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All Tyler wants to do is go home following his exhausting book tour, when a phone call from his past brings life to a grinding halt. He knows he must deal with it, or forever regret it.

Tom loves Ty and understands if his guy doesn’t process things now, it’ll always haunt him. Which is why he travels with Ty on his journey, to support and love him through it.

Nevvie’s past formed who she is. Any threat to her family means she’ll immediately engage momma-bear mode. She’ll make sure justice is done…even if she has to do it herself.

While a hurricane aims for Savannah, the triad learns information that will forever impact their family and leaves Tom feeling guilty for not being home. Now the race is on to protect their family from an unknown killer and prove their innocence. Can they weather the storms together, or will forces beyond their control rip their lives apart?
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

 

 

This was never meant to be a series. I wrote the first book, then got the idea for the second, and…

Well, you can see where we are now. Plus, the characters are telling me there are more stories to be revealed. Thus is the curse of the pantster. The characters are totally in control, whether I like it or not. Now that the characters have reawakened, I’ll follow them until they shut up again.

Ironically, Hurricane Irma hit our area as I was trying to finish these for submission to Siren.

Yes, life is truly stranger than fiction, and I suppose there is irony there, somewhere.

This really isn’t a standalone book because it references things that happen in the first five books, and assumes you the reader have read them and understand who the characters are.

Before you ask, yes, there will be more books in this series.

While this book isn’t a cliff-hanger, it is the first part of a duet story arc that concludes in LSFT: Retribution (Book 6).

The current books in the series (including the prequel) are available from Siren-BookStrand and are best read in the following order:

 

	Love Slave for Two: Beginnings (Prequel)



	Love Slave for Two (Book 1)



	Love Slave for Two: Family Matters (Book 2)



	Love Slave for Two: Reunions (Book 3)



	Love Slave for Two: Reckoning (Book 4)



	Love Slave for Two: Resilience (Book 5)



	Love Slave for Two: Retribution (Book 6)



 

Referenced characters you might not recall: Rhys is Tyler’s adopted nephew and is featured, along with Manny (Amanda) and Korbin in Two Geeks and Their Girl. Ray and Oot from Love Slave for Two: Beginnings also appear in kitten’s tale and Safe Harbor. Sarah, Del, and John were featured in Dead Moon Rising and in Love Slave for Two: Reunions. Jacob and Kyle are Nevvie’s half-brothers via her adoptive mother and first appear in Love Slave for Two: Reunions.
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Chapter One

 

Meanwhile, Augustine lurked near the front of the house most of the evening, concealed in the shadows provided by the thick cover of ancient, looming oak trees and overgrown azalea bushes the structure nested within.

No one to see him. Nobody passed his hiding spot.

The perfect predator, prey just within his grasp.

Some things never changed. As he waited, he wondered if Samson would even recognize him, if shock and terror would alight upon his features before Augustine snuffed him out for good.

He was done pretending that man could continue to exist upon this plane with decent beings.

Done.

Within his pocket, the knife’s comforting weight made its presence known, calling to him, the blade sharpened and ready for use, for righteous pruning of humanity’s dead weight from the tree of life.

 

Tyler looked up from the lectern as the Friday night audience at the New York City Book Fair burst into applause. The entire auditorium had filled to capacity over four hours before his scheduled reading, standing room only, with an overflow room watching on a large screen in the ballroom next door.

Also filled to standing room only.

With microphone in hand, the event’s moderator, Bill Charlesly, walked over to where Tyler had stood reading an excerpt from his latest book, Carnal Thoughts. The book was being officially released tonight as soon as this event ended. Tyler wouldn’t have to stay that long, however, because this event, the reading and Q&A, was the actual book launch. His publisher had piggy-backed the release onto the book fair event, knowing the press buzz from industry bloggers would prove invaluably insane.

Adding to the frenzy was the fact that Netflix was producing a mini-series based on some of the earlier Augustine books, and they were hoping this newest release would renew interest in the older titles.

The applause continued unabated as Tyler bashfully smiled and nodded his head to the audience with a slight bow.

Bill finally managed to get a foothold over the noise. “Thank you so much, Tyler. Sounds like another hit to me. Wasn’t he great, everyone?”

Another cacophonous wave of applause and cheers swelled and filled the hall as they walked over to two chairs that had been set up in the middle of the stage for the next portion of the event. Tyler picked up the microphone which had been left on his chair. As Tyler sat, he flipped the switch to turn on the mic while Bill seated himself in the other chair and picked up his notecards.

To either side of the stage were cameras recording the event, and two more hand-held camera crews to record the audience members asking questions. The video of tonight’s event would be released online tomorrow for free, as well as aired later on cable TV.

There were three microphone stands, one in each of the three aisles and manned by event staff who could cut the mic if need be, and people were already queuing at them to ask questions. The house lights were brought up so Tyler and Bill could see the speakers.

Tyler willingly tolerated these events despite how emotionally draining he found them to be, and even though there were always a few oddball questions lobbed his way, including about his personal life.

He’d grown used to those in the nearly sixteen years since that day.

Which of the top three will be asked first, I wonder?

Bill started the Q&A with his own questions. “Tyler, Carnal Thoughts is your tenth book in this series. Do you ever get tired of writing about a serial killer?”

Tyler’s gaze scanned the audience, the eager fans awaiting his answer, and he slyly smiled. “Augustine’s a rather…interesting chap, isn’t he?”

That garnered laughter, exactly the reaction he’d hoped for.

Tyler continued. “I follow my characters, Bill. When Augustine tugs at my mind, I willingly accompany him on his sojourns. Since it’s fiction, I don’t mind the treks I take with him.”

Left unsaid, Especially not when I look at my bank account.

The Augustine series was his cash cow. No way in bloody hell would he stop writing it, even if he ever came to despise it. Although, fortunately, there was no sign of that happening.

“It must be disturbing to research serial killers and their methods and mindsets. How do you approach your research?”

Tyler fought the urge to run his fingers over his goatee and mustache as he gave a dramatic pause instead of immediately reciting the answer he usually prattled.

A version of it, anyway. “It’s a dark topic, to be sure. But never forget that every anti-hero or villain is still the hero of their own story. The trick isn’t to focus on the gore, but to use the acts as a framework to build the characters and conflict.”

