him butchered, but I just couldn’t do it.”


  “Because he was Mom’s pet…cow?” Her mother had never mentioned having a pet cow that she could remember. She also didn’t remember seeing it when she’d come down for the…


  She cut off that thinking.


  “No, because she went and named the damn thing. How am I supposed to eat something she named?”


  “But…” Her brain hurt. “But she named it after a fast-food sandwich?”


  “Yeah. Your mother had a really mean, twisted sense of humor sometimes. She was trying to get me to cut back on my burgers.”


  She gave up trying to process that. “Okay, that’s all good, but he still has a tennis ball stuck on his horn.”


  “It’s not stuck.”


  Sarah blinked a few times before looking at her father. He wore a totally deadpan expression.


  “What?”


  “I said, it’s not stuck.”


  “What do you mean it’s not stuck? I’m looking right at it, Dad. It’s stuck on his horn.”


  “It’s not stuck. He’s missing one.”


  More time needed to process that tidbit. She turned back to him. “What?”


  “I said, he’s missing one.”


  She closed her eyes and rubbed at her temples and forehead. “Okay, Dad. Let’s start over. Why do you put tennis balls on the cow’s horns?”


  “Well, just one would look silly now, wouldn’t it?”


  She stared at him. “What?”


  “I put two on. Matched set. I stick them on with Gorilla Glue. He usually manages to rub one or both off after a while. I have more in the shed. I go over and buy them in bulk from a guy at the flea market. I have all different colors. Sometimes, I would put two different colors on him, just to aggravate your momma.”


  He sadly smiled as he reached through the fence and scratched the cow between the eyes. “So now I always make sure the colors match.”


  Maybe he had Alzheimer’s and she’d somehow missed that. It had been a long time since they’d spent time together. And she was so out of it while he was in New York that he could have been walking around naked with a tin foil hat and she might not have noticed it.


  “Dad. Focus. Why do you put tennis balls on the cow’s horns?”


  “To keep him from poking the crap out of me or anything else. You don’t chop off a cow’s horns. It’s like ripping off your damn toe. And he’s not a cow, he’s a steer. You’re going to hurt his feelings.”


  “I’ve got a hot news flash for you. If he can tolerate you sticking tennis balls on his horns for the past nine years, then he doesn’t have any feelings.”


  “Well now, that’s just a plain mean thing to say, isn’t it?” The beast tipped his head toward her father and closed his eyes as he scratched his muzzle.


  She closed her eyes and counted to ten again before opening them. “Why didn’t I see him when I was here the…last time?” She couldn’t bring herself to say “for Mom’s funeral” out loud.


  “He was next door, at the Hopes’ place. They borrow him and the goats from time to time to graze.”


  “Goat?”


  “Goats. Plural.” He started to walk away and she turned to follow him.


  “Goats, as in more than one?” She scurried behind him.


  “Well, plural is how you normally refer to more than one goat, isn’t it?”


  “Why do you have goats?”


  “To keep the pigs company. And Big Mac. He likes them. Plus they’re great for keeping the weeds down in the pasture.”


  He kept walking while she came to a standstill again. He realized she wasn’t following him and turned. “What?” he asked.


  “Pigs?”


  “Pigs.”


  She finally started toward him again. “Anything else I need to know about?”


  “Well, there’s the chickens.”


  She felt like she’d stepped into a bad SNL skit. “Chickens?”


  “Chickens. Didn’t you notice all the fresh eggs in the fridge?”


  “Well, I did notice you had a lot of eggs in the fridge.”


  “I give them away, mostly. Man can only eat so many eggs.”


  “Oh. Well, of course.”


  He smiled. “You look stunned.”


  “Are we eating the pigs?”


  “No. Bacon and Hammy were—”


  “Mom’s pets,” she finished for him.


  He smiled. “Yep. We’d just got them a few weeks earlier when she…”


  His smile faded and he jammed his hands in his pockets. “We were going to raise a new pair every year. She wasn’t as attached to them as she was Big Mac. But I just couldn’t do it.” He shrugged. “She’d named them.”


  “So why didn’t I see the pigs when I was here?”


  “They were out in the pen behind the barn. I don’t think you went out there.”


  No, she hadn’t. “And the chickens? Not eating them, are we?”


  “Oh, those are new. I just got them about a year and a half ago. And no, only the eggs.”


  “I didn’t hear a rooster crowing this morning.”


  “I kept everyone penned up last night so he wouldn’t crow and wake you and Jason this morning.”


  “You’ve been busy.”


  He shrugged. “They keep me company.”


  They continued their walk down to the front gate. When they reached it, she looked to the north, to their neighbor’s driveway. An older woman, maybe her dad’s age, emerged from the driveway and checked her mailbox.


  He held up a hand and cackled. “Afternoon, you old bitch!”


  She straightened and flipped him a bird. “Good afternoon, you fucking old bastard!” she hollered back.


  Sarah wasn’t sure, but it sounded like the woman laughed. She was too far away to tell.


  Mortified, Sarah stared at her dad. “Dad! What the hell are you doing?”


  He grinned and flipped his neighbor off in return. “Eggs?”


  She changed her bird to the V of two fingers.


  He flashed her an okay signal in return. Like obnoxious senior citizen gang signs.


  “Two dozen. I’ll bring ’em over shortly,” he called.


  She waved and trudged back up her driveway.


  He looked at Sarah. “Oh, don’t look so shocked. She likes it.”


  “Who is that?”


  “Betty Lazarra. Our neighbor. Nice broad.”


  She’d never heard her dad call any woman a “broad.” “How long has she lived there?”


  “Four years now, I guess it is. Widowed and retired. I give her eggs.” He grabbed his newspaper, checked the mailbox, and started up the driveway toward the house after closing the gate, leaving Sarah staring at his back.


  What the everlovin’ hell?


  Things certainly had changed a lot since she last lived at home.


  After a slow shake of her head, she followed her father up the driveway.


  Chapter Five


  


  By two o’clock, Jason was still asleep on the couch and they’d emptied the carport. Fortunately, they didn’t have to return the truck until tomorrow.


  She didn’t bother trying to unpack all her clothes. She simply shoved most of the boxes into the corner and into the closet. The three boxes of shorts, jeans, T-shirts, underwear, and bras that she’d need immediately in Florida she unpacked into the dresser she knew well.


  The little desk she’d used all throughout school would have to do. It wasn’t nearly large enough to be comfortable, but she could put her laptop on the dresser, and then move it when she needed it, and still have her desktop set up on the desk.


  She’d make it work. She wouldn’t whine that her large IKEA desk in New York had been perfect. Michael had been with her when she bought it, and had helped her put it together.


  It now had a new home and she’d made a hundred bucks from selling it.


  Although she had kept the office chair. She’d bought it in college and didn’t associate it with Michael at all.


  “I know it’s not the kind of space you’re used to,” her dad said from the doorway, “but you can spread out. You don’t need to stay cooped up in here all the time.”


  “I’m not going to evict you from your office, Dad. That’s your space. And I need to be able to have my own space for my work. This will be fine. Believe me, I’ll make do. I’m just happy to have it.”


  “Come with me.” He disappeared without elaborating.


  She stood from where she’d been emptying a box and followed him down the hall, through the living room, through the sliders to the lanai.


  When she realized where he was leading her, her feet slowed. “Dad, I—”


  “Don’t you dare argue with me.” He took a key from his pocket. “I haven’t been in here in over a year, so it’s probably pretty musty.” He unlocked the French doors on what used to be her mom’s studio and opened them.


  He really had left it just the way it had been the day she died. When Sarah had come home for the funeral, she’d offered to help him go through it, if he wanted her to. At the time he’d gently refused the offer. She’d never asked him since then if he’d ever done anything else with it.


  Question answered.


  He walked over to the windows and opened the horizontal blinds. Dust motes danced in the shafts of sunlight slanting across the floor. On an easel in one corner sat a stretched canvas, with an incomplete scene of the lake painted on it in acrylic.


  He cleared his throat. “I guess,” he said, his voice hoarse, “it’s about time we tidy up in here.”


  She slipped her arm around his waist, knowing how hard this was for him. “Dad,” she softly said, “it’s okay if you don’t want me to use it.”


  Unlike her experience with Michael, her dad had discovered no sordid secrets when Rebecca Heckman died of a brain aneurism in their backyard.


  He draped his arm around her shoulders. “No, she was always the practical one. She would want you to use this as your office. You take after her. An artist like her.”


  “I’m not as good as Mom was.”


  “Sure you are.”


  “No, I’m not. Besides, I don’t paint.”


  “I’ve seen the stuff you do. You’re good.” He cleared his throat again. “I watch your website.”


  She looked up at him, surprised at that revelation. “You do?”


  “Of course I do. I’m proud of you. Digital artist, painter, whatever. I can’t do that kind of stuff.”


  “You can wire a house.”


  “Any idiot smart enough to read a book can figure out how to do that. It takes talent to do what you and your momma do. Did.” He fell silent.


  The desk in here was large. If she moved the small desk from her room out here and put it next to this one and arranged them in an L-shape, it would be perfect to work on.


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  He kissed the top of her head before releasing her and walking over to the window-shaker AC unit. “I haven’t run this in a couple of years.” He opened the front cover and pulled the reusable filter out. “We might need to get you a new one.” He tapped it against his leg and replaced it and the cover before plugging it into the outlet on the wall next to it and turning it on.


  It immediately rumbled to life. She stepped back and pulled the French doors shut.


  He walked over to one of the cabinets and opened it. “I’m sure this paint and stuff probably isn’t any good. I’ll get you some contractor bags from the barn to throw everything away that you think needs to go.”


  She saw some canvases leaning against the wall. “What were these?”


  He joined her, a sad smile on his face. “She was going to finish two of those up, get them framed, and bring them up to you as a present for Jase’s first Christmas.” He slid two of them out of the pile, both of them of the lake from different angles.


  She saw her mother’s touch in the brushstrokes. Her mom had loved painting landscapes. Years as a high school art teacher had allowed her to practice what she loved, as well as share it with others.


  For her personal paintings, it was almost always landscapes. Many of which she either gave away, or sold by putting them in local businesses. It was a passion as well as a hobby, one that allowed her to make enough money doing it to support her “art addiction,” as she’d jokingly called it.


  “I wish Jase could have known her. He was so little when she died.”


  He nodded. “She loved that little guy.” He let out a snort. “I guarandamntee you if your momma had still been alive, Isabella d’Antonio would be sharing a permanent resting spot with her asshole son after what she did at the funeral.” He let out a sad sigh. “Your momma didn’t pull any punches.”


  “Do I even want to look at my phone?”


  “Probably not.”


  “I should just tell her off and get it over with.”


  “That’s up to you. She’s in New York. You can ignore her.”


  There would be a lot to go through. Several cabinets full of art supplies. Some of them she might be able to salvage for Jason, at least, to use. He already showed a love of and skill for drawing that his teachers had called gifted.


  Another niggling task nagged at her. “I never went through Michael’s email contacts to let them know he died.”


  “That’s not your problem.”


  “Not everyone associated with him was a sleazeball.”


  “Didn’t say they were, but it’s still not your problem. And it might open up a can of worms that doesn’t matter anymore.”


  She finally turned to meet her dad’s gaze. “Like more mistresses?”


  He shrugged. “Just saying if he had a few secrets, big secrets the way he did, he’s liable to have a few more.”


  The only things she’d kept of Michael’s, besides pictures of him for Jason, were Michael’s laptop, and his phone, which had miraculously survived the accident and was returned to her along with the rest of his personal effects by the state troopers.


  She’d sold his wedding ring and Rolex watch and a few other necklaces and bracelets he’d had when she sold her wedding rings. A watch, bracelet, and necklace that had belonged to Michael’s father, she gave back to Isabella at the funeral.


  The last time she’d laid eyes on the woman.


  “I need to find a doctor down here,” she quietly said. “I’m not going to be able to afford insurance for me, but I need to find something for Jason. I need to get tested. Make sure I don’t have any lasting ‘gifts’ from Michael d’Antonio,” she bitterly added.


  She sat in her mom’s desk chair despite the fine patina of dust covering it. “My friend Elizabeth, up in New York, she’s the one who brought it up.”


  He slowly nodded but now didn’t meet her gaze. “Not a bad idea.”


  “I forgot, I need to call Elizabeth and tell her we made it here safely,” she said as she looked around the studio again. About fourteen feet by fourteen feet, her dad had added the studio to the house when Sarah was young. “I don’t want her worrying.”


  “Just use the house phone, sweetie.”


  “I need her number from my phone.”


  He nodded after considering it for a moment. “Your phone’s on my bookcase in the den.”


  “Thanks, Dad. I know I keep saying that a lot, but I mean it.”


  He stared down at the pile of paintings stacked along the wall. “How’s Jason’s swimming coming along?”


  “I won’t say he’s drown-proof, but I’m not worried if he falls in. He’s a strong swimmer.” She stared through the French doors at the pool. “Hopefully the Y isn’t too expensive down here. I’d like to get him on a swim team again when his arm’s healed. He was really doing well.”


  “Then I don’t need to get one of those kid fences put in? For the pool?”


  She smiled. “No, no baby-proofing necessary, Dad. He’s seven.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll make him wear a life jacket on the lake.”


  She felt they were dancing around Michael’s ghost in the middle of the room. “It’s okay if you want to bad-mouth Michael when Jason’s not around, Dad. I don’t want or need you to hold back. I hate him, too. For Jason’s sake, we need to try not to do it around him.”


  He looked down at his feet for a moment before speaking. “I’m sorry he did this to you, sweetheart. I thought you were happy, even though I wasn’t happy about him. I just hoped when he finally screwed up for good that you wouldn’t be hurt too badly by it.”


  He eventually looked at her again. “I don’t know if it’s a good thing or a bad thing that he died like this. For Jason’s sake, I mean. It’s bad he’s lost his father, especially the way he did, but maybe it’s better he never got to see the bad side of his father, either.”


  “Or have time to teach Jason how to act like him,” she quietly added.


  He nodded.


  “I swore I wouldn’t badmouth him around Jason,” she softly said. “I’m going to do my best. But when he gets older, if he asks questions, I’m not going to lie about what Michael did, either. That’s the only reason I saved all that stuff out of his file cabinet. So I can show him the proof if he ever asks.”


  “Okay.”


  “I’m not asking you to lie to him, either, Dad.”


  He managed a smile at that. “Good. Because I won’t.” He stretched, his back audibly popping. “Dana and her Dastardly Duo will be here for dinner at six,” he said. “And Betty. I really think you’ll like her.”


  She leaned back in her chair with a smile. “Did you take her eggs to her?”


  He snapped his fingers. “Thanks for reminding me. Let me go do that right now. I’ll bring you back the contractor bags. All the other cleaning stuff is in the utility room.”


  He started to leave but turned when he reached the door. “I mean it, sweetheart. I want you to make this into your space. I’m ready to move on. I think we all are. Your momma would want that.” He smiled. “We even have an IKEA store in Tampa now. Down in Ybor. We’re big time.”


  “Shut. Your. Mouth.” Anyone who knew her knew it was her favorite store.


  He grinned. “Hey, how about an early birthday present for you? I’ll take you and Jason shopping there. I think it’s time we update your bedroom furniture. See if Jason wants anything new for his room. And you can get whatever you need for in here, too.”


  “It’s a date.”


  He left, quietly shutting the doors behind him.


  She laced her hands behind her head and swiveled her chair around. She’d need to start from the top down, literally, dusting and cleaning before she could bring her computers in here and start working.


  But she knew her dad was right.


  I am ready to move on.


  Chapter Six


  


  Her dad returned about thirty minutes later with the large, extra-thick garbage bags. “Just sit them outside the back porch when they’re full. I’ll dump them in the trailer and haul them up to the road with the other trash and boxes and stuff in the morning.


  “Okay.” She’d already started dusting, and had cleaned the window blinds and pulled the curtains off the French doors so she could wash them and then clean the windows. After another hour, she’d gotten the top molding cleaned off, the thick layer of dust removed from on top of the cabinets, and one of the cabinets sorted and winnowed down to things that hadn’t expired or were still usable.


  It was a start, and for the first time in a little over two weeks she felt the good kind of tired. She definitely needed a shower before dinner and would leave the rest of the cleaning for the next day.


  After dragging another bag full of garbage out the back lanai door, she went inside to check on Jason.


  She found him and her dad playing Wii bowling in the living room.


  “I would have hooked that up for you, Dad,” she said.


  He grinned. “Does it look like I needed your help?”


  “I showed Grandpa how,” Jason proudly crowed. “And I’m kicking his butt.”


  Her dad laughed. “Well, I might need your help playing the game.”


  “That I can’t help you with. He’s a bowling wizard.” She used the bathroom and splashed water on her face to rinse the dust off before heading to her dad’s office and shutting the door behind her.


  Her iPhone sat where he said it was.


  She stared at it before walking across the office.


  Why the hell should I be scared of Isabella d’Antonio?


  She picked it up and unplugged it from the charger. She was about to open the contacts list so she could call Elizabeth when the phone vibrated in her hand from an incoming call.


  The caller ID read Isabella.


  She was going to hit the decline option when her thumb, with a mind of its own, hit answer. “Yes?”


  Isabella’s outrage traveled undiluted from Long Island to Odessa over the invisible connection. “Sarah? Why have you not answered any of my texts or returned my calls?”


  “We’re fine, thanks for asking.”


  Her ex-mother-in-law went silent for a moment, apparently undecided how to proceed after hearing a little backbone in Sarah’s voice. “I want to know when you intend to return to New York. Jason belongs here.”


  She let out a laugh. “Seriously? You ask me that? Let’s see, how about you hold your breath and I’ll get back to you.”


  “Don’t you dare talk to me like—”


  “Oh, listen here, woman. I’ll damn well talk to you however I like. How dare you lie and cover up for your son all these years. I knew you weren’t fond of me, but dammit, I’ve always tried to treat you well and then you turn around and pull all that bullshit? Screw you.”


  Sarah thought maybe Isabella had hung up, because at first the woman didn’t reply. “Listen to me, you little piece of white trash,” the older woman spat. “You were never good enough for my son. Why the hell he married you when I told him you’d bring him nothing but grief—”


  “I’d bring him nothing but grief?” She actually laughed. “Listen, lady. Your son lied to you the same way he lied to me. He used you and his brothers the way he used me. He gave you a line of shit. I was working my ass off taking care of Jason and running my business—”


  “Yes, playing on a computer—”


  “I made over twenty thousand last year doing it, you damn bitch. Would have made more if Michael had gotten off his ass and helped me around the house some. He lied when he told you I’m the one who drove us into debt whether you want to believe it or not. Had he really been working instead of spending time screwing around on me and taking out credit cards in my name that I didn’t know anything about, we wouldn’t be in debt. And let me tell you another thing. I will never forgive you for bringing his mistress to the funeral. So you are in serious need of psychiatric help if you think I’ll ever let you anywhere near my son again unsupervised.”


  Apparently Isabella needed a moment to regroup from all of that because she didn’t reply at first.


  Sarah fired another volley over her bow. “And FYI, your darling son used to bitch and whine about you to me all the time behind your back. Whatever you think concerning the lies he told you about me, just keep in mind he wasn’t painting you in the best possible light, either. It’s what liars do. He did it to make sure neither of us were very friendly with the other so he could control both of us and our interactions with each other.”


  Isabella tried to speak but Sarah wouldn’t let her. “So before you fall off that damn high horse you’re riding on, you might want to sit back and wonder what the hell kind of woman you must be to have given birth to such a fucking creep. Do not call me again, Isabella. I’m through with you and your entire dysfunctional fucking family.”


  She punched end with little satisfaction. She would have loved to smash the phone on the floor, except she needed her contacts out of it.


  When the phone rang again just seconds later from Isabella, Sarah hit decline and sent it to voice mail. And again a moment later.


  Apparently the third attempt was the charm, because Isabella didn’t try a fourth time.


  Shaking, Sarah dropped into her father’s chair and stared at her phone. Tears of rage wanted to fall, but she held them back through sheer force of will. She was done crying over the d’Antonio family.


  And she would be changing both her and Jason’s last names to Heckman as soon as possible. She might not badmouth her son’s father to him—yet—but she didn’t have to let him keep the bastard’s last name, either.


  Once the shakes finally stopped, she looked up Elizabeth’s number and called her. She’d been friends with her since college.


  “Greetings from sunny Florida,” she said when her friend answered.


  Sarah heard an audible sigh of relief. “I was going to try calling tonight if you didn’t call me.”


  “Sorry. We got in late last night and we were unloading the truck this morning and unpacking.”


  “Have you broken the news to Isabella yet?”


  “Oh, yeah. I just had it out with her a couple of minutes ago.”


  “So how is the little guy doing?”


  “Kicking my dad’s butt at Wii bowling.”


  “Sounds like he’s adjusting. So…how are you doing?”


  “I’m…” She thought about it. Fortunately, she’d been so busy all day she hadn’t had much time to think. “I’m going to be okay.”


  They spent a few more minutes chatting before Sarah ended the call. She sat there staring at her phone, knowing there were more calls she should make to people but she didn’t have the energy to make them.


  Screw it. I’m tired and filthy and need a shower.


  She left the phone on the shelf. After finding herself clean clothes, she headed for the bathroom. She thought about taking another long soak, but suspected she might fall asleep in the tub if she did that.


  Unfortunately, standing under the spray left her with too much time alone with her thoughts. She knew from dealing with her mom’s death that grief was a process. It seemed, however, that with Michael’s death she’d skipped every other stage and gone straight for anger.


  Not just anger, but all-out rage.


  If I’d found out all this shit while he was alive, I would have killed him.


  Well, not literally. She would have divorced his ass, however. Of course, he’d probably suspected that, which was why he’d gone so far as to have a secret PO Box she knew nothing about until he died.


  Another of the discoveries when her dad had broken into the locked file cabinet. She didn’t know or care where the key to the file cabinet was, but it hadn’t been on his key ring or in his desk.


  How many other affairs had he engaged in while they were together? How many of the “late nights” he’d worked were actually spent elsewhere?


  She’d never been a clingy woman. She had her own friends, few as they were, her work, and Jason.


  I would have divorced his ass, taken Jason, and…


  She let out a sigh as she turned her face into the water. She would have moved home with her dad. Just like she’d done.


  No doubt that was another reason Isabella had helped Michael conceal his mistress, knowing that Sarah would leave and take Jason with her. Being deep in debt, he wouldn’t have been able to pay much, if anything, in alimony. And having ruined Sarah’s credit, she would have been screwed in that way, too. And to avoid the child support issue, she suspected Isabella would have footed the attorney fees to try to get Michael primary custody.


  New York already felt like a bad nightmare. Despite all the years she’d lived there, thought she was happy there, it no longer seemed real.


  Hell, I could have gone to college in Tampa and never left the state and maybe been happier, or maybe better off.


  She would have had more time with her mom, at least.


  Then again, I wouldn’t have Jason.


  He was the bright spot in all of this and she would never forget or regret that.


  Jason was talking to her dad in the living room when she emerged from the bathroom.


  “Mom, Grandpa said we’re having mac and cheese for dinner tonight because Aunt Dana and her kids are coming.” Technically, Dana was her cousin, making her Jason’s cousin, but she didn’t correct him.


  She couldn’t resist his grin. “Yes, I heard that rumor, too. I also believe we’re having fish sticks and broccoli. And maybe even something yummy for dessert.”


  He pumped his good arm. “Yes!”


  She smiled at her dad. “Grandpa rocks.”


  He returned her smile. “I try.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Betty Lazarra walked over with a plate of deviled eggs at about five thirty. She greeted Sarah with a warm smile and a hug.


  Her blue eyes twinkled behind her glasses. “Your dad says we kind of shocked you earlier.”


  “Yeah, sorry about that.”


  “No apologizing necessary. I wasn’t sure if you were up for company, which is why I didn’t walk over.” She glanced at Walt with a smile. “I would have expected him not to shock you on your first day home.”


  “Have you met my father?” Sarah joked.


  He chuckled but didn’t reply.


  “Anyway,” Betty continued, “if you ever need someone to watch Jason, please let me know. I don’t get to see my own grandkids very often except on a computer, so I’d love a chance to spoil him rotten, hop him up on sugar, and send him home to you.” She grinned.


  Sarah burst out laughing. This woman was a hoot. “Thanks. I think.”


  Betty looked at Walt again. “You’re right. I love her already.”


  “Good. Then I’ll get out of your way in the kitchen and leave you two to it.”


  “She’s a guest, Dad. What are you going to do?”


  “Let Jason kick my butt at bowling again, of course.”


  Betty touched her on the arm. “It’s all right. I told him I’d help cook.” Once Jason and her dad were safely in the living room and out of earshot, she added, “He’s been talking non-stop about you two coming to live with him ever since he got back. You have no idea how happy this has made him.” She frowned. “Uh, maybe that didn’t come out right. Sorry.”


  Sarah sensed she would end up getting along well with this woman. “It’s all right. I know what you meant. It wasn’t the greatest of circumstances to get here.”


  Betty nodded. “Exactly.” They started preparing the breaded chicken breasts the adults would eat while the kids chowed down on fish sticks. Dana arrived with Sage and Dell in tow, and a bowl of fruit salad in her arms.


  “Go find your Uncle Walt and harass him,” Dana said with a laugh as she set the bowl down on the table. Then her brown eyes fell on Sarah and she held her arms open.


  Sarah hugged her, long and hard. She hadn’t seen her cousin since her mom’s funeral.


  “Hey, it’s good to have you home, girl,” Dana whispered.


  “It’s good to be home.”


  In the living room, they heard the sound of Walt laughing, and a girl’s high-pitched, cheerful squeal. “I think everyone’s getting along without us in there,” Dana said. She hugged Betty. “Good to see you again.”


  “You know each other?” Sarah asked.


  “Walt has us over a few times a month for dinner and to let the kids swim or he takes them out fishing on the lake.”


  Family events at the d’Antonio residence had been far less casual. Everyone seated around a formal dining room table with the kids expected to act like little adults.


  Despite Jason having a couple of cousins on that side of the family, Sarah couldn’t ever remember hearing the happy squeal of kids playing together inside Isabella d’Antonio’s poshly decorated home. A home she took great pride in bragging about how many times it’d been professionally photographed for local design and lifestyle magazines.


  Not a kid-friendly abode, to be sure.


  Hell, Isabella was probably allergic to anything IKEA.


  “Are you all right?” Dana asked her.


  “No.” In quiet tones, she told the women about her latest go-round with Isabella. “Dad doesn’t even know yet.”


  “Don’t tell him yet,” Betty urged. “Not until later, after Jason’s asleep. He’ll want to fly up there and rip the woman’s head off himself.”


  “I don’t even want to talk about her tonight.” Sarah turned to her cousin. “So how’ve you been?”


  As the women finished dinner preparations, Dana filled her in. Her ex-husband, Charles, had abandoned her when she was pregnant with the twins. A man with a severe drinking problem, she ended up filing for divorce once she tracked him down in Las Vegas, where he was living with a woman he’d gotten pregnant out there. She’d changed her name back to her maiden name before the kids were born and they carried her last name, not his.


  She lived in her parents’ house and worked full-time as a hairdresser to make ends meet, but her parents were retired and had an RV they toured the country in. So at least she didn’t have to worry about a mortgage, just the utilities and other bills.


  Sage, Dana’s daughter, ran into the kitchen. Light brown hair and brown eyes the same shade as her mom’s, she said, “Uncle Walt asked if we can eat in the living room.”


  Dana spoke up. “Sage, this is Aunt Sarah.”


  “Hi, Sage.”


  The little girl grinned, revealing a missing upper right canine. “Hi, Aunt Sarah. Can we, Mom?”


  “If it’s okay with Uncle Walt, I guess it’s okay with us.”


  They fixed the kids’ plates, and one for Walt, before fixing their own.


  The women sat together on the sofa and watched as the three young kids once again trounced Walt.


  “Sarah,” he said, “forget swimming. Jason needs to take up bowling.”


  “Can we, Mom?”


  She hadn’t been bowling in years. “I don’t see why not.”


  “There’s a bowling alley not far away,” Dana said. “I’ve taken the kids there a couple of times.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” her dad said before returning his attention to the game.


  As Sarah sat and watched them play, she realized how relaxed she felt despite the outer turmoil swirling around her life. She couldn’t recall ever feeling this at ease at a d’Antonio family gathering.


  They damn sure wouldn’t have gone bowling.


  By nine o’clock, all the kids were yawning. “I think it’s time to call it a night,” Sarah said. After everyone went home and she’d given Jason a quick bath and tucked him in, she finally had a few minutes to think as she lay in her bed and stared up at the ceiling.


  Tomorrow she had a lot to do. Finish unpacking Jason’s room, for starters. Finish cleaning the studio so she could get set up in there and back to work.


  As she rolled onto her side and stared at the window, she realized she did feel at home. She’d thought the transition might take her a while, especially considering how long it’d been since she’d spent any time here, but no.


  It felt like she’d never left, in many ways.


  Maybe I didn’t.


  New York had been a strange, wonderful experience when she’d first arrived. With the full academic scholarship she’d received, she’d gone straight from living in a dorm during school, to then working for a design firm after graduation while sharing an apartment in Brooklyn with a friend from school. She’d loved the city, hadn’t even owned a car until after she and Michael got married.


  It’d felt like she’d found the perfect place for her, so much more sophisticated than Tampa had ever felt, in her naïve mind.


  And then she’d met Michael.


  Now, at thirty-four, she was a widow, a single mother, and had returned to fill her father’s empty nest.


  And Tampa felt like the best place in the world compared to New York’s cold shoulders.


  I guess it doesn’t matter how far you travel, you always end up where you start.


  She closed her eyes and hoped sleep came quickly and without any dreams about Michael.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Tuesday morning, Sarah awoke a little before Jason, but not before her father. She found him in the kitchen, setting up the coffeemaker and watching the morning news on the under-counter TV.


  Once Jason got up and joined them, it struck her again how easily not only how she had slipped back into a routine, but he seemed to as well. And it felt good to have breakfast as a family. Sarah bit back more bitterness as she thought about all the mornings Michael had headed out “to work,” even on weekends, leaving her and Jason alone.


  Had he really been going to work? Or to meet up with his mistress?


  She shoved that thought out of her mind. She had too much to do today to waste time thinking about Michael’s bullshit. Especially when it didn’t matter anymore. And they had to return the rental truck that morning.


  “I need to grab a shower before we return the truck,” she told her dad.


  “No need. Bob’s going to meet me there and we’re going to run over and look at a tractor he wants to buy in Brandon. I’ll be home late afternoon, before dinner.


  “Oh. Okay.” She could check that off her list, at least. “Anything I need to do for you while you’re gone?”


  He smiled. “You can go gather eggs for me, if you want. I already fed everyone.”


  “Can I help?” Jason asked.


  “Sorry, sport,” he said. “Let’s wait until you get your cast off, first. Don’t want any chicken poop up in there.”


  Sarah and Jason both said, “Ewww!” Although Sarah’s heart soared to hear Jason’s laughter.


  Her dad led her out the back door, showed her where he kept the basket he used, and pointed at the coop. “Just go in and don’t let them escape when you do. Check all the boxes in the coop. I keep the extra egg cartons in the utility room on the shelf over the washer and dryer. Stickers and a marker are there, too. Just write the date on the sticker, put it on the ends like I have the ones in the fridge, and put them under the other cartons so the oldest ones are on top.”


  “That sounds easy enough.”


  “That’s because it is.”


  After he left, she cleaned up the kitchen and was going to go grab her shower. She knew she’d need another one later, but it would help her wake up and soothe her still-aching back.


  That’s stupid. I’ll do the eggs first.


  With Jason happily nestled in front of the TV and watching Nickelodeon cartoons, Sarah went to get the eggs gathered. She walked out the back door and grabbed the basket from the back porch where her dad had showed her. Then she headed toward the chicken coop.


  As she neared it, a large, brown, slow-moving bulk off to her right caught her eye through the trees. As she approached, she realized what it was.


  Big Mac. He stood in the shade of one of the oaks while lazily munching on the grass. Apparently her dad had replaced the tennis balls since yesterday, because now he sported two orange ones.


  “Oh, holy crap. How the hell did you get out the pasture?”


  Big Mac lifted his head and stared at her before he slowly began plodding across the yard toward the driveway. She dropped the basket.


  “No, nonono! Good cow! Nice Big Mac. Here, boy!” She whistled as she hurried after him.


  The steer, apparently enjoying this game, sped up.


  Unfortunately, Sarah saw her dad had left the gate at the end of the driveway open.


  “Crap! No, bad cow. Come!”


  Big Mac looked at her over his shoulder and continued plodding down the driveway.


  She’d swear the damn thing was smiling at her.


  “Dammit!”


  She picked up her pace, and halfway down the driveway she was moving at a jog with the bovine a few steps ahead, an odd slow-speed, cross-species pursuit.


  “Big Mac, come here!” Fortunately, the road they lived on wasn’t a busy highway. She tried putting on more speed, to see if she could outrun the steer and make it to the gate first, but no luck. He simply swiveled his head, saw that she was gaining on him, and picked up his pace as well.


  Nearly in tears, she followed the steer out the gate, where he promptly stopped in the middle of the road and began chewing his cud.


  She walked up to him and grabbed the base of one of his horns. “Come on, stupid. Back into the driveway, at least.”


  He simply looked at her. Since he outweighed her by a good eight hundred pounds or more, he apparently recognized he had the tactical advantage.


  She walked around him and tried pushing on his side to urge him back to the gate. He turned his head and nosed her, sliming her side.


  “Eww!”


  Fortunately, there weren’t any cars coming yet. She spent the next couple of minutes begging, pleading, bargaining, pushing, pulling, and swearing at the steer, who remained unmoved and firmly planted on the center yellow line. Even slapping him on the rump didn’t get her anything but a dour look from the animal.