“Does it bother you to have written a serial killer people actually root for to win in each book?”

Now Tyler did smile and stroke his goatee, which drew more subtle laughter as he looked out over the audience, two large screens on either side of the stage showing his reaction close up. “I think it means that, as a writer, I’ve done my job quite disturbingly well.”

Laughter.

He wouldn’t deny the crowd’s reactions fed his ego. He’d be a liar to say it didn’t. Writing was a lonely profession, and feedback like this was one of the few reasons he attended live events.

“Augustine isn’t the only series you write, of course. You’ve made no secret that crossing genres as a writer is an integral part of what you need to do for your personal creative process. And in previous books, both within and outside of the Augustine series, you’ve blended elements of classic literature, seamlessly melded Shakespeare and even Chaucer into your works. Is there a method to your madness…”

They talked for a few minutes. He’d been interviewed many times in the past by Bill at other book events, as well as for his NPR podcast, and knew how this worked. They waited to see if anyone left the queues and returned to their seats based on their chat.

And, by mutual agreement, Bill never asked Tyler one of the “top three” questions. It made for better crowd reactions when one of the audience posed those questions.

They always posed them.

Finally, they threw to the first crowd question. A younger woman, perhaps in her late twenties, was the lucky one. “Hi, Mr. Paulson. I’ve been reading your work for years, and you’re my favorite author.”

“Thank you very much. I’m flattered.”

“I even did a high school book report on Damning Thoughts my senior year.”

He hoped his smile looked right. That’s one way to make me feel old. “Did that earn you a decent grade, or a trip to your school’s psychologist?” he teased.

She grinned as the audience laughed. “An A. They already knew I was weird.”

He laughed, a genuine laugh. “Excellent. And your question?”

“Where do you get your ideas? And thank you.” She gave up the microphone.

Bingo.

One down. And four people left the queues.

“Everywhere. The news, life, my own addled brain.” He smiled and let the laughter die down again. “The problem isn’t getting ideas. The problem is finding enough time to write them all.” Close enough to the truth.

Bill called on the far right mic. A middle-aged man asked the next question. “Do you have any advice for aspiring writers?”

Number two. As if they knew to ask them immediately.

A few more people stepped out of the queues.

“Write. You’re not aspiring if you’re writing. You’re a writer. You might aspire to earn money as a writer, aspire to be a professional writer, but writers write. Also, read. You cannot be a successful writer if you do not read. Especially within the genre you wish to write, but also outside it. I cannot count the number of times I’ve heard people say they don’t want to read within their genre to prevent accidentally copying someone else, but how can you know what’s working and what isn’t if you do not read the genre?”

Let’s see if we can go for the hat-trick…

Bill filled in with a few of his pre-written questions, some of which Tyler knew in advance and some he didn’t, which was fine.

Then he took the third audience question. This time, an older woman, casually dressed in jeans and an Augustine T-shirt one of his fan clubs had created, with a mosaic of his book covers on it. “You’ve written pretty complex relationship dynamics into some of your books. Does your personal life help you with that?”

Close enough to ding question number three. But having spotted a few teenagers in the audience—and even younger children, meaning reckless parents at best—he was smart enough to keep his answer family-friendly and vague.

“As a writer, I have to be an observer of human nature. And as my family well knows, they are not immune to those observations, although I don’t directly add them to my works in particular. I always protect the guilty.” He smiled, adding a little stroke of his goatee to amplify the laughter once again rippling through the audience. “My family are the first to tell people that, no, Dad isn’t a serial killer, or that I think they should fall victim to one. Or any of the other beasties, human and not, that I’ve written in the past.”

Although he knew serial killers wasn’t exactly the direction the woman had intended for him to take that answer, he wasn’t going to discuss his spouses or his sex life with perfect strangers.

Bill added another question, then threw back to the audience.

The young woman looked maybe college-aged, dressed as a painfully stereotypical Goth, complete with ripped fishnets and enough piercings to make TSA checks interesting for all parties. “What was it like to kill that guy?”

A low, disquieted murmur hummed through the crowd in ominous undertones, indicating audience displeasure that she’d asked that.

Ah, yes. Bonus question four. Usually not asked so tactlessly, or bluntly standalone, especially on an open mic. Most incalculably curious inquirers piggybacked it onto another question to lessen the sting, or privately posed it to him with a tipped head and hushed tone at a cocktail party or other more intimate soiree.

Tyler let a moment of uncomfortable silence settle over the auditorium, as he always did when this was asked in public. Far more effective than outright calling the person an arsehole. “It was unfortunate and horrifically necessary, and saved the lives of my family.”

Bill immediately jumped in with another question, a light one planned and held in reserve for this very instance.

Tyler somehow made it through the rest of the evening. Once the final bows ended and Tyler knew the cameras were off, he maintained his composure and kept his smile anchored in place while he headed toward the wings.

Everyone had cell phones now. He never let his pleasant author persona slip in public. Not a millimeter. Even when the audience was eagerly racing out of the auditorium to queue again to pick up their pre-ordered copies of the book.

Crystal Higgins awaited him off-stage and he bloody well wished she wasn’t. In her hand she held her smartphone, the screen glowing and over which her thumbs rapidly flew.

“Mr. Paulson, that was wonderful!” she gushed. “Twitter and Instagram have been going nuts with the hashtag, and it’s being RTd quite a bit. Several people have posted Facebook live and Instagram videos of your talk.”

“Excellent.” He didn’t stop walking, accepting a fresh and unopened cold bottle of water from a book fair volunteer before continuing toward the stage entrance, making Crystal hurry to keep up as she followed on his heels. Six months ago, she’d started working for Elliot Paterno, Tyler’s long-time publicist. She had been assigned to Tyler for this book release and promotion trip as her first large solo project, from arranging and booking the dates and travel, to accompanying him to the local events.

“Frankly, between you and me, sir, I loved the plot twist at the end with the guy getting himself killed by the bailiff during the trial so Augustine couldn’t get to him. Augustine’s reaction was so funny! ‘Now what’ll I do with all that duct tape?’ Priceless!”

She’d confessed soon after meeting him that she was an avid fan of his books. “Thank you.” He supposed that was better than someone who’d never read the things. She’d better understand the demographics than a non-reader, or someone who wasn’t familiar with his body of work.

Elliot had asked Tyler if he’d mind letting her deal with him alone for this trip, since Tyler wasn’t an “asshole,” as Elliot had phrased it, and Elliot wanted to see how she’d handle one of his A-list author clients. Not long out of college after having interned for Elliot over the past two summers, and her youthful energy both impressed Tyler as well as exhausted him.

Except…Tyler wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about her yet personally. That in and of itself was odd. Usually he was a pretty decent judge of people right off the bat, even if he didn’t tell them what he thought of them. The start of this latest publicity tour had been the first time he’d ever met Crystal in person, although he’d exchanged countless e-mails with her, as well as talked with her on the phone.

She certainly was eager, and supposedly knowledgeable about social media and trends and how to maximize that exposure to net him a new audience of readers, some of whom hadn’t even been born when Augustine first appeared in Tyler’s strange brain. And she was an expert in Tyler’s books and career, a true fan of his work.

Tyler had, unfortunately, learned that he couldn’t let people in, let them close, no matter who they were or how good at their job. Be courteous and friendly? Absolutely. Always.

But to give her personal access to the level that Elliot had enjoyed with Tyler over the years?

Not a bloody chance.

He was done letting people who needed only occasional contact with his life have a close relationship with him. Not in this era of social media and screenshots, when every person was looking for a chance to springboard to fame via TMZ and other gossip sites.

He was also beginning to wish he’d let Nevvie handle all of the arrangements for this trip, like she’d offered to. Except when this first came up, Nevvie had been busy with a series of appointments for Chloe, their niece, ahead of the school year starting. Evaluations Chloe needed to get her the best placement and teachers and to get an IEP in place since she had developmental delays. Since Karen and Bill both worked full-time, Nevvie helped Dad pick up the slack in terms of any appointments Chloe had. Chloe had also just started with a new occupational therapist when this trip came up, so Tyler had opted to take care of the logistics with Crystal.

That was a mistake.

His car and driver awaited him at the back entrance as arranged. Tyler headed for it, relieved when the door shut behind him, and irritated when Crystal climbed in on the other side.

She must have caught the look on his face. “Oh, you don’t mind if we ride back to your hotel together, do you? So we can go over tonight’s numbers?”

Tyler hoped she didn’t hear his disappointed sigh. He didn’t want to blow her off, but he really wasn’t in the mood to converse with anyone. “I suppose.”

If Nevvie or Thomas weren’t with him, he preferred to be alone after one of these events, to decompress. Just because he was good at working a crowd didn’t mean he enjoyed it.

Not anymore.

Especially not after that day. 


Chapter Two

 

During the ride to his hotel, Tyler tried to tune out Crystal’s incessant droning about page views and impressions and hashtags and a lot of other things he didn’t fucking care about. He finally had to hold up a hand about ten minutes in because she would not.

Shut.

Her bloody piehole.

“Please. I understand you have a job to do, but I’m exhausted and fighting a headache. I truly need a few moments of quiet. Can’t this wait until later, or be summarized to me in an e-mail?”

The headache excuse was a lie, but this woman talked.

She talked.

A lot.

Too much.

Were Tommy or Nevvie there, he would simply lay over, his head in their lap, while they stroked his hair and let him be.

Quietly.

“Oh, of course. I’m sorry, Mr. Paulson.”

He offered her a smile. “Thank you.”

Worse, it seemed like every time Tyler set foot out of his hotel room—and even a few times he hadn’t—Crystal had been right there, on top of him.

He loved book signings where he didn’t have to do a long Q&A. One on one with the fans, limited to mere seconds per person because of the line behind them, it was easy to deal with. He didn’t even mind these that much, per se. He enjoyed them to a certain extent, being able to play the crowd and receive immediate feedback from them.

What he didn’t enjoy was how they emotionally drained him on the back side. Usually not a problem if Nevvie or Thomas had accompanied him on the trip.

Except this time they hadn’t.

And this was a far longer trip than usual, fortunately approaching the tail end of it, and Tyler felt wearier than ever.

I am not a young man.

Crystal managed to remain silent for only five minutes, and that was likely due to her scrolling through her smartphone. “We don’t have to allow unscreened questions tomorrow, you know. We can have them submit comment cards and weed through them and the moderator can read them from the stage. I can talk to the book fair’s director tomorrow morning and make the change. You’re one of their headliners. I’m sure they’ll do it.”

He had another signing at the book fair tomorrow, followed by another reading and another Q&A. That one would be smaller, and with a shorter discussion with the moderator. People had to pay money to get into that one, because it came with a special collector’s edition hardcover copy of the book, whereas tonight’s had been a free event. Still, tickets for tomorrow’s event had sold out almost immediately after going on sale.

Tonight, Tyler had no mental, emotional, or physical energy to make any decisions. “Whatever you feel is best.” All he wanted to do was lock himself in his hotel room, escape Crystal’s incessant talking, and call home.

He hadn’t been home in nearly two weeks and felt desperately homesick. Usually, these press junkets left him feeling revived, energetic. For some reason…this one had not. Perhaps because of the length of time away and the sheer amount of non-stop appearances, interviews, and readings he’d had to engage in.

And being alone for it.

Worse, not being able to escape Crystal for much of it.

He missed home.

He missed his family.

“I’ll take care of it, sir,” she said, flashing him a broad grin. “Leave it to me.”

“Aces.” He twisted the cap off the water bottle and took a long swallow from it. “For future reference, no more of those silly cocktail parties, please. I don’t enjoy them, and I’m not much of a drinker, so I don’t feel very comfortable at them.”

He’d had to attend four of them in the past three days, at least eight of them since his arrival in New York.

Her expression faltered. “Oh.”

“What?”

“You have one at five tomorrow evening, before the banquet, and then another Sunday afternoon.”

Bloody hell.

Only because she looked practically bereft did he manage to not say that aloud. She had expressive hazel eyes he knew he’d be writing onto a character in the future, and short, curly brown hair that billowed around her chin. She barely looked old enough to legally drink, much less be a college graduate wunderkind with a doctorate in social media voodoo, or whatever it was Elliot said she had specialized in.