  Nearly in tears, she spotted a pick-up truck pulling out of the driveway just to their south. She frantically waved and yelled to get their attention. At first she didn’t think they saw her when they’d started to pull out and head south, but then they made a wide, sweeping turn across the road and slowly drove her way.


  She spotted two men in the cab. They pulled up and parked diagonally across the road and put their emergency blinkers on.


  When they got out, despite the situation, she wasn’t so upset she didn’t notice the brown-haired, hazel-eyed driver was as hunky as the black-haired, brown-eyed passenger. They looked vaguely familiar, although she couldn’t place them.


  Both men smiled and laughed as they walked over.


  “Hey, Big Mac,” the driver said as he reached out and scratched the steer between the eyes. “I see Walt replaced your tennis balls this morning.”


  “Can you help me? Please? I don’t know how he got out and my dad left the front gate open.”


  The passenger also reached out and petted the steer. “You’re Walt’s daughter, aren’t you?” he asked.


  “Yes, Sarah. Please?”


  The men smiled. The driver held out his hand to her. “Peter Hope. Call me Pete.” They shook. “This is Sam.”


  “Oh!” Now she could place them. “We went to school together. You guys live next door.” She fought the urge to blush. Back then, she’d thought the two cousins were cute, but hadn’t had the courage to talk to them.


  They’d turned their good looks into great ones. Either one of these men were three times as handsome as Michael had been. And in better shape, too.


  Sam shook with her next. “Yep. Been a long time.”


  “I’d really like to thank you for the job and everything, but… Please?” She indicated Big Mac.


  Sam laughed. “Did you try feed?”


  “Huh?”


  “A can of feed. He’ll follow it. He’s like a big dog.”


  “Oh.” She felt completely stupid. “I don’t even know where Dad keeps it. We haven’t got that far yet. I’m still trying to get unpacked.”


  “I’ll go get it,” Pete said to his cousin. “You stay here with her in case any cars come along.” He got back into the truck and slowly drove around them and up the Heckmans’ driveway.


  That left her standing with a recalcitrant steer and a really hunky guy who was now one of her employers.


  He reached out, put a hand on Big Mac’s shoulder, and leaned against the steer. “So, how’s your son doing? Walt said he was hurt pretty bad. Is he healing up okay?”


  This felt surreal even by Salvador Dali standards. “He’s doing better, thank you. I took him to the pediatrician before we left. He’s healing up from the surgery and they said he can probably get his cast off in a couple of weeks. My cousin is getting us in to see her pediatrician down here.”


  She realized she was babbling. Not knowing what else to do, she crossed her arms over her chest and tried not to ogle the hunk. She’d just said more to him than she had during their entire four years of high school together.


  He nodded. “That’s good. I’m glad to hear he’s doing okay.” He glanced at the ground. He wore faded jeans over laced work boots, and a faded orange T-shirt with a logo for Hope Landscaping and Lawn Maintenance over the left chest. His cousin had worn a similar outfit. The shirt didn’t leave much to the imagination and defined his lean, sculpted form. His skin had been tanned by many days out working under the Florida sun, and deep creases sat at the corners of his eyes. “Walt, uh, told us a little about the situation with your ex. I’m sorry.”


  “Thanks,” she softly said. She didn’t know what else to say.


  “But, you know, no rush. Take your time getting settled in. Whenever you can get over in the next couple of days. Your dad has our number. We’ll sit down and go through everything with you. It’s pretty easy, just tedious. No taxes to do. Our CPA does all that for us.”


  “Yeah, sounds good. I truly appreciate it.”


  He shrugged and looked up, meeting her gaze. “Walt’s a great guy. I know we weren’t really close or anything in school, but we like your dad. This works out good for you and us both.”


  He started to say something else, but then they heard the sound of someone hitting a metal can.


  They both looked down the driveway, where Pete stood and yelled, “Heeeey, Big Mac! Breakfast! Yoooo, Big Mac!”


  Big Mac’s head shot up before he took off at a gallop up the driveway. It caught Sam by surprise. Sarah reached out and grabbed his other arm, saving him from falling over when his bovine support disappeared right out from under him.


  He laughed. “Thanks.” They watched the steer race up the driveway toward Pete, who ran through the gate and into the pasture where he dumped something onto the ground. The steer followed him. A moment later, he was driving back down to meet them with Big Mac now securely fenced in his pasture.


  She stepped out of the way so Pete could pull out of the driveway. Sam walked around the front of the truck and climbed into the passenger side while Pete rolled his window down and handed her an old coffee can with a screwdriver sitting inside it.


  “Walt keeps his feed in a metal garbage can just inside the door of the big garage. The screwdriver was lying on his workbench. You just put the coffee can back into the garbage can.”


  “Thanks. I really appreciate it.”


  “No problem. He gets out every once in a while, from our place or yours. Your dad probably didn’t get the gate latch fastened all the way. Just grab a can of food and he’ll come running.”


  “I guess I’ve got a lot to learn. We never had livestock when I was growing up.”


  Sam leaned forward so he could speak around his cousin. “Just wait until you have to get one of the goats off the roof.”


  Both men laughed and waved as they pulled out onto the road.


  Now alone, with the coffee can clutched to her chest and her pulse finally slowing to a normal rate as she stared at the disappearing truck, she realized while she might be home, it was definitely not the home she remembered.


  Whether the differences were good or not was still up in the air.


  Although, compared to New York, I’ll damn sure take it. In a heartbeat, without complaint.


  She trudged back up the driveway toward the house.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam fought the urge to glance back at her as Pete drove away. He didn’t remember Sarah looking that gorgeous in high school, and he’d thought she was pretty cute back then. Today she’d had her dark blonde hair pulled back at the base of her neck in a ponytail. And she didn’t look like a skeletal gym rat, either. Her sweet rounded curves looked perfect on her frame. He guessed her to be around five-eight, and bet her body would fit perfectly pressed up against his if they—


  “She seems nice,” Pete said, interrupting his quickly developing fantasy.


  Sam nodded and settled back in his seat. “Yeah.” Not only did he think she was nice, but she was a hell of a lot cuter than he remembered from school.


  He tugged at his jeans to adjust them because of the chubby he now sported.


  Back in high school, she’d acted shy and withdrawn. Now he wished he’d made more of an effort to be friends with her.


  Then again, he was no longer an awkward kid, either. They’d both done a lot of growing and maturing in the sixteen years since graduation. And he hadn’t set eyes on her since then.


  “I feel bad for her,” Pete said. “Everything she just went through. And her son.”


  Sam nodded. “Yeah.” He settled back in his seat.


  He was just trying to figure out how to best broach the subject when Pete spoke up again. “I was thinking, we should invite all of them over for a barbecue, once she’s settled in and everything. Maybe this weekend. What do you think?”


  Sam smiled. “I think you and I think a lot alike, cousin.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Sarah spent the next day getting completely unpacked and getting the studio cleaned and set up.


  Her dad had gone online before she even arrived in Florida and made her an appointment for late Thursday morning at the driver’s license office in Tarpon Springs. Armed with a notarized affidavit from him stating she was living with him, a certified copy of her birth certificate, her passport, her New York driver’s license, and a print-out of the auto insurance policy’s declaration page stating her new address and insured status, she got ready to go.


  “Jase, come on, honey. Hurry up. We need to leave.”


  “Why can’t I stay here?”


  “Because Grandpa’s gone shopping with Betty. I can’t leave you alone.”


  He pouted. Under normal circumstances, she’d be sorely tempted to give in to him and cancel the appointment, but she knew this was something that had to be done as soon as possible, and getting another appointment would be a pain in the ass.


  “Go get your shoes on, please.”


  He still moped. “Okay.” Slowly, as if condemned, he plodded his way down the hall to his room.


  If she wasn’t worried about making it on time, she’d laugh her ass off at his act.


  Finally, she got him out the door into the carport and locked up behind them. “Let’s get moving.”


  As she walked over to the Toyota, she realized Jason wasn’t behind her.


  She turned to find him standing at the door to the house and staring at the car with an odd look on his face.


  “Jase, come on, honey. Get in.”


  He pursed his lips before shaking his head.


  This was not normal. She could count on one finger the times he’d thrown a temper tantrum, and on one hand with fingers to spare the times he’d balked at a command. “Jason, I’m not kidding. You have to come with me.”


  He shook his head again.


  Losing her patience, she returned to him and grabbed his good hand. “Come on, sweetie. Let’s go.”


  He pulled back. “Please, no, Mommy. Don’t make me ride in that.”


  She almost let go of his hand, but didn’t, realizing he might fall as hard as he was pulling against her. She eased up and stepped close again. “What?”


  “Can we take Grandpa’s truck? Please?”


  She looked at the beat-up Ford. It had nearly three hundred thousand miles on it, but it ran well. Cosmetically, however, it was a dump.


  Not to mention he’d never gotten the air conditioning fixed when it went out over thirteen years earlier.


  It was also a stick shift, and she hadn’t driven one of those in over fifteen years.


  She knelt down in front of him. “Honey, it’s a really hot day. The air works in the car. That was Grandma’s car. It’s fine. Grandpa had it checked out and said it’s in great shape.”


  He rapidly shook his head again. She carefully studied his eyes, seeing the signs of impending panic in them. “It’s a safe car,” she gently said.


  “Please, Mommy, can we take the truck?”


  She definitely didn’t want to have to poke an anti-anxiety pill down him. “If we take Grandpa’s truck, you’ll go with me?”


  He eagerly nodded his head. “Please? It’s big.”


  She realized that, except for taking cabs to the pediatrician’s office and other errands in New York, when Jason had still been under the influence of pain medication, he hadn’t actually ridden in a car since the accident. Just the moving truck or her dad’s truck.


  “Okay. Let me go back in and get the keys.”


  “Thank you, Mommy.” He ran over to the passenger door, yanked it open with a rusted, creaking groan, and hoisted himself up and in without her help before she could even take a step in his direction.


  Dammit. She unlocked the door and found her dad’s keys hanging on the hook just inside the door. Swapping her car keys for them, she locked up again and made her way to the driver’s side.


  Once she was settled behind the wheel and had adjusted the seat, she looked at Jason. “I’m going to warn you, honey. This might be scarier than riding in the car. I haven’t driven a stick shift in years.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t care.”


  Sarah’s heart wanted to break for her son. “We’re going to have to work on you riding in a car. You realize that, right?”


  He solemnly nodded. “I know, Mommy. I’m sorry.”


  That finished breaking her heart. “It’s okay, sweetie.” She reached out and ruffled his hair. “We’ll take it one day at a time.”


  She started the truck and managed to back it out of the carport without stalling the engine. Her dad had taught her how to drive in this truck, but the clutch felt a lot stiffer than she remembered from back then.


  Jamming the clutch pedal to the floor, she manhandled the gear shifter into first and, with a bucking roll, slowly headed down the driveway.


  Fortunately, she was able to get a feel for the clutch before she hit the busy road leading west to Tarpon Springs.


  I just hope I don’t give poor Jason whiplash.


  Somehow, despite traffic and construction and taking her time with the recalcitrant truck, she managed to pull into the shopping center housing the tax collector’s office a few minutes before her appointment time. Inside, the place was crowded, but when she checked in with the receptionist she was handed a piece of paper with a special number on it.


  “How long do you think it’ll be?” Sarah asked.


  “Oh, not long. There’s only three numbers ahead of you.”


  “Thanks.”


  She managed to find an empty chair at the end of a row and sat Jason in her lap. Three elderly women, apparently there together and each one working on a knitting project, eyed her before going back to their hushed conversation.


  Sure enough, less than five minutes after she sat down her number was called.


  The three old biddies all swiveled their heads to look up and watch her lead Jason by the hand to an available clerk. Behind them, Sarah distinctly heard one say, “She just got here. Why did they take her first?”


  Ignoring her simmering anger, Sarah handed over all her paperwork, took the quick eye exam, got her picture taken, and moments later had her new Florida driver’s license in hand. Her voter’s registration card would arrive in the mail in a couple of weeks.


  As she led Jason back through the lobby and past the three old biddies, they each shot her glares.


  “Wait here, honey,” Sarah said, leaving Jason standing there.


  She walked over, leaned in, and, sotto voce, said, “You know, they have this invention called the Internet. Fabulous damn thing. If you actually use it, you can make this thing called an appointment and not have to wait hours in line. And then people who have made appointments won’t get taken in front of you, because you’ll have one of your very own and you won’t end up looking like obnoxious old biddies for complaining about it.”


  She gave them a cheerful smile and a wave, leaving them with shocked, reddened faces as she retrieved Jason and headed out the door.


  “Mommy, what did those old ladies say?” he asked as she marched him across the parking lot to her dad’s truck.


  She let out a snort. “They were talking smack out of turn, baby,” she said. “Remember, never get snarky with someone when you don’t know all the facts.”


  He nodded as she helped boost him up into the seat. “Did you give them a smackdown?”


  She laughed. “Yes. A verbal one. You want a milkshake?”


  “Yep!”


  “Then let’s go get one.” She closed the passenger door once he was safely buckled in.


  


  * * * *


  


  When they returned home, she spotted her dad walking over from Betty’s place with a Verizon shopping bag in his hand.


  “Go on inside, honey,” she told Jason. “I’ll be right there.”


  She waited for her dad under the carport.


  “Any problems?” he asked.


  “Nope. I am once again officially a Floridian.”


  He nodded. “But you had another problem, I take it?” He tipped his head toward the truck.


  She let out a resigned sigh. “Yeah. He didn’t want to ride in the car. He begged me to take the truck.”


  He leaned against the truck bed. “Understandable.”


  “Even he admitted he knew he has to get over it. I’m thinking maybe if we try driving him up and down the road in the car, maybe it’ll help.”


  “Want me to talk to him?”


  “If you think it’ll help, sure. Of course.”


  “He’s going to be taking the bus to school. You think he’ll be okay riding that?”


  “Hopefully. It’s big. Although I was thinking about just driving him to school.”


  He shook his head. “I wouldn’t. He needs normalcy. Chance to make new friends. He didn’t have to ride a bus to school up in New York, did he?”


  “No.”


  “Dana’s kids will be on the same bus.”


  “Let me guess, you already checked that out?”


  He smiled. “Of course I did.” He handed her the Verizon bag. “Oh, and this is for you. I wanted Betty to go with me. She’s really smart with electronics.”


  Inside, a brand new iPhone, two models newer than the one she’d had. And all the extras, like a case, car charger, everything she might need.


  She hugged him. “Thanks, Daddy. I’ll pay you back.”


  “Like hell you will,” he said, resting his hands on her shoulders. “And don’t you dare give that number to Isabella, either. Got it?”


  She smiled. “You better believe I won’t.”


  “They said down at the store that they can transfer your contacts for you if you want them to.”


  “No, it’s okay. They’re on Google. I’ll just add my account to the phone and they’ll port over.”


  He stared at her. “I don’t know what you just said. And that’s why I took Betty with me to Verizon.”


  She hugged him again. “That’s okay, Dad. It’s great. You did good.”


  He nodded. “Glad you like it, sweetheart.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “I’m thinking I should talk to Sam and Pete about the job tonight,” she told her dad as they walked inside.


  He went over to the small corkboard hanging by the kitchen pantry and found a sticky note. “Here you go. Their numbers.”


  She took it, a little tingle running through her as she remembered her encounter with them a couple of days earlier. “Thanks.”


  Taking her new iPhone into her bedroom, she closed the door behind her and sat on her bed while trying to fight the butterflies in her stomach.


  Come on, stupid. This isn’t high school.


  No, in high school she never would have mustered the nerve, not even under the threat of a triple-dog dare, to call either of the hunks.


  She dialed the number for Sam first and waited, holding her breath.


  “Hello?”


  She had to swallow. “Hi, Sam? This is Sarah d’Antonio. Heckman,” she corrected herself. “Walt’s daughter.” One of the things she wanted to do when she could afford it was to change both her and Jason’s last names to Heckman.


  She’d be damned if she’d remain tied to Michael in any way except through Jason’s genes.


  “Hi. How are you doing? Big Mac behaving himself?”


  She nervously laughed. “So far. Thank you, by the way. You and Pete both.” In the background she thought she heard something running, maybe a lawnmower. “I was wondering if I could come over tonight to talk to you about the job?”


  “Sure.” It sounded like he stepped inside, or at least away from the noise. When she heard the distinctive sound of a car dinger she realized what he’d done. “How about seven? We’ll be home by then.”


  “It’s not inconvenient, is it? Because if it needs to be a different time or day, I’m okay with that.”


  “Nope, tonight at seven works fine for us. Looking forward to it. I don’t know if your dad showed you or not, but you can just walk through the pasture. We put in a gate on our side. It’s not locked, but make sure it latches to keep Moodini safe in the pasture.”


  That drew a genuine laugh out of her. “Moodini?”


  “Well, he’s had his fair share of escapes. See you at seven.”


  “Right. Seven. Thanks.”


  After hanging up she stared at the phone, a stupid grin on her face. So what if she was just working for them? She could enjoy plenty of fantasies fueled by them once she felt up to a little self-pleasuring again.


  Hell, she’d done it plenty of times while in high school.


  It really does feel like old times again.


  She pulled herself back to reality. Importing her contacts wasn’t the only thing she needed to do.


  I’ve put this off long enough. Sarah dug Michael’s iPhone and charger out of one of the boxes in her closet and plugged it in, leaving it on her dresser. By the time she finished importing all her contacts and updating her iTunes account and downloaded all her apps, Michael’s phone had enough of a charge on it she could turn it on and play the voice mails.


  There were, no surprise, quite a few calls from collection agencies.


  But the last voice mail was the one that struck her like a nail driven directly into her heart. A woman’s voice. Soft, pleading.


  “I know you told me not to leave messages, but you said I can’t text you and I’m starting to get worried because you’re not answering. Call me.”


  The time stamp was from three days earlier.


  The caller’s number was stored in Michael’s contacts as Kelly.


  Something deep inside Sarah screamed she shouldn’t call the woman back. That it was a really bad idea, and would only lead to more hurt.


  But there was also a tiny part of her who knew if someone she cared about simply dropped off the face of the planet, she’d want a little closure. And who knew what lies he’d told this woman.


  My beef’s not with her.


  After taking a few deep breaths, Sarah called her number.


  It rang three times before the same woman’s voice answered. “Hello, Michael?”


  I can do this. “No, this is Michael’s wife, Sarah.”


  The pause was long and silent enough Sarah pulled the phone away from her ear just to check to make sure the call hadn’t dropped. “Hello?” she asked.


  The woman finally responded. “His wife?”


  “Yes. Sarah Heckman d’Antonio. Who am I speaking with?”


  “Kelly,” she quietly said.


  “I don’t have any other way to say this but to say it, Kelly. Michael’s dead. He was killed in a car wreck almost three weeks ago. Our son nearly died in the wreck with him.”


  “What?”


  “I also don’t know if you’re aware Michael had at least one other mistress besides you, because my mother-in-law decided to invite her to Michael’s funeral. In all honesty, I didn’t know about you or the other one. But let me tell you a few other things while I have you on the phone.”


  She quickly ticked off the list of Michael’s misdeeds, glad, for once, to have someone she could honestly lay out the cards with who wasn’t family.


  The woman silently listened without interruption.


  “So,” Sarah said in conclusion, “that’s how my past few weeks have been. I don’t know what the extent of your relationship was with the son of a bitch, but I would suggest you go get tested for STDs. I know I’m going to, as soon as I find a doctor down here.”


  She heard a little sniffle on the other end.


  “Kelly?”


  “Sorry. I’m here,” the woman quietly said.


  Sarah knew her own charitable nature was stretched to the brink. “If you want to ask me anything, ask it now, because I don’t plan on calling you again and I’m going to be shutting off this account.”


  There was a pause. “How old is your son?”


  “He’s seven. Didn’t Michael tell you about him?”


  “No. He told me he was getting divorced. We’d only… Just a few months.”


  “Well, count yourself lucky you only wasted a couple of months on him instead of twelve years, like I did.”


  After getting off the phone with Kelly, Sarah went through the texts on his phone. He had several from people she’d heard him talk about, guys, friends of his, but most she’d either only met once or twice or had never met.


  But no texts from women. Either he’d had another phone he kept hidden from her as well, and hadn’t had it on him the day of the accident, or he’d trained the women not to text him like he had Kelly.


  The likelihood that there were more women made her feel more than a little sick to her stomach.


  I’m going to have to get to a doctor.


  That conflicted with the terror she felt over what she might discover. Followed immediately by anger that she had to go through this in the first place.


  She quickly texted the men back, copying and pasting the message so she didn’t have to retype it every time. Then she shut the phone off and left it on the charger. She wanted to go through his emails but didn’t have the nerve to do it right then, and didn’t feel like booting up his laptop.


  All she wanted to do was crawl into bed and cry herself to sleep, but she couldn’t. She had to pull herself together for dinner, and then go talk to Sam and Pete.


  That thought cheered her immensely.


  Chapter Nine


  


  After dinner, she walked through their pasture, Big Mac deciding to shadow her, to the gate her dad had shown her that led to the Hopes’ pasture next door.


  “You stay here, you pain in the ass,” she told him, refusing to let him nudge his way through the gate with her. She replaced the clip holding the latch in place and got her bearings to head for the other pasture gate near the Hopes’ house.


  She’d never been over here before, the house originally built when she was just entering high school by a couple with no kids. The men kept it immaculately manicured, including a beautiful natural-looking rock waterfall and pond feature in the center of the gravel circular drive in front of the house.


  Must be one of their samples for clients to see their work.


  The house was a low, one-story ranch style similar to theirs, except their front porch was screened in and the Hopes had a garage instead of a carport. She let herself into the front porch and rang the doorbell.


  From somewhere inside the house, she heard a man yell, “Just a minute.”


  Through one of the frosted glass panes along the side of the front door she saw someone cross the entryway. It was Sam who answered, today wearing khaki shorts, a green, short-sleeved knit shirt with a collar, and barefoot.


  His brown hair looked damp. “Hey, Sarah. Come on in.”


  “Thanks.”


  She stepped into the cool air conditioning and looked around. The foyer was tiled with grey slate, but the living room ahead had been carpeted in Berber a light shade of beige with threads of blue and green shot through it.


  “You’ve never been in here before, have you?”


  “No.”


  “We bought it from Pete’s aunt and uncle a few years ago. His mom’s sister and brother-in-law. They’re the ones who built it.” She must have looked a little confused, because he added, “Our dads are brothers. That’s how we’re related.”


  “Oh.”


  He led her through the living room to the kitchen, which had been tiled in the same slate as the foyer and sported reddish granite counters that beautifully set off the warm cherry cabinets. “We just redid the kitchen a couple of months ago.” He led her to the back of the house and pointed at a closed door. “That’s Pete’s room. He’s still in the shower, I think.” He opened another door. “I have the master suite.” The bedroom was tidy, but like the rest of the house, had a lived-in feel that was comfortable.


  He showed her the guest room, their home office, the bathroom and another powder room, the dining room, and then led her out onto the lanai.


  “And, of course, the pool and hot tub. This was last year’s major revamp project.” They’d stamped the concrete deck with a random leaf pattern that looked lovely. Built-in planters lushly separated the hot tub from the pool, as well as screened it from view by anyone outside the lanai. “Kind of our portfolio, he said.”


  “I wondered. The front looks beautiful, too.”


  He grinned. “Thanks. Would you please tell Pete that? He said I didn’t use enough plants.” He hooked his thumb toward the hot tub. “He won the coin toss to do the lanai.”


  “How come my dad knows you guys so well, but we never really hung out?”


  “He’s in the car club with our dads,” he said, leading her back into the house. “We used to go all the time when we were younger.”


  Pete walked into the kitchen, also wearing shorts, but in a Margaritaville T-shirt that sported a parrot and some of the lyrics to Jimmy Buffet’s famous song. “Oh, hey, Sarah.”


  “Hi.” There was a definite family resemblance between the men, but they were both decidedly hunky in an understated, non-assholish kind of way.


  She didn’t know if having hunky bosses was a good thing or not.


  “Can we get you anything to drink before we get started?” Sam offered.


  “No, I’m okay, thanks.”


  He led her back to the office, with Pete following them. “We went ahead and made you a manual,” Sam explained as he pulled another chair over to the desk so she could sit next to him. He logged into the online accounting software, showed her in the stapled printouts where the information was located, and then began the tour.


  Pete brought in a chair from the dining room and sat behind them, saying little.


  After an hour, she realized she was totally focused on what they were doing, and not on Sam’s delicious voice.


  “Any questions?” he asked when he wrapped things up.


  “I’m sure I’ll have plenty of questions,” she said, “but I’ll do my best not to pester you with them every time you turn around.”


  “Our cell phones, and the office and house phones, are on the front of the manual,” Pete said from behind them. “Don’t hesitate to call us, day or night. You can text us on our cells, too.”


  She looked over her shoulder at him. He had sweet, deep brown eyes and apparently had no problem holding her gaze.


  It struck her that Michael had rarely made eye contact with her over the past several years.


  Now I know why.


  Those kind of thoughts didn’t belong here and now, however. She didn’t want to screw this up.


  What she really wanted to do was lighten the mood. “Won’t annoy your girlfriends if I do that, will it?” she attempted to joke.


  Pete kindly smiled. “That’d be kind of hard to do considering we’re both single.”


  She swallowed hard. Yikes, that had backfired on her in a bad way. She’d naturally assumed the handsome guys would be taken.


  “We’re both divorced,” Sam said. “That’s one of the reasons we decided to go in together and buy the house. Fix it up.”


  “Oh.” She didn’t know what else to say and didn’t want to dig herself an uncomfortable hole. “That’s nice.”


  “It’s all right,” Sam said. “I think we’re both happier this way. We’ve really built up the business the past few years. Doubled our crews and added several high-profile commercial customers. We finally get to focus more on the design aspect than we used to.”


  “In fact,” Pete added, “we’ve been talking about updating our logo and redoing our brochures and website and stuff. We wanted to talk to you about that, see if that’s something you’d be interested in taking on as well.”


  “We’ll pay you extra for that, obviously,” Sam clarified. “We don’t expect you to do that for free. Whatever your normal rate is, we’ll gladly pay it.”


  “Oh.” It was like karma finally working overtime to make up for running a bus over her life. “Sure. I’d be happy to.”


  “We can talk about that in a few days,” Pete said. “Once you’re settled in with all of the bookkeeping.”


  “Why don’t you have a bookkeeper on staff?” she asked.


  Sam smiled. “We do.” He pointed at her.


  “I meant in your office.”


  Both men shrugged. Pete answered. “We did it ourselves for several years. We’re both control freaks. We’d rather have someone we trust handling that for us.”


  “But you barely know me.”


  “That’s okay,” Sam said. “We know Walt. And we know he’s a good man. Besides, we do know you.”


  Wait, why am I asking all this? Shut. Up. “Thank you,” she said.


  Their manual had been extremely clear, well laid out. All the log-in information for the online credit card processing, their time sheet information, everything was computerized and accessible from a web browser. All she had to do was follow the instructions, now that they’d walked her through it, and plug in numbers.


  It truly was easy. And she’d start tomorrow, handling the daily tasks. It would probably take her less than an hour a day as long as she kept up with everything.


  It was almost dark by the time they saw her to the door.


  “Hey,” Pete said, “listen. How about you and your dad and Jason come over Saturday evening for a cookout? We’ve been wanting to have you all over.”


  A chance to spend more time with the guys? “Sure. That sounds nice.” After agreeing on a time and what she should bring, as well as them extending the invitation to include Betty and Dana and her kids, Sarah headed home.


  She was almost to her front door when she realized that, for the first time in a while, she’d gone over an hour without thinking about Michael or Isabella or the mess she left behind in New York.


  And for the first time since returning home to Florida, she felt really good about her future.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Sarah was home alone and working in her office Friday morning when she heard a weird noise. Looking up from her computer, she glanced outside, but didn’t see anything. It had stopped, though, so she went back to work.


  A few minutes later, she heard it again. An odd, irregular, light thumping kind of sound. And while she couldn’t be sure, she thought it was coming from above her.


  She walked into the house and looked around. “Dad? Jason?” No, her dad’s truck was still gone and she was home alone.


  The noise happened again, sounding like it came directly from overhead. She looked up at the living room ceiling.


  It couldn’t be in the attic, whatever it was. It sounded like something…


  “No,” she whispered to herself, remembering Sam’s admonishment. “It can’t be.”


  She raced out the front door, moving back enough she could see the roof. Sure enough, one of the goats, a smaller one, stood on the roof. When it saw her, it let out a bleat.


  “Son of a bitch!” she screamed. “What the hell are you… How the hell did you get up there?”


  It bleated at her again.


  She opened her mouth to yell at it and nothing came out.


  It bleated.


  She jabbed a finger at it. “Fuck you!” she screamed before heading back inside and slamming the front door behind her hard enough to rattle the windows.


  As she stood there, breathing heavily, she realized she couldn’t let the damn thing stay up there. It was only ten o’clock in the morning, and it was already ninety degrees outside.


  On the roof, it would be hotter.


  She heard it walk down to the other end of the house before it returned.


  “Fuck!”


  She stormed outside to look at it again. Walking around the house, she realized it must have somehow climbed the oak tree on the northern end of the house and gotten up there that way.


  “Dammit.” She went to the shed next to the pig and goat pen. Bacon and Hammy, as well as the other goats, all crowded at the gate and made assorted noises at her.


  “Shut up. It’s not dinner time yet.” How the little goat had escaped the enclosure baffled her. Unless it’d climbed on top of one of the pigs and jumped out that way.


  Not her immediate problem. She went to the shed attached to the pen, grabbed a coffee can and filled it full of goat chow, then picked up one of the old leashes her dad used to move the goats to the big pasture and headed back to the base of the tree.


  Standing at the bottom, she whistled at it. “Here, goat. Come here, goat. Good goat.”


  It appeared at the edge of the roof. She smiled, relieved to know this would be far easier than her run-in with Big Mac. “Good goat!” She shook the can of feed at it. “Come here. Snack time.”


  It bleated at her before disappearing.


  “No! Goat, come!”


  I’m really going to have to learn all their names.


  She shook the can some more, listening as the goat bleated at her from somewhere on the roof. It finally reappeared at the edge of the roof. “Good goat! Come here. You got up, you can get down.”


  It stared at her.


  Frustration set in. “Goddammit!” she screamed as she threw the leash on the ground. “Come here!”


  It fell over on its side and lay still, its head near the edge of the roof.


  “No! Nononono, oh, crap, no!” Panic set in. She’d feel terrible if one of the goats died. Her dad loved the damn things. If it’d just been hit with heat stroke or something, she had to get it down immediately and call her dad to get the vet’s information.


  She dropped the can and ran for the big barn, where she knew her dad kept his tools and several ladders. She found the tall extension ladder hanging on the wall and somehow muscled it off the hooks holding it. Then she almost dropped it on her foot once she had the full weight of it in her arms.


  She put it down, got a different grip on it, and despite pulling muscles in her back she half carried, half dragged it over to the end of the house. It took her a moment to get it extended and figure out how to lock it into place, but once she did, she muscled it up and into position against the eaves and started climbing.


  Please be okay…please be okay! She would get the hose turned onto the goat and cool it off. It had to be heat stroke. That was the only thing she could think of, unless it’d had a heart attack or something.


  She was halfway up the ladder when the goat raised its head and looked at her.


  Sarah nearly sobbed with relief. It wasn’t dead! “Oh, thank god.” By the time she neared the top of the ladder, the goat had already scrambled to its feet.


  “Good goat!” Carefully, she climbed onto the roof. Fortunately, it was shingles and not tile. “Come here, goat.”


  It looked at her and then bolted for the other end of the roof.


  “No! Dammit, stay!”


  The goat fell over on its side again and lay still.


  “Fuck! Oh, nononono!” She hurried over to it. It was still breathing. She hauled it into her arms and as fast as she dared, headed back for the ladder.


  At first she wasn’t sure how to deal with getting onto the ladder. She laid the goat down next to the ladder and swung a foot over onto a rung. Carefully, she maneuvered the goat into a position similar to how she’d carry Jason sometimes, in front of her, its head slung over her shoulder, its legs straddling her body while she kept one arm around its rump and holding it against her.


  Her heart racing and body trembling with adrenaline, she slowly started down the ladder.


  A little more than halfway down, the goat came to life again and began thrashing in her arms.


  “Shit! No!” Her foot slipped. Sarah screamed as she and the goat went sailing backward off the ladder.


  Fortunately, they were only about five feet off the ground. But thirty-odd pounds of goat landing on her as she landed on her back knocked the wind out of her.


  The goat, cushioned by landing on her, stood up, shook itself, and made a beeline for the spilled coffee can of feed, its tail twitching in delight at the snack.


  “You’re welcome, asshole,” she muttered.


  It lifted its tail and a stream of goat pellets dropped to the ground. Fortunately, she was safely out of range.


  She flipped it off. “Terrific.”


  As Sarah lay there staring up at the sky and trying to get her breath back while assessing if she had any broken bones, her cell phone rang in her back pocket.


  Carefully, she rolled to her side enough she could gingerly fish it out of her pocket. It didn’t seem to be any worse for wear after the fall.


  Thank god for OtterBox. “Hello?”


  Her dad. “Hey, Sar. We’re almost done with our errands. Anything I need to bring home?”


  “Yeah. A backboard and a cervical collar.”


  He hesitated. “What?”


  “One of your damn goats tried to kill me.”


  “What?”


  She related the story, expecting to hear praise for her bravery and attempting to rescue his damn pet.


  Instead, she got laughter.


  “Your concern for my welfare is extremely touching, Dad.”


  He laughed even harder.


  “What is so funny?”


  She could barely understand him. “She…she didn’t have sunstroke… She’s a…fainting goat.”