“Also, for future reference, unless I’m flying overseas and condensing several foreign cities into one junket, please do not schedule these to last more than three days, unless it’s absolutely unavoidable. I do not like being away from home this long. It’s also cutting into my work schedule, and it’s additional stress. Elliot’s never scheduled me like this before.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. No one told me that. I was trying to maximize your exposure this close to the release. The pre-order numbers look great compared to past releases. There doesn’t seem to be as much sequel drop-off for this release like some series have.”

“Fine. In the future, though, are we clear on that?”

“Yes, sir.”

When the car pulled up to his hotel, he opened the door to get out and noticed that she started to follow him across the seat. He stopped and turned. “May I ask what you’re doing?”

“I thought I’d come up to your room so we can talk some more. You said we’d talk later. About tomorrow. I wanted to go over more numbers with you.”

“I meant later as in tomorrow. We are still having breakfast with Elliot, are we not?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“My dear, I apologize, but I am completely knackered. It’s”—he looked at his watch—“bloody hell, it’s nearly midnight, and I’ve been awake and on the move since you roused me from a sound sleep at four a.m. And another point—there was no reason to awaken me that early. I could have slept another couple of hours this morning. Did Elliot not go over things with you when giving you this assignment? I’m not exactly an amateur. I’ve done this plenty of times before and have hit my marks, as they say, for over two decades.”

“Sorry, Mr. Paulson. The publisher wanted to make sure we hammered social media hard and heavy since this is the tenth in the Augustine series, and they wanted to boost your backlist sales.”

He sighed. “Look, I understand that. I’m not trying to be rude but I feel simply exhausted, and I believe it would have been better to break some of this into multiple trips over a couple of weeks. Extend the coverage, as it were. Obviously, the book fair is a set circumstance beyond our control, but many of these morning show and social events could have been better spaced out. I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I am a man, not a machine. Right now, I’m a very tired man who is going to go call his family, if they’re even still awake, and then go to sleep.”

He hated that he knew he’d hurt her feelings, from the tight set of her smile, but she nodded. “Sure, no problem. I’ll see you in the morning, Mr. Paulson.”

“Yes.” He started to get out, then turned back to her. “Not before seven thirty. We don’t have to be at the restaurant until eight, and it’s a mere two blocks away. We can walk. You dragged me out of bed hours before I needed to be. In fact, I shall meet you and Elliot there at eight sharp. All right?”

She nodded, smiling. “We can talk then. I’ll e-mail you the summaries about the data from tonight.”

“Thank you.”

Weary to his very core, Tyler climbed out of the car and headed inside, sending Nevvie a text as he did. He didn’t want to call them if they were asleep, and he felt guilty he’d been so rushed between dinner and the reading that he hadn’t had time to call and at least talk to Mikey and the girls.

In fact, Tyler hadn’t talked to the kids in a couple of days, although he had been texting with them.

On the elevator ride up to his room, he remembered the first time Nevvie had accompanied him to New York. How excited she’d been.

Their sexy dance in the hotel bar, where they’d wowed the other patrons with moves hot enough to melt the Chernobyl reactor’s protective shell.

Their kiss after, and another in the elevator while on their way up to the room.

Sharing a bed, because she’d sneakily finagled their reservation for only one room instead of two.

His heart ached for Nevvie, for Thomas.

For home.

Maybe it’s time to look at other options.

With this book, he’d renegotiated his contract with the publisher, which was why he truly suspected the publisher wanted to do things differently this time around. He was no longer locked into multi-book requirements. He could self-publish books outside the Augustine series, if he wanted. Which was increasingly looking like a viable option. He could hire out the cover art, editing, and formatting, and keep one-hundred-percent of the proceeds.

But he wouldn’t have publisher support like this. Promotion handled for him, unless he paid for it out of his own pocket. While he paid Elliot for his public relations and promotions expertise, Elliot’s firm worked hand-in-hand with the publisher on the book release campaigns and coordinated the things the average self-published author couldn’t negotiate on their own.

End-cap placements, pre-order support.

Although he would have his name and reputation to parlay into instant sales.

They technically didn’t need the money.

Correction—they did not need the money. There was no technically about it. Thomas and Nevvie had gone through all their accounts last month to give him a quarterly summary. If he never wrote another book, and they lived within their means as they currently were, he could retire, write sheerly for the joy of it, and enjoy sleeping late with the loves of his life every morning with never a single worry about income. That was including paying for their children’s college educations. It wasn’t just due to his writing income, but also from what Thomas still earned from his share of the architecture firm back in Tampa, even though he was technically retired, and their investment portfolio.

He’d just walked into—and locked himself in—his hotel room when his cell phone rang.

Reaching up to loosen his tie with his free hand, he answered, thickening his British accent as he did.

“Naughty New York Nighttime Hotline, how might I direct your call?”

Nevvie giggled. “You’re lucky it was me and not one of the kids. How you doing, stranger?”

He flopped back on the bed. “Totally knackered, love.”

“Are you just now getting back to your room?”

“Yes. And yes, the door’s locked.”

“Wow. The event ran late, huh?”

“Right up to release time. Not to mention the new girl Elliot assigned to handle this trip for me has absolutely run me ragged.”

Her suddenly dark tone amused him. “We are talking the schedule, right?”

“Of course, angel. Never fear, she couldn’t begin to compare to you and Thomas. I had to get a little firm with her just now downstairs. She was determined she was going to follow me up here and chat about social media statistics. I told her in no uncertain terms that was not happening, and proceeded to lay down the law about tomorrow.”

“What’s tomorrow?”

“Breakfast with Elliot. This morning she was knocking on my bloody door at four a.m. to rouse me ahead of the network appearances.”

“What? What kind of noob does she think you are?”

“Exactly.”

“I’ll call Elliot tomorrow and talk to him.”

“Well, for starters, I shall see him in the morning at breakfast at eight. I’ll be telling him then myself.”

“Uh, isn’t she going to be there?”

“I won’t be saying anything to him that I haven’t already said to her. If she’s a professional, she should be open to criticism. And best it comes from a polite bloke such as myself instead of someone else.”

“You mean a bitch like me?” He heard the smile in her voice.

“You are my angel, sweet. You know that.”

“I’m also your pet pit bull. Come on, Ty. Let me call Elliot and wake his ass up.”

“No, love. So, did we win?”