  She closed her eyes as she rolled onto her back again, wincing. “A what?”


  “A…fainting goat. It faints. It’s what they do. They get stressed, they faint. It’s normal.”


  “So you’re telling me I almost orphaned my son over a neurotic goat?”


  She hoped he wet his pants in the middle of Home Depot if he kept laughing like that. “No, you have to get them off the roof. They’re too stupid to get back down by themselves. You did the right thing.”


  “Glad my almost-demise is so amusing.”


  “I’m sorry, sweetheart. It’s just…” He broke off into more laughter.


  She hung up on him.


  Closing her eyes, she wondered if she could just lie there for a while, or if she was on an ant hill or anything.


  That would be my luck. I guess I’ll find out soon enough.


  “Sarah? Are you all right?”


  She let out a startled cry at the sound of Pete’s voice. He stood over her and wore a look of concern on his face.


  I can’t exactly lie about it. “Um, no. I am not all right.”


  “Do you need help?”


  “Yeah.” She waved her hand in the direction of the ninja assassin goat, which was still working on the can of feed. “Could you put that thing up, for starters, please?”


  “Okay, sure.”


  She closed her eyes again and wondered if her humiliation could get any worse. She heard Pete walk over to the goat and start talking to it.


  “Hey, Braveheart. Did you cause trouble again?”


  Braveheart?


  The goat bleated. She heard Pete pick up the coffee can, followed by the subtle click of the leash being snapped to the goat’s collar, and then the sound of them walking away toward the pen.


  He returned shortly. “Okay. So do you want to tell me what happened?”


  “Take a wild guess. And are you shitting me? Dad named the damn thing Braveheart?” She opened her eyes again.


  He stood near her head, looking down at her with a grin she would normally describe as sinfully sexy, if it weren’t for the fact that she lay flat on her back and now had goat tracks emblazoned across her sternum.


  “Yeah.” He snorted. “Your dad, if you haven’t noticed, has a really twisted sense of humor. Sam did warn you about them getting on the roof.”


  “You know, what Sam didn’t do was warn me they were ninja assassin goats. A woman needs to be warned if a goat is going to try to take her out of this world.”


  Pete squatted next to her. “Yeah, they can be tricky assholes sometimes. That one usually doesn’t get on the roof, though. How’d she get out of the pen?”


  “I don’t know, and I don’t care. It’s a plot, I’m sure. The stupid pigs are probably in on the goats’ world domination scheme.”


  He laughed again and plucked at a blade of grass. “Did you want to just lie there in the sun for a while, or do you think you’re really hurt?”


  “I’m hurt. I just don’t know how badly.” Well, her pride was DOA, that was for certain. She didn’t think anything was broken, but she suspected moving would be problematic come the next morning.


  “Want me to call an ambulance, or just help you up?”


  She considered it. Her utter humiliation at the hands of Braveheart was already complete. She was obviously not smarter than her father’s livestock, as Pete had witnessed twice now.


  All she needed at this point was to be outwitted by the pigs or the chickens, and her hat-trick of humiliation would be complete. “I guess I could use the help getting up and we’ll go from there.”


  He started by gently helping her sit up. “Let’s do this slow,” he suggested.


  “Slow is good,” she agreed. She stretched her neck, wincing when it popped, but otherwise she seemed okay.


  After he’d finally gotten her to her feet she gingerly tested everything. Her body appeared to be working for the most part, but he kept a strong arm slung around her waist as a precaution.


  She wasn’t about to argue with him. Just because he was her boss and she’d sworn off romance didn’t mean she couldn’t take advantage of a little comfort.


  “Let me help you inside,” he offered.


  “Thanks.”


  He got her inside and down onto the couch. She could already tell she was going to hurt like hell in the morning.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to go get checked out?” he asked.


  “I can’t afford it for something as simple as a goat mugging,” she tried to joke.


  At least he smiled. “I wouldn’t tell your dad about this if I were you.”


  “Too late. He called and I answered.”


  “Ah.” He pressed his lips together and tried not to smile.


  She gave him bonus points for that. “It’s okay. You can laugh. I’m sure once I’m out of pain I’ll laugh, too.”


  “You want anything for the pain?”


  “There’s stuff in the last cabinet.” She pointed toward the kitchen.


  He went and found it. He brought her back a glass of water and a bottle of Aleve. When he shook one into her palm, she wiggled her fingers at him. “Give me two. I’m going to need it.”


  He dumped another tablet out into her hand and she swallowed them with the water. “Thanks.”


  He took the glass back from her. “Do you want me to stay here with you until your dad gets back?”


  Something about the concern in his voice torpedoed the dam she’d built around her emotions. Her tears surprised her. “A stupid fucking goat almost killed me for chrissake!” She closed her eyes and sobbed. “A damn goat!”


  It wasn’t just the goat. It was everything. Losing Michael, finding out the truth, nearly losing Jason—everything.


  And now, to add insult to injury, a fainting goat had nearly killed her.


  She felt him sit next to her. He gently draped his arm around her shoulders and held her close.


  “It’s okay,” he softly said. “Let it out. You’ve been through a lot.”


  She sobbed, overwhelmed. Here she thought she’d done so well the past week, thought she had a handle on her emotions, thought she was done with the tears and it felt like the scab had just been ripped off once again.


  “And now,” she said, “you must think I’m a total idiot.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “No, Sarah,” Pete gently said. “I don’t think you’re an idiot. That’s the last thing I’d ever think about you.”


  He wanted to hold her even closer, wrap his arms around her and bury his face in her hair. Wanted to tell her it would be okay again, one day.


  When Walt had got him on the phone three weeks earlier, sounding distraught and barely making sense, to ask them to watch the livestock, of course he’d agreed. It wasn’t until Walt’s return from New York, when in that very living room with glasses of bourbon in hand, that he’d haggardly told them what happened.


  Everything.


  Pete had felt outraged on her behalf then, and he’d barely known her except from school.


  Now that he had gotten to know her a little better, he felt enraged. That she and Jason had been put through so much ate at him.


  Yes, he realized part of it was probably the “damsel in distress” factor, despite Sarah’s ability to stand on her own two feet.


  He didn’t care.


  What moron throws away a life with a woman like this? When they have a great kid like Jason?


  He’d always wanted to be married and have kids. He thought by now he would. Well, he had been married, but thankfully didn’t have kids with her.


  And then there was Sam. He knew his cousin felt the same way about her, protective and wanting to help, just from the little bit of time they’d spent talking with her.


  They’d even joked when they’d originally moved in together that maybe they should try to find one woman who’d put up with them both and then they wouldn’t ever have to move.


  She would be the perfect woman for us.


  He froze as the perfection of that thought sank through the center of his soul.


  He knew it was way too soon to even think about approaching her in a romantic way. But he also knew he wouldn’t hesitate to protect her and Jason both, to do anything he could for them.


  And as soon as he could, he would speak to Sam. To see if they could, in fact, turn that fleeting thought into a happy ending for all of them.


  If she’d have them.


  


  * * * *


  


  Pete was still sitting on the couch with her when her dad returned home, alone, thirty minutes later.


  “Where’s Jason?” she asked.


  “I dropped him at Dana’s shop. She’s going to give him and the demons haircuts. She said she’d run him home in a couple of hours. Are you all right?”


  She sat up, wincing as she reluctantly gave up the warm, firm shoulder she’d been leaning against. “No, I’m not okay. Your damn goat nearly killed me.”


  Her dad grinned. “You don’t look dead.”


  “No thanks to Braveheart.”


  He outright laughed. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. But it is funny.”


  She sneered at him.


  Pete chuckled. “I wouldn’t aggravate her too much, Walt. She’s not amused. I had to help her get up and into the house after I put Braveheart back in the pen.”


  “How’d she get out in the first place?” he asked.


  “They’re plotting against us,” she groused. “Livestock world domination. Animal Farm: Florida Edition. Orwell would be so pleased.”


  Both men laughed. Pete stood. “She’s had two Aleve. She’ll probably need a heating pad and a hot shower.”


  “Thanks for helping me, Pete,” she said, still embarrassed that it was her hot boss who’d found her.


  “You’re welcome. Next time, call one of us if your dad’s not home. We’ll help you.”


  She nodded.


  Once they were alone, her dad grinned. “Aren’t you glad to be back in Florida, sweetheart?”


  “You never mentioned felonious assault by goat was in my future.” She carefully leaned forward with a pained grunt and slowly got to her feet while her dad helped. “And while we’re on the topic, is there anything else I need to know? Like do the pigs fly or something? Because I’m worried the next surprise is going to kill me.”


  “No, nothing like that. I don’t know how she got out. I’ll have to go figure it out.”


  “You do that. I’m going to go take that hot shower now.”


  She slowly made her way down the hall to the bathroom, where it took her far longer than usual to undress. After carefully getting into the shower, she stood under the spray as hot as she could stand it after changing the shower head to massage and turning so it hit her tender back.


  Yes, she would be damn sore tomorrow. In fact, she suspected a day spent on the couch and watching TV with Jason was in her future.


  And Pete had to be the one to find me, of course.


  She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against the wall. They must think I’m a total idiot now.


  She realized what she’d thought. The cookout tomorrow night would be interesting, to say the least. Could she ever look either man in the eye again after this dumbassery?


  Well, not like I ever had a shot with either of them anyway. They’re both well out of my league.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning was Saturday. After breakfast, Sarah felt absolutely no guilt about carrying her pillows out to the living room and lying on the couch while Jason watched cartoons.


  Everything hurt. It had taken her three tries just to get out of bed that morning.


  Maybe I should have gone to the doctor.


  She didn’t think anything was broken, but what little she’d been able to turn her head to look in the mirror, she’d noticed bruises up and down her back from where she’d landed on the ground, as well as hoof-shaped bruises on her sternum and belly from when Braveheart jumped off her.


  Asshole goat. Braveheart, my ass. Her name will be dinner if she does that shit to me again.


  With more painkillers in her, and the heating pad turned up to high, Sarah closed her eyes and listened to the TV.


  Yes, looking back, it was amusing. She suspected the more the pain waned, the funnier she would find the incident.


  Then she remembered tonight was the cookout at Sam and Pete’s.


  Dammit. She’d ask her dad to drive her next door. The thought of walking all that way nearly made her cry right there.


  Despite her humiliation, she decided there was no way in hell she’d miss it. She wanted a chance to spend time with the two hunks. Hell, not like they hadn’t already seen her at her worst.


  I’m celibate, not dead. Besides, looking back with a truthful eye, each of the two men alone was better looking than Michael. Together, they could help her fuel some fantasies not unlike the books on her Kindle. In high school, she’d been naïve enough to fantasize about only one of them at the time.


  Now, she was an adult, with an adult imagination.


  She felt herself drifting off to sleep when her dad gently nudged her shoulder. “I’m running over to Betty’s for a little bit. Okay?”


  “Okay,” she mumbled.


  After a while, the TV became a distant buzz of noise in her brain. At one point, Jason nudged her.


  “Mommy?”


  “Mmm?”


  “Can I go outside and play?”


  She peeled open an eye. “Stay close to the house, stay away from the pool, and stay off the dock and away from the lake. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “And stay out of the pasture, pen, and coop.”


  “Okay.”


  Hell, she’d played outside by herself in that very yard from a very young age. Younger than Jason. Roamed not just the whole property, but the rural, un-sidewalked neighborhood. Not like she had to worry about someone snatching him from in front of their house, or running out in front of traffic, like she had in New York.


  They had neither worries there at the rural Odessa house.


  She closed her eyes again. Dreams floated through, of Saturday mornings growing up, playing outside with Dana and other kids from the neighborhood, going out on the lake, getting to run the big mower to help with the lawn.


  Then she started dreaming about Braveheart, the sound of her hooves on the roof. After a few minutes, something dragged on Sarah’s mind enough that she finally opened her eyes and stared at the TV.


  The sound of something on the roof continued.


  She closed her eyes with a groan. “You have got to be shitting me.”


  For a moment she debated going back to sleep and letting her dad deal with it when he returned. But then she realized he might be gone for a while, and she didn’t feel right about interrupting what she suspected was more than just a friendly visit between him and Betty. While he hadn’t broached the subject, she suspected he had some sort of a relationship more deep than mere friendship going on with Betty.


  I could send Jason over to knock on her door.


  That was an evil thought that grew the more she considered it. It would serve him right for laughing his ass off at her over the phone and then not having the decency to wet his pants in Home Depot.


  With a pained groan, she slowly managed to sit up, followed by standing.


  Everything hurt. She suspected it would hurt this badly for at least another day or two before it started feeling better again.


  She debated going out the front or back doors, opting for the front since it meant only one door to navigate, instead of the sliders followed by the back lanai door.


  When she got out to the front porch, she scanned the front yard for Jason. “Jase?” she called out.


  “Yes, Mommy?”


  She frowned. She heard him clearly, but didn’t see him. She stepped off the porch so she could see farther around either end of the house.


  Still no sign of him. “Jase? Where are you?”


  “I’m here, Mommy.”


  She turned and looked up, shielding her eyes against the sun, and then screamed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam and Pete were standing in the front yard, bickering over the rock waterfall feature once again. Sam was about ready to tell Pete what he thought he could do with his opinions when they heard a bloodcurdling scream coming from the Heckmans’ front yard.


  The two men looked at each other before they bolted for the pasture gate, and soon were running across the Heckmans’ front yard.


  “Jason! Do not move, do you hear me? You sit down right now!”


  Sarah stood staring up at the roof, a terror-stricken expression on her face.


  On the roof, Jason stared down at her, frowning. “I’m okay, Mom. It’s not that steep.”


  She started toward the end of the house but Sam caught her by the shoulders and handed her off to Pete. “Keep her here and stand here in case he falls.”


  He ran down to the other end of the house, where he spotted the ladder leaning against the eaves. He despised heights, but as the terrified sound of Sarah’s voice carried to him, he didn’t hesitate to scramble up the rungs until he reached the roof.


  Walking carefully, he made his way over to where Jason was now sitting on the shingles. “Hey, buddy. What are you doing up here?” Mindful of Jason’s cast, he picked the boy up as Sarah sobbed in relief down on the ground.


  “The old lady at Aunt Dana’s shop yesterday said my daddy was up in Heaven. I was going to talk to him.”


  He blinked, unsure what to say. “Yeah. Okay. Your mom’s scared to death, though. Let’s get you down from here, all right?”


  “Okay. Who are you?”


  He tried to tune out Sarah’s terrified voice in the background. He didn’t want the boy to get upset and panic. He knew Pete could take care of her. “I’m Sam Hope. I live next door with my cousin, Pete. Your mom works for us. You all are coming over tonight for a cookout.”


  “Oh.” He smiled. “Nice to meet you. I’m Jason. That’s my mom.”


  “Yeah, we’ve met your mom already.” Watching his footing, he slowly walked over toward where the ladder was. He heard Pete and Sarah move around the house to stand by the base of the ladder.


  “Hey,” he softly said, “you know, I think you really scared your mom. Next time, it’s okay to just close your eyes and do this on the ground.”


  Jason frowned. “But the lady at the shop said Heaven was in the sky.”


  Oh, boy. He wasn’t a religious man himself and had no idea what Sarah’s beliefs were, but he suspected he should tread lightly. “Believe me, it’s okay. If you want to talk to your dad, you can do it anywhere.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  “No more climbing on the roof. Any roof. Deal?” He shifted the boy to one arm and held out his palm for a high-five.


  Jason nodded. “Deal.” He high-fived him back with his good hand.


  Pete climbed up the ladder.


  “Are you Pete?” Jason asked.


  “Yeah. Let’s get you back on the ground before your mom has a nervous breakdown.”


  He held out his arms for the boy. Sam helped get Jason situated on the rungs and Pete kept an arm securely around the boy’s waist all the way back down to the ground.


  Sarah burst into tears when Pete handed Jason off to her. She dropped to her knees and held him tight. “What were you doing? Don’t you ever do that again!”


  Now safely back with his mom, he burst into tears, too. “I’m sorry, Mommy. The old lady said I could talk to Daddy.”


  She palmed his cheeks. “What lady? What are you talking about?”


  Sam had made it back down to the ground. “Someone at Dana’s shop told him his dad was in Heaven. He was going to talk to him.”


  He didn’t know if it was relief, anger, fear, confusion, or a mix of all of the above that crossed her face. She tightly hugged Jason again. “Honey, do not ever climb up on the roof again. Ever.”


  Walt and Betty came running up. “What happened?” he asked. “Who was screaming?”


  Sam pulled the ladder away from the house and dropped the extension. “Jason decided to climb on the roof. Everyone’s okay.”


  “Holy crap.” Walt rubbed at his face. “Sorry. I forgot to put the ladder away yesterday.” He took it from Sam and headed for the barn.


  Pete helped Sarah, who winced, to her feet. She threw her arms around Sam. “Thank you,” she said before hugging Pete and thanking him, too. She pointed at the house and spoke to Jason. “You, in your room. Right now. I’ll be there in a minute to talk to you.”


  He looked down at the ground and headed inside.


  Betty draped an arm around her. “Are you okay?”


  She burst into tears again. All Sam wanted to do was pull Sarah into his arms and hug her until she smiled again.


  “I can’t believe he’d do something like that!” she softly wailed.


  Sam related what Jason had said.


  Sarah looked ready to murder. “That fucking bastard almost got him killed once, and now he’s dead and he’s still putting him at risk.”


  Betty gently hugged her a little more tightly. “I’m sure whoever it was didn’t tell Jason to climb on the roof. That’s typical boy behavior. I’ll come inside with you to talk to him, if you want me to. Okay?”


  Sarah nodded.


  Pete asked what Sam had been afraid to. “Are we still on for tonight, or did you want to cancel? We understand if you want to postpone it.”


  Betty spoke up before Sarah could. “We’re still on,” she firmly said. She smiled at Sarah. “Believe me, my kids did crazy stuff, too. And not just my son. This, too, shall pass.”


  Sarah wiped at her eyes with the backs of her hands. “I can’t take much more of this. I feel like I’m going to lose my mind.”


  “All the more reason we are having that cookout tonight,” Betty said decisively. “No argument. And thank you, boys.”


  Sarah gave them each another hug before letting Betty take her inside.


  They were about to leave when Walt emerged from the barn and held up a staying hand to them. Once he’d rejoined them, they had to repeat what had happened to Jason, as well as Betty’s declaration that the cookout would go on as planned.


  He looked grim. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you guys being here. If anything happened to Jase right now…” He shook his head again. “I think it’d push her over the edge.”


  Sam had to ask. “How is she doing? Really?”


  Walt shrugged. “She tries to put on a tough face. But I think this has eaten at her in a way even she doesn’t understand yet. Her self-esteem has taken a huge hit. She doesn’t trust herself anymore. She used to be so confident. But that bastard and his mother totally fucked with her head.” He let out a sigh. “If he wasn’t dead I’d kill him my damn self.”


  “We’d help,” Sam said before he even realized he’d spoken.


  Pete nodded his agreement.


  Walt grinned. “I knew I always liked you boys. Well, guess we’ll see you in a few hours.”


  They walked back toward their house. Big Mac greeted them in the pasture and followed them all the way to their gate.


  “We really need to put another gate in,” Pete said. “Closer to the house, so we don’t need to walk through the pasture.”


  “Yeah.” Sam had all but forgotten the argument about the rock waterfall. “She’s cute, isn’t she?”


  Pete stopped so suddenly Sam almost walked into him. “What?” he asked.


  He made his cousin turn. “Sarah. She’s cute. Don’t deny it. I saw the chubby you had for her the other night when we were talking to her.”


  “Of course she’s cute,” he mumbled.


  Sam grabbed his shoulder. “Okay, you want to tell me to go to hell, fine, but I’m going to put this out there. I like her. You like her. I know we were joking about finding the perfect woman for both of us, but you know what? Maybe she’s it. She’s been through a hell of a lot, her and Jason both. Maybe this was meant to be. Maybe they were brought back to Florida for a reason. Did you ever think about that?”


  “You’re nuts,” Pete grumbled, but Sam still saw the wheels turning in his cousin’s head.


  “You know what I mean.”


  “She’s been a widow, what, less than a month? She’s not going to be ready for a relationship anytime soon.”


  “I didn’t mean rush her. I meant the two of us be there for her, for both of them.” He let go of Pete’s shoulder. “Maybe, one day, she’ll let us know if she likes us. And until then, we keep any assholes away from her. We can help her with Jason.”


  “And what happens if she only likes one of us?”


  He shrugged. “We let her know from the start we’re both okay with it. That she doesn’t have to choose between us. That she can have us both. Tell me she’s not perfect.”


  He didn’t reply at first, giving Sam the answer he wanted.


  Finally, Pete tapped him in the middle of the chest. “We don’t pressure her,” he quietly said. “We don’t push her, we don’t rush her.”


  Sam wanted to let out a whoop. Hell, he’d almost be willing to let Pete talk him into redoing the waterfall. “Agreed.” He held out his hand.


  Pete shook with him. “This is so crazy it might just work.”


  “I hope to hell so.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sarah let Betty lead her back into the house. “Just remember,” the older woman softly said, “he wasn’t trying to get you upset.”


  “I know.”


  “And he’s not going to exactly understand why you were upset.”


  She nodded, still sniffling.


  “Do you want me to come in there with you?”


  She wanted to say no, she had this under control, but knew that would be a damned lie.


  Nothing in her life was under control anymore. It felt like she spun from one catastrophe to another. Although, in retrospect, everything that had happened since Michael’s death felt like a cakewalk by comparison.


  “Please,” she whispered.


  Betty kindly smiled. “When he was nine, my son shoved his little sister off the roof with a bedsheet parachute. Into a pile of freshly raked leaves.”


  Her eyes widened. “Oh, no! What happened?”


  “He was grounded for two weeks, and fortunately the azalea bushes she landed in cushioned her fall.” She smiled. “And I spanked the crap out of him. That was the last time he ever tried anything like that. My point is, kids do stupid things. Think about some of the things you did as a kid that your mom and dad didn’t know about.”


  Sarah recalled once climbing up onto the roof over the boat lift on the dock and jumping into the lake on a dare from a neighbor boy who thought she was too chicken.


  “Point taken,” Sarah said.


  Betty followed her down to Jason’s bedroom. He’d left his door open and was lying on his bed.


  He launched the opening salvo, weakening her defenses. “I’m sorry I scared you, Mommy.”


  “I know, kiddo.” She and Betty walked over and sat on the bed on either side of him. “But you can’t go climbing onto the roof like that. It’s not safe. Especially with your broken arm.” And that I almost lost you once and it would kill me if I really did lose you.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Honey,” Betty said, “who told you about your dad?”


  Sarah was actually glad Betty asked it. If she’d asked it, it might have come out sounding more like, Who the fuck is the nutless bitch who told you that?


  “Some old woman at Aunt Dana’s work. She was sitting under one of those things.”


  “A dryer?” Betty asked.


  He nodded.


  She glanced at Sarah. “Jason, she didn’t mean you had to get on the roof. You can close your eyes and do the same thing.”


  “Oh. Okay. Mommy, are you mad at me?”


  She shook her head. “No, sweetheart. You scared me. If anything had happened to you…” The lump swelled in her throat and she couldn’t finish the sentence.


  Betty glanced at her and picked up the thread of her thought. She gentled her voice even more. “Jason, you have to remember that sometimes when someone says something, they don’t mean it literally.”


  “Huh?”


  Sarah tuned out the rest of Betty’s conversation with Jason as she waged an internal struggle not to break down into tears again.


  She hated crying.


  Crying sucked.


  This whole situation sucked.


  Worse, she couldn’t even scream at Michael to tell him what an unholy shit she thought he was for doing this to her and Jason in the first place. She’d never have the satisfaction of slamming a door in his face, or yelling at him.


  Or telling him to go fuck himself.


  Or even telling him good-bye.


  Worse, Jason never got to really say good-bye to him. He’d still been in the hospital when they had the funeral, one of her friends sitting at his bedside while her dad went with her to face off against the d’Antonio clan.


  Betty looked at her. “Anything else to add, Mom?”


  She shook her head. “I think you covered it,” she quietly said.


  Jason hugged her. “I’m sorry I scared you, Mommy.”


  She kissed the top of his head. “I know, kiddo. Please don’t do it again.” She broached the subject. “If you want to talk about your dad with me, it’s okay. Anything you want to say, I’ll listen.”


  He shrugged.


  She reached out and brushed her fingers through his hair. “Nothing you want to talk about?”


  “I like Pete and Sam.”


  That was an odd segue, but okay. “I think they’re nice guys,” Sarah told him. “I like them, too.”


  “I’m glad we’re still going tonight,” he said. “I’d like to see them again.”


  A stray thought tried to streak through Sarah’s brain, but she smashed it to pieces and shoved the remnants away. “Well, you pick up your room before you come back out. You can watch TV until Aunt Dana and her kids get here. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Betty had to help her up off the bed. She followed Sarah out to the living room.


  “You all right?” Betty asked as Sarah dropped back down onto the couch.


  “I think I’m going to be totally grey by the time he turns ten if he keeps this up.”


  “Well, at least Dana is great at doing color.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Pete felt relief that Jason was unharmed, and that Sarah hadn’t decided to cancel the cookout.


  Not that he would have blamed her in the least, but now that the idea of hopefully convincing her to see them as more than just friends had taken root in his mind, he wanted to spend as much time with her as he could.


  And yes, he had to admit, Sam was right.


  Sam glanced at him. “I know what you’re thinking.”


  “Don’t be so sure.”


  He stopped Pete again with an outstretched arm and stared at him. “Yeah, I do. Thank god she didn’t cancel tonight.”


  Pete pushed his arm away. “Doesn’t take a mind reader to know that,” he muttered as he continued walking.


  Sam hurried to catch up. “She’s perfect,” he insisted.


  “We just discussed this. We’re not going to push or rush her.”


  “No, of course not.” He looked offended Pete had even suggested it. “But tell me back there you didn’t want to pull her into your arms and hold her. Comfort her.”


  “Of course I did.” He stopped walking again and turned to Sam. “But we also have to be prepared for the possibility that she won’t want us.”


  “She will,” he said, a paragon of confidence.


  “You don’t know that.”


  He shrugged. “She already knows our finances.” He grinned. “So that’s a point in our favor.”


  Pete rolled his eyes and started toward the house again. “I wouldn’t make that joke in front of her just yet, smart-ass.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sarah felt like doing anything but socializing with her neighbors-slash-high-school-crushes-slash-hunks-slash-employers.


  Especially since Pete and Sam had both now seen her pretty much at her worst.


  No, Pete couldn’t have seen me dressed to the nines and with hair and makeup done. Oh, no. He had to see me with goat tracks on my boobs. Or screaming like a maniac at my son on the roof.


  She also knew she didn’t want to miss an opportunity to spend time with the guys. Especially now that she felt thankful to them for rescuing Jason.


  She dragged herself into the shower once more to stand under the warm spray and try to loosen up her sore muscles a little. Maybe, if she combined that with a handful of over-the-counter painkillers, she could function vertically for more than a few minutes tonight.


  After getting out of the shower, she made an effort to root through her drawers and closet until she found a decent pair of shorts that didn’t look ratty and a nice sleeveless blouse she could wear without a bra.


  She also took the time to put on a little makeup. As she appraised herself in the mirror, she nodded.


  Better. Now if I can avoid crying, or shrieking like a banshee, or being attacked by livestock, or otherwise making a fool out of myself, everything’ll be hunky-dory.


  Her dad was happy to drive her over to the Hopes’ in the Toyota. Sarah wasn’t even sure she could climb up into his truck at that point.


  Jason was a little put out that he still couldn’t swim in the pool with his cousins, but Sarah didn’t miss how Sam and Pete took turns engaging all three kids in games, including Jason in the process so he wasn’t left out.


  Dana leaned in close to her ear. “They’re cute.”


  “Shh.”


  Dana gave her a just sayin’ kind of shrug before sitting back in her chair with a smile.


  The men prepared the hamburgers and hotdogs on the grill, refusing to let Sarah help and insisting she remained seated. While she appreciated their concern, it also made her feel even more self-conscious.


  Damn goat.


  She wouldn’t deny the men were great eye candy. Shirtless, wearing nothing but swim trunks, they were both leanly muscled from days of hard work in a way Michael never could have replicated in a gym no matter how much time he spent there.


  Then again, maybe he wasn’t really at the gym all those times he said he was.


  Another suspicion she couldn’t get out of her mind once it’d firmly latched itself into place. She really hadn’t known her husband a fraction as well as she thought she’d had.


  It angered and saddened her.


  Yet another reason not to get involved with anyone romantically. Maybe, one day, once Jason was older and she had the financial mess completely cleaned up, sure. But for now she couldn’t afford it.


  Definitely couldn’t afford the toll on her heart, or yet another hit to her already sub-basement self-esteem.


  She leaned back in her chair and sipped at her iced tea. No, this was fun. This was, despite her goat attack and Jason’s roof incident, relaxing.


  I could get used to family time like this.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam sat down next to her at the table. Dinner was cleaned up, and the kids had coaxed Dana, Betty, and her dad into the pool, along with Pete.


  “He’s a great kid,” Sam softly told her.


  She definitely didn’t need to force that smile. “Thank you.”


  “I mean it. Hey, my brothers and I did some pretty crazy stuff when we were kids. I’m sure Pete and his did, too.”


  She looked over at him. His brown hair, looking black from being damp from the pool, stuck out at a couple of adorable, crazy angles. “I really appreciate you two helping out this morning.” She reached out and squeezed his hand. “Thank you.”


  He smiled. “No need to thank us. Glad it turned out all right.”


  She made no move to move her hand, and he didn’t seem to be in a hurry to make her move it, so she left it there.


  “Seriously,” he said, “if you ever need anything, you or Jason, don’t hesitate to call us.”


  Staring into his hazel eyes, she realized how badly she wished she could just crawl into his lap and let him hold her.


  She reluctantly pulled her hand away. It was too darn tempting to think about him in a way that couldn’t be good for her heart. “Thank you.”


  No way would she become one of “those” women, needy and clingy, looking for a rescuer.


  Well, okay, an escaped steer and a combative, ninja attack goat aside, she wasn’t going to invent excuses to get either cousin to come around.


  Besides, she needed every penny she could earn. She damn sure didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize her job with them.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam had thought maybe there was a little spark of something, when she reached over and squeezed his arm. Then it felt like she’d given herself a mental correction and had withdrawn.


  He knew to the depths of his soul that she was attracted to them. He also recognized the hurt and fear haunting her.


  He’d seen it in his own sister after she’d left an abusive jerk.


  The reluctance to get close to anyone again, trying to keep a wall up around her, to keep others out and protect herself emotionally.


  He scooted his chair closer, so he could lean in. She smelled like strawberries and he wondered if it was her shampoo or soap.


  “We should do this on a regular basis,” he said. “Everyone get together.”


  “We don’t want to invade your place like that.”


  He shrugged. “We can rotate it around. Sometimes at your place, sometimes at Betty’s. You know, if you don’t mind, once Jason gets his cast off we’d love a chance to teach him how to ski.”


  She looked at him, frowning a little. “You guys have a boat?”


  “Yeah. We were both about his age when we learned. And Dana’s kids, too, of course,” he added. “Now that they’re old enough.”


  “What about gators?”


  He laughed. “You swam in this lake growing up.”


  “Yeah, and gators were an endangered species back then.”


  “We’ve skied plenty of times out there.” He held up both hands and wiggled his fingers. “See? Nothing’s missing.”


  She finally awarded him with a smile. “Okay. Once his cast’s off. I’m sure he’d probably love to do that.”


  “And we’ll provide the gear, don’t worry. I’m sure in our family someone’s got kids who’ve outgrown skis and jackets. We might even start them on a kneeboard.”


  He didn’t know how true his first statement would be, and he didn’t care. He’d gladly buy the kids skis and ski jackets out of his own pocket if he had to.


  Anything to have a chance to spend more time with Sarah and Jason.


  Anything to take the defeated expression out of her eyes.


  He’d gone online and devoured her website, impressed with her talent. He loved her artwork and design portfolio.


  He also knew from his talks with Walt that the ongoing legal battle to wipe her ex’s fraudulently obtained debts from her record took up a great deal of her spare focus.


  If the fucker hadn’t died I wouldn’t have minded a crack at him myself.


  The evening seemed to end way too soon. Once he and Pete were alone and cleaning up, he wanted to say something but his cousin beat him to it.


  “Jason seems like a great kid.”


  “Yeah. I thought so.”


  Pete met his gaze. “Do you really think we might be able to do this?”


  “I think if we take our time and earn her trust, yes.”


  He slowly nodded, his gaze dropping to the floor. “I’m thinking we have them over at least once a week for dinner. Maybe more. Or take them out.”


  Sam smiled. “Again, we’re thinking a lot alike.”


  Pete’s thoughtful expression slowly dissolved into a smile.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once they returned home and she had Jason tucked into bed, Sarah took a couple of ibuprofen for her aching muscles and turned in for the night.


  Every time she closed her eyes, she thought about Sam and Pete.


  They seemed like good men. And the kids had loved them.


  Especially Jason.


  Why had he gone up to the roof, really? What had he wanted to say to Michael—although her personal opinion was that if an afterlife truly existed Jason would have to look down, not up, to speak with Michael—that he felt he needed to do it alone on the roof and couldn’t tell her?


  I can’t know all his secrets. Maybe he would come around and be able to talk about it now that life was settling down into a new routine for them.


  She closed her eyes and hoped her dreams would be filled with sexiness, starring Sam and Pete.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Over the next couple of weeks, with Dana’s guidance and her dad’s credit cards, Sarah got Jason outfitted in his required school uniforms and picked up all the necessary supplies he’d need for the school year.


  He chattered non-stop about Sage and Dell and the things they’d told him about being in first grade at the school they were attending. He was definitely excited to be going. Now with all three kids entering second grade, Sarah hoped Jason wouldn’t have any trouble fitting in with his cousins there.


  She’d also taken him to the pediatrician, who declared him in good health. After an x-ray, he decreed Jason’s cast could come off as originally scheduled, meaning only a week of the school year spent wearing the thing.


  Something that had Jason cheering.


  And she’d taken the time to go to the school, alone, to speak with the teacher, Mrs. Aarons. Approximately Sarah’s age, she seemed sympathetic to what Jason had been through and agreed she’d immediately inform Sarah if he seemed to be having any emotional troubles.


  Sarah also spoke with the guidance counselor, who assured her Jason’s continued reticence to talk about his dad to anyone, not just her, was normal.


  “Forcing him to talk about it might do more harm than good,” she kindly said. “Kids his age are resilient. Knowing that you and the rest of the family are available is the best and only thing you can do for him right now. He might not be ready to talk about it.”


  And not only was her work for Sam and Pete going well, their friendship seemed to deepen, too. She loved how the men frequently invited all of them over for dinner, or treated all the kids, and Dana and herself, to outings. The Saturday before school started, the men surprised them all, including Walt and Betty, with a trip to Busch Gardens.


  When she offered to chip in for the expenses, Pete brushed it away with a smile. “We have fun doing this. We enjoy spending time with you and Jason. And everyone,” he added. “This is because we want to. It’s forcing us to take time off to relax. I think Sam and I are both happier right now than we’ve been in a while. We’re workaholics. Now we have an excuse to goof off a little.” He grinned. “You don’t mind being our excuse, do you? Otherwise, we’ll feel guilty that we’re not working ourselves to death.”


  She couldn’t refuse his playful grin. “No, I wouldn’t want to do that.”


  “Good. Because if we weren’t doing this, we wouldn’t have an excuse not to work seven days a week.”


  Jason also started hinting that, in addition to the other livestock, he wanted a pony. The neighbors across the road had two gentle old geldings they let Jason pet all the time. It got to the point any time the horses spotted him, they immediately started ambling over toward the fence to get some attention from him.


  When Sam, who’d watched this play out one day, innocently asked her why Jason couldn’t have a horse, she’d elbowed him in the side to shut him up before Jason could hear him.


  “Not exactly in my budget,” she’d whispered.


  The morning of Jason’s first day of school, she set her alarm extra early so she could be up in plenty of time to get him ready. He seemed more excited than she was to get moving, because before she could even open his bedroom door, he threw it open and nearly ran into her on his way to the bathroom.


  “I don’t want to be late, Mom,” he called over his shoulder.


  She didn’t bother holding back her laugh.


  It felt damn good to laugh. Something that finally started feeling natural and easy again after the early weeks of tears.


  After getting dressed and eating, Walt and Sarah started walking down the driveway to await the bus. She was a little surprised when Sam and Pete appeared in the pasture and started walking toward them.


  Jason hugged them both. “It’s the first day of school.”


  “Yeah, we know, buddy,” Sam said. “We came to see you off.”


  Pete offered him a fist bump. “Wanted to wish you good luck.”


  Sarah felt her emotions welling up inside her, threatening to form a choking lump in her throat. She hugged both men. “Thanks, guys. You didn’t have to do this.”


  “We know,” Pete said. “We wanted to.”


  They continued walking with them to the end of the driveway, Jason chattering nearly nonstop the entire way about things Dell and Sage had related to him.


  At different times, Sam and Pete caught her eye and winked, nearly sending her into giggles.


  Once the bus arrived, with Sage and Dell’s eager faces pressed against the windows as they waved at everyone, Sarah gave Jason one last hug. “Go have fun, honey.”


  “Thanks.” He waved at everyone. “See you later.” Then he climbed onto the bus and they watched as he joined Sage and Dell in their seat before the bus door shut and continued on up the road.


  She stared after it, her arms crossed in front of her chest.


  “You all right?” Sam softly asked.


  She nodded. “Yep. I’ve never sent him off like this before. Last year, we were only eight blocks from the school. I either walked him or drove him there.” She rubbed her arms for comfort. “My baby’s growing up.”


  “I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Walt assured her. “He’s got the hellions to show him the way.”


  “That poor teacher,” Pete joked. “I hope she gets hazard pay.”


  They all laughed and started back up the driveway.


  


  * * * *


  


  Pete and Sam were about to walk through the gate back to their property when Sarah spoke up. “I’ll be there in a minute, Dad.”


  Walt nodded and didn’t question her, just continued on toward the house.


  She turned to both of them, her expression unreadable. “I really wanted to thank you both.”


  Pete shrugged. “We wanted to wish him good luck on his first day. It’s nothing.”


  “Not just for this,” she quietly said. “Everything. The job, the friendship, spending time with the kids. Everything.”


  She wrapped her arms around him first for a hug that definitely felt more than just polite. She clung to him for a long moment before turning and hugging Sam.


  Pete felt a wistful pang when she let him go. He could stand there all morning with her like that.


  “Hey,” Sam told her, “we mean it when we say we enjoy this.”


  “But I know you guys are busy. This means a lot to me, that you took the time to walk him down to the bus.” Her eyes suddenly looked a little too bright. “I can count on one hand the number of times Michael took him to school, and usually only because I was too sick to do it.”


  Pete turned her to face him again, his hands resting on her shoulders. He waited until she met his gaze, her green eyes still looking like they were on the verge of tears. He kept his voice soft. “Sarah, we consider you guys family. We’re not exaggerating when we say that. You and Jason and Walt.”


  “And the others,” Sam added, stepping close as he took her hand in his.


  Pete nodded. “And everyone else. I think you have this false impression that we’re two happy-go-lucky bachelors. Neither one of us got married with the intention of getting divorced. We both thought we’d have families of our own by now. So please don’t think of it as us doing you any favors. You all are the ones doing us the favor by letting us be there for you.”


  Sam nodded but, thankfully, didn’t add any snarky comments.


  She threw her arms around him. “Thank you,” she whispered. “You guys have made this whole thing bearable. You really have.” She hugged Sam again before stepping away and wiping at her eyes. “I know you guys have work to do. I need to get a job out this morning, too. Thank you again.” She quickly turned and headed toward the house.


  They stood there and watched her until she disappeared around the line of bushes that partially shielded the house from the driveway.


  Sam let out a sigh. “I’m so in love with that woman it hurts when she walks away.”


  Pete held up his fist. Sam bumped with him.


  In silence, they returned to their own house.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  On Jason’s third day of school, Sarah was still trying to adjust to the new normal of not having him or the twins underfoot. She also realized a little before lunchtime that she hadn’t seen her dad for a while. She knew he was still there, because his truck and her car were both parked in the carport.


  Niggling fear set in. She knew it was irrational, but knowing how her mom had died, it made her a little nervous not having seen nor heard hide nor hair of him for over an hour. At least if she heard a tractor running, she knew he was likely okay.


  Walking out to the lanai, she listened. She didn’t hear anything but the breeze and birds.


  “Dad?” She listened for a response, but still heard nothing.


  He wasn’t in the chicken coop, or out at the goat and pig pen. He also wasn’t down by the lake, and the boat still sat resting on the hoist, so he hadn’t gone fishing.


  She headed toward the large barn. Maybe he was working in there even though the big door was pulled closed.


  As she drew closer, she thought she heard odd noises coming from the barn. Walking around to the side, she opened the small door. It took her eyes a moment to adjust as she stepped in, but unfortunately that was more than enough time for her to see what she could never unsee.


  Her father had Betty bent over his workbench, his back to Sarah, but his pants down around his knees.


  “Oh…oh my god!”


  Both of them jumped, startled.


  Sarah closed her eyes and started backing out, instead knocking over the stepladder next to the door and blocking her path. “I’m sorry!” she said as he stumbled over it and desperately tried to get back out the door. “I’m sorry!”


  Crap crap crap!


  The one thing she’d managed to never do in all of her years growing up with her parents, and here she’d managed to do it in less than a month living back at home, and involving a neighbor, no less.


  She finally managed to get turned around and clamber over the stepladder and out the door, slamming it shut behind her.


  That’s when the nearly hysterical giggles hit. She’d just walked in on her dad.


  Having sex.


  With the neighbor.


  At least now I have my answer.


  She stumbled over to the animal pen and grabbed hold of a fencepost for support as the laughter poured out of her.


  Behind her she heard the door open again. “Sarah?” her dad called. “You all right?”


  “Oh…I’m…fine!” She could barely breathe as heaving gusts of laughter roared out of her.


  “Eh, are you sure?”


  That made her laugh even harder. She bent over, hands on her knees for balance as she laughed so hard she suspected she’d have to change her underwear.


  It felt damn good to laugh for a change.


  Even if it was at her dad and Betty’s expense.


  “Well, glad you’re getting a good laugh out of it.”


  She finally managed to turn to face them and straighten, although she still couldn’t stop laughing. Betty stood behind him, her T-shirt askew but smiling. He looked downright confused.


  She plopped onto the ground, howling with laughter.


  Betty smacked him on the shoulder. “Serves you right, you old bastard. Told you we should have gone over to my place.”


  “What’d I do?”


  “Grabbing me right there in the barn like that.”


  “I didn’t hear you complaining at the time.”


  Sarah fell over onto her side, helpless, knowing until she got it out of her system she wouldn’t be able to stop.


  Several of the goats, along with Hammy and Bacon, all pushed their way over to the fence, trying to see what the commotion was.


  Their assorted shnurfles and noises only made her laugh that much harder.


  I…can’t…breathe!


  At least Betty seemed to understand why she found it so funny. The older woman bore a patient look on her face while her dad stood there scratching his head.


  “Is this some woman thing I’m clueless about?” he asked.


  She’d almost gotten herself under control, but that set her off again, this time with Betty joining her.


  “Yes,” Betty managed, “but not why you think.” She stumbled her way over to Sarah and finally managed to help her get back on her feet despite her stomach aching from the laughter.


  The women leaned on each other for support. “I’m…I’m sorry,” Sarah got out. “I just…I wasn’t…”


  Nope, more laughter.


  “You sure know how to kill a guy’s ego, honey,” he said.


  Betty hooted. “Oh, shut up, you old coot. You’re making it worse.”


  “Worse? I don’t see how. My daughter and my girlfriend are standing here laughing at me.”


  Well, he finally confirmed it. Sarah managed to rein in her laughter enough to hug Betty. “You two don’t need to sneak around behind my back,” she said. Her dad walked over to join them, and she hugged him despite stray snickers trying to escape her. “I’m happy for you. But yes, a locked bedroom door would be preferable to walking in on you in the barn.”


  “I wasn’t sure when it was right to tell you.”


  Betty smacked his arm again. “And walking in on us in the barn was the right time?”


  “All right, I get it.” He coughed. “Do you think Jason will be okay with it?”


  “I’m sure he will be,” Sarah said. “He’s already calling her Grandma Betty.”


  “Why did you come out here anyway?” he asked.


  “I was going to see if you wanted lunch.”


  “Oh.” He coughed again, something he’d always done when he was nervous and trying to hide it. “Um, that’s okay.”


  “We’d love lunch,” Betty said, hooking her arm through Sarah’s and heading toward the house with her. “Thank you, honey.”


  “I really do like her, Dad,” she tossed over her shoulder at him.


  After a moment, he finally started following them back to the house.


  


  * * * *


  


  After lunch, Betty went back to her house, and while Sarah wasn’t sure exactly what her dad was doing, she guessed he’d gone with her.


  She giggled as she stared at her monitor. She felt a little guilty interrupting their mid-morning activities, but it did serve him right.


  Hopefully he’d be a little more discreet when Jason was around.


  Finally, she couldn’t take it anymore. She left her dad a note and headed over to the salon to talk to Dana.


  Fortunately, her cousin was just finishing up with a client and actually had time to fit her in.


  “So to what do I owe this visit?” Dana asked.


  Sarah giggled and in hushed tones told her what had happened.


  “Shut. Your. Mouth!” Dana’s jaw gaped before she burst into peals of laughter.


  “Now don’t tell him I told you, please. I just had to get that off my chest.”


  “I can see why.” She draped a cape around Sarah and pointed her back to the rinse sinks. “That’s a scream. I never walked in on my parents.”


  “Did you know he and Betty were an item?”


  Dana shrugged as she tested the water. “I suspected.”


  Sarah closed her eyes as Dana wet her hair down. “Why do you think he didn’t tell me?” she quietly asked.


  “Well, my best guess is he was worried you might get upset.”


  “Why would I get upset?”


  “Because women are crazy, and men are stupid—”


  “And the reason women are crazy is because men are stupid,” Sarah finished the old saying for her. “I get it, maybe he was just being a dumb guy.”


  “You’re okay with it, right?”


  “Of course I am. It’s not like he went out and found himself a girlfriend before Mom’s body was cold.” In all honesty, she hadn’t given the possibility of her dad going out and dating much thought at all. She knew how much he’d loved her mom. And she’d suspected, based on how much Betty was around, that they were an item. Although she really hadn’t given it a lot of conscious thought until walking in on them.


  “Uncle Walt’s been smiling more in the past year or so than I can remember seeing him smile since Aunt Becky died. That’s a good sign.”


  “Yeah.”


  Dana finished shampooing her and wrapped a towel around Sarah’s head before helping her up. “So what are we doing to your hair today, anyway?”


  Sarah sat back down in Dana’s chair in front of her station and looked in the mirror. “Just trim the dead ends for me, please,” she grumbled. She kept it just below her shoulders so she could easily pull it back out of her way. She’d been getting highlights in her naturally dark blonde hair for several years.


  Not anymore. It wasn’t in her budget, even with Dana giving her a family discount. Besides, she didn’t want to mooch off her cousin.


  “You sure?” Dana fingered a few locks. “Looks like you’re due for color. Sure you don’t want me to?”


  “No.” She met her cousin’s gaze in the mirror. “I need to let it grow out.”


  Dana shrugged. “Will do.” She started combing Sarah’s hair out. “So how are things with Sam and Pete?”


  Sarah was glad for the cape covering her from the neck down. She knew her whole chest and shoulders had to be blushing from as hot as she suddenly felt at the thought of the two hunks. “Good. It’s working out well with them. They’re nice guys and good businessmen. It’s easy work.”


  “They’re single,” she sing-songed. “And they look at you like they’d jump at a chance to be with you. Don’t think I don’t see it. And they genuinely seem to like Jason.”


  “I work for them. And they’re just friends.” She looked down at her lap. “Besides, I don’t want a man in my life anytime soon. Not like that. Not after what I just went through.”


  “True. Michael really was a nutless wonder.”


  “If Sam and Pete are so great, why don’t you chase them down?”


  She let out a snort. “Honey, I don’t have any time for a love life with those two Dementors of mine in the house.” She grinned. “Besides, I’m taking online classes to get me a degree in medical transcription.” She held up her scissors. “I don’t expect to be able to do this for thirty years without it killing my hands. And I can do it part-time in addition to this, work up to doing it full-time at home and still see clients on the weekends if I need to.”


  “How are your parents doing?”


  She shrugged as she snipped more off the ends of Sarah’s hair. “They’re in Michigan, visiting my mom’s sister. They’re coming back in two weeks for a month.” She groaned. “Just when I get the kids back to school and have a few minutes to myself in the bathroom without them disturbing me.” She let out a snort. “Figures.”


  “You miss them and you know it.”


  Dana’s sly smile belied her words. “Yeah, I do. And they told me to tell you they’re really looking forward to seeing you again, and finally meeting Jason.”


  She raised her gaze to look at Dana in the mirror. “You and me, we are a couple, aren’t we?” Sarah softly noted. “I never thought when I headed for New York that I would end up back here. Especially not like this.”


  Dana gently squeezed her shoulder. “You didn’t know.”


  “I should have known. How could I have been so blind?”


  “You trusted him.” She went back to snipping. “I had the benefit of knowing my sperm donor was an asshole nearly from the get-go. As hard as I had it at times, I wouldn’t trade what I went through for what you went through.”


  “Thanks.”


  “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant for Jason’s sake. My kids know their bio father is a schmuck. They don’t even ask about him anymore.”


  “What did you tell them about him?”


  She shrugged. “The truth. That he’s an addict, and that he’s immature and irresponsible. They glommed onto Uncle Walt and my dad, and it became moot. You’d be proud of me. I didn’t swear or call him a nutless bastard once during the process of talking to them, either.”


  “That’s one of the nicest things I could say about Michael at this point.”


  “Has Jason asked you more about it?”


  “No. I almost wish he would. I don’t want to force him to talk about it, but it bothers me that he hasn’t really wanted to talk about it.”


  “Well, he will when he’s ready. It’s only been, what, six, seven weeks now since it happened?” She placed both her hands on Sarah’s shoulders and knelt down so they were cheek to cheek and looking at each other in the mirror.


  “You’re a good mom. A great mom. You’re doing the best you can under the circumstances. Jason’s a smart kid, and you and your dad have given him a fantastic support system.” She kissed Sarah on the cheek before she straightened and got back to work.


  “Thanks.”


  Her cousin brightly smiled. “I mean it. It’s good to have you home. I really missed you.”


  Sarah didn’t have to force the smile. “I missed you, too.”


  Sarah made it home an hour before Jason’s bus was due to arrive. As she settled behind her desk again and woke up her computer, her dad opened the door and stuck his head in.


  “We good?”


  “Dad, I’m not upset.” She struggled against another bout of giggles threatening to break through and managed to hold them at bay to a smile. “I’m happy for you both. I really like Betty. I just wish you’d told me sooner.”


  He stepped all the way in and pulled the door shut behind him. “Do you mind if I invite her to dinner tonight?”


  “Dad, I don’t mind. Besides, it’s your house. Have her over for dinner every night. I mean it. Heck, have her spend the night. It’s fine. I like her, I know Jason loves her. She’s family, right?”


  He finally smiled. “Thanks, sweetheart. I’m glad you’re not upset.” He paused. “Your hair looks good.”


  “Thank you. Now I’m not trying to be rude, but I really need to get back to work before Jason gets home.” She made a shooing gesture at him.


  “Betty and I will walk down and meet the bus for you.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “She, ah, wanted to know if she could take him out shopping this weekend.”


  “For what?”


  “Well, a new swimsuit, for starters, since he gets his cast off next week. She, ah, went ahead and signed him up for the Y’s swim team this morning. And before you say anything, she asked me and I told her yes.”


  She sat back in her chair, trying to decide if she was supposed to be upset that they’d done this without asking, or thankful it was money she wouldn’t have to spend, or both.


  “She also enrolled the Dastardly Duo, so they’re on the same team,” he said. “She hasn’t told Dana yet, but I know she won’t mind. And she said she wants to play chauffeur and take them all to practice.”


  Okay, that completely tipped the scales over to gratitude. She smiled. “Thank you. Please tell her I really appreciate it. I’m sure Dana will, too.”


  “Well, might as well get him back in the water sooner rather than later, right?”


  “Right.”


  She stood and walked over to him and gave him a hug. “She really does want grandkids to spoil, doesn’t she?”


  “Yep.” He stepped away. “I’ll leave you alone, kiddo. We’ll let you know when dinner’s ready.”


  “You don’t want me to help you?”


  “No.” Now he looked a little uncomfortable again. “Betty said she’d come over and cook.”


  Sarah couldn’t ever imagine a time when Isabella d’Antonio would ever volunteer to go over to one of her children’s houses and cook. Or volunteer to take grandkids to swim practice, or anywhere else, unless it was an event that would bolster her own standing.


  Isabella’s MO was bestowing expensive gifts on the kids for their birthdays and holidays, gifts that were usually completely inappropriate for kids.


  Like expensive collectible china dolls for the girls, and model cars you weren’t supposed to take out of the box for boys.


  “Did I tell you how great it is to be home, Dad?”


  Back to a smile. “You might have mentioned it a time or two.” He left her office, shutting the door behind him.


  Sarah couldn’t wipe the happy smile off her face as she settled at her desk once more. No, had she divorced Michael instead of being widowed, she would have had to stay in New York, struggling to make ends meet and likely embroiled in a long, nasty, and expensive custody case. No way Michael or Isabella would have ever allowed her to go to Florida with Jason.


  This sucked big hairy donkey balls for Jason, to lose his father the way he had. For that, she would always feel badly.


  But she wouldn’t deny that, for once, it seemed the karma bus finally ran over the right person and tipped the tally in her favor.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  By Friday, with Jason back in school, Sarah had been putting in more hours with her graphic design work than she had in months, even before Michael’s death. Which was a good thing, because she was able to take on more jobs than she ever had before.


  She left her bookkeeping chores for in the evening, when she could sit on the couch in the living room with Jason and her dad and even Betty, and do that while they watched TV or played with the Wii.


  She also wouldn’t complain about any of the work. The bookkeeping was easy and repetitive.


  She was sitting there that evening after dinner when Sam knocked on the back sliders before opening them and sticking his head in. Coming and going without notice had pretty much become the norm in all three households over the past few weeks.


  He pointed at her. “You’re being abducted for the evening. Come on.”


  She looked over at her dad, who was suddenly the paragon of innocence. “But I’ve got work to do. I’m not finished entering the expenses yet.”


  Sam stepped in and crossed the living room, where he took the laptop from her and closed it. “Bring them.”


  “Go,” her dad said. “Me and Jase are going to finish his homework so he can beat my butt at bowling again.” Betty had left after dinner to go do a Skype video chat with her grandkids and would return later.


  “It’s okay, Mommy,” Jason said. “Grandpa’s here. Go have fun.”


  Realizing she was overruled, she gathered the receipts into the large manila envelope and slipped her Crocs on. “Why do I feel like I’m being plotted against?”


  Sam pointed at her dad. “Because he ratted you out, kiddo. He said you’ve been working your ass off this week and won’t take time for yourself.” He grabbed her free hand and led her toward the sliders. “We’ll have her back by morning, Walt,” he joked.


  Her face reddened. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”


  “No, she won’t,” Sam said.


  “Make her relax,” Walt called out after them.


  “Have fun, Mommy,” Jason said.


  She closed the sliders once they were on the lanai. “I need to be back in time to tuck Jason into bed.”


  He turned to her. “You need an evening of relaxation.” He hefted the laptop. “If Pete and I have to hold you down to get you to relax, you will relax.”


  She swallowed. The thought of the two men holding her down was anything but relaxing. It was…


  Sexy as hell.


  She didn’t say anything else as he led her next door and through their front door.


  “Got her,” he called out as he pushed the front door closed behind them.


  “Good,” Pete called out from what sounded like the living room. Sure enough, Pete sat on a huge, fluffy comforter spread out on the floor in front of the sofa. Several pillows were propped up against the sofa, and two large bowls of popcorn sat next to him. He’d pulled the coffee table off to the side.


  Pete patted the floor next to her. “Come on. Right here.”


  “What is this?”


  Sam took the envelope from her and carried it and the laptop over to the counter, where he set both down before returning to her. “This is your forced relaxation evening. We have a full Netflix queue or On Demand to choose from. Lady’s choice.”


  Pete reached up, snagged her hand, and dragged her down next to him. He slung an arm around her shoulders. “Now, what would you prefer? Mindless humor, action-adventure, mystery, rom-com, or horror?”


  She looked up into his brown eyes. An evening off sounded really good. Especially if it meant spending it with the two cousins. “I don’t care. Surprise me.”


  “Do you want anything to drink?” Sam asked. “And you’re not driving, so if you want an adult beverage, we can provide that, too. We’ll walk you home safely. I promise.”


  They were both so cute. “Okay, I’ll take a beer if you have one.” What could it hurt?


  “One beer, coming up.”


  He actually returned with three, the caps removed, one for each of them. Then he settled onto the comforter on her other side while Pete used the remote to scroll through their options.


  He settled on a mindless R-rated comedy she never would have chosen, but suspected it would be perfect for tonight. All she wanted to do was laugh and quit feeling sorry for herself.


  And the company wasn’t bad, either.


  Pete looked down at her. “Tonight we’re just three good friends. You’re not working for us. Got it?” He took a sip of his beer.


  Her smile wasn’t forced. “Got it.” She held up her bottle. “To fun.”


  The men gently clinked with her. “To fun,” they said.


  Ten minutes into the movie, she realized the best part of her evening was the company and the booze. When she finished her first beer, Sam got up.


  “You want another one?”


  “Sure. Why not. I’m not driving.”


  He grinned. “Definitely not.”


  She rested her head on Pete’s shoulder. “Thank you, guys. For tonight. Really. I appreciate it.” She let her right hand rest on Sam’s left thigh.


  A very strong, firm thigh.


  Both men were well built, toned, and tanned from their days spent working long hours outside.


  “Hey, we’re going to take care of you,” Pete said. “We promise. You don’t have to worry about anything with us around.”


  “Just my bills and any bullshit my ex-mother-in-law wants to throw my way.”


  “What?” Sam asked. “What do you mean?”


  “Oh, Dad thinks she might try to go to court to try to get custody of Jason, or visitation, or something.”


  “How? You’re his mother.”


  “That’s what I said. But Dad doesn’t trust her. Frankly, neither do I.”


  “So in other words, her apple didn’t fall far from the tree?” Pete asked.


  “You got that right.” She took another swallow of her beer. “That fucker. I wasted over twelve years of my life with him, between dating and being married. I was faithful to him, and he was out screwing around on me.” Another long pull on her beer. She felt the start of a buzz coming on and didn’t care. “Fucker,” she muttered again.


  “Well, you have Jason,” Sam said.


  “That’s the only good thing. And no, I don’t regret having my son.” She let out a sigh. “He’s the only thing I can thank Michael for.”


  “You need to live for you now,” Pete said. “You’ve got a lot of life left. And Jason needs his mom to be happy.”


  She looked up into Pete’s sweet brown eyes. They looked nothing like Michael’s blue eyes. When she’d first met Michael, she thought his eyes were beautiful. It wasn’t until now she realized how cold they looked compared to Pete’s eyes.


  And to Sam’s. She glanced at him to find his hazel gaze intense and focused solely on her.


  Parts of her felt warm in a way she knew had nothing to do with the beer.


  And considering that, before Michael died, it had been over a month since he’d touched her, and she damn sure hadn’t felt like pleasuring herself since then, she suddenly realized she was more than a little horny.


  In fact, she was a lot horny.


  The warmth spread, her clit beginning to throb a little.


  “Why are you two single again?” she asked. “I mean, besides being divorced.”


  The men shared a glance. “We hadn’t found anyone worth giving up our bachelorhood to,” Pete said.


  “Until now,” Sam added.


  Now she felt more than just warm. It felt like an inferno had flared to life inside her.


  “Until now?”


  Both men nodded.


  Reality tried to intrude. “What are you saying?” she whispered, unable to trust her voice.


  Sam laced his fingers through hers, brought her hand up to his mouth, and began tracing the contours of her flesh with his lips. “We’re saying we’re not interested in anyone but you. And, whenever you’re ready, we’d like to be here for you.”


  She looked at Pete. He smiled. “Don’t look so shocked. You couldn’t tell we were attracted to you?”


  “Both of you?” she asked.


  “Both of us,” Sam confirmed.


  “And,” Pete added, “if you say no, that’s fine. This has nothing to do with you working for us.” He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Or we try something, and if at any time you say stop, we stop.”


  They were hunks. They were sweet.


  They’re my bosses.


  She took another swallow of her beer, aware her hand trembled.


  Anger washed over her. That bastard cheated on me with at least two different women.


  Hell, two that she knew about. How many more were there?


  Fuck it. She had a right to be happy, dammit. It didn’t matter he was dead. If she’d left his ass, she would have felt justified in sleeping with someone else if she’d met the right guy.


  So what if it was two hunky guys she was already attracted to?


  It’d been over fourteen years since she’d been with anyone except Michael.


  Dammit, they’re right. It is time I live for myself and be happy.


  She finished her beer. “I…I haven’t been to a doctor yet,” she softly admitted. “It’s not in my budget. And I don’t have any condoms.”


  The men exchanged a glance. Pete shook his head, and for a moment, she thought her sudden confidence was going to transform to despair that she wouldn’t be able to do anything with them after all.


  Sam screwed up his face in thought. “Hold on.” He got up and ran for his bedroom. A couple of minutes later he returned, a triumphant look on his face and a strip of three condoms in his hand.


  He dropped back down to the comforter. “They haven’t even expired yet,” he said with a grin.


  She handed Sam her beer. “Good.” She reached up, grabbed Pete’s head, and pulled him down for a kiss before her courage could flee.


  Sarah might have caught Pete by surprise at first, but it didn’t take him more than a moment to throw himself into it. He also took over, his tongue softly caressing her lips until they parted for him. Then he wrapped his arms around her and lowered her to the comforter, exploring and tasting and teasing.


  Sam moved, apparently to put their beers down. She was aware of him stretching out next to her on the comforter. When Pete finally lifted his lips from hers, Sam gently grabbed her chin and turned her face to his, capturing her lips in an equally scorching kiss.


  Yep, places inside her sprang to life like a Hallelujah chorus blasting at rock-concert levels in a deserted church. Her clit, for starters, asking for a little attention.


  Scratch that, begging for them to do to it with their tongues what their tongues had done to hers.


  And her nipples, as they peaked under her shirt, the light friction rubbing against them and turning up the amplifier on the chorus inside her body.


  Maybe it was the beer, or the anger, or the self-pity.


  She didn’t care.


  All she knew was she had two hunky guys, who each put Michael to shame, much less when taken together, who apparently wanted her.


  I’m no idiot. Not anymore, at least.


  The movie played on, forgotten, as the men took turns kissing her. Slowly, teasing, exploring. Neither seemed in a hurry.


  A huge difference from Michael, who’d always made it a personal challenge to see how fast he could get her off. In retrospect, while she’d always thought he was a good lover before, now with a little hindsight it felt like sex with him had always been hurried, in a way. Like he was determined to get her off, and wouldn’t let himself get off before she did.


  In the past, she’d thought that was courteous, silently snickering to herself when listening to friends bitch about how their husbands and boyfriends were sometimes inconsiderate in the sack.


  This felt relaxed, comforting. The men were definitely taking their time with her.


  Shoving thoughts about Michael out of her head, she closed her eyes and fully tossed herself into the experience. The way Sam smelled a little different than Pete, likely from his soap or shampoo. How when she slipped her hand under Pete’s shirt, her palm skimmed over toned abs and soft, silky hair dusting his chest.


  He let her pull his shirt off and she turned to Sam. Equally toned and in shape, she ran her fingers through the brown curls on his chest.


  The men reached down to the hem of her shirt. She raised her arms over her head so they could pull it off her. Now she was glad she’d opted to go braless that morning. Both men leaned in, their mouths encasing her nipples and drawing even more heat from her core and spreading it throughout her body.


  She let out a soft moan as her hands plunged into their hair. This was unlike anything she’d ever dreamed of, ever imagined possible.


  Even better than any of the books she’d read.


  Sam worked his way down her body while Pete reached over and palmed her other breast, his fingers rolling her nipple and keeping it tightly peaked as he sucked on her other one. Sam’s lips blazed a hot trail down her belly, past her navel, to where he began working on her shorts. A moment later, he had her lying naked between them on the comforter.


  She closed her eyes as he pushed her thighs apart and she felt his hot breath brush over her pussy. Then his hands spread her open, exposing her clit.


  “We’re not letting you go until we show you what you do to us, baby,” he hoarsely promised before his lips settled over her throbbing clit.


  The deep, loud moan that escaped from her lungs surprised even her. Her grip on Pete’s head increased as she tried to hold on, feeling like she’d just dove off a cliff overlooking the ocean.


  It only took Sam a minute to trigger the first climax, her long, dry spell making her even more sensitive than usual. But he didn’t stop there. He eased up, taking long, slow swipes at her clit with his tongue, taking his time, building her back up again toward another release.


  Pete rose up on one arm and cupped the back of her neck with his hand. “Look at me, Sar.”


  She forced her eyes open. Pete’s brown eyes appeared almost black in the dim light. “Give us another one, baby. We want to hear you moan.”


  Sam took that as his cue, apparently, to begin sucking on her swollen clit again. Pete’s grip on the back of her neck tightened, not painfully, just enough to weaken any reservations that might have remained inside her about what they were doing.


  “Come for us, baby,” Pete softly urged. “I can see it in your eyes. You want to come for us.”


  It wasn’t her eyes Sam was focused on, and that’s where the second explosion originated. It felt like her world would unhinge as the powerful sensations flooded her core and raced to her extremities before rippling back to her clit again.


  “That’s it,” Pete coaxed. He changed position to cradle her body against his, his cheek pressed against hers as he reached around her to palm both of her breasts in his hands. He began lightly rolling and pinching her nipples between his fingers. “Another one.”


  She hooked an arm around him and held on for dear life. Her back arched when Sam inserted two fingers inside her cunt and slowly fucked her with them while flicking her clit with his tongue.


  Never had anything felt this good. She’d thought Michael was good in bed, but he’d rarely drawn two orgasms out of her in one sitting, and never as quickly as these men had.


  And it looked like number three was very likely.


  “He’s going to get you nice and wet,” Pete’s warm breath whispered in her ear. “Going to make sure you’re ready for our cocks. You have no idea how badly we’ve wanted this.”


  She shivered in his arms as orgasm number three built inside her, his words as much as his cousin’s talented tongue rushing her up the hill once more.


  Sam turned his gaze up, meeting hers along the length of her body. His eyes crinkled in a smile as he clamped down on her clit with his lips and sucked hard.


  Sarah threw her head back and let out a cry, the pleasure nearly overwhelming her. Nope, nothing had ever felt this good.


  Dammit, I’ve been missing out.


  “That’s it, baby,” Pete encouraged. “Fuck his hand.”


  She rocked her hips against Sam’s hand and mouth as the orgasm kept rolling and rolling through her without letting up. She felt dirty. She felt sexy.