“Yeah, I taped the game. Mikey scored a touchdown.”

He sighed. “And here I am, missing it.”

“Hey, you’re working. It’s okay. It’s like the first game you’ve ever missed. He understands.”

“How’s Thomas?” Tyler finished removing his tie and blindly lobbed it in the direction of the dresser at the end of the bed.

“Uh, hey, sooo…how was the crowd tonight? Did they ask the top three and bonus question number four?”

He closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose under his glasses. “Nevvie, darling, that does not work. Tell me what happened.”

She sighed. “He took a pain pill and’s been zonked for hours. He missed the game, too. He fell off a ladder this afternoon.”

Tyler’s eyes popped open. “He did what?”

“Okay, let me rephrase that. He fell two steps off a ladder and landed on the grass. His foot slipped off the rung. He was on his way down. Landed on the bad leg, but he’s not injured, just hurting.”

“What the bloody hell was he doing on a ladder in the first place?”

“That bad storm we had Thursday night? Now we’ve got a roof leak around one of the vent stacks. He was up there looking at it before calling in a roofer.”

Tyler started unbuttoning his shirt as his pulse slowed. “Are you sure he’s all right? Did you take him to hospital?”

“The hospital, and no. He’s fine. More mad at himself than anything. He got dive-bombed by a wasp and slapped at it. That’s what made him lose his balance.”

“Oh, dear.”

“Yeah. And FYI, before you get indignant, I made an executive decision tonight with Tommy out like a light and you just plain out.”

“What?”

“The twins asked about going to a party next Saturday night with Mikey, and I told them they could.”

“But—”

“It’s at a friend’s house, the parents will be there, and I already met the parents and talked to them. Well, talked to the mom. She was at the game tonight. It’s fine, Tyler. He’s one of Mikey’s teammates. And they live close by.”

He grumbled. “When did we become the parents to teenaged girls? They can’t be fifteen. They were only born a few months ago.”

“Sure feels like it, doesn’t it?”

Another grumble. “I do not like it.”

Her voice gentled. “You and Tommy cannot sit on them all their lives.”

“Watch me, love. Besides, I thought we were going to do something as a family next weekend since I’ve been gone for two weeks?”

She started to say something, then it sounded like she yawned. “Sorry, Evil Genius. I’m wiped out and too tired for phone sex, or arguing with you about this. I’m lying here next to Tommy. I was almost asleep when you texted.”

“Sorry, love. I’m not exactly much in the mood myself right now. I’m going to set my alarm and go to sleep.”

“Want me to call you in the morning? I’m going to be up and moving early. I’ve got a lot of stuff to get done.”

“Yes, please. That would be nice. 6:30, sweet.”

“Sure thing.” A long pause. “I miss you. We both do. Love you. Safe trip. Come back to us.”

Homesickness so sharp and keening he nearly cried slammed into him. “Always, love. I miss and love you both so very much, pet. Tell our boy I love him, too, despite his propensity for accidentally maiming himself. I have informed Crystal that, in the future, no long trips unless I’m forced to take an overseas tour.”

“Good. I think I hate her already.”

After saying good-night, Tyler made sure to put his phone on the charger and that the ringer was on. He set the alarm for 6:45, just to be certain, then finished getting undressed before he climbed into bed.

It was rare he wasn’t with one or both of his loves, especially for this long, and he hated being alone like this.

I will make sure I speak with Elliot about this tomorrow. 


Chapter Three

 

Saturday morning, Tyler awakened ten minutes before Nevvie’s call and lay there with his phone in hand, staring at their family picture on his phone’s lock screen and desperately missing Nevvie and Tom. And the children, too, of course, but especially Tom and Nevvie.

I hate this.

That admission shocked him. Never in his entire writing career had he felt something like that before.

Writing? He absolutely loved that. It was who he was, not merely what he did for a living. Even if he wasn’t getting paid to do it, he’d still be doing it. He didn’t just write. He was a writer.

Edits and promotions were part of the gig. He understood that. Didn’t care much for that end of things, but it was a necessary evil.

Same when it came to dealing with fans. He’d never leave their home in Savannah if he could get away with it. Especially after what happened nearly sixteen years ago.

Although he did recall hearing Crystal blathering on last night about setting up a series of signings in the southeast, starting with Atlanta, and possibly as far south as Orlando and Tampa. At least those wouldn’t be too bad, being close to home. He could stay at the house in Tampa, maybe visit with friends and family while there.

Absolutely no more trips like this alone.

If Nevvie or Tom couldn’t go with him, then they’d have to reschedule the appearance around his life.

He still held his phone in his hand when Nevvie called him promptly at 6:30.

“Fresh Frisky Florida Phone Fucking Service calling. Press one for blowjobs. Press two for fucking. Press three for morning snark. Press four for coffee, but you’re shit outta luck and need to make it yourself, ’cause I ain’t in New York, ya rat bastard.”

Finally, something that could make him smile. “Good morning, angel.”

Her voice dropped to a sultry whisper. “Good morning, Master.”

A low moan escaped Tyler. In the background, he heard Tommy sleepily groan. “Goddamn, Nev, it’s barely even daylight.”

She sweetly giggled. “Glad to hear that can still get your interest.”

“You did that and more, naughty, wicked pet.” She let out a squeal. “I presume you awakened our sleeping beauty?”

Another giggle. “Apparently I need to dump another pain pill down his gullet or I won’t get out of bed to get stuff done this morning. Here he is.”

He heard the sound of the phone passing. “Why are you not home yet?” Tom grumbled. “My cock ain’t gonna suck itself.”

“Nevvie can give you the details, love. And you can always have her suck your cock.”

He sighed. “I meant my ass ain’t gonna fuck itself. See? I can’t even complain right, it’s so damn early. What the hell?”

“How’s your leg? Also, why the bloody hell were you on the roof, you stupid sod?”

A brief silence met Tyler’s question. “Um, heh. Oh. Nevvie told you about that, huh?”

“Yes. She did. I thought we had an agreement?”

“I didn’t want to call a roofer if it was something easy I could fix.”

“What if that wasp had attacked you at the top of the ladder? Or on the roof?”

He let out a grumble. “I know. Nevvie chewed me a new one all the way inside, upstairs, into the shower for a hot soak, and into bed again.”

“As she rightfully should, boy.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Uh huh.” Tyler smiled. “Put your Mistress back on, please, boy.”

“Shit,” he muttered. “Can I play a get out of slave jail free card?”

“There is no such thing, and no. Oh, and I love you.”

Tom chuckled. “Love you, too, Evil Genius. Here she is.”

Nevvie came back on. “Why’d he uh-oh?”

“I told him to put his Mistress back on.”

“Uh-oh.” She giggled, then it sounded like she was talking to Tom. “You are soooo fucked, buddy. Your ass ain’t leaving this house until he comes home.”

“That’s it, angel. Keep our wayward boy under your thumb until I return to help you wrangle him.”

“Will do.”

Tyler yawned. “I need a cup of coffee and a long, hot shower, loves. I want to try to jot down some ideas this morning before breakfast with Elliot.”

“Have a good day, Ty. Love you.”

In the background he heard Tommy say, “Love you, buddy.”

“Love you, both, too.” Once he hung up he turned off the alarm on his phone, climbed out of bed, and got his coffee started before hitting the bathroom.

It is going to be a bloody long day.

 

* * * *

 

In the years Tyler had worked with Elliot Paterno, the man seemed to have changed very little, except that there was more grey in his hair and the native New Yorker’s thick Brooklyn accent had grown more husky with time.

Tyler stepped in to hug the man, not having actually set eyes on him in nearly a year. Crystal Higgins was, of course, there as well, and he diverted her with a two-handed handshake instead of the hug he could see she wanted.

They sat at a booth, Crystal seated on Elliot’s side and by the window. Tyler made sure to seat himself directly across from Elliot, instead of in the middle. Earlier, while he’d taken his shower, Tyler had let his mind finally begin to process the entirety of this trip. Every time he stepped foot out of his hotel room, it seemed, Crystal was doggedly on his heels.

Including when she didn’t need to be.

Time to nip this in the bud.

Perhaps he was imagining things. She was eager and young and a recent college grad looking to make a name for herself with her first big-name client, but whenever Tyler failed to ignore his instincts, bad things happened.

Without fail.

After the waitress took their drink orders, Elliot leaned in. “So how you like our newest addition, Ty?” He tipped his head toward Crystal. “Ain’t she a pistol? Interned with us for two summers before graduation. Knew I’d better hire her before someone else snapped her up.”

Right. Perfect segue.

“Actually, one of my topics of discussion, mate.” He offered a smile and steepled his fingers. “Crystal here is wonderful at her job, and obviously very knowledgeable and devoted.” Start with the carrot. “However, as I discussed with her last night, I would appreciate a less…intense approach to my future scheduling. I’m sixty-two, not thirty-two. While a junket like this would have been no problem for me early in my career, I have a family. As it is, I missed Mikey’s football game last night. Season opener. I despise missing his games.”

Elliot glanced at her. “Didn’t you talk to him before you scheduled this?”

“I’m sorry, sir. I was trying to maximize his social media presence ahead of last night and tonight, plus around the book fair. I found out about his open block of time and booked the appearances.”

“Exactly, a block of available time,” Tyler said. “Not meant to be a filled block of time. And I didn’t find out about any of this until three weeks ago, when she sent me the itinerary. By then, it was too late for me to cancel any of the appearances without looking like a wanker. I can’t do that to my reputation.”

Elliot closed his eyes and groaned. “Jesus Christ, Crystal. You never finalize plans without contacting the client first.”

“I’m really sorry. I thought I had, and then I realized I…hadn’t. That’s my fault, and I totally take responsibility for it.”

“Then there was the matter of yesterday morning,” Tyler added.

Elliot focused on Tyler again. “What happened?”

“Four a.m. wake-up knock.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Again, I already discussed this with her last night. I’m not looking for you to chew her out, Elliot. You asked me to work with her so she could get used to handling bigger clients and receiving feedback, and that is what I am giving you. Constructive criticism. I know everyone has to start somewhere, but I could have easily slept another couple of hours. That was unnecessary.”

Elliot’s head snapped around. “You do remember the part about me telling you not to piss off one of my best and oldest clients, right?”

Her face reddened, and Tyler felt a little bit sorry for her.

Except he remembered sitting in a green room for over two hours yesterday morning when he could have been sleeping, or working.

“I’m really sorry, Mr. Paulson,” Crystal said. “The booker said to make sure you weren’t late, and I wasn’t familiar with the traffic—”

“The hotel is less than ten blocks from the studios. I could have walked. That is another point—a car was unnecessary.” Tyler added a bit more carrot. “Once she is more sure-footed in her duties, Elliot, I dare say your Crystal will prove herself an exquisitely amazing and valuable addition to your staff. Please, don’t be too rough on her, as long as she takes this criticism to heart and learns from it. And you know I don’t hold a grudge, mate. But in the future, I’m going to reserve the right to overrule scheduling decisions for the sake of my health and sanity. Even at the last-minute, if need be.”

Elliot rolled his eyes. “Sorry, Ty. I didn’t go over everything with her. I’ve been booked myself. I take responsibility for this.”

Tyler sat back as the waitress set their drinks in front of them. “No worries. Again, I’m not saying this to get her in trouble. I honestly believe she is wonderful at her job.” He focused on her again, channeling “dad” mode…

Holy shitballs, as Nevvie would say, I am more than old enough to be her father. “But If I don’t give you critical feedback, you won’t have any idea if something is working for your client or not.” He offered her a smile. “I appreciate your enthusiasm and all the work you’re putting into this, truly. Except for being exhausted, it has been a productive promotions trip. I commend you for your work overall.”

“Thank you, Mr. Paulson. Sorry again about the early wake-up. And the scheduling screw-up.”

“No hard feelings, my dear. Now, let’s move forward and focus on business.”

“Agreed.” Elliot sipped his coffee, black. “So, Crystal. What were you yammering at me about numbers before Ty got here?”

 

* * * *

 

Tommy sat in the hot tub, grateful that Nevvie had thought to crank up the temperature last night, anticipating his pain levels that morning.

“Here you go, Crash,” she teased, pressing a full mug of coffee into his hand.