  She felt desired.


  Pete pinched her nipples, hard enough to spike the pleasure levels and make her cry out again. “Just think what our cocks will feel like in you, slamming into that sweet pussy of yours.”


  She dug her nails into the back of Pete’s neck as number four ripped through her before the third orgasm had even settled down.


  Apparently satisfied by that, Sam backed off, withdrawing his hand and lightly licking at her pussy.


  As she lay there panting in Pete’s embrace, he turned her head and kissed her, hard and deep, possessively.


  Sam moved up next to them, taking her from Pete and crushing her lips with his. She tasted herself on him and wrapped her arms around him, wanting him inside her, hell, wanting both of them inside her, right then.


  Pete moved away for a second. She heard him taking off his shorts and the rustle of plastic before he returned and pressed his body against hers.


  Sam rolled onto his back, taking her with him. Pete grabbed her hips and pulled her onto her knees, which put her right over Sam’s hips.


  Sam reached down and unfastened his shorts and shoved them and his briefs down his hips. A large, thick, and cut cock greeted her.


  Without hesitation she wrapped her lips around him and sucked him into her mouth.


  He grabbed a couple of the pillows and put them under his head before he reached down and cupped her head in his hands. “That’s it, baby,” he hoarsely said. “Suck it good.”


  Behind her, Pete grabbed his obviously ample cock and rubbed the condom-clad head of it up and down her soaking cunt lips before pausing at her entrance. His voice sounded strained. “Last chance to say no.”


  She lifted her head just enough to beg, “Please, fuck me,” before diving onto Sam’s cock again.


  Pete speared her, hard and deep, driving a moan out of her before he fell still. “Oh, fuck, baby,” he whispered. “You’re so goddamned tight.”


  “She’s perfect,” Sam said, his voice also tight. “She’s goddamned beautifully perfect.”


  Her pussy throbbed, still echoing with vibrations from Sam’s talented mouth and now with Pete’s cock buried inside her and holding maddeningly still.


  Michael never filled and stretched her the way Pete did. And guessing from the size, he was every bit as endowed as Sam was.


  With Sam’s sac cupped in one hand, and her other wrapped around the base of his cock, she balanced on her elbows and let the men find the rhythm that worked for them.


  She didn’t care. She was in heaven.


  Pete started moving again, slowly, Sam using the motion to let his cousin drive her mouth deeper onto his cock with every thrust. Pretty soon, they seesawed her between them, and she was shocked to realize she thought she might be close to coming again, something that had never happened before while being fucked unless a vibrator or hand was involved with the assist.


  Pleasure overwhelmed her. The men took total charge, holding back and fucking her at both ends. With each stroke Pete took her nipples brushed against the comforter, adding an additional tingle to her already overtaxed nervous system.


  “I can’t hold back,” he grunted, speeding up, harder, deeper, until his thighs slapped against hers.


  Sam’s grip on her head tightened until he was fucking her mouth, pumping his hips up and seemingly sensing how deep he could go without gagging her.


  Another moan escaped her, muffled by Sam’s cock. She let go of his balls and snuck her hand underneath her, between her legs, furiously rubbing on her clit and finally tripping her over the edge of another orgasm.


  “Shit!” Pete gasped. His last several thrusts, harder and deeper than the others, drove her all the way onto Sam’s cock just as he exploded in her mouth.


  Sam let out a moan of his own. “Yes!” She swallowed eagerly, enjoying his taste, wanting every last drop.


  Finally, they all collapsed where they lay. Sam gently stroked her hair while Pete finally withdrew and spooned against her.


  Only the movie played on.


  After a few minutes, Sam lifted his head. “Are you all right, Sar?” Concern filled his voice.


  She let out a snort. “All right? Am I all right?” She tipped her head and met his gaze. “I’m fucking fantastic. And if you guys think I’m going to let this be just a one-night stand, you’d damn well better think again.”


  Pete chuckled as he nibbled on the nape of her neck. “Feel free to use us as your personal fuck toys any time you need to.”


  “Any time,” Sam echoed.


  She grinned. “You’d better believe I’m going to take you up on that.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The rest of the weekend, she didn’t get to spend much time alone with the men. But anytime they were together in the same room, they took great pains to make eye contact with her and send her sexy winks or other teasing gestures.


  She loved it.


  Sunday night, finally, after getting Jason put to bed, she headed over to their house.


  Unfortunately, they were all exhausted. Instead of sexy time, they all fell asleep on the couch while watching TV. At one point, Sarah sat up, disoriented for a moment until she realized where she was.


  Then she spotted the time on the cable box. “Oh, crap!”


  Sam and Pete both sat up, startled. “What?” they asked.


  “It’s after midnight! Crap!” She stood and looked around for her shoes. “My dad’s going to kill me!”


  Sam smiled. “What, are we back in high school?”


  “You don’t understand.” She found her Crocs and slipped them on. “I have to get home.”


  “We’ll walk you over,” Pete said.


  “No, it’s okay—”


  “That wasn’t just a suggestion,” Sam clarified with an arched brow. “We are walking you home.”


  She fought against her aggravation at falling asleep. “Okay, fine.”


  Pete grabbed a flashlight and together they trudged through the yard and across the pasture to the fence gate. Big Mac stood sleeping nearby, one rear foot cocked up. He didn’t stir until they reached the gate. Then, as Sam tried to get it open, the steer walked over and rubbed his nose up and down Sarah’s back.


  “Ugh! Big Mac, stop it.”


  The men didn’t bother concealing their snickers.


  “It’s not funny.”


  “You’d better keep your voice down or you’ll wake your dad,” Sam warned, his amusement visible in the glow from the flashlight.


  She glared at him but knew it wouldn’t do any good. He was too cute and sweet for her to stay irritated at him.


  When they approached the front porch, she let out a soft swear as she peeked through the windows alongside the door.


  “Dad’s asleep in his chair in the living room. I can’t go in that way or I’ll wake him up.”


  “Where’s your window?” Pete asked.


  Sam snickered. “Wow. It is just like high school.”


  She glared at them. “I can’t climb into my window.”


  “We’ll help you,” Pete insisted.


  “Besides, I think it’s locked.”


  Pete shrugged. “Describe the latch for me.”


  She did.


  “Go to the window. I’ll be right back.” He took the flashlight and jogged off into the night.


  She looked at Sam. “What is he up to?”


  “Probably going to grab a slim Jim from his toolbox. Come on. Which one is your bedroom?”


  She led him around the house to her window. It was a few feet too far off the ground for her to climb into by herself, but if the men boosted her, she’d be okay.


  “I’ve never done this,” she admitted.


  “What?”


  “I never snuck out or in while I was in high school. I was too afraid of what my parents would do to me if I got caught.”


  Sam grinned. “Well, time for you to make up for lost time, huh?”


  Pete returned a few minutes later with a long, slender piece of metal in his hands. Sure enough, after they popped out the screen, Pete was able to jiggle the window latch and get it unlocked. They opened it.


  “Voila,” Sam said. He bent over and held his hands cupped for her. “Now to get you safely insi—”


  They all froze at the unmistakable sound of a shell being racked into a shotgun behind them.


  Walt Heckman’s voice boomed out of the darkness. “If you boys want to date my daughter, you damn well will do it through my front door and face me like men. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”


  


  * * * *


  


  The cousins sat on Walt Heckman’s couch on either side of Sarah, each one holding one of her hands, while her dad stood in front of them, glaring.


  He held the muzzle of the shotgun in one hand, the butt resting on the floor in front of his feet.


  At least he’d removed the shell from it.


  She hoped.


  “Look, I don’t know and I don’t care what the hell you three were doing tonight,” he said. “You three are adults. You should damn well act like it instead of sneaking around like a bunch of stupid teenagers.”


  “Told you it was just like high school,” Sam muttered.


  Sarah fought the urge to let a nervous smile slip through.


  Walt jabbed a finger at him. “You shut up,” he ordered.


  Sam complied.


  “What were you three thinking?” he asked.


  “To be fair,” Pete said, “it’s not Sarah’s fault. We suggested it. She was worried about waking you up.”


  “And how did that work for you?” Walt asked.


  Pete didn’t have a response.


  “Daddy, I’m—”


  “You be quiet, too,” Walt ordered.


  Her jaw snapped shut.


  He took a deep breath as he stared at the three before letting it out again. Then he lowered himself into his recliner, the gun propped in front of him between his legs. “So let’s hear it.”


  “Daddy, you didn’t see me giving you a hard time about walking in on you and Betty in the barn.”


  She sensed both cousins swivel their heads to look at her. “What?” they asked.


  Walt shook his head. “That’s irrelevant. And it was a totally different situation. You didn’t hear a noise and think I was a prowler and nearly shoot me.”


  Well, he does have a good point there.


  “Um, if you saw it was us,” Sam said, “why did you rack the shell?”


  “To scare some damn sense into all three of you,” he said. “I didn’t even have it pointed at you.” He rubbed his face. “So what the hell is going on?” He held up his right hand and pointed his index finger at them, waving it in a circle. “You three together now, or what?”


  Her face grew supernova hot. “Daddy!”


  “Oh, stop it, Sar,” he said. “I read the stuff on your momma’s Kindle after she died. I’m not an idiot.”


  She clamped her mouth shut again, speechless.


  “Well?” Walt asked.


  The two cousins exchanged a look, then looked at Sarah. Pete squeezed her hand before speaking up.


  “We don’t know what it is,” he said. “But we know we both love her.”


  It felt like her heart stopped beating. Shocked, she looked at him, to Sam, who nodded, and back to Pete.


  Apparently, that was good enough for Walt. He nodded, too. “Okay, then. You boys realize Jason is part of the deal, right?”


  “Yes, sir,” they parroted.


  “He’s a great kid,” Sam said.


  “And I think,” Pete said, “that we have a lot to talk about with Sarah.”


  “Well, for what it’s worth, not that you three need my permission, I’m okay with it.”


  Sarah, now beyond the point of forming coherent words for a totally different reason than during her hot sexy time with the cousins on Friday night, stared at her father in shock.


  He noticed her expression and laughed. “Sar, I’ve known these boys most of their lives. They have good families, and they’re good, hardworking men. Alone, either one of them is better than that whole d’Antonio brood put together.” He nodded again. “I guess together the two of them are worthy of you.”


  She tried to speak but nothing came out.


  He hauled himself out of his chair and walked over to kiss the top of her head. Then, with his free hand, he shook with both men. Shouldering the gun, he said, “I’m going to bed. Lock up when you boys leave.” He jabbed a finger at them again. “And no more sneaking around, dammit.” He turned and left the living room.


  Sarah stared at the floor, her emotions swirling around inside her like a crazy vortex she couldn’t escape.


  Truth be told, while she’d been in love with Michael and thought she had the perfect husband, those emotions even at the best of times paled in comparison to the passion and depths of emotion she already felt for these two men.


  But she’d never in her wildest dreams thought they might feel the same way about her.


  Pete squeezed her hand. “So, what do you say, Sar? Will you go steady with us?”


  Sam laughed as he shook his head. “I’m tellin’ ya, it’s just like high school.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Pete wished he could reach across Sarah and smack the crap out of Sam for joking around at a moment like this. She looked overwhelmed and he hoped they hadn’t just irreparably screwed things up with her. He knew she felt insecure and vulnerable and terrified about her future and all it entailed.


  He didn’t want her to feel that about either of them.


  Ever.


  He wanted them to be the solid rock in her life, the guaranteed stability she so desperately deserved, her and Jason both, after everything they’d just been through over the past several weeks.


  He wanted her to know they weren’t just playing her, that they could stand on their own, and that they were strong enough to walk beside her through any level of hell or fire her ex-in-laws wanted to throw at her.


  “Sar,” he said, “please, say something.”


  Wide-eyed, she looked from him to Sam and back again. “You…you both love me?”


  He dragged her into his lap while Sam edged closer and draped her legs across his. His gaze roamed her face while he reached up and tucked a stray hair behind her ear.


  “We love you,” he softly said. He glanced at Sam, who now gently grasped her hands. Sam nodded.


  “I don’t know if I’m ever going to be ready to get married again,” she said.


  Sam smiled at her. “That’s okay, because I think the two of us would kill each other to figure out which one of us you’d marry.”


  Pete did smack his shoulder that time, making her smile.


  “Look,” Pete softly said. “We’re not asking for anything other than for you to trust us and let us be the ones you can lean on. You and Jase both. No one else for us but you, and no one else for you but us. Nothing more. Nothing complicated.”


  Sam snorted. “This is complicated.”


  “Can you please be serious for a minute?” he asked before returning his attention to her. “No pressure. Even if you want to back up a few steps. I know this all happened fast for you. It happened fast for us, too. Believe me, we never expected to fall in love with you like this. But I promise you, Sar, we’ll never let you down.”


  Sam brought her hands to his lips and kissed them. “Never,” he solemnly said. “We promise.”


  “What will people say?” she asked.


  He shrugged. “I don’t really give a damn, to be quite honest.”


  Sam nodded his agreement with that sentiment.


  At least on this point they could agree completely.


  “But what do we tell Jason?” she asked.


  “Right now,” Sam said, being serious for a moment, “we don’t need to tell him anything except that we’re friends. Good friends. Considering how much he keeps asking us to come over for dinner, I think he’s going to be okay with that.”


  Finally, Sam had found his inner sensitive guy.


  “And think of it this way,” Pete added, “there can be times one of us can take Jase out to do something and give the other one alone time with you. It’s the best of everything in all ways.”


  Sam grinned. “And you’ve already seen our financials.”


  Aaaannd there goes the sensitivity.


  But it made Sarah smile, so he wouldn’t fault his cousin for it.


  “And it’ll give your dad and Betty some private time, too,” Sam added. “We already know he trusts us with Jason and with you, so they can have more time to—”


  She covered her face. “Oh, my god, please don’t say ‘bump uglies’ because I don’t want to think about that. It was bad enough walking in on them in the barn.”


  Pete gently pulled her hands away from her eyes and leaned in to kiss her. Tenderly, sweetly, not a sexy, spit-swapping snog like they’d had before.


  “All we’re asking for is a chance to show you how good it could be. The worst is over, isn’t it? We have your dad’s blessing.”


  Sam leaned in and kissed her next. “Please, Sar?”


  Pete thought Sam sounded choked up but decided not to bust his balls about it. It touched him to see Sam be so vulnerable around Sarah and Jason, in a way he hadn’t seen him act in years.


  And here I thought he’d turned into a soulless bastard beyond redemption years ago.


  She took a deep breath and nodded, a hesitant smile curving her lips. “Where do we go from here?”


  “How about you and Jason and your dad and Betty come over to our place tomorrow night for dinner?”


  Her brow furrowed. “All of us?”


  “All of you. If we’re going to be a family, then let’s start being one.” He stroked her cheek. “We don’t just want sex. We want to be a part of your lives, and we want all of you to be a part of ours.”


  “What are your families going to say about this?”


  Sam laughed. “Hell, they think we’re gay and we’re hiding it. This will probably be a relief to them. That, or they’ll think you’re our beard.”


  Pete was back to wanting to kill Sam. “For chrissake, dude, can you please be serious?”


  “I am! My dad flat-out asked me last year if you and I were secretly partners.”


  Now it was his turn to frown. “He did? You never told me that.”


  “It was no big deal.”


  “No big deal? Your dad asks you if we’re gay partners and you don’t think it’s a big deal?”


  “No.”


  Speechless, he stared at his clueless cousin.


  Then Sarah giggled, pulling his attention back to her.


  She reached out and stroked his cheek. “You guys are really too funny.”


  Everything else fled his mind except the smile on her face.


  “Yes,” she said.


  He blinked. “Huh?”


  “Focus, dude,” Sam said. “I think she was accepting our proposition to go steady.”


  She nodded.


  He kissed her, then let Sam pull her all the way into his lap so he could properly kiss her, too.


  “I’d say we’ll walk you to your room, but I suspect that might be pushing your dad’s good nature a little too far,” Sam said. “So how about walking us to the front door and locking it behind us?”


  She nodded. Pete helped her to her feet and at the door they both hugged and kissed her again before pausing on the front porch to listen for the sound of the deadbolt shooting home.


  She peeked out the window at the side and waved at them before the lights went off inside.


  Sam, who’d ended up with the flashlight, switched it on and shined it up into his face, illuminating his silly grin. “No, I won’t do anything to screw this up. Don’t mistake me being goofy for me being clueless, cuz.” He turned and headed toward the gate.


  Pete followed him. “Sometimes with you it’s too damned hard to tell the difference.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Sweet dreams blessed Sarah all that night. She awoke feeling refreshed and hopeful in a way she hadn’t since the whole damn mess started.


  Okay, so Jason wasn’t the only good thing to happen from all of this. Having Sam and Pete in her life…


  She grinned.


  And it felt good to have her secret out of the way with her dad, at least. And they were going over there for dinner tonight. All of them.


  She threw herself out of bed and got the coffee started. She’d already woken Jason up and got him moving when her dad walked out into the kitchen.


  “Good morning, Dad,” she said with a grin.


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “You really need to tone down the cheery before I’ve had coffee, sweetheart. I’m retired.”


  She handed him a cup. “Sorry.” She snickered.


  “I’m guessing your talk with the boys last night went all right after I went to bed?”


  She nodded.


  “Good. If you’re going to spend the night, just tell me. No more sneaking in like that.”


  “If I’m late I’ll use the front door, I promise.”


  He offered her a smile. “Make sure you get those two boys a key.”


  Jason walked in, dressed for school and ending their discussion.


  “I will, Dad.”


  Jason sat at the breakfast bar. “Will what?”


  “Nothing, honey. We’re all going over to Sam and Pete’s tonight for dinner.”


  “Cool. I really like them.”


  “Good. I’m glad you do. I like them, too.” She picked up her coffee mug and took a sip.


  “Are they your boyfriends?”


  Unfortunately, her dad was standing right there when she started choking, spewing her mouthful of coffee all over him.


  Jason burst out laughing while Sarah continued coughing.


  Her dad grabbed a dish towel and wiped the coffee off his face, taking his glasses off to rinse them under the faucet. He handed her the towel when he finished. “Here, sweetheart.”


  She nodded her thanks, still trying to catch her breath, as he put the towel in her hand.


  “Are you okay, Mommy?”


  She nodded again and held up a finger to Jason to hang on for just a minute.


  Mommy’s choking right now, sweetie.


  That thought almost started her laughing. Then she happened to catch a glimpse of her dad’s amused expression, and that started her laughing.


  Dammit.


  Her dad came to her rescue. “What kind of cereal do you want this morning?” he asked Jason.


  “Frosted Mini-Wheats.”


  Her dad grabbed the box from the pantry and got him started on breakfast while she poured herself a glass of water. Fortunately, her dad turned on the morning news and kept Jason distracted so he didn’t ask anything else about Sam and Pete. After her dad changed his shirt and got back from walking Jason down the driveway to catch the bus, he returned to the kitchen.


  “You’re going to have to come up with an answer for him sooner or later. I guarantee you he’ll be asking you again.”


  “Why? Did he ask you about it?”


  “No, thankfully.” He pointed a finger at her. “Are you ashamed of those men?”


  “No! But…” She knew she couldn’t—wouldn’t—give them up. “How do I broach the topic?”


  “Don’t make a big deal about it. And for chrissake, don’t go choking when he asks you about it. Yeah, like that won’t make him suspicious.”


  She felt heat fill her face, and not the fun, sexy-time kind, either. “He caught me by surprise.”


  “Kids tend to do that. Get used to it. It won’t get any easier.” He laid a hand on her shoulder. “And here’s a little fatherly advice. It’s better he gets to know them now, while he’s younger. It won’t get any easier explaining it to him when he’s older.”


  He headed for his den.


  She grabbed her own shower and spent the morning working in her office. She was about to break for lunch when a knock on the door startled her.


  What the frak?


  She looked to find their mail carrier standing on the doorstep.


  She opened the door. The man offered her a quick, worn smile. “Certified letter, return receipt requested. Sarah d’Antonio?”


  “Yeah.” She reluctantly took the pen from his hand and signed.


  “Thanks.” He ripped off the receipt and handed her the envelope.


  He returned to his car as she stared at the back of the envelope. She was afraid to turn it over, knowing it had to be a bill collector finally tracking her down.


  She kicked the door shut and started toward the kitchen, coming to a halt as she finally read the return address.


  A law firm in Long Island.


  “Dammit,” she whispered.


  She ripped the envelope open and as she scanned the paperwork inside, her irritation turned to rage.


  “That motherfucking cunt!”


  Her dad showed up. “What? What’s wrong?”


  She shook the pages at him. “That fucking bitch, Isabella! She’s challenging Michael’s will and is going to bring it up at the hearing next week.” She headed toward her bedroom, past her dad, but he grabbed her arm and swung her around as he snagged the paper.


  “Whoa, hold on. Don’t go calling her. Let me read.”


  “What the fuck does she think she’s doing? There’s nothing to challenge. He didn’t have a damn thing, and the will stated that I got everything.”


  He didn’t release her, leading her toward the living room to get her seated on the couch. “Ease up, honey. Let me read.”


  She watched as he flipped through the paperwork while he stood in front of her, blocking her escape. His expression turned unreadable. “I’ll call the attorney, but it looks like she’s going to be asking for visitation with Jason.”


  “Fuck her.”


  “You have to stay calm.”


  “How can I stay calm with that witch wanting to take my son from me?”


  He dropped his hand to his side and leveled his gaze at her. “You will stay calm because I told you to stay calm,” he quietly said. “I’ll take care of this.”


  He went into his den, where she heard him talking in low tones a moment later.


  She didn’t have the energy to get up and follow and listen. Instead, she threw her head back and closed her eyes and desperately fought against the urge not to burst into tears.


  Would have been nice if she’d shown this much interest in Jason when Michael was alive.


  Her dad returned over twenty minutes later and sat in his chair. “You want the good news or the bad news?”


  “The bad.”


  “You’re going to have to go to New York and attend this probate hearing.”


  “Dammit. What’s the good?”


  “Both our attorney down here and the one who’s handling the will in New York agree that Isabella has a snowball’s chance of getting any kind of order of visitation granted. This is probate court, not family court. Neither attorney is even sure what Isabella thinks she’ll gain by doing this, or why her attorney would let her try it in the first place. Maybe she just wants to rattle you in hopes she won’t have to go to family court.”


  “Congratulations, she did that. I’m officially rattled.”


  He leaned forward. “You can’t let her do that to you. You are that boy’s mother, and no amount of crazy posturing on her part will change that. And you shouldn’t let her get under your skin anymore than you already have.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “No, don’t be apologizing to me. You didn’t cause this.”


  “It’s costing you money.”


  “Let me tell you something. There’s no amount of money I wouldn’t spend to keep that woman out of our lives.”


  


  * * * *


  


  She reluctantly agreed to let her dad handle everything. She returned to her office to try to work, even though she seethed.


  It was close to time for Jason’s bus to bring him home when her dad stuck his head in the door. “I’ve got it all arranged. Betty’s going up with you.”


  A slight twinge of panic set in. “Why can’t you go with me?”


  “Because one of us needs to stay here with Jason. I wouldn’t put it past that woman to claim that we left him with a ‘stranger’ if it’s not you or me.” He frowned. “Besides, I don’t need to be going to jail for assault if that woman starts in.”


  “And I do?”


  “Betty won’t let you do anything, don’t worry. She can handle you.” He smiled. “Besides, the woman has a mouth on her, if you don’t remember.”


  That did make Sarah laugh. Yes, Isabella would have a fight on her hands if she crossed Betty, of that there was no doubt in her mind.


  Now what she wanted to do was go curl up on her bed and have a good cry.


  Or curl up in bed with Pete and Sam and cry.


  Even better.


  Unfortunately, she knew that couldn’t happen. She still had too much to do and didn’t want Jason seeing her like that.


  When they headed over to the men’s house for dinner with Betty, Sarah still hadn’t had a chance to talk to the men about the probate hearing without Jason being in earshot. Apparently they could tell there was something wrong, because both men warily eyed her, concern on their faces anytime they were out of Jason’s direct line of sight.


  Once dinner was finished, she sent Jason home with her dad and Betty with a kiss. “Get your bath, get everything ready for school in the morning. I’ll be home shortly.”


  “Okay.”


  Once they were out the door, Pete and Sam surrounded her in the kitchen.


  “All right,” Sam said. “What happened?”


  She managed not to break down as she told them about the hearing. Both men looked ready to kill. “Want us to go up with you?”


  Yes, actually, she did, but also suspected that would bring about more questions from Isabella. Betty was a better choice.


  “It’s just I don’t need any more bullshit from her. Just when I think life’s settled down and everything’s fine, she pops up.”


  Sam pulled her to him and held her. “It’ll be okay. Your dad’s right, it has to be handled. You can’t ignore her.”


  Pete pressed up against her back. “Want to sneak back over after Jason goes to bed? We know how to relieve your tension.”


  They did at that. “Don’t fall asleep on me.”


  “We won’t,” they parroted.


  She was back over by nine thirty. The men had cleaned up the kitchen and put on soft jazz music in the master bathroom, in addition to lighting candles.


  Pete and Sam undressed her before stripping themselves. The men had bought the king-sized bed soon after their first tryst to make these occasions more comfortable.


  They still used condoms because while her first round of STD and HIV tests, taken at a clinic in Tampa while Sam and Pete both went with her at their insistence, had come back negative, she didn’t want to take any chances. She’d wait six months for another HIV test just to make sure.


  But at least with being on the pill, in addition to the condoms, she knew there wouldn’t be any accidental babies to worry about.


  Pete sat on the end of the bed and rolled a condom on. “Something different tonight, babe, to take your mind off things.” He positioned her straddling his lap, facing him, his feet on the floor.


  She closed her eyes as she settled her pussy down onto the full length of his shaft. He leaned back, taking her with him, onto the bed.


  Behind her she heard Sam doing something. She felt him rub cool lube against her ass.


  “What—”


  “Shh,” they both said.


  Yes, this was something she’d been wanting to do.


  And yes, it definitely took her mind off Isabella.


  Sam took his time, slowly massaging her virgin rim with one finger until he felt her finally relax. Then she tensed up again as he pressed forward, breaching her ass, holding still until she got used to the intrusion.


  With Pete’s cock buried to the root in her pussy, her clit was throbbing, desperate for a finger or friction from their bodies or something. Anything. When she tried to move, to fuck him, he held her tightly against him and began kissing her to hold her still.


  Sam waited her out, adding more lube and taking his time until his one finger easily fucked her ass. As she moaned, he withdrew, added still more lube, and then slowly pressed forward with two fingers.


  Sarah froze, whining as the burning pinch drove out pleasure for a few seconds. But then he paused and after a moment it started feeling good again, really good. In fact, she realized the slight pinch only served to amp up her need to be thoroughly fucked.


  He repeated the process until he had a third finger worked deeply inside her and Pete had let her start moving a little, her body desperately trying to find a position that would get her traction against her clit and give her relief.


  Sam’s hand disappeared, making her whine. This time in disappointment.


  “Hold on,” he said.


  She looked over to see him cleaning his hand with a wipe before he sheathed his cock in a condom. “Believe me, babe, you’re not more anxious than I am to have my cock buried in your ass.” He slathered more lube on his shaft, drizzled plenty on her rim, and then stepped behind her again.


  “Hold still, baby,” he said.


  She felt him press his cockhead against her ass, pausing before breaching her rim.


  She let out a cry as the shock of the size startled her, but when he didn’t move, it quickly turned to pleasure again.


  Agonizingly slow, he worked his cock deeper inside her, withdrawing a little before pressing forward again, until his hips pressed against her ass.


  “There we go,” he said. Then he pulled her up against his chest. “Now, you need to come before we do anything.”


  “Holy fuck, that’s tight,” Pete said.


  She felt stretched, full, with both cocks tightly fisted inside her body.


  Sam cupped her breasts, tweaking her nipples, while Pete rolled her clit between his fingers.


  That was all it took. The first shuddering release wracked through her body, the effect of clamping down on both their cocks only increasing the pleasure.


  “That’s it,” Sam whispered in her ear. “You belong to us, completely, don’t you?”


  “Yes!” she gasped.


  “You want our cocks, don’t you?” Pete asked.


  “Yes!” She tried to move as much as she could, rocking her hips against them.


  “We can feel you squeezing our cocks,” Sam said. “We know you love this. And we love doing this to you.” He nipped her shoulder, sending another shiver through her already overwhelmed body. “No matter what,” he said, “no matter where you are, just remember you own our hearts the way we own your body right now.”


  She let out another cry as Pete’s fingers gently pinched her clit and triggered another orgasm. “We’re always going to take good care of you,” Pete hoarsely said. “You just need to let us.”


  Right now, she’d let them do anything to her, give them anything they asked, just to keep the sensations going. A razor’s edge of pleasure along the cusp of pain, it didn’t stop, felt like it might never end.


  Finally, as she trembled between them, Sam gently lowered her onto Pete’s chest and he began to fuck her.


  She braced her hands against Pete and tried to move, tried to help, and finally gave up to let them set the speed.


  Pete grabbed her hips and thrust up into her, eventually settling into a seesaw pattern with Sam that triggered another toe-curling orgasm inside her.


  “Fuck yeah,” Sam grunted, moving faster and harder.


  “Do it quick,” Pete warned.


  Sarah felt the world fall away around them, a cocoon of pleasure formed by the men’s bodies keeping her suspended in a delicious orgasmic haze. When they both finally came, their cocks pumping inside her, she collapsed on top of Pete and lay there, panting.


  Sam leaned forward and trailed kisses down her spine. “Did we break you, baby?” he teased.


  She nodded, a smile on her face.


  Pete brushed her hair back and kissed her forehead. “Better?”


  She nodded.


  Sam carefully withdrew and went to clean up, using another wipe on her to clean her. Pete carefully rolled her onto her back and withdrew. “You all right?”


  She hooked a hand around the back of his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. “I think you two might have to carry me home,” she said.


  She felt thoroughly and completely fucked.


  Deliciously fucked.


  Lovingly fucked.


  He smiled down at her. “Love you, baby.”


  She would have thought nothing could top what they’d just done.


  That did. “Love you, too,” she said.


  Sam returned and snuggled behind her after pressing a kiss against her neck while Pete got up to head to the bathroom. “Love you, too, sweetheart.”


  She tipped her head back to kiss him again. “Love you, too.”


  “Now give us a few minutes to recover and we’ll help you home.”


  She snuggled in tighter. “I’m thinking just wake me up early.”


  Pete returned and leaned over to set the alarm clock. “Done.”


  She did manage to drag herself out of bed to use the bathroom, but then returned to snuggle between them.


  “I guess this is a lot better than having to sneak around behind Dad’s back,” she mumbled, already crashing into sleep.


  “And it’ll keep him from accidentally shooting us,” Sam muttered.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  At least Jason getting his cast off on Friday afternoon was a high point of the week. He cheered once the doctor finished cutting it off him and the nurse helped him scrub his arm.


  “Just take it easy for a week or so,” he cautioned. “Don’t go hog wild.”


  “Can I swim?”


  “Yes, swimming will be fine.”


  Sarah guessed Jason would be begging to jump in the pool as soon as he got home. And he’d finally be able to enjoy getting back in the pool with the rest of the swim team.


  But as the weekend passed all too quickly for Sarah’s liking, and the hearing date approached, her good humor once again turned dark.


  Late in the afternoon the day before the hearing, Sarah sat at the airside gate at Tampa International and struggled not to nervously tap her foot. Betty reached over and placed a comforting hand on her leg.


  “It’ll be all right,” she softly said. “I’m with you. And trust me, I’m no pushover.”


  “I really, really appreciate you doing this. Putting your life on hold to go with me.”


  Betty offered up a smile. “I’m looking forward to giving this witch a piece of my mind in person,” she said. “Besides, not like your dad is a good flyer.”


  Something clicked home. “Is that why Dad isn’t coming with me?”


  “No. Well, not completely. The only way I got him on the plane to go up to you was I plied him full of alcohol and one of my old Xanax,” she joked.


  “You brought him to the airport?”


  “He called me, in a panic, and rather than trying to get him to calm down on the phone, I walked over and found him racing around and trying to pack. I shoved him into the shower, got his carry-on packed for him, and got his ticket booked.”


  She hugged Betty. “Thank you.”


  “Hey, we’re family.” She grinned. “Isabella won’t know what hit her if she tries any bullshit around me.”


  They got up to stand in line for boarding. “I don’t understand why I have to fly up there anyway. Why can’t they do it through mail or on the phone?”


  “Probably because of Isabella filing her challenge to the will.”


  “Which I also don’t understand how she can do that. Not that the son of a bitch had anything left to leave to me or anyone else, but as his widow, he specified everything went to me.”


  “People can file bullshit if they want to, unfortunately.”


  “Yeah,” she groused, “and it costs me money I don’t have. I hate that Dad’s paying for this nonsense.”


  She laid a hand on Sarah’s arm. “Trust me when I say he doesn’t mind. I think he views it as money well spent to have you and Jason back in Florida.”


  “Still, it bothers me.”


  “Don’t worry. I think the woman will soon regret tangling with us.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They spent the night at a hotel not too far from where the hearing would be held. Their flight out the next evening returning them to Tampa meant hopefully any delays in the proceeding wouldn’t interfere with their return.


  They met up with Sarah’s attorney at his office down the block from the courthouse. He offered her a warm smile and reassurances.


  “Sarah, believe me, this is highly irregular in a case like this. Especially when the estate has no tangible assets and is buried in debt.”


  “She’s not even listed in the damn will. What does she know that we don’t?”


  “I don’t know. She didn’t present any conflicting will. We’ll have to wait until the hearing.”


  When they were escorted into the conference room attached to the judge’s chambers where the hearing would be held, Isabella glared at Sarah from the other side of the table.