He didn’t even open his eyes. “Thank you, baby girl.” It was still quiet out, not even seven in the morning yet. Mikey and the girls were enjoying their Saturday morning sleep-in. After Tyler’s call, despite Tom’s earlier bravado at hearing Nevvie’s slave-girl voice, he’d struggled not to scream when he sat up in bed, the first painful step in actually getting out of the damn bed to make it to their bathroom.

Once vertical, he was loathe to sit down again, until he’d slowly and painfully limped his way downstairs and straight into the hot tub. Nevvie had started the coffee brewing, brought him some ibuprofen and water, and now…hot brown bliss in a mug.

It was probably better Ty wasn’t home. Ty would be simultaneously hovering over him, worried about him, cursing Tom for hurting himself…and blaming himself for it happening, right or wrong.

He sipped his coffee and finally looked up at her. “You coming in with me?”

Nevvie had perched next to him on the edge. “No, sweetie. Not this morning. Too much to do. I want to have everything done before Ty gets home Monday night. I don’t want to have to go shopping or anything. I just want to spend all day Tuesday snuggling in bed with my two sweet love gods while the kids are in school.”

She leaned in and nuzzled his ear. “FYI,” she whispered, “I hid the keys to the tractor.” She kissed him, quickly stepping out of his reach and heading for the back door with a grin on her face.

“How the hell am I supposed to mow today without the damn tractor?” he called after her.

“You’re not. That’s the point. I’m going to turn Mikey loose on it when he wakes up. Last night I offered to pay him forty bucks to mow our place and Dad’s.”

Tommy grumbled but sipped his coffee as Nevvie returned inside.

Fricking smart wife of ours.

But he smiled as he thought it.

Come to think of it, it would be nice to spend all day Tuesday in bed with Nevvie and Tyler. No doubt Tyler would want to try to work, to get caught up after being gone for so long, but the two of them could tag-team their evil genius and give him at least sixty-nine reasons to want to stay in bed with them.

If not, there were always handcuffs.

He had finished his mug of coffee and was contemplating getting out of the hot tub when a very sleepy-looking Mikey stepped out onto the lanai and walked over. He carried a mug of coffee in his hand.

“Hey, what are you doing up so early, buddy?”

Mikey kissed the top of his head. “I told Mom last night I’d mow today. I want to get started before it’s too hot.”

“You did, huh? Way I heard it, she bribed you.”

“Who do you think told her to hide the tractor keys, Poppa? That’s when she offered me the cash, after I came up with that idea.” He leaned against the edge of the hot tub.

There was no doubt which of their sons took after which father. Mikey was built long and lanky, and had Tom’s brown eyes and dark hair. He was already an inch taller than Tom. Adam looked so much like Tyler in his younger years it sometimes twisted Tom’s heart.

“You know I’m going to tell Dad on you when he gets home, right?” Mikey continued. “Me and Mom both yelled at you yesterday morning not to worry about the leak and to call a roofer. Or to wait until I could help you look at it today.”

“Yeah, well, you know us stubborn Crackers.”

His son smiled down at him, then dropped into a perfect imitation of Tyler’s British accent. “Whole bleedin’ lot of ’em’s barmy. Soddin’ idiots.”

At least Tom’s pain had toned down enough he could laugh. “Sorry I missed your game last night.”

He shrugged. “Mom, Grandma, Grandpa John, and Grandpa Andy all taped it. You and Dad can watch it together when he gets home.”

It was hard to believe this was Mikey’s senior year of high school. He’d already cinched himself an academic scholarship to USF in Tampa, their alma mater, studying engineering. And the three of them couldn’t be prouder.

Not that Mikey needed a scholarship, because they could afford to send their kids to college. All three of them had pounded a good work and study ethic into their four kids. Adam was currently working toward his law degree at UGA in Athens. He made it home some weekends, and was planning to come home next weekend, as far as Tommy knew. Willow was seriously leaning toward following her oldest brother into law at UGA. Zoey hadn’t made up her mind yet if she wanted to be a vet or a human doctor, but it looked like something in the sciences might be in her future.

Not that they would have cared if any of their kids hadn’t made it into college and decided to take up a trade instead. No shame in that, as long as they worked hard at it and made an honest living for themselves.

He wouldn’t deny he was a little relieved none of them had shown an interest in being a writer. Not that he didn’t love Tyler, or what the man did for a living, but trying to fill famous shoes like that would be…imposing, to say the least.

Tommy sighed and set his mug aside. “Guess I need to pry my ass out of here.”

Mikey set his mug aside, too, and helped him out, handing him a towel. “Want a refill?” He held up Tommy’s empty mug.

“Yes, please. Just bring it upstairs into the bathroom for me. I’m going to get a shower.”

“Then what? Please don’t make me 911-text Dad to yell at you.”

“No, I’ll behave. I guess I’m going to be restricted to the couch today.”

Mikey grinned. “Who says you can’t teach an old bulldog a new trick?”

“I wasn’t a Bulldog, son. I was a Bull. You’re gonna want to remember that, since you’ll be one, too.”

“Same thing.” His grin widened. “Both hard-headed.” He went Brit again. “Bleedin’ wankers.”

Tommy stuck his tongue out at him. 


Chapter Four

 

With Elliot’s help, Tyler convinced Crystal he didn’t need her to walk him back to his hotel after breakfast. The car was scheduled to pick him up in two hours, and Tyler planned on using every last minute of that time for working.

One plus in Crystal’s favor—she’d put him in a decent hotel centrally located in the city so he could reach his various appearances with relative ease, and it was within a couple of blocks of excellent restaurants and stores. He had pretty much camped out at the hotel, and as it was, he’d already amassed a suitcase’s worth of books and other items to ship home.

No way in bloody hell was he going to try to fly them home, and he wouldn’t have time to go out and ship them before leaving for the airport Monday morning. He’d already consulted with the concierge about the logistics. They would handle it for him and charge it to his room.

Back in his room, he pulled the curtains wide open and stared out over the city. It’d been nearly a year since his last visit here. Tom had come with him that time.

While there, one night he’d fucked his sweet boy in front of a window much like this one, with the room lights off to conceal their activity as they talked with Nevvie on the phone and took in the view. Then, after he’d filled Tom’s ass, he’d dropped to his knees in front of Tom and sucked him off while Tom had held on to Tyler’s head and fucked his mouth.

Deliciously naughty fun.