  Sarah didn’t flinch. She held the older woman’s gaze until Isabella finally looked away.


  Bitch.


  Her attorney, a young, nervous-looking man who appeared fresh out of law school, wasted no time presenting a challenge for custody of Jason. Sarah studied him, convinced she’d seen him somewhere before but unable to place him.


  The judge put down his pen and stared at the attorney. “Say what?”


  “My client wants to challenge custody of the decedent’s minor child.”


  Sarah struggled not to break out in giggles. Under the table, Betty reached out and squeezed her hand.


  The judge took off his glasses. “In my time, I’ve seen a lot of things, but this takes the cake. You are well aware that this is a probate hearing, correct?”


  The attorney nervously nodded. “Yes, your Honor, but—”


  “No buts. Sarah d’Antonio is the child’s mother, correct?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Counselor, no buts. Motion denied.” He looked at Sarah’s attorney. “Anything else?”


  Isabella looked enraged, glaring at Sarah.


  Now she placed the other attorney. He was the son of one of Isabella’s friends. She’d seen him at a Christmas event last year at Isabella’s home in the Hamptons. And if she recalled, back then he’d just taken the bar exam.


  Sarah disguised her laughter with a coughing fit. Now it made sense. The guy was clueless.


  They were out of there fifteen minutes later. Her attorney hustled Sarah and Betty down the hall and into an empty conference room.


  “Told you it would be easy,” he said after closing the door behind them.


  She nodded, relieved, and explained who Isabella’s attorney was.


  He laughed. “Well, that explains it. I suspect the other reason she tried this was likely because her regular attorney told her with Jason’s residency now in Florida, that she would have to challenge custody there. This was a long-shot, Hail Mary attempt.”


  “Yeah,” she groused, “but it cost us money I don’t have.”


  Betty hugged her. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s call the guys and give everyone the good news.”


  In the taxi on the way back to LaGuardia, Sarah called her dad and gave him the quick version, which almost took as long to tell as it had happened in real life.


  “Good. I’m glad that’s settled. Sam and Pete will pick you up.”


  “Can I talk to Jason?”


  “He’s…uh, not here right now.”


  She nearly smacked her forehead. “Oh, duh. Swim team. Dana was going to take them.”


  “Yeah, that’s it,” he quickly said. “Love you, sweetheart.”


  “Love you too, Daddy. Here’s Betty.” She handed the phone to her and settled back in her seat. Familiar sights passed by outside her window, but it didn’t feel like home.


  Whereas her first impression of New York so many years ago had been one of wonder and excitement, now all she felt was dread. Even the dreary, overcast day echoed her feelings of the city.


  They arrived and got checked in nearly three hours before their flight was due to depart. She’d brought her laptop, thinking maybe she’d get some work done, but decided to leave it in her carry-on. With this hurdle in the past she could relax. Instead of waiting by the gate, they opted to stop at a bar, where they ordered appetizers and Sarah indulged in a rum and Coke at Betty’s encouragement.


  The older woman chose a Bloody Mary.


  “I can’t help but think,” Sarah said, “that she’ll try something else.”


  “Whether she does or doesn’t, you worrying about it won’t change it one way or the other.” Betty munched on her celery stick. “She might think she’s above the rules, and I’m sure your ex’s lying to and colluding with her all those years didn’t help things any, but she’s going to quickly have her little self-important bubble popped.”


  Betty frowned. “I’m kind of sorry she didn’t start something with me today. I was looking forward to letting her have it.”


  Sarah giggled, the alcohol already going to her head due to an empty stomach before the appetizers arrived. She’d only had a bagel for breakfast, and had been too nervous to eat lunch despite Betty begging her to. “I would have loved to see that.”


  “We Florida Cracker girls are feisty.” She pointed her piece of celery at Sarah. “Don’t ever forget your roots, honey. You mess with a Florida Cracker girl, you’re messing with the wrong girl.”


  Sarah held her drink up in a toast. “To us Cracker girls.”


  “Here, here.” They clinked without spilling them, but both women started giggling. “I think Walt will be upset with me I bring you home drunk.”


  “Well, we’ll both be drunk, so it won’t matter much.”


  The flight was uneventful, except that they both kept the celebration going so that when their flight touched down in Tampa, they had to hold onto each other on the tram ride from the airside back to the main terminal.


  As they stepped out of the shuttle doors into the main terminal, they linked arms, their other hands holding onto their rolling carry-on bags. Sam and Pete wore odd looks on their faces as they stepped forward to greet them once they’d exited the secure area.


  Sarah dropped her bag and draped her arms around Sam’s neck. “Hiya, cutie!” She kissed him.


  “Oh…wow. Are you drunk, babe?”


  Betty grabbed Pete’s arm for balance. “Not any worse than I am.”


  The men exchanged a glance that started Sarah giggling. “Hey, we celebrated.”


  “We can see that,” Pete said.


  Sarah pointed at Betty. “It’s her fault. She’s the responsible adult.”


  Betty let out a snort. “Says who? They’re a dirty, rotten liar.”


  Pete kept an arm around Betty’s waist as he took her bag. “Come on, ladies. The chariot awaits.”


  Sam kept a firm grip on Sarah as they took an elevator up to the parking garage. They’d brought Pete’s SUV and had to help the women into the backseat.


  “Give me some warning if either of you have to puke, okay?” He climbed behind the wheel.


  Sarah laid her head back and waved his warning off. “The buzz is already wearing off, spoilsport. We weren’t that tanked.”


  Sam turned from where he rode shotgun. “You’re both going to be regretting this in the morning, I bet.”


  Betty let out a snort. “What do I look like, an amateur? I’ll be sober by midnight.” She pointed at Sarah. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s hungover in the morning.”


  “It’s worth it.” She rarely drank because of Jason. It felt good to let loose with Betty and just relax for a couple of hours without any cares.


  “I’ll remind you you said that in the morning,” Sam told her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sarah woke up when they bumped over the dip at the end of the driveway marking the turnoff from the road. “Are we home?”


  Pete glanced at her in the mirror. “Yes, we’re home.”


  “That was fast.” Yes, the buzz was gone. Darn it.


  She stared at the pasture, leaning forward when she saw something weird. “Whoa, stop the car.”


  “What’s wrong? Are you going to be sick?”


  She unbuckled her seat belt and smacked his shoulder. “Stop the goddamned car!”


  He did. Sarah piled out and walked over to the fence. While her initial glimpse of the animal at the outer reaches of the headlights had made her think something was really wrong with Big Mac, now she realized she’d been mistaken.


  Big Mac had a buddy.


  Both animals lumbered over toward the fence as the men and Betty joined her.


  Sarah’s jaw gaped as she stared.


  Big Mac stuck his head over the fence and nuzzled at her. She pet him as she stared.


  The horse, a sorrel with a white blaze down its muzzle, wasn’t much taller than Big Mac.


  “I don’t fucking believe it.”


  Pete nervously coughed as Betty started laughing. “Oh, boy,” she said. “Maybe I should walk the rest of the way home.”


  Sarah shook her head. “I cannot believe Dad bought him a fucking horse! No wonder he sounded off on the phone earlier.”


  “Um,” Sam said, “well, he didn’t.”


  She left her hand on Big Mac’s muzzle as she turned. “I’m not that drunk. I’m not suddenly seeing imaginary horses.” She looked back at the animal, who took a couple steps closer and extended his nose close enough to sniff at Sarah’s palm. “At least, I don’t think I’m that drunk,” she muttered.


  Pete coughed again. “Walt didn’t buy it.”


  “What?” The horse, apparently deciding if Big Mac liked her that she must be okay, stepped up to the fence and pushed his nose against her hand.


  “We did,” Sam said.


  She stared at the horse for a moment before slowly turning toward the men. “What?” she whispered.


  Pete took the lead. “We bought him. He belonged to my brother’s daughter, and she outgrew him. She’s training in a hunter class now and he bought her another horse, and when he asked if we knew anyone trustworthy who might want him…”


  She blinked as she stared at them.


  The horse stuck its head over the fence and nosed her in the back.


  “You bought my son a horse without asking me?” Her scream echoed through the darkness and made both animals take a step away from the fence.


  Sarah clenched her fists as she approached the men, who retreated around the front of the SUV. “I cannot believe you two! Why didn’t you ask me about this first? You know I can’t afford to take care of a horse!”


  “We asked your dad,” Pete said, hands up in front of him as they continued retreating around the SUV with her in pursuit. “He told us it was okay. And besides, we’re going to pay for his care. It’s our gift to Jason. We got a trailer and tack and everything. And Dana’s kids love him, too.”


  The scream built so deep and heavy she finally opened her mouth to release it and the force of her rage silently popped in the air in front of her. After throwing her hands up in the air, she wheeled around and started storming up the driveway toward the house.


  Behind her, she heard the vehicles’ doors close, but it was Pete who came up behind her and grabbed her shoulder.


  “Babe—”


  She shook him off without stopping. “Don’t. Don’t even.”


  He kept following her but didn’t try to stop her again. Behind them, the headlights illuminated her way up the driveway. When she threw the front door open, her dad looked up from where he sat in the living room, startled from the book he’d been reading.


  She stalked over to him. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she growled, keeping her voice low. “Why the hell didn’t you say something to me?”


  “About—”


  “About the damn horse!” She lowered her voice again, mindful of Jason sleeping just down the hall. “Why didn’t you tell me they’d asked you about buying a horse?”


  He closed his book. “Because I knew you’d say no.”


  Sam, toting Sarah’s overnight bag, walked through the front door, Betty following him.


  “Damn right I’d have said no. I can’t afford a horse, Dad!”


  He stood and looked down his nose at her. “Then consider it my horse, if that makes you feel better. The horse stays. And his name is Gilbert.”


  She started to say something but her jaw snapped shut.


  Just when she thought the night couldn’t get any weirder…


  “Gilbert?”


  He nodded.


  “You’re shitting me. The horse’s name is Gilbert.”


  He nodded again.


  “What the hell kind of name is that for a horse?”


  “Same kind as Big Mac for a steer,” Sam quipped.


  Betty shushed him.


  “I don’t…I have no…I can’t even…Arrgghh!” She headed down the hall to her bathroom, where she locked herself in and started the shower. If she tried to say anything else to anyone, she’d end up screaming it.


  They bought him a freaking horse.


  As she stepped under the hot water, she turned her face toward the spray.


  A horse named Gilbert.


  That’s when the giggles hit. Snorting, bubbling giggles she knew she couldn’t control that morphed into full-belly laughter she barely managed to keep quiet so she didn’t wake Jason up. As she slid to the floor of the tub, her hand clamped over her mouth and she laughed, her anger slowly washing away.


  Gilbert.


  More laughter she couldn’t even begin to control.


  I just hope the damn goats don’t teach him to climb onto the roof.


  By the time the water ran cold and she dragged herself out of the shower, Betty had left and her dad and the men stood waiting for her in the kitchen.


  “Feeling better?” her dad asked.


  She shot him a dark glare as she reached for the bottle of ibuprofen and a glass of water.


  He smiled. “If it’s any consolation, he was already named Gilbert. Jason didn’t want to change his name.”


  She let out a breath she wasn’t aware she’d been holding. “A horse, Dad? Really?”


  He shrugged, a playful grin on his face. “I’m sorry, but Grandma Izzy’s got nothing on us.”


  She clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle the snort of laughter and let him engulf her in a hug. When he let her go she walked over to her men and opened her arms to them, too.


  “Thank you,” she murmured. “I’m sorry I lost it.”


  “Your dad swore us to secrecy,” Pete said. “Blame him.”


  She kissed Pete, then Sam. “Sorry I’m not in much of a romantic mood tonight.”


  “How about we stay with you until you fall asleep,” Sam suggested. “Just snuggling.”


  Her dad smiled and waved at them. “Good night, kids.” He left them alone.


  “A snuggle sounds good,” she said.


  She let them lead her back to her bedroom, where she donned a T-shirt and the three of them crammed into her full-sized bed.


  As she closed her eyes and snuggled with them, she asked, “You realize I’m a broken toy, right?”


  Sam, then Pete, kissed her forehead. “No you’re not,” Sam whispered. “You’re beautiful and perfect.”


  “And all ours,” Pete added.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Gilbert actually grew on Sarah. He was more like a big dog than a farm animal, always coming up to the fence and whinnying at her if she didn’t immediately stop what she was doing and go pet him. Every morning he followed them down the driveway to stand there while Jason waited for the bus, and every afternoon when the bus pulled up, the horse ran up to the fence and followed them back to the house.


  And Jason became proficient enough riding the small, gentle horse that as long as he wore his helmet and didn’t leave the pasture, he could ride without someone being there to supervise him.


  He also started getting up earlier every morning to go out and feed him before school while her dad fed the other animals.


  She was proud of him for taking the responsibility seriously.


  As September melted into October, they settled into a comfortable routine. Her nightmare of a few months earlier seemed like just that, a nightmare.


  This was home. And she’d never been happier.


  Jason, Dell, and Sage all did well on their swim team. So when it came time for Halloween, Sarah was glad the Y was holding a party and trick-or-treat fest, because she knew people never stopped by their house, unless they were relatives. They were too far off the main road for people to make the drive. The lack of sidewalks in their rural area also inhibited door-to-door trick-or-treating.


  When she was a kid, it wasn’t uncommon for her mom and dad to take her over to one of their friends’ houses, and let her go trick-or-treating with their kids so she could actually do it.


  All the adults were all dressing up. Sarah had opted for a pirate wench outfit with an ankle-length skirt, one suitable to wear at a mixed-age event. She was a little nervous about her men going, since they wouldn’t reveal what their costumes were, but she loved them for insisting on being a part of the festivities.


  She wouldn’t have it any other way.


  In reality, Sam and Pete had been more active in Jason’s life than Michael had. One or both of them went to every one of Jason’s swim meets to cheer him on, and they’d stepped up to help sponsor some of the team’s fundraising activities.


  They were also over at the house every night for dinner, as was Betty.


  And Michael had only been around to take Jason trick-or-treating once, last year.


  At least Jason would have that good memory of his father.


  Jason still hadn’t talked much about his dad. Everyone discussed it when he wasn’t around, and it wasn’t just with Sarah he’d remained silent on the subject. He hadn’t mentioned Michael to anyone. Dana had even worked it into conversation with Sage and Dell and reported he hadn’t talked to them about Michael, either.


  But Jason appeared happy, had quickly adjusted to his new school, seemed to love his teacher, and was excelling on the swim team.


  According to the school’s guidance counselor, whom Sarah talked with about it again, he appeared to be a perfectly well-adjusted seven-year-old boy. Maybe even better off than some kids in “normal” nuclear families.


  Although Sarah had left off the part about her having not one, but two boyfriends.


  Before the Halloween party, they would all meet up at the Heckmans’ and caravan over to the Y, Sarah and Jason with Sam and Pete, and Walt and Betty with Dana and the twins. Sam and Pete were running a little late, and when Sarah heard a knock on the sliders she turned and started laughing.


  The men wore a cow costume.


  And they’d glued pink tennis balls to the horns.


  She started laughing so hard she tripped backward, tangled in her skirt, and landed on the couch. As the others turned and saw what she’d seen, they roared, too.


  Sam, the tail end, straightened with a grin as Pete removed the head. Sam opened the sliders. “Well? What do you think? We’re Big Mac.”


  Sarah fell over on her side on the couch, helplessly laughing.


  


  * * * *


  


  They all had fun at the party. Big Mac was a hit, and the three kids had filled their plastic pumpkins with candy and other goodies handed out.


  Back at home, after everyone else left and Sarah had Jason settled in bed, Sarah returned to the living room where her dad and Betty were talking with Pete and Sam. The men had changed into shorts and T-shirts before leaving the party.


  Sam turned and grinned. Before Sarah could react, he’d scooped her up over his shoulder and headed toward the back sliders. “We’ll send her home in the morning,” he said.


  She had to bite back the surprised yell she’d almost let loose. “What are you going?” she said.


  “Abducting the pirate wench,” Pete answered.


  Betty and her dad both laughed, seeing them off with a wave. “Have fun, you three,” he said.


  She stared at Pete, who’d shut the door behind him. “What?” he innocently asked with a devilish grin.


  “Jason’s going to catch you doing this one day, you realize that, right?”


  Pete hurried around Sam to open the lanai door for him. He headed around the hedge line and toward the gate in their fence. “So?” he replied. “It won’t matter once the two of you are moved in with us.”


  That shocked her. “What?” she gasped.


  Sam stopped and set her down on her feet in the middle of the yard. He took one of her hands in his while Pete took the other. Both of them dropped to their knees and looked up at her.


  “We know you can’t make us any promises right now,” Pete solemnly said, “but we both love you.”


  “And Jason,” Sam added.


  “Right,” Pete continued. “And we know it’ll take time for you to get to a point where you’re ready to make this forever.”


  “But we’re telling you right now,” Sam said, “that we’re calling permanent dibs on you. If you’ll have us. When you’re ready to take the next step, it won’t take us any time at all to move you in with us.”


  “Both of you,” Pete added. “We love both of you. We want to be Jason’s dad. Dads.” He looked at Sam, who nodded.


  She didn’t know what to say.


  “I…I can’t choose between you,” she said. “Please don’t ask me to do that.”


  “We’re not asking you to,” Pete said. “I know we have to move slow because of Jason. We’re more than willing to do that. As long as it takes.”


  “Until you think he’s ready for it,” Sam added. “Your dad and Betty are already fine with it.”


  It felt like she couldn’t breathe. After a moment of staring from one man to the other and back again, she nodded. At least, she hoped she was nodding.


  She supposed she was from the way both men grinned. They stood, and Sam took something from his pocket. Pete held her left hand up as Sam slipped a ring onto her finger.


  “That’s from both of us,” Sam told her, leaning in to kiss her. “It’s a promise. We’ll be here the whole time. Patiently waiting.”


  “Patiently?” Pete joked as he leaned in to kiss her.


  Sam laced his fingers through hers. “Maybe not so patiently. But we’ll wait as long as it takes. Although don’t be surprised if we start playing dirty to get you to make up your mind sooner.”


  “Dirty?”


  The men exchanged a wicked glance before Pete dropped to his knees in front of her again. Before she knew what was happening, Sam had grabbed her and was kissing her while Pete dove under her skirt and pulled her panties down.


  As Pete’s skilled tongue zoned in perfectly on her clit, she loudly moaned into Sam’s mouth.


  Dirty…Okay, I’m good with dirty.


  She couldn’t move because Pete had reached around and grabbed her ass, his shoulders keeping her legs spread wide while Sam wrapped an arm around her and forced her to stand there and take it even as he kissed her.


  Pete had learned her body well. He slipped two fingers into her cunt and began finger-fucking her as he licked and sucked her clit. It took him less than a couple of minutes to have her coming, the force of her release weakening her as the men held on tighter to keep her body upright. Sam’s mouth muffled her cries even as she heard him chuckling.


  They owned her.


  They knew it.


  She knew it.


  Who am I kidding?


  Pete didn’t stop there. Sam reached an arm around her and began playing with her nipples, rolling and pinching them through the fabric of her costume while Pete continued fingering her cunt and licking her clit.


  The night, the moon, and these two men.


  Could it get any better?


  She shoved those thoughts out of her brain as she enjoyed Pete’s oral talents, the walls of her pussy eagerly squeezing around Pete’s fingers. It wasn’t until after he forced a second orgasm out of her that he finally relented and emerged from under her skirts and sat up, a pleased grin on his face.


  “Dirty, babe,” he said. “We’re going to play very dirty.”


  She offered absolutely no resistance when Pete this time slung her over his shoulder and carried her the rest of the way to their house. She couldn’t have resisted even if she wanted to. Her entire body felt like jelly.


  Or Braveheart after a fainting spell.


  Back at their house, Pete dumped her onto the bed and grinned as he shucked his clothes. Sam yanked his shirt off and shoved his shorts and briefs to the floor.


  “Our turn, babe,” Sam said. He threw up her skirt and yanked her panties down and off her. Pete tossed him a condom. Before she could even think about getting her own costume off, she’d been rolled onto her hands and knees and had Sam’s cock buried in her pussy and Pete’s down her throat.


  Pete held onto her head, slowly thrusting his cock between her lips. “That’s it, you dirty little pirate wench. Just kneel there and get your booty plundered.”


  Sam froze as she busted out laughing, blowing spit all over the place as she did.


  Sam roared with laughter of his own. “Dude. Tell me you did not just say that.”


  “What? I was trying to be funny.”


  Sarah howled with laughter, her cheek resting on Pete’s thigh.


  Sam started fucking her again. “Serves you right, dude. You’ll just have to wait until she stops laughing to get your blow job. More fucking, less funny.”


  She tried. She really did. She wanted to give Pete a blow job but every time she remembered what he said she started laughing again, until she gave up and just knelt there, snorting and giggling while Sam fucked her.


  Then, the horrifying happened.


  With all her laughter, she accidentally farted. And no, not a silent-but-deadly stealthy one, either.


  Oooh, no.


  This was a loud, long, rip-roaring toot that stopped Sam in his tracks.


  And made Pete start howling with laughter.


  “Oh, babe. That’s just wrong.” Sam pulled out while Sarah fell over on her side, roaring with laughter once more.


  “I’m…I’m…I’m sorry,” she finally managed to choke out through her gales of laughter. “I…couldn’t…help it!”


  Pete pointed at Sam. “See what happens? Karma.”


  “Bullshit, karma, my ass,” Sam said. “That was the bean dip you insisted on bringing to the shindig tonight.”


  Meanwhile, all Sarah could do was lie there on her side and laugh.


  Sam pulled the condom off his wilting cock and headed into the bathroom to dispose of the rubber.


  “Glad I bought several boxes of those yesterday,” he said.


  Sarah almost had herself pulled together and was ready to start on sexy time once more, only being slightly debilitated by the giggles, when she let out another fart.


  Helpless on the bed, she started laughing again. She’d even thought about just giving the guys blow jobs, but then the memory of Pete’s ill-timed comment would come back to haunt her and start her laughing again.


  The men crawled up on either side of her, Sam on her left. She finally thought to stare down at the ring they’d put on her hand. It was a beautiful amethyst, surrounded by small diamonds.


  Sam laced his fingers through hers. “Well, at least we managed to put a ring on it tonight,” he said, bringing her hand to his lips to kiss it. “That was the important part of the evening.”


  “Yeah, and at least I didn’t get Dutch-ovened earlier out in the yard,” Pete quipped.


  Sam studied her as she roared with laughter once more. “Dude, I’m getting you a ball gag. You just don’t know when to shut the hell up, do you?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Pete rolled his eyes at his cousin. “All right, fine. So I’m not Mr. Sexy Talk. Sue me.”


  Sarah slung an arm across his chest and stared up at him with those sweet green eyes of hers. “Aww, that’s okay. Your heart was in the right place.”


  “Thank you, babe.” He glared at Sam. “You didn’t help by laughing.”


  “Nobody’s perfect.” He leaned in and nibbled Sarah’s shoulder. “Well, our girl is, but I know I’m not.”


  There was that sweet blush again, the one that colored her cheeks and neck when they paid her compliments. “I’m not perfect,” she mumbled. “Tonight is proof of that.”


  Pete captured her other hand and bought it to his lips. “Stop,” he gently said. “You’re perfect for us. We love you just the way you are. And you put up with both of us. If we say you’re perfect, we mean it.” He sucked her thumb between his lips and laved his tongue around it, hoping maybe he could still salvage sexy time.


  And even if he didn’t, at least he had her by his side. He’d settle for that. Just being with her made him feel complete. It was more difficult to say good-bye or good night to her every time they had to leave her.


  Sam apparently read his intent. He began nibbling on the nape of her neck, drawing a soft moan out of her as her eyes fluttered shut.


  Okay, remember, keep my fucking mouth shut this time. Unless I’m using it on her body.


  Pete kissed his way up the inside of her arm, working his way down her chest to her breasts. He nestled his face between them, first one, then the other. He gently nibbled on her nipples, back and forth until they were once again tightly peaked. She was so beautiful like this, so responsive to everything they did to her. He’d never been with someone so perfect for him as her. He enjoyed the way her breath came in soft, quick gasps with everything they did to her, responding to them.


  They eased her onto her back. Sam changed positions, kneeling between her legs to bury his face in her pussy. That made her moan loudly, stirring Pete’s cock once more.


  Sexy time salvaged. He cupped her cheek in his hand and kissed her, hard, deeply, bruising, fucking her mouth with his tongue the way he wanted to fuck her pussy with his cock. Her arm circled him, her nails deliciously digging into his back as she cried out, body arching against him.


  There’s one. Go, Sam. Go.


  He felt for and found her hand. Lacing his fingers through hers, he pinned it over her head, his cock stiffening when he felt her body shiver.


  She liked it when they took charge like this. He didn’t have to be a mind reader to feel the way her body responded whenever they took possession of her in bed.


  He reached around and found her other hand and pinned it over her head, too. She began squirming under them, eagerly thrusting her tongue to meet his, moaning, rocking her hips in time with whatever Sam was doing to her between her legs.


  Sitting up, he switched her wrists into one hand and straddled her, the head of his cock brushing against her lips. She looked up at him, opening her mouth without hesitation as he slid his erection between her lips.


  With his other hand he palmed her cheek and stared down at her. When she opened her eyes again, he spotted the familiar glazed look he loved so well.


  They had her, and she knew it.


  Her eyes dropped closed again as she loudly moaned around his cock. From the way she deep-throated him, eagerly bobbing her head up and down as much as she could pinned beneath him, he knew Sam had made her come again.


  He slowly eased himself deep between her lips, pulling back before she gagged, all the way until just the head was still between her lips. Delicious madness set in as he tried to hold back, her tongue flicking his glans, exploring his slit, tracing every ridge and curve.


  Damn, she’s good.


  Even his ex, who he’d thought was good, was never this good, this eager to please. He loved Sarah for everything she was out of bed.


  In bed, he became utterly helpless to resist her, knew he’d give her anything she asked of him. She made him want to be the best man he could be for her sake, to be worthy of her.


  The ring on her finger winked in the dim light.


  Their ring, the one they’d shopped for together, for once able to completely agree on something.


  On their love for her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sarah could barely form a coherent thought. Between Sam’s eager tongue spearing her cunt and flicking her clit, and being pinned under Pete with his delicious cock deep in her mouth, the world had disappeared. This felt so dirty and sexy and right, all at the same time. There’d been a few times where she’d been alone with one man or the other, but mostly, it was all three of them together.


  The two of them had a way of short-circuiting her brain in the most delicious way possible. She wasn’t even sure she knew how to say no to them.


  Not that she wanted to.


  With her clit between Sam’s lips, he began playing with her ass with his fingers, not pressing for entry yet, but teasing and setting off an explosion inside her she wasn’t expecting.


  Then he did slide a finger inside her ass, wet from her juices running down between her legs.


  She wanted them both. She wanted them both inside her, wanted the feeling of both their cocks stretching and owning her.


  Sam lifted his head from her clit, his breath warm across her flesh. “Want my cock there, baby?” he asked while sliding his finger in and out of her ass.


  “Mmm hmm!”


  “Get up, Pete,” Sam ordered, leaving her whining with disappointment as both the finger in her ass and the cock in her mouth disappeared.


  She didn’t have to wait long. Pete returned to the bed, rolling her on top of him and grabbing her hips to guide her onto his condom-clad cock. Then he kept one arm around her waist, holding her tight and still, his other hand buried in her hair as he ravished her mouth.


  Behind her, Sam drizzled lube between her cheeks. “I love fucking your ass, babe,” he hoarsely said. “I love having you between us like this. It’s so damn sexy.”


  He used his fingers to stretch and prepare her ass, all the while she ground herself against Pete’s cock as much as he’d allow her to move. Like this, with her swollen and sensitive clit rubbing against Pete, she knew she could come at least once more once Sam buried his cock inside her ass.


  “Okay, hold still,” Sam warned. He fisted his cock and pressed the head of it against her rim. Slowly, he pressed forward until the head of his cock was buried inside her.


  She let out a whine, muffled by Pete’s mouth. She wanted him in there, deep and hard.


  “Oh, no you don’t,” Sam said, his tone tinged with humor. He delivered a light slap to her ass. “We own you tonight, baby, just like you own our hearts. Give us this win, at least.”


  His words melted her. She owned them? No, they owned her, totally and completely.


  She didn’t understand how it had happened, and she didn’t care. They made her feel safe.


  They made her feel loved.


  More importantly, it already felt like they were a family.


  Sam pressed a hand between her shoulder blades, holding her still as he slowly thrust, going a little deeper each time until he finally had his cock buried all the way inside her.


  Pete released her head and pushed her up so he could play with her nipples.


  “Start moving, baby,” Pete said, his voice strained. “Fuck our cocks.”


  Sam nipped the nape of her neck. “Squeeze our cocks, baby. Give us that sweet pussy of yours.”


  Rocking her hips she finally found that sweet spot while the men held still. Pete’s fingers pinched and pulled her nipples, adding delicious tingles of heat to the building explosion.


  “That ring on your finger,” Sam whispered in her ear, “means you’re the only woman who gets our cocks. So you’d better be ready for us. Because we’re damn sure going to make sure we keep you so satisfied you don’t even want to think about another man but us.”


  Pete tugged on her nipples. “Even if it means we need to sneak into your room and fuck your brains out every night,” he said. “I spend every day with my cock hard thinking about you.”


  She found her rhythm and knew if they kept it up, their dirty talk would shove her hard and fast over the edge.


  They knew it, too.


  “That’s it,” Sam urged. “You know you want to come with both our cocks inside you. You’re so fucking sexy like this, at your dirty best, aren’t you?”


  Her breath came in short, faster gasps.


  Sam cupped his hand around her throat, possessively. “Our sweet, beautiful little slutty princess. Only we get to see this side of you, and that’s the way we want it.”


  “We feel the way you’re riding our cocks,” Pete added. “I can feel your pussy twitch every time I pinch your nipples. You’re loving every second of this, loving every inch of our cocks fucking you.”


  That sent her over the edge. She braced her hands against Pete’s chest as she fucked them hard and fast, her orgasm breaking only that much harder as her cunt squeezed against both their cocks.


  “That’s it,” Pete urged. “Come for us, baby. You can’t lie to us. We know how much you love our cocks.”


  She slammed her hips against them, lost in the explosion rocketing through her until she rode it to the end and collapsed onto Pete.


  Pete held on to her waist while Sam grabbed her hips. They took over, fucking her and sending more pleasant vibrations through her body.


  “Our turn,” Sam said, his hips slapping against her ass. “I can’t wait until we can do this without rubbers and we make you walk around filled with our cum.”


  “Yeah,” Pete hoarsely said. “Marking what’s ours. Marking you inside and out.” He let out a grunt as he drove deep into her, falling still as his cock started pulsing.


  Sam had a little more stamina, holding back. “If you think we’re going to let any other guy have you, think again. You’re ours, and we’re going to spend the rest of our lives showing you how good this will be between us. Starting here and…now.” He came, his cock throbbing in her ass as he filled the condom.


  Sam propped himself up with his arms, not withdrawing, kissing her between her shoulder blades. “We don’t want to lose you, baby. We love you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam held still, trying to catch his breath as the last echoes of his explosion faded. He didn’t want any other woman. He only wanted Sarah, wanted to love her for the rest of their lives together.


  There was something so sweetly vulnerable about the way she opened up to them in bed, like she’d never felt secure showing this side of herself to anyone but them.


  He damn sure wouldn’t do anything to fuck it up.


  “I love you guys, too,” she whispered.


  “I promise,” he said, “we’re not going anywhere. Unless you tell us to go, we’re here for the long haul.”


  “Absolutely,” Pete said from under her.


  Without pulling out, Sam carefully rolled to his side, Sarah and Pete also rolling, until they had her spooned between them. He nibbled on her neck. “Don’t ever hold back with us,” he said. “If you want sweet and gentle, or hard and dirty, it’s all good. Just tell us. We love every last bit of you.”


  She tipped her head back and kissed him. “Even the farty bits?”


  He snickered. “Even that.”


  “Good, because you might want to move.”


  Pete burst out laughing. “All right, lesson learned. I won’t bring bean dip again.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  The Tuesday morning after Thanksgiving, Sarah was home alone working when someone knocked on the front door. She’d only heard it because the day was so beautiful, a rare, comfortably cool Florida fall morning, that she’d left the French doors of her office open, as well as the living room sliders to the lanai, allowing the air to circulate.


  She walked through the house to answer it, her heart sinking when she saw it was their mailman.


  Opening the door, he held up a pen and an envelope. Certified letter, return receipt requested.


  She signed for it and waited until she had the door closed behind him and he was back in his car and headed down the drive to flip the envelope over.


  Yep, she let out the enraged scream upon reading it. Isabella’s return address, written in her stuffy, elongated script.


  Bitch.


  Ripping it open, she headed for the living room, her feet slowing as the laughter rolled out of her.


  There was no salutation, and the handwritten missive started with the crux of her demand.


  


  I will be arriving in Tampa on Saturday, November 27th, to pick Jason up and take him to New York for a week, at my expense. I will be at your house by 3 p.m. I will bring him back Sunday, December 5th, by 6 p.m.


  Isabella d’Antonio.


  


  The twenty-seventh was that Saturday. Sarah started laughing so hard she had to sit down. Seriously? Did the crazy bitch honestly believe she would just let her son go with her to New York? Pull him out of school for a week?


  Seriously?


  She was still laughing when she grabbed her phone and called Pete. “Oh, you are not going to believe this shit.” She read him the letter.


  But he didn’t laugh. Instead he asked, “What’d your dad say?”


  “He’s not here. He went to run errands.”


  “Call him.” His serious tone sobered her up.


  “What?”


  “You need to call him, right now, and have him talk to your attorney.”


  “I mean, she can’t seriously believe I’d let her do that, can she?”


  “I don’t know, but talk to the attorney. Call him right now. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.” She hung up and called her dad.


  He didn’t laugh, either. “I’ll get Lucy on the phone. Hang tight.”


  He called her back twenty minutes later. “Lucy said to send Isabella a certified, return-receipt-requested reply. Today.”


  “I’m not sure I should tell her to go fuck herself in print, Dad.”


  He ignored her jibe. “You just put one sentence, that Jason isn’t going. That’s it. Then we mail it. I’ll be home in twenty minutes.”


  “Oh, you can’t honestly believe she’d do this, can you?”


  “I wouldn’t put it past her, but we’re going to do what Lucy says. Get it typed up, she said to make sure it’s dated.”


  By the time he returned, she had it ready to go. “You have no idea how many times I had to delete, ‘And the horse you rode in on,’ from it.”


  She’d finally settled on writing Jason is not going to New York with you.


  She had to delete bitch from the end of that sentence several times. The word just kept practically typing itself onto the end of the line.


  He tensely smiled. “This is all we need.” He handed the printout to her. “Sign it, get the envelope ready, and let’s go. I want to get back before Jason gets home.”


  Ten minutes later, they were at the post office. Her dad insisted on overnight delivery, return receipt. As they rode back to the house, she asked, “You don’t really think she’ll show up, do you?”


  The grim look on his face didn’t really need any additional reply, but he said, “We’re not taking any chances.” He looked at her. “I’ll make sure Dana and all three kids have something to do all day Saturday that will keep them away from the house. My treat.”


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  He reached across the seat and patted her leg. “I don’t want you to stress out over this. But anytime she does something like this, we have to take it seriously.”


  She stared out her window. “Approximately eleven more years of this crap, huh?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Until Jase turns eighteen.”


  “No, not that long. Lucy told me when kids are in their teens, the court takes their feelings into consideration. But until then, we need to deal with everything she throws at us head-on. No sloughing it off. Okay?”


  “Okay,” she quietly said.


  


  * * * *


  


  The men came over for dinner. She’d let Jason talk her into postponing his homework until after dinner so Pete and Sam could help him.


  That the men eagerly huddled up on either side of him at the table to supervise him warmed her heart and helped shove out the remnants of her rage from earlier in the day.


  No, she wouldn’t let Isabella d’Antonio dictate her or Jason’s lives. Sarah knew her dad was right, that they had to fight each challenge head-on, or risk her getting pushier.


  Why can’t she just be a decent human being?


  If it hadn’t been for the whole flaunting her dead son’s mistress at his funeral incident, Sarah would have been willing to keep an open line of communication between Jason and her.


  But a woman willing to stoop to something so low wasn’t the kind of person Sarah wanted in her son’s life, grandmother or not. Conniving, lying, no telling what she might try.


  And the whole really, really rich thing meant Sarah feared Jason disappearing out of the country.


  She wasn’t naive enough to think it couldn’t happen. If Michael had lied about so much, how did she know what else he had up his sleeve? Maybe there was a second passport floating around that she didn’t know about.


  She wouldn’t risk it.


  Once Jason’s homework was done and he’d had a bath and was in bed, her dad shooed her out the door.


  “You’ve had a stressful day, sweetheart. Go let them…whatever.” He waved his hands at them. “Spend the night.”


  She wouldn’t argue with him. What she felt like she needed was a good, long cry while cuddled up between them. And as she climbed into bed between the two men, with their arms securely wrapped around her, that’s exactly what she did.


  “Why the hell can’t she just leave us alone? I feel like every time we deal with this, she pops up again.”


  “Just like a cockroach,” Sam joked.


  Even though Pete shot him a dark glare, it did make her laugh.


  “At least with a cockroach you can spray them,” she said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Her dad got Jason, Dell, and Sage all wound up about the current special event featuring dinosaurs at MOSI, the Museum of Science and Industry over in Tampa. They didn’t have a swim meet that Saturday, but they did have a morning practice.


  Dana would take them to practice, then over to MOSI for the day, where they’d tour the exhibits and watch an IMAX movie.


  Not to mention a long lunch, and possibly dinner after, depending on the time and if Dana had an all-clear from Sarah.


  Not that Sarah seriously expected Isabella to show. In fact, once they received confirmation back on Thursday that Isabella had received the reply, Sarah felt relief fill her.


  She can keep her crazy in New York.


  What Sarah did need was an uninterrupted work day. She had a brochure project due to a client on Monday and needed to finish it. So she shooed her Dad out of the house. Sam and Pete were working on chores next door, and had even taken Big Mac, Gilbert, and the killer goat posse over to their pasture to graze for the weekend.


  Even the rooster wasn’t crowing that much today.


  As the morning bled into afternoon, Sarah was so engrossed in her work she barely remembered to make herself a sandwich for lunch. She was back in her office and almost finished with her project when she faintly heard the doorbell ring from the house.


  Her head popped up. No one used the doorbell, not even the mailman. It hung off the wall by a wire, moved for a repainting project and then never reattached when her dad lost the mounting screws, a project he had always meant to take care of but never got around to.


  Sarah’s gaze zoomed in on the clock on her MacBook Air.


  2:48


  No. It can’t be.


  She waited, holding her breath.


  It rang again.


  “Son of a bitch, are you shitting me?” she whispered. Before she realized it, she was up and moving, through her office door, yanking the slider to the living room open and breezing through there without shutting it behind her, until she threw the front door open.


  On her doorstep stood Isabella d’Antonio.


  The older woman gave Sarah a smile she suspected caused the old bat pain. “Is Jason ready to go?”


  “You batcrap crazy bitch! We sent you a reply and told you no. And we know you got it because we received the return receipt.”


  “And I did not reply because I am not changing my plans.”


  Sarah stepped forward, forcing the woman back a step. “Well, sucks to be you, because Jason’s not going with you. He’s not even here.”


  “How dare you keep my grandson from me!”


  She noticed Sam out in the distance, using a line trimmer on the pasture’s fence line. He straightened as he turned and looked her way.


  Sarah took another step toward Isabella. “Listen here, lady. You gave up all rights to your grandson when you acted like Queen of the Douchecanoes and invited Michael’s mistress to the funeral. And, oh yeah, let’s not forget all the lying for him, and covering up bullshit for him. So don’t go all high and mighty on me, because you’re not worth the filth on the bottom of my shoe.”


  Isabella glanced down at Sarah’s bare feet before she glared at her. “You’d better rethink your position, you stupid little piece of white trash. Because I’ve been nice up until now. I will drag you through the mud the way you so deserve and take Jason away from you. Don’t think I won’t.”


  Sarah glanced again and saw that Sam had dropped the line trimmer and was now running her way, with what looked like a cell phone pressed to his ear.


  Sarah took another step forward, careful not to touch Isabella in case the crazy bitch wanted to claim Sarah hit her. “You think you have a case? Bring it, you cunt-faced crone. But for now you take your arrogance and get the fuck off my property before I have you arrested for trespassing.”


  Sam rushed up and got between Sarah and Isabella. “Is this her, Sar? Is this the crazy old bat?”


  “How dare y—”


  “Listen, lady. You have until the count of three to get back in your car and get the hell out of here. One—”


  “This won’t be the last you’ll hear from me, Sarah.”


  Pete raced up. “What the hell? What’s going on?”


  “Two—”


  “Get out of here, Isabella,” Sarah warned. “I swear I’ll call the damn cops!”


  “Three!” Sam started toward Isabella. Pete didn’t need a recap to understand the plan. He stood shoulder to shoulder with his cousin and together they herded the woman toward her rental car.


  Isabella yanked the door open and looked around them to Sarah. “We’re not done here. Not by a long shot.”


  “Bring it, bitch,” she screamed back. “I’m not scared of you anymore.”


  Isabella got into her car and roared down the driveway, bouncing in the ruts and leaving a cloud of dust behind her.


  “Is it too much for me to hope she wrecks and wipes out the fence so we can have her nailed for reckless driving and property damage?” Pete asked.


  Sarah’s body vibrated with rage. She wanted to punch something. Anything.


  Preferably Isabella, but she knew that would land her in jail.


  The men gathered around her. “Are you all right?” Pete asked.


  “No, I’m not fucking all right. Seriously? Seriously? She still showed up? What the fuck is wrong with that woman? Do they have a name for it?”


  Sam grabbed her hands. “Calm down, babe. Getting upset like this isn’t good for you.”


  Above them, she heard a goat bleat.


  Whirling around, she spotted Braveheart standing on the roof, staring down at them.


  “Are you shitting me?” she screamed at the goat. “Fuck you!”


  Braveheart fell over.


  Her jaw dropped as she stared at the goat. “Fuck!”


  Pete and Sam started laughing. Sam handed her off to Pete. “I’ll go get the ladder from the garage. You get her inside and call Walt.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Sarah’s rage didn’t want to go away as the afternoon went on. If anything, it grew even hotter inside her. The only consolation was that Jason had been off with Dana and her kids when the woman showed up.


  Her dad’s awesome planning hit a home run once again.


  Although Sarah had an idea what to do, she needed more information. After rooting around in the box in the bottom of her closet, she found Michael’s old phone and the charger and plugged them in.


  Once it was charged up, she turned it on and quickly swiped through the contacts to find the number she wanted. She’d deleted any d’Antonio numbers from her contacts so they wouldn’t show up on her new phone.


  She didn’t even want them there for her to accidentally stumble over.


  With her pulse quickening, she dialed Roger’s number with the house phone and waited as it rang in her ear.


  Just when she thought he wasn’t going to answer, a man’s voice came on the line.


  Sarah swallowed. “Roger?”


  He sounded cautious. “Yes?”


  “It’s Sarah. Can I talk with you for a minute?”


  He hesitated. “Sure. Hold on.” She heard the background noise on his end suddenly disappear, like he’d closed a door to a room. “How are you and Jason?”


  She didn’t want to have a pleasant conversation. All she wanted to do was get to the meat of her call. “We’re fine, but I need to ask you a couple of things.”


  “Sure. What’s up?”


  “First thing. Jason told me when you were watching him one night, after the accident, he heard you talking to your wife on the phone. About what your mom did at the funeral.”


  For a moment, she thought the call dropped. Then, “Yeah?”


  “Well?”


  He let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, Sarah. I thought he was asleep.”


  “Did you know she was going to do that?” Sarah knew Roger was smart enough not to need the extra clarification.


  “No, I didn’t. If I had I would have said something to her before.” She heard another sigh on his end. “Believe me, I don’t agree with my mother on a lot of things.”


  “You never loaned him any money, did you?”


  “No. Another sore point with my mother. I refused to enable him. I suspected there was more to his story than he was telling everyone.”


  She felt a little of her tension ease. “There was.” She let it spill out, everything she’d discovered, the lies Michael had told her, what she knew of the lies he’d told Isabella and the other brothers.


  The other mistress.


  When she finished, she felt purged, if not vindicated.


  “Jesus,” he softly said. “I’m really sorry. You deserved better than that. Both you and Jason.”


  “Damn right we did.”


  “But, and please don’t take this the wrong way, what does that have to do with why you’ve called? It’s not just to rehash all of that, is it?”


  “Have you talked to your mother lately?”


  “No. Not in a couple of weeks.”


  “She sent me a certified letter last week, demanding I let Jason come to New York with her. I refused her demand and sent a reply to that effect, which we have proof of her getting. She showed up on our front doorstep a couple of hours ago.”


  “Christ.”


  “Yes. Fortunately, Jason wasn’t here. So I wanted to find out if there’s anything else I need to know. When she left here, she was pretty hot. Said she would make me regret it. I told her she could kiss my ass.”


  That earned her a laugh from her former brother-in-law. “I would have paid good money to have seen that.”


  “That brings me to the main reason I’m calling. I need to know if she’s got any bullshit plans up her sleeve that I need to be aware of.”


  He went quiet again for a moment. “Sarah, I doubt she’d say anything to me. I’m sort of in her doghouse. Have been, for a while.”


  “Because you dare to use your brain and your spine?”


  “Basically. But I promise if I do hear anything, I’ll let you know.”


  She gave him the house number. It was listed and had been her parents’ phone number since before she was born. “You can call me on that number.”


  “I will.” Another pause. “I sincerely hope you and Jason make a new life down there. I want you both to be happy. You deserve it.”


  “Thank you. I also wanted to let you know you were always my favorite brother-in-law. You always treated me kindly, which is more than I can say for your mother.”


  “Barb and I always did like you. To be honest, I thought you were way too good for Michael. I’m sorry about how right I was.”


  She ended the conversation and sat on the bed, deep in thought. There was no way in hell Isabella would let this be the last word on the subject. Sarah had no doubts the woman would try something else.


  Her most fervent hope, ironically, was that Isabella did it through the courts and not some desperate kidnapping.


  I’m going to have to talk with Jason.


  There was a conversation she desperately didn’t want to have. Regardless of her feelings on the matter, she didn’t want to run Isabella down to Jason. She’d also have to notify his school that if Isabella showed up there, under no circumstances were they to allow him to go with her.


  But how do I explain to him his grandmother’s batcrap crazy?


  


  * * * *


  


  When Dana and the kids finally returned a little before dark, Jason was eager to tell her all about the exhibits they’d seen at MOSI, the things he’d learned, and the activities they all did.


  Genuinely smiling, she listened, her full attention focused on him. A few months earlier she might have only given him half her attention with her mind firmly entrenched in whatever project she was working on.


  Not anymore. Not now. Her priorities had been firmly and irrevocably shifted back to where they belonged. Jason and her dad, and Dana and her kids. Sam and Pete and even Betty.


  Family.


  That was her priority now.


  The men stopped by after Jason had already gone to bed. They both looked exhausted and smelled a little funky.


  “Sorry, honey,” Sam said as he leaned in to kiss her. “We just finished up the chores a little bit ago.”


  Pete kissed her, too. “Can we take a rain check tonight?”


  They must have sensed her hesitation before she answered.


  Both men looked at her dad. “What else happened?” they asked together.


  “What? How can you two possibly know something else happened?”


  “Because they love you,” her dad said. Fortunately, he told the story about Sarah’s talk with Roger, because even thinking about it still made Sarah upset.


  Both men looked angered when he finished the telling.


  “I’m sorry we weren’t here for you,” Pete said. “You should have called us.”


  “I didn’t want to interrupt you guys,” she mumbled. “I already interrupted your day once. And it was just a phone call.”


  Sam grabbed her hands. “That wasn’t an interruption, and this wouldn’t have been, either. That’s what we’re here for, to help you through stuff like this.”


  Her dad stood. “I’ll leave you three alone. If you want to spend the night over there with them, go ahead. I’ll be up in the morning for Jason.”


  She started to protest but the men grabbed her arms and dragged her out the back door before she could.


  Back at their house, they both stripped, got her naked, too, and pulled her into the shower in the master bath with her.


  While she’d been hoping for sexy time, she broke down crying. “Why won’t she leave us alone?” she said. “She just won’t go away.”


  Pete engulfed her in his arms. “Some people are just mean all the way through. They get their sights set on something not because they really love or want it, but more to keep it away from someone else.”


  After Sam finished soaping and rinsing, Pete handed her off to him so he could. Sam cradled her against his chest. “Curl up in bed with us tonight, babe. No sexy. Just sleep.”


  That actually sounded like a great idea. She always did sleep better when with the men.


  After they all dried off, they retired to the master bedroom, where the men cuddled her tightly between them and held her until she fell asleep in their arms.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Unfortunately, they didn’t have long to wait for the other shoe to drop. Four days later, the mailman knocked.


  This time her dad went to answer the door while Sarah stood back in the hall, filled with dread.


  He read through the paperwork, a grim look on his face. “She’s hired a firm in Tampa. They’ve scheduled an emergency hearing for next week.”


  She wrapped her arms around herself as she leaned against the wall.


  “I’ll get Lucy on the phone,” he said.


  She slowly slid down the wall, her eyes squeezed tightly shut.


  “This will be okay.”


  “No, it won’t ever be okay, Dad,” she whispered. She was afraid she’d scream if she tried to talk.


  She sensed him kneel in front of her and finally opened her eyes.


  He stared at her. “You’re a Heckman. We’re strong. It takes a lot more than this bullshit to beat us. Don’t you forget it.”


  She slowly nodded.


  He helped her back up. “I’ll call Lucy. Betty’s taking the kids to swimming tonight, so she can watch Jason for us. Go get ready.”


  “You don’t know she can see us today, Dad.”


  “She will. Now get up and go change.”


  An hour later, they were on their way to Tampa, her dad driving them in the Toyota. Lucy was fitting them in after her last hearing of the day. He’d also called Sam and Pete, who would come over and help Betty fix dinner and help Jason with his homework.


  Everyone agreed not to tell Jason anything just yet.


  Isabella wasn’t just trying for visitation. She’d gone all in and wanted full custody, and the right to take Jason out of the country to visit his “ancestral home in Italy,” as it had been stated in the paperwork.


  Sarah knew if Isabella got Jason out of the country, she’d never see him again.


  Over my fucking dead body.


  The attorney’s cover letter also alluded that pictures showing Sarah’s unsuitability as a mother due to her “personal liasons” would be entered into evidence if she didn’t agree to the order.


  Lucy’s face remained neutral as she read the paperwork. Until she got to the end, when she let out a disgusted snort. “Well, don’t know why she’s hired Kennedy, but if it’s the guy I think it is, he’s an idiot. But he’s also cheap and probably needed the money, if I had to guess.”


  She looked at Sarah, eyebrows arched. “We’re going to kick. Her. Ass.”


  Sarah let out a relieved breath. “Really?”


  “Really.” She tossed the complaint onto the desk. “Normally, I’d say we’d file an emergency motion to continue in response, but frankly? I’m thinking we go with this date.”


  “Why?”


  She shrugged, a playful smile on her face. “Because it gives them less time to prepare. Less time for someone in New York to see the paperwork they filed and warn her to find a different lawyer. We don’t want her to have more time or a better lawyer.”


  Her dad lightly whacked Sarah’s arm with the back of his hand. “See, sweetheart? Told you it’ll be fine.”


  “It’s not fine until it’s over.”


  “I’ll file our response in the morning,” Lucy said. “Refuting the claims and tossing in a few of our own, like Michael’s infidelity and financial fraud and malfeasance, and her actions at the funeral, since she’s bringing up quality of parentage.” She grinned, slightly resembling a shark sensing blood in the water. “I’m looking forward to meeting this woman.”


  “Why?” Sarah asked.


  Lucy laughed. “Because this is like shooting fish in a barrel. You don’t often get wins handed to you like this.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sarah struggled to stay calm in the days leading up to the hearing. She wished they could have gotten a morning hearing slot and gotten it out of the way sooner. Having it in the afternoon would only amplify her stress.


  For his part, Jason was happy to hear he’d miss a day of school. They’d decided the best way to approach it with him was head-on, and waited until the evening before the hearing to break the full news of what it was about. And they simplified it down to Grandma Izzy wanting Jason to come live with her instead of Sarah.


  He put his foot down. “I’ll tell her I won’t go,” he said. “I don’t want to live in New York.”


  “And you might have to tell the judge that yourself, sweetheart,” Sarah told him. “Whatever you do, you have to tell the truth, okay?”


  He nodded. “Okay.”


  That morning, her dad kept Jason busy playing video games while the men stayed with Sarah in her office. They’d made her sit down and stood in front of her.


  Sam held her hands in his and gently squeezed. “It’s going to be all right. No way in hell will any judge with half a brain and a modicum of common sense take Jason away from you. The attorney told you that.”


  “Until I have a signed order stating it, I can’t relax.”


  “We’re going to be right there with you,” Pete said.


  “So what the hell kind of pictures does she have of us? Did they have someone sneaking into the backyard and peeping through the windows?”


  “If they do, we’ll file an invasion of privacy suit against them,” Sam assured her. “They probably got pictures of us out on a date together. Or at one of Jason’s swim meets. Nothing illegal or even immoral about that.”


  “He’s right,” Pete said. “I’m sure Isabella’s attorney was trying to scare you.”


  “I got news for you both. It worked.”


  “And that’s just what she wanted,” Pete said. “I’m sure her thinking was you were going to fold and agree to unsupervised visitation just from a threat. She never anticipated facing off against all of us. She can’t win.”


  “Don’t say can’t.” She shook her head. “She’s a damn sneaky bitch.”


  They finally loaded up and headed for the courthouse in downtown Tampa. They hadn’t told Jason many of the details, only that Grandma Izzy wasn’t happy Sarah had moved them down to Florida.


  He’d made it perfectly clear to all who would listen that he didn’t want to go back to New York, even for just a visit.


  They were standing outside the courtroom with Lucy Collins, their attorney, when Sarah spotted Isabella walking toward them.


  Alone.


  She must have made a noise, because both Sam and Pete immediately went on high alert, as did her dad.


  “Well hello there, Jason,” Isabella said, her syrupy voice not fooling anyone. She leaned in. “How are you?”


  Sarah didn’t miss how Jason wrapped his arm around her legs and huddled closer.


  Lucy stepped between them. “Mrs. d’Antonio, I presume? You’ll need to wait for your attorney.”


  “I just want to speak with my grandson.”


  “Anything you want to say,” Walt thundered, “you can say right here in front of witnesses.”


  The woman shot him a venomous glare, but refocused her attention on Jason. “Wouldn’t you like to come back to New York with Grandma?”


  “No!” he yelled at the top of his lungs, startling everyone and making other people in the hallway turn and stare. “I don’t want to go back to New York! And I’m not living with you! I’ll run away if you try to take me!”


  Isabella pursed her lips together. “Jason, all your family is up there. You don’t belong here in Florida.”


  “No!” he yelled again. Sarah rested a hand on his shoulder but didn’t quiet him. “I’m living in Florida with Mom and Grandpa. I don’t live in New York anymore.”


  Isabella focused her glare on Sarah and jabbed a finger at her. “You’ve poisoned my grandson against me.”


  “You didn’t need any help from me, Isabella.”


  “You are not a fit mother!”


  Jason threw himself toward Isabella. “You leave my mom alone. Me and my mom are happy.” Before anyone could react, he shoved at Isabella, which didn’t really do much, but she stepped back in shock more than anything. “Just leave us alone!”


  Walt reached for Jason, while Sam and Pete both grabbed Sarah and hauled her back when she lunged at Isabella.


  Lucy stepped between them, in Isabella’s face, forcing the older woman back a few steps. “We’re done here, Mrs. d’Antonio.” She spotted a man hurrying down the hallway toward them. “There’s your attorney now. Anything else you want to say, you can say in front of the judge.”


  Sarah’s jaw hurt from the force of keeping it clenched against the angry scream she wanted to hurl at the woman’s back as her attorney hustled her away.


  Jason looked up at Lucy. “Please, don’t let Grandma Izzy take me back to New York. I don’t want to go.”


  She knelt down in front of him and gave him a smile. “Don’t worry, honey. We’re all going to get to talk to the judge. She’ll even want to talk to you. Everything will be all right.”


  Sarah still wasn’t so sure, but she knew one thing—she wasn’t going down without a fight.


  


  * * * *


  


  When the bailiff called them in they all assembled inside the tiny courtroom.


  Sarah knew they were in for a bad time when one of the first things Isabella’s attorney did after court was called into session was a request to enter their evidence into the record.


  The judge looked over her glasses at him. “You can enter any evidence you want, counselor, but considering I’ve already read the complaint I can guess what kind of evidence you want to enter. I will warn you now, if your evidence doesn’t directly reflect upon this mother’s care of her child, you may want to give second thought to it.”


  He hesitated on his way up to the clerk before finally handing her the envelope he carried.


  Lucy stood. “Objection, your Honor. Counsel has failed to provide us with a copy of the evidence.”


  He returned to his table and held up a second envelope. “Right here, your Honor.”


  The judge nodded and he handed Lucy the envelope. With a carefully schooled face, Lucy opened it and glanced at the photos before handing them to Sarah to look at.


  She gave Sarah a wink.


  They were pictures of the three of them in the stands at Jason’s swim meet.


  Sarah desperately clamped down on her giggles as she slid the pictures back into the envelope. If that was the best they had, proof that her and the two guys were together at a swim meet, then she knew they would win.


  Until they had that judgment, however, she wouldn’t count it as a win.


  Sam took Jason outside when Isabella was called up to testify. Sarah felt more relief creep in as the woman basically reiterated the same bullshit she’d stated in her complaint.


  Then she had her turn.


  Isabella’s attorney tried to make her look like a bad mother, and failed at every attempt. When Lucy stood to cross-examine her, Sarah glared at Isabella and got to tell her story.


  And tell it she did, her tears flowing as she recalled everything that happened the day of the accident and the weeks following until she returned to Florida.


  When she finished, she looked at the judge. “Yes, Samuel and Peter Hope are close friends of mine. Whose business is it? They’ve done nothing but be generous friends and employers. They’ve taken not only Jason, but his two cousins, under their wing. They’re adopted family, as far as I’m concerned.” She glared at Isabella again. “They pay a far better quality and quantity of attention to my son than his father ever did.”


  Isabella started to stand, but her attorney hauled her back down into her seat.


  The judge pointed at her. “You will not disrupt this court, Mrs. d’Antonio. You had your chance to tell your story.”


  Her dad was questioned next. Relief filled her when she saw how calm and confident he stayed. Betty was questioned next, and she went out to take Sam’s place with Jason when it was his turn on the stand. Fortunately, their attorney objected to questions about their sex life, and the judge sustained them.


  Every lost argument made Isabella’s face turn a slightly darker shade of red, Sarah gleefully noted.


  Finally, it was time for Jason to speak. When Isabella’s attorney called him to the stand as a witness, one of the bailiffs went out into the hall to call him back in.


  


  * * * *


  


  Judge Ingalls looked at both of the attorneys. She was already prepared to rule on this case, but knew if she did so pre-emptively, it would give the grandmother a legitimate chance to appeal.


  “I want to speak to Jason in my chambers before we go any further.” She looked at the little boy. “Is that okay with you?”


  He nodded.


  Bless his heart, he looked scared.


  She stepped out from behind her bench and offered up her hand to him. “Adjourn to my chambers. Now. Court reporter and attorneys only,” she said over her shoulder. “Everyone else stay here until we come back.” The little boy looked up at her before taking her hand.


  She gave him a smile. “Come on, I’ll show you my office and pictures of my dogs.”


  That earned her a grin. “Okay!”


  She led him out of the courtroom and down the back hallway toward her chambers while the two attorneys, one of her bailiffs, and her court reporter all scrambled to follow.


  Once they were in her office, she took off her robe and hung it on the coat tree beside her door. Then she sat on the sofa and pointed at the bookshelf behind her desk. “Go ahead,” she said. “You can go look. You can even sit in my chair, if you want.”


  “Thank you, ma’am.”


  He was a polite little boy, to be sure. While the two attorneys stood there looking wary, and the reporter got her machine set up again, the judge watched Jason as he examined the many pictures of her dogs.


  “How many dogs do you have?” he asked as he studied a picture of her black Lab.


  “I’ve had a lot in my life. Right now, my husband and I have three.”


  She glanced at the two attorneys and waved them to chairs in the corner. Once they were seated, she returned her focus to Jason.


  “Okay, we’re back on the record,” she said. The court reporter’s hands hovered over the keys of her machine.


  Jason looked at her. “Did you mean it when you said I can sit in your chair?”


  She stood and walked over to him. “Of course I did. Help yourself.”


  “Thank you.” He hopped up into her chair. She was glad to see he’d seemed to relax a little.


  She glanced at the two attorneys and pointed a finger at them, warning them to keep their mouths shut.


  They nodded.


  “Jason, can I ask you something?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Do you understand why we’re here today?”


  “In your office?”


  She chuckled. “In court.”


  He frowned a little. “Mom didn’t want to talk about it. I know Grandma Izzy did something. Grandma Izzy told me out in the hall she wants me to go with her back to New York. I don’t want to. I want to live with my mom and Grandpa and Sam and Pete and everyone.”


  “Here in Florida?”


  He nodded.


  She offered him a smile. “You have to say your answer out loud. Did you mean here in Florida?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “And why’s that?”


  He cocked his head a little as he looked at her. “My dad died.” His gaze dropped to his lap, where he’d clasped his hands together. “We were in the car together and he was yelling at someone on the phone and there was a tire in the road,” he quietly said. “We wrecked and he died.”


  “I’m sorry about that.”


  He looked up at her. “Why? You didn’t do it.”


  She pressed her lips together so as not to laugh. She didn’t want him to misunderstand what she found funny. “I meant I’m sorry your dad died.”


  He nodded. “Mom was really upset.” He looked at the two attorneys, then back to her. “I have to tell the truth, right?”


  “Yes, you do.”


  He pursed his lips together. “I heard Uncle Roger talking on the phone about Grandma Izzy. She did something that really hurt my mom’s feelings right after my dad died.” He frowned again. “That made me mad. I don’t think Grandma Izzy likes my mom. But Mom’s been really happy now that we’re in Florida. I like living at Grandpa’s house. And I really like Sam and Pete. And Grandma Betty. She’s not really my grandma but she feels like one and I call her that.”


  And now they were at the crux of the issue. “Jason, can you tell me who Sam and Pete are?”


  “Yeah. They’re Mom’s friends. And I like them a lot. They do stuff with me.” He shot an indignant glare at his grandmother’s attorney. “I don’t care what Grandma Izzy says about them. I like them, and I want them to be my dads.” He looked at her again. “You’re a judge. Can’t you make them marry my mom so Grandma Izzy leaves them alone?”


  She closed her eyes and desperately tried not to burst out laughing. This would be hysterical if it wasn’t such a sad situation.


  I can’t wait to tell my husband about this when I get home.


  After a moment, she opened her eyes again and found Jason intently studying her.


  That almost made her start laughing again.


  “Can you tell me why you like Sam and Pete so much?”


  He eagerly nodded. “They do stuff with me. My dad would come to my swim practice, but he was always on the phone or on his computer or busy. He never paid attention. Sam and Pete taught me how to ride a horse, and Sam’s the one who got on the roof to get me down.”


  “Get you down off the roof?”


  He slowly nodded. “I didn’t mean to scare Mom.” He glanced at the attorneys again before returning his attention to her. “I wanted to tell my dad how mad I was at him for doing what he did. But I didn’t tell Mom that.” He blushed. “I fibbed to her. She was already upset. I didn’t want to make her more upset.”


  She felt like she’d missed something. “What do you mean you fibbed to your mom?”


  “I didn’t tell her why I wanted to talk to Dad.”


  “But why were you on the roof?”


  “Because the old lady at Aunt Dana’s shop told me Heaven was in the sky and I thought I’d be closer on the roof.” He frowned. “I don’t think Aunt Dana’s really my aunt because she’s Mom’s cousin. But I call her my aunt.”


  “Oh.” That didn’t help clarify things any, but she felt they were running astray.


  “So what did you fib to your mom about?”


  He looked angry. “I’m mad at Dad for being on the phone and getting in the wreck. For making Mom cry. Sam and Pete don’t make Mom cry. She’s always smiling around them. And they never tell me they’re too busy to spend time with me, either. Grandpa said judges can marry people. Can you please marry Mom to Sam and Pete? Make them get married?”


  Oookay, off topic again. This time, she couldn’t hold the laughter back. “I can’t force people to get married, Jason. I’m sorry.” Not to mention Florida didn’t allow plural marriages to begin with, but she wasn’t about to get into that discussion with him.


  “Oh. Okay.”


  “So back to my questions, Jason. If I gave you a chance to live with your grandmother, would you rather live there?”


  He shook his head. “No, ma’am.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because she never let us play in the house anyway. She never really did stuff with me.” He frowned. “Grandpa never tells me to stop playing unless it’s because I have to do homework or to eat or go to bed or something. And he plays with me. So does Grandma Betty. Grandma Izzy never did that.”


  She caught the plaintiff’s attorney starting to rise from his chair to speak and she held up a finger in warning to him.


  He shut his mouth and sat again.


  Returning her attention to Jason, she smiled. “How do you like school here compared to New York?”


  “I like school here better.”


  “You don’t miss your friends in New York?”


  “I thought I would, but I’m on a swim team here. And Aunt Dana’s kids joined, too. And we’re in the same class. I’ve got a lot of friends here. And I’m supposed to go to a birthday party next week. I don’t want to miss that. He said his mom is getting him a Spiderman cake.”


  “Do you want to go to New York to visit your grandmother?”


  “No, ma’am. I don’t want to go back to New York.”


  “What if she visited you here?”


  “Do I have to?”


  She studied him. “You don’t want to visit with your grandmother?”


  He pursed his lips again as he thought about it. “I can’t lie?”


  “No, you can’t lie.”


  He sighed. “I don’t like Grandma Izzy very much. You won’t tell her I said that, will you?”


  “I certainly won’t tell her you said that.” Although she could read it for herself in the transcriptions. “Did anyone tell you to say that?”


  He shook his head. “No. Mom and Grandpa told me to come tell the truth. That’s all they told me to say.”


  Considering his age and demeanor, she suspected he was telling her the truth. “Well, you’re doing great, Jason. Is there anything else you’d like me to know before we finish here?”


  He thought about it for a moment before nodding. “Can you please tell Grandma Izzy to stop saying mean things to my mom? And I really don’t want to go back to New York.”


  She sent a glare to the plaintiff’s attorney. His gaze dropped to the floor. “You can bet I will tell her that, sweetheart.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  She adjourned them back to the courtroom, grabbing her robe and putting it back on before leaving her office. The mom was huddled up between her dad and the neighbor woman, with Pete and Sam sitting directly behind her with their hands on her shoulders.


  After everyone had retaken their places, and Jason had gone to sit in his mom’s lap, she called court into session again. “I think I have all the information I need to make my decision, but before—”


  The grandmother stood, an angry look on her face. “But you didn’t even hear the rest of what I wanted to say!”


  Her attorney tried to reel her back in while the judge grabbed her gavel and slammed it onto her desk. “One more outburst out of you, Mrs. d’Antonio, and you’ll be spending the night in a jail cell.”


  The woman looked pissed off, but let her attorney coax her back into her seat behind the table.


  “Is Jason’s uncle Roger here, by any chance?” she asked the courtroom.


  Two rows behind the plaintiff, a man slowly stood. “Um, I’m Roger d’Antonio.”


  Isabella d’Antonio looked startled and confused by his presence, as did Sarah, who quickly craned her neck to stare at him.


  “Good,” the judge said. “Up here, please.” She pointed at the witness chair.


  Both attorneys looked at each other and then at her and stood to take steps toward her bench.


  She pointed her gavel at them both. “Sit down. Right now. This is my courtroom, and it’s family court. If I want to speak to a witness, I will. You don’t have a jury to parade in front of. And since neither of you were apparently aware he was here in the first place, I’ll call him up.”


  The two attorneys sat.


  The man walked up to the witness chair and her bailiff swore him in.


  She turned to him. “Please state your full name and address for the court.”


  He did.


  “What is your relationship to Jason d’Antonio?”


  “I’m his uncle,” he quietly said. “His father was my younger brother.”


  “And Isabella d’Antonio, the plaintiff, is your mother?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Jason testified he overheard a phone conversation you had with someone, talking about how your mother did something that upset his mother. Any idea what he was talking about?”


  His face reddened. “Yes, ma’am,” he quietly said.


  “And what would that conversation be about? I will remind you you’re under oath, Mr. d’Antonio.”


  He looked at Jason. “Your Honor,” he said, “I don’t think…” He swallowed hard.


  She looked at one of her bailiffs and tipped her head toward the little boy before turning her attention to Jason. “Jason, could you do me a favor, please?”


  He perked up. “Yes, ma’am?”


  “Could you please go with Officer Carson back to my office and help him bring me a bottle of water from the little fridge there?”


  He looked up at his mom, who gave him a nervous smile as she nodded.


  “Okay.” He jumped down and ran over to the bailiff, who led the little boy out.


  She turned to Roger again. “Okay, Mr. d’Antonio. You were saying?”


  He swallowed hard. “I was talking to my wife.”


  “In regards to what?”


  He finally looked at his mother. “My mom invited Michael’s mistress to his funeral.”


  She gaveled down a soft wave of murmurs. “Your mother, Isabella d’Antonio, invited your brother’s mistress to his funeral?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “And how did his widow react?”


  “She was very upset.”


  “To the best of your knowledge, did she know he had a mistress?”


  He shook his head. “No, ma’am. She didn’t.”


  “And what is your opinion of Jason’s current living conditions?”


  The plaintiff’s attorney stood. “Objection—”


  She pointed the gavel at him again. “Overruled. Sit.”


  He sat.


  She returned her attention to the witness. “Mr. d’Antonio, I asked you a question.”


  “I think Sarah’s a good mom. Jason seems to be happy.”


  “Thank you, Mr. d’Antonio. You’re excused.”


  Just in time, because Bob returned with Jason, who carried a cold bottle of water.


  She turned in her chair and gave him a smile. “Thank you, Jason. You can bring it up here.”


  He stepped up onto the dais behind her desk and handed her the bottle. “You’re welcome.” He returned to sit in his mom’s lap.


  She looked at the people assembled before her. “After talking with Jason, and considering there has been no evidence presented—”


  Isabella d’Antonio stood again. “No evidence? We have pictures of her with those two guys and—”


  She gaveled her down. “Bailiffs, take Mrs. d’Antonio into custody and put her in a holding cell.”


  The judge sat back and waited for the fracas to die down, her other bailiff needing to come help handcuff the protesting woman and remove her from the courtroom. She declared a five-minute recess and followed her bailiffs out the door and down the hallway.


  The older woman had a set of lungs on her, to be sure, struggling against the two bailiffs all the way down the hall to the secure section, where they put her into a holding cell by herself.


  “I’m going to sue you for this!” she shrieked.


  The judge crossed her arms over her chest as she stared through the bars at the woman. “You were warned, Mrs. d’Antonio. I’ll let your attorney deal with you when the proceedings are over and tell you how you can get yourself out of here. I will not have anyone disrupting my courtroom.”


  She angrily walked back to the courtroom, followed by one of her bailiffs while the other one waited until a female deputy could come stand watch over the prisoner.


  Once she called court back into session yet again, she looked at the two attorneys. “Mr. Kennedy,” she said to the plaintiff’s attorney, “I’m guessing you didn’t do an adequate job warning your client of my reputation for extreme intolerance of outbursts in my courtroom?”


  “I tried, your Honor.”


  She nodded. “Get with me after we’re finished and I’ll tell you what needs to be done.”


  He nodded, but otherwise remained silent.


  She looked at Sarah. “The plaintiff’s motions are hereby denied in full. The court finds in favor of the defendant. The juvenile will remain in the custody of his mother, and visitation is hereby denied the defendant. In addition, the plaintiff and any friends, family, or agents are hereby enjoined from harassing, threatening, or otherwise bothering the defendant and her son. The plaintiff is also hereby enjoined from interfering with the defendant’s parental custody of the minor child. This case is dismissed with prejudice. Are there any other matters that need to be addressed before the court in regards to this petition before we adjourn?”


  Jason’s mom leaned in and whispered to her attorney, who smiled. The woman straightened. “My client asks if the court can also please enter a finding of allowing her to return to her maiden name, and to change her son’s last name to her maiden name as well.”


  “So ordered. Counselor, I’m guessing you’ll draw up the orders and get them to my clerk?”


  “Before the end of the day, your Honor.”


  She nodded. “Then we’re done.” She gaveled. “Court adjourned.” She crooked a finger at the plaintiff’s attorney. “You, in a minute. But first, I need to see Sarah, Sam, and Pete up here at my bench. Alone.”


  The three looked at each other, but stood and slowly approached after leaving Jason in the care of his grandfather.


  She stood and leaned forward, covering her mic with her hand. “Who’s Sam, again?”


  The man with brown hair held up his hand. She looked at the other man.


  “That makes you Pete, right?”


  The other man nodded.


  She smiled. “Jason confided in me that he wanted me to marry the three of you.”


  Sarah let out a gasp and covered her mouth with her hand.


  She continued. “I didn’t get into the finer intricacies of Florida law with him, but I did tell him I couldn’t force people to get married. However, I offer up a little bit of friendly advice. My daughter had a handfasting with her boyfriend and girlfriend and they’re living happily together five years later. It’s not legally binding, but a seven-year-old boy doesn’t need to know that. I’m sure your attorney can draw up any appropriate paperwork that gives you the necessary custody rights, permissions, and powers of attorney to make it as legal as you can under the circumstances. Do I make myself clear?”


  All three nodded, the two men now smiling.


  She smiled back. “Good. Mazel tov. And I expect an invitation.” She sat back and released her microphone. “Mr. Kennedy,” she said to the plaintiff’s attorney. “Please step up to my bench for a discussion about your client’s behavior…”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sarah ignored her father’s curious looks, knowing she now hovered dangerously between laughing and crying and wasn’t sure which one would come out on top.


  Either way, she was happy.


  “Did we win, Mommy?” Jason asked.


  Sam scooped him up and smiled, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “Yes we did, Jason Heckman.”


  He grinned. “Heckmans first!” he yelled.


  “And to heck with the rest,” Sarah, Pete, Sam, her dad, and Betty all replied.


  She noticed Roger standing a few feet away, watching them, as if afraid to approach.


  After taking a deep breath she walked over to him and offered him a hug.


  “I’m sorry, Sarah,” he whispered. “I’m so damn sorry I didn’t speak up sooner.”


  Now crying threatened to take the upper hand, but she somehow held back. “It’s okay, Roger. I know you’re not like her. And you and Barb are welcomed to come visit or call Jason. Or we can set up Skype or something.”


  He nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate that. And I meant it. I’ve always thought you were a good mom.” He glanced over at where her dad now stood between Sam and Pete. “Barb and I have actually been talking. Last week, her firm offered her a chance to transfer down to Orlando. We weren’t sure if we would take it or not. Now we’re thinking we might.”


  She smiled. “You won’t regret it. Especially after your first winter here.”


  He finally returned her smile. “I’m thinking you’re right.”


  “Why did you come today?”


  “Barb overheard her talking on the phone to her attorney and found out from the maid what was going on. I did a little snooping of my own and decided I would try to be here in case you needed me. Sorry I didn’t get here sooner, but my flight was delayed.”


  She hugged him again. “Thank you. And if you’ve moved here by Christmas, I’m extending an open invitation to you and Barb to come over for dinner.”


  “Thanks. I suspect Mother won’t be welcoming me back into her home anytime soon.”


  She looked up into his face. Of all the brothers, he and Michael had looked most alike. Unlike Michael, he’d always had a kinder, more relaxed expression.


  Why didn’t I ever see that before?


  “We’re heading out for pizza and ice cream. Would you like to join us?”


  He nodded. “Thank you. I’d like that a lot.”


  She led him over to the rest of them. Sam put Jason down, and he hugged Roger around the legs. “Thank you, Uncle Roger.”


  He reached down and ruffled Jason’s hair. “I told the truth, buddy. You’ve got a good mom.”


  She introduced him around, not missing how Sam and Pete both warily eyed him. But by the time they finished eating nearly two hours later, everyone had greatly relaxed. They were saying good-bye to Roger and loading up to head home when Sarah’s cell phone rang from Lucy’s number.


  “Hello?”


  “Just wanted to let you know Judge Ingalls signed the order. I’ll get everything finalized and get you your copies.”


  She stepped away from the group. “Thanks. Um, can I ask what happened to Isabella?”


  Lucy laughed. “Expect an extremely detailed, handwritten letter of apology in the mail.”


  “No!”


  “Hey, that’s the least sadistic thing I’ve heard of Judge Ingalls ordering. Usually she makes someone spend the night in jail. I guess because Isabella isn’t local she opted for the letter. I heard it took her three tries before the judge accepted it. And she ordered a certified copy of it get added to the case file.”


  Sarah tried not to laugh too loudly. “Thank you for everything, Lucy.”


  “Hey, no worries. And get with me in the next couple of weeks to talk about the other paperwork.”


  “What other paperwork?”


  She laughed. “For you and your two guys, duh. Call my office and set it up. Have a good evening.”


  Sarah stared at her phone for a moment before returning to the group.


  “Everything okay?” her dad asked.


  She grinned. It felt light and easy. “Everything’s perfect.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After spending the evening together in the living room, the men playing video games with her dad and Jason, she finally got Jason put to bed. Despite her relief, he had school the next day and the men had to work.


  And she desperately needed some alone time with her men.


  Tonight, she didn’t want cuddling and coddling. Tonight she wanted loud, raunchy, hot, angry, full-on slutty sex.


  The men were more than happy to oblige.


  Sam pinned her on her back at the edge of the bed in a sixty-nine, his legs holding her arms motionless, leaving her helpless to do anything but take it as he fucked her mouth with his cock and her pussy with his tongue.


  “Yeah, that’s it, babe,” Pete said. Her legs draped over the edge of the bed and she felt him grab them and throw them over his shoulders. Then he slid two fingers into her pussy while Sam latched onto her clit.


  She screamed out her first orgasm around Sam’s cock in her mouth, making him moan.


  “That’s it,” Pete said. “You just take it. You’re going to take as much as we give you tonight, aren’t you?”


  She moaned, helpless to do anything but.


  Pete added a third finger to her cunt, fucking her hard and fast with his hand while Sam’s skilled tongue tormented and teased another orgasm out of her. Her back arched a little from the force of it, but with the weight of his body pinning her to the mattress she couldn’t moved.


  “Good girl,” Pete cooed. “That’s going to be my cock in there in a minute. But not until we get another one out of you.”


  Sam reached around her thighs, never stopping what he was doing with his mouth, and pulled her legs back. It exposed her even more, leaving her ass at the end of the bed where Pete continued finger-fucking her.


  Spread out, pinned down, and begging for more.


  Between two men.


  Raunchy has been achieved.


  Then Pete withdrew his hand and she felt him rub her juices over her rim. He worked one, then two fingers into her ass while he slid three fingers of his other hand into her pussy.


  She let out a long, loud moan when the orgasm ripped through her.


  “Oh, fuck yeah, baby,” Pete said. “I can feel you squeezing my hand. You like that, don’t you?”


  Sam was fucking her mouth harder, faster, almost gagging her with his cock and making it impossible for her to answer.


  “I think you can do better than that,” Pete said. “One more. You’ve got it in you, don’t you?”


  He added a third finger to her ass and by god yes, she could give them one more. Especially when Sam relentlessly sucked on her clit at the same time.


  When the tremors eased up a bit, Pete withdrew both hands and she heard him walk into the bathroom and wash up.


  Sam, however, kept her pinned right where she was, now lightly licking her clit, keeping her from quite coming all the way down. He sat up, though, when Pete rolled on a condom and drove his cock hard and deep into her cunt.


  Sam sat back, pulling his cock from her mouth. But he didn’t let her go. He turned around, grabbed her arms, and raised them over her head. Then he gave her a wicked grin before lowering himself over her face again, her lips parting with a will of their own as she was once more sucking his cock.


  “Yeah, baby,” Sam said. “You like sucking our cocks, don’t you. Look at me, don’t you close your eyes.”


  She forced her eyes open and saw him smiling down at her.


  Her heart twisted, melted.


  Then Pete slowed his strokes. He reached between her legs and lightly flicked her swollen clit with his fingers, making her jump.


  He laughed “Ah, you like that, huh?” He kept it up, until, between the delicious way his cock hit her G-spot on every stroke and the slight bite between the pleasure, her body unleashed again.


  “Oh, fuck!” Sam gasped, picking up the tempo. “That’s it, baby. Take it. Take our cocks.”


  They fucked her hard and fast until Pete came with a hard, deep thrust that drew another moan out of her and triggered Sam’s orgasm.


  His balls drew up tight, his cock going hard and hot as he pumped his juices into her mouth.


  The men untangled themselves from her, but she was almost asleep by the time the managed to get her back up the bed and cuddle on either side of her.


  “Sweet dreams, baby,” Sam whispered after tenderly kissing her forehead.


  Pete tucked an arm around her waist and kissed the back of her neck. “We’ll wake you up in the morning.”


  That was fine with her, because all she wanted to do was collapse, safe and secure between her two men.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  With the judgment finalized, Sarah could finally get back to the business of enjoying the Christmas season. She wondered if Jason really did still believe in Santa, or if he was just pretending for her sake.


  On Christmas Eve, she sat on the edge of his bed and pulled the covers up. “You need to go to sleep, sweetie. It’s late. If you’re still up when he gets here, Santa won’t be able to leave your presents.”


  He nodded and looked past her to the doorway where Sam and Pete stood with her dad. “Are you guys going to be here in the morning?”


  “Of course, buddy,” Pete said. “We’ll be here.”


  She resisted the urge to look over at them for fear she might start giggling. They were, in fact, spending the night with her behind her firmly locked bedroom door.


  But Jason didn’t need to know that.


  She was about to say something else when she heard something up on the roof.


  Looking up, she realized she wasn’t the only one who heard it.


  Jason’s jaw gaped. “Mom,” he whispered. “It’s Santa!”


  No, it’s probably Braveheart, but we’ll go with Santa. “Then you’d better get to sleep right now,” she whispered back. She kissed his forehead and turned off his lamp before heading out the door, closing it behind her.


  She waited until they were in the living room to say anything, keeping her tone soft. “Seriously, Dad? You let Braveheart out?”


  He chuckled. “No, I didn’t. Not even sure it’s Braveheart. But I’ll wait a little while to go get the ladder and get whoever it is off the roof.”


  “We’ll do it,” Pete said. “We don’t need any Christmas Eve goat-induced ER visits.”


  They looked up again as the goat made its way over the living room and stopped.


  She shook her head. “Dad, you have got to secure that pen better.”


  “Hey, just be glad Hammy and Bacon can’t get up there.”


  “Or Big Mac,” Sam teased.


  “Holy crap.”


  They all turned as Betty tapped on the sliders. Her arms were laden with brightly wrapped presents, so Sam walked over and opened the sliders for her.


  “Walt, did you know you have a goat on the roof?” Betty asked.


  Sarah helped her with the packages, taking them over to the tree. “Yeah. Fortunately, it was perfect timing. Jason thought it was Santa’s sleigh. We’re waiting for him to go to sleep before we rescue the damn thing. He just went to bed.”


  “Ah.” She laughed. “Too bad it didn’t have jingle bells on its collar.”


  “You really need to do something about that tree, Dad,” Sarah scolded. “Wrap chicken wire or something around the trunk so they can’t get up into it.”


  He rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, guess I will. Now that they know how, they don’t want to stop.”


  “At least Gilbert can’t climb,” Sam joked.


  “Thank god for that,” Sarah said.


  


  * * * *


  


  They retreated to Sarah’s bedroom and locked the door behind them. Her queen-sized bed, which the men had bought for her weeks earlier, was just large enough for them to curl up in.


  The bedroom, unfortunately, was too small for a king.


  Sam pushed her T-shirt up and bent down to kiss her bared belly. “We’re going to be busy tomorrow,” he mumbled against her flesh. “And I’m horny as hell.”


  Pete nibbled on her neck. “Me, too.”


  She swallowed hard. “You know that question you asked me a couple of weeks ago?”


  Both men froze before looking at her. “Yes?” they said together.


  She nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do it. As long as you don’t kill each other in the process.”


  Both men wore identical grins and took turns kissing her.


  “One more thing,” she softly said, wanting to get it out before she lost her nerve.


  “Yeah?” they asked.


  She took a breath and said it. “We still have a few weeks before my retest.” She licked her lips. “What do you think about me going off the pill now?”


  The stunned looks on their faces took her by surprise. She prepared to backpedal when Sam grabbed her and crushed her lips with his.


  “Do you mean it?” he hoarsely asked when he finally came up for air.


  She nodded and looked at Pete. His lips curled in a sexy smile as he grabbed her and also kissed her again. “Oh, baby,” he whispered. “You just wait. We’re going to have you on your back every chance we get.”


  Sam laid his hand on her stomach. “We’re going to have a Christmas baby this time next year.”


  “I’m not pregnant yet.”


  She thought his smile might break his face. “You will be.”


  “You’re really okay with this?”


  “Honey,” Pete said, “Jason’s been asking us about when he’s getting a brother or sister.”


  “He has?”


  “Well, yeah. Hasn’t he asked you that?”


  “No.” She sat up and pulled her shirt down, but Sam pushed her back down onto the bed and lifted her shirt again. “What else has he asked you?”


  “When we’re getting married,” Sam said before leaned in and engulfed her right nipple with his mouth.


  She let out a soft moan.


  “I’m thinking February,” Pete said, feathering his lips along her jaw. “Nice and cool. And perfect timing.”


  “Huh?”


  Sam looked up. “You think we’re kidding when we say we’re getting you knocked up as soon as we can? We aren’t.” He laid his hand on her stomach again.


  She couldn’t remember Michael doing that more than two or three times while she was pregnant with Jason.


  Sam’s expression sobered. “Sweetheart, I want more kids. As many as you want.”


  Pete nodded his agreement. “We love Jason and he’s our son as far as we’re concerned, but we both came from big families.”


  “We don’t plan on keeping you pregnant,” Sam said, “but yeah, at least one baby.” He lowered his head to her belly and traced patterns with his tongue and lips across her flesh. “Maybe we can talk you into a second one once this one’s older.”


  He was already talking as if her getting pregnant was a done deal.


  Never in her life could she have dreamed she’d ever love these two men more than she already did. But she was wrong.


  That comment made her love them even more.


  She’d always wanted at least one more baby, but Michael always had reasons not to. Unfortunately she now knew most of those reasons were financial. It would have risked exposing the financial juggling act he was already doing, as well as cut into his time with his mistresses.


  In retrospect, she was glad she hadn’t had another with him.


  But these two men were not Michael.


  “Please fuck me,” she whispered.


  Simultaneously, her panties and T-shirt were yanked off her, making her giggle. The men got naked and Sam rolled on top of her first, sliding his condom-sheathed cock deep inside her.


  He stretched out on top of her, her legs pinned under him, giving him the perfect angle for his cock to glide against her clit with every stroke.


  Pete leaned in, taking her left nipple in his mouth, her right cupped by his palm.


  Sam stared down at her. “Come for us. Get used to it, because we’re going to fuck your brains out so well and often that all we’ll have to do is lean in and nip your earlobe to get you wet and begging for a fucking.”


  Pete lifted his head from her breast and did just that. “Going to make you go around without panties,” he said. “We’ll stop by in the middle of the day and bend you over your desk and fuck you hard and fast. Fill you full of our cum until you’re carrying our baby.”


  She let out a gasp as Sam bumped his hips into her, sending his cock deeper inside her cunt. His hazel gaze burned into her. “And at night you’re going to spend every night on your back with our cocks inside you, as much as we can get it up, so you go to sleep with your pussy filled.”


  “And then,” Pete added, “once we get you pregnant, we’re going to spoil you absolutely rotten.”


  “You’ll never be alone again,” Sam assured her. “Everyone’s going to know you belong to us, that you’re carrying our baby.”


  Her climax crested and broke as Sam’s cock thrust into her cunt. Pete swallowed her cries with his mouth, muffling them as Sam picked up the pace and fucked her harder, faster, deeper, until he finished with her, his cock swelling and throbbing inside her cunt and filling the condom with his cum.


  Pete wasted no time rolling a condom on, and as soon as Sam moved out of the way, Pete took his place. Only he hooked his arms under her knees and pushed them up, resting her legs on his shoulders.


  He went hard and deep and slow, knowing just how to thrust to hit her G-spot and make her gasp with pleasure.


  “And this is just one way I’ll fill you up,” he promised. “No blow jobs for you, baby. We’re not going to waste a single drop of it until we know we’ve done the job right.”


  Sam returned to the bed and laced his fingers through hers, holding her hands over her head. He moved back and forth between her breasts, sucking one nipple between his lips, then the other.


  The men certainly knew how to read her body, what to do to amp up her pleasure.


  Sam nipped and sucked at her nipples, sending jolts of pleasure to her clit and making her cunt muscles contract around Pete’s cock.


  “Yeah, that’s it,” Pete coaxed. “Just like that, baby. You know you want to come again for me, don’t you?”


  Sam’s grip on her hands tightened. She was immobile, helpless.


  Deeply gripped by love and lust and passion.


  “Tell us,” Pete said, his tone deepening. “Tell us you want it.”


  “Please fuck me. Please make me come.”


  Instead of speeding up he slowed down, pulling a frustrated whimper from her.


  “No, baby,” he softly coaxed. “Tell us what you really want. We want to hear it.”


  Her breath came in gasps as she fell into his gaze. “I want you both to get me pregnant,” she whispered, wishing she could do it now, tonight. “I want to have your baby.”


  He grinned. “Good girl.” He fucked her, hard, fast, deep, jabbing thrusts that tipped her over the edge again. This time, it was Sam kissing her, covering her moans as the walls of her cunt clamped down on Pete’s cock. He rode her, holding back until he sensed she was through before letting his own orgasm explode with a satisfied groan.


  As she lay there trying to recover, waiting for the men to release her and praying they never would, Pete kissed the insides of her knees before putting her legs down. Sam’s grip on her hands eased and he started nibbling on her lower lip.


  “We’re not kidding, Sar,” Sam whispered, his face hovering over hers. “Get ready.”


  Pete stretched out next to her, a seductive smile on his face. “And no panties tomorrow, baby.” He rested his hand flat on her stomach. “Because tomorrow we start practicing.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  “Is it almost time?” Jason asked.


  Now three weeks into being eight years old, she knew he felt like he’d achieved a milestone.


  She simply felt glad he’d made it at all.


  Not today. No, today was a celebration, without a single bad thought to intrude. “Almost time, honey. Go see if Grandpa and Grandma are ready.”


  “Okay.” He headed out, Sage and Dell on his heels, to go check.


  “I’m glad we’re doing it casual,” Dana said as she tried to fix the barrette in Sarah’s hair. “I’d never keep the two of them clean otherwise.”


  Sarah grinned at her in the mirror. “I don’t want fussy. I had fussy the first time around.”


  “Judge Ingalls is really okay doing this, huh?”


  “Yep. As long as I’m only legally marrying Sam, she said she’d do a ceremony for all three of us.”


  “I’m glad Uncle Walt and Betty are tying the knot, too. He really looks happy.”


  “I think we’re all happy now.”


  Dana grinned. “Lucky bitch,” she said. “You landed two of them.”


  Yes, she certainly had. Jason had gotten used to both men being there in the house when he woke up in the morning, although they tended to keep most of their frisky activity limited to the men’s house.


  With only a wall between her bedroom and Jason’s, she wanted to keep things quiet. At the other house, once the move was complete, Jason’s bedroom would be several rooms down and across the hall from theirs.


  “We need to round you up a Hope or two,” Sarah teased right back. “They’ve got brothers and cousins galore. I’m sure we can find at least one good one in the bunch.”


  “I don’t think I could handle two of them.”


  “You’re going to want two when the twins get older.”


  Dana chuckled. “True.”


  It was Valentine’s Day weekend, clichéd, but the timing worked out perfectly. As did the weather. Sunny and only slightly breezy, the temps were supposed to top out in the mid-seventies.


  A perfect day all around.


  They’d spent the previous weekend moving Betty into Walt’s house, and Dana and the twins into Betty’s house. With Dana’s parents home for good, the house just wasn’t quite big enough. And Betty didn’t want to sell her house, which was already paid off, so she offered to rent it, reasonably, to Dana.


  Tonight Jason would have a sleepover with his cousins while both sets of newlyweds had child-free alone time. Tomorrow they would move Sarah and Jason into the Hopes’ house.


  And today wasn’t catered, except for the two wedding cakes. Sarah wore a pretty sundress Pete and Sam had helped her shop for, Betty wore a dress with a tropical flower print, and all three grooms wore khakis and short-sleeved, chambray shirts.


  Everyone else wore whatever they wanted.


  Instead of neatly placed rows of rented chairs, they’d asked their guests to bring their own. Pete’s brothers had already fired up the grill, and the smell of barbecue deliciously filled the air.


  Dana was doing double-duty as maid of honor for both brides. As was Jason, who’d been drafted to be best man for his grandpa as well as Sam and Pete.


  With the last touches ready, Sarah turned and hugged Dana. “This is like a dream come true.”


  “Hey, enjoy it. Life’s short.”


  “You better believe it.”


  Jason returned. “Everyone’s ready. Judge Ingalls said she’s ready.”


  They’d kept the gathering limited to close family and friends who wouldn’t be shocked by the proceedings. Thirty-odd people, and Judge Ingalls’ husband, as well as the hired photographer and videographer, gathered close to the lake in the shade of the sprawling oaks, with the water as the backdrop.


  Betty and her dad went first, a brief, sweet ceremony that had Sarah blinking back happy tears.


  Then it was her turn. As she stood and faced Sam and Pete, their silly grins making her smile, she waited for Judge Ingalls to start.


  The judge lowered her voice. “Remember, I’m only signing the marriage license for you and Sam.”


  Sarah nodded and tried not to laugh as the judge smiled and began the ceremony.


  Unlike the first time, this time the judge added a little something. “The state only recognizes two people at a time, but I had a special request from the best man,” she said, which caused a flutter of laughter throughout the audience. “Just because a piece of paper only lists two names on it doesn’t mean it completely defines a family. Samuel and Peter and Sarah have chosen to come together to make a family. Far be it from me to deny them happiness.”


  She leaned over. “Is that good enough?” she asked Jason.


  He firmly nodded with a smile.


  The world faded away around Sarah as she stared into the faces of her men. Six months ago, it felt like her world had ended.


  Now, it felt like her entire life, a good life, lay before her.


  “Do you, Samuel and Peter, take Sarah?”


  Peter actually slipped the ring on her finger, since he’d made the decision to let Sam legally marry her. They realized the best way to get Sarah and Jason insured, as well as pave the way for them to adopt Jason, would be to pick one or the other. Sam had volunteered to let Pete be the one to do it. But Pete had countered that since the house and business were actually in his name, they would add Sarah to the deed, evening things out. They’d already had Lucy draw up all the necessary paperwork to begin the adoption process. Once that was complete, they’d file additional paperwork giving all necessary rights to Pete, as well.


  Sarah was comforted that if anything happened to her, Isabella would have to go through both Pete and Sam, as well as her dad and Betty, to even hope to have a chance of getting custody of Jason.


  She smiled as the men held her hands. “We do,” they said.


  Behind them, Jason pumped his fist. “Yes!”


  The audience laughed.


  She’d promised herself she wouldn’t cry, but when it came time to say her vows, and slip the rings on her men’s fingers, she had to blink back the tears in her eyes.


  The judge smiled. “By the power vested in me, I pronounce you a family. You may kiss the bride.”


  Jason smiled and kissed her first, followed by a patiently smiling Sam.


  Then she scooped up Jason and kissed his cheek.


  The judge high-fived him. “Happy?”


  He nodded. “Just one problem.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Can I call them both ‘Dad’? Or is that illegal?”


  They all laughed and both Sam and Pete engulfed the two of them in a hug.


  “You can call them whatever you want, Jason,” Judge Ingalls told him. “They’re your dads.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam stared at Sarah, smiling as she held Jason. She looked happy, radiant. A far cry from the sadness cloaking her when they first met her.


  And she was now his wife. Their wife. He didn’t have a problem sharing her with Pete, especially since he knew Pete loved her as much as he did. The two of them would spend the rest of their lives helping her forget the past few months, the pain and heartache she lived through.


  And Jason. He was their son. While they would watch what they said about Michael around Jason, and couldn’t speak about him personally anyway since they’d never met him, they would show Jason what real dads did. How real dads loved their families.


  Neither one of them would ever have to worry about the future again. Not with him and Pete taking care of them.


  There were plenty of nights he’d gone to bed alone after his divorce and wondered why he couldn’t have had his happy ending and the family he’d always dreamed about.


  Now…all those lonely nights were a small price to pay for this perfection.


  Sarah cocked her head and gave him that playful smile that always turned his insides into melted butter. “What are you thinking about?” she softly asked.


  He smiled. “Our future.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After all the guests left, Dana, Betty, Sam, and Pete shooed Sarah out of the house and refused to let her help do cleanup. Most of the guests had left, and Jason was engrossed in a movie with Sage and Dell.


  Overruled, she walked down to the water, to the end of the dock, and stared out over the lake. Late in the evening, it was calm, with the sound of frogs along the shore singing the sun to sleep behind them.


  She didn’t turn when she heard her father walking down the dock toward her. She knew from the sound of his footsteps it was him and not one of her men.


  He stopped next to her, staring out over the placid water. “I know I’ve said it before,” he quietly said, “but I’ll say it again just to make it perfectly clear. I’m glad you’re with them. They’re good men. I’m glad it all worked out all right.”


  She took a deep breath, the familiar tang of the water filling her lungs. “Me, too, Dad.”


  He slung an arm around her shoulders but didn’t speak.


  After a few minutes, she finally broke the silence. “Do you really think Mom would have been okay with it? With me and the guys?”


  “I don’t think she’d have a problem with it. Like I said, I read her Kindle. If the alternative was you ending up with another bastard like that guy, she’d be tickled to death to have Pete and Sam looking out for you and Jase. I know I am.”


  Out of nowhere, a realization slammed into her skull. She turned and looked up at her father, who refused to take his eyes off the water.


  After a moment, she finally said it out loud. “You wanted this to happen, didn’t you?”


  He didn’t respond, didn’t look at her.


  “Dad?”


  “What?” He still didn’t look at her.


  “Did you… Wait a minute. Arranging the job for me, and leaving the gate open and Big Mac escaping that day, and Braveheart…” She ran out of words as her jaw clicked shut.


  Slowly, he swiveled his head to look at her. If she wasn’t mistaken, the outer corners of his eyes looked slightly crinkled, like he was barely keeping the smile off his face. “What?”


  Sarah couldn’t say it even though the truth had settled deep into her gut.


  He cocked his head and stared at her before finally speaking. “I think your mom would be happy that we’ve both managed to find people who have made us happy. If you think I would have just sat by and risked you falling in love with some other asshole, think again, kiddo.” His voice sounded choked. “I kept my mouth shut the first time around and look what happened. I nearly lost Jason, and I did lose you for several years. And look at all you lost.”


  His gaze returned to the water. “I wasn’t about to make that mistake again. And are you really going to complain about how it all worked out?”


  She mentally chewed that over for a few minutes. “No,” she softly agreed as she laid her head on her dad’s shoulder. “I’m not going to complain at all.”


  He kissed the top of her head. “Good. That’s my girl.”


  As the light slowly turned purple, they stood on the dock and watched the lake. Occasionally, a fish would hit the surface, breaking the smooth glass into ripples.


  Her follow-up HIV test had also came back negative several weeks earlier.


  The men had kept their promise, starting in the backseat of Sam’s SUV on the way home from the clinic.


  And today, she still wore no panties. The men had told her they’d let her have them back once they knew they’d done their job.


  She smiled to herself. She knew she could have nipped that in the bud and they would have relented. To be honest, she liked it. It was fun having them take charge like that.


  Having not one, but two hunks to take care of her.


  She rested her hand on her belly. She hadn’t told anyone her suspicions yet, and she hadn’t made it to the drugstore for a test kit, but if her calculations were correct, in about seven or eight months, Jason would have the little brother or sister he’d asked about.


  And the men had already started talking about making plans to start trying for baby number two when they hadn’t even confirmed number one yet.


  A happy sigh escaped her.


  No, I don’t have any complaints at all.


  


  


  


  THE END
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