Tyler sighed and turned from the view of the city, having to reach down and adjust himself in his slacks. He couldn’t think about that trip now, delightful diversion though it was.

He needed to get back to the victim Augustine was currently vivisecting in the thirteenth book in that series. Eleven and twelve were in various editing stages. After he submitted this one, there was a paranormal novel he wanted to write that he’d chipped away at off and on for a couple of years. He’d finally nailed down one of the plot lines for it, but needed to get this book done and off his plate first.

He switched on his laptop and set his phone on the table next to it. While he was waiting for his laptop to boot up, he made himself another cup of coffee. He was doing that when he heard his phone vibrate on the table from an incoming call.

After glancing at the display and seeing Unknown, he silenced it, sending it to voice mail.

They can leave a message or sod off.

He was no idiot. When home, Nevvie usually babysat his phone for him for the rare calls that needed his immediate attention. The kids knew to text Nevvie during his work hours when he was home. On trips like this, they could text him whenever with the knowledge that he might not be able to reply right away.

But he never answered an unknown call.

And the caller didn’t leave a message.

An hour later, he was nearly a thousand new words into his current project when his phone rang again.

Unknown.

Again, he sent it to voice mail.

He was getting out of the car with Crystal at the book fair when he realized he’d missed a third call from the persistent Unknown, but that time they had left a message.

Except now he didn’t have time to listen to it.

Whoever they are can wait.

If there was an emergency, Nevvie or Tom—or other family members in the know—would send what they’d dubbed a “911 text.” Simply put, the text would start with 911, followed by the text message needing an immediate reply, or an instruction to call immediately.

Barring that, it wasn’t an emergency. Only his family was worthy of “emergency” status anyway.

Today’s schedule wasn’t nearly as stressful as yesterday’s had been, now that he’d had a full night’s sleep in his system. As she’d promised, Crystal had gotten the Q&A format changed and had somehow snagged the assistance of three event volunteers, who would help her go through the cards people would deposit up to an hour before the start time. Any illegible or improper questions would be dumped immediately, leaving the remainder for Tyler to quickly skim through, with Crystal putting the ones she felt were best at the top of the pile for him.

Maybe she’ll redeem herself from the Friday morning wake-up.

If only he could rid himself of her for a few moments. One time, she’d nearly walked into the men’s room with him because her attention had been focused on her phone and numbers she was rattling off at him, social media statistics.

The day quickly got away from him. Between how busy he was, trying to digest what Crystal was saying, wanting to spend time talking to Nevvie, Tom, and the kids after returning to his room that evening, and his latest WIP calling him back to his laptop, he totally forgot to play the voice mail from the persistent Unknown.

It wasn’t until he was sitting with a group of friends and fellow authors at lunch on Sunday—after having gently shed Crystal for the morning—and they were all waiting for their orders that he remembered it. After replying to a text from Adam, Tyler spotted the alert and decided to play the message. The man’s voice spoke clear English, but with a hint of an accent Tyler couldn’t quite place despite it hitting his ear as slightly familiar.

 

“My name is Nicolas Goossens, from the firm of Simons, Pieters, Verlinden, and De Clercq. I am trying to reach Mr. Tyler Paulson regarding an urgent personal matter on behalf of a client of mine. My numbers are…”

 

Tyler almost deleted the message, except he realized the numbers the man rattled off were organized in groups unlike no US phone numbers he was familiar with. Definitely overseas. The caller had left two, an office number and a cell phone.

Instead of deleting it, Tyler saved the message and tucked his phone away so he could focus on his discussions with his luncheon partners.

 

* * * *

 

Another stupid cocktail party and another dinner, and then Tyler’s time was his once he’d managed to get clear of Crystal. The concierge had left a shipping box in the room for him, along with packing materials and tape. Tyler quickly prepared that and took it back down to the man, also handing him two twenties for his time and trouble.

When he was back in the room for the evening, he set about packing. He knew he needed to call Nevvie and Thomas, but that’s when he remembered the voice mail.

He sat down at the table where his laptop was up and running and grabbed a pen and notebook to write the man’s name and the two phone numbers. He guessed at the spelling of the names from the man’s firm but decided to start with the easiest thing.

He Googled the man’s office number.

The website for the law firm named in the caller’s message came up as the top search result. Nicolas Goossens was one of their partners.

In Brussels.

He drew in a sharp breath.

There was only one person Tyler knew from Brussels.

For long moments he sat there, stunned, staring at the website and not wanting to ponder the ramifications.

He hadn’t had any contact with Marcus in a year. The last had been a card Tyler had sent to him the previous Christmas, the same card they sent to other friends and acquaintances they considered close enough to send a picture to, but not family-close.

Unlike previous years, there had been no reply from Marcus. Tyler honestly hadn’t contemplated that, too busy to keep track of those kinds of things.

Until now.

He hadn’t laid eyes on the man since that night in Seattle, in the hotel room, where Marcus had confessed he’d sought Tyler out, even knowing Tyler had a husband and a wife.

Out of hope.

Admittedly low chances of success, but Marcus had been lonely and desperate and had lost his partner to cancer the year before.

Despite knowing it wasn’t yet business hours in Brussels, Tyler called the man’s cell phone, fully expecting to reach a voice mail message. He’d hoped it would be a faster response than Tyler waiting until the man got into his office the next morning to play his voice mails there.

To Tyler’s surprise, the man answered, sounding sleepy.

“Hallo, met Goossens.”

“Um, yes. My name is Tyler Paulson. I’m sorry about the time—”

“Ja, Meneer Paulson.” Now he sounded more awake. “Thank you for returning my call.”

“Is this about Marcus Van Durben?”

There was a hesitation that didn’t need to be translated to be recognizable in any language.

Discomfort.

“I am afraid that it is.”

Tyler didn’t realize how tightly he was holding his phone until he felt it digging into his palm. “Has he passed?” Tyler currently existed in the Schrödinger’s paradigm, simultaneously wanting Marcus to be alive and dead, and hating himself for both.

“Not yet, but soon, I am afraid.”

 

* * * *

 

Thirty minutes later, Tyler sat at the table and stared at his phone in stunned disbelief. The page of handwritten notes he’d reflexively taken during their conversation stared back at him, mute testimony to the fact that no, he had not imagined it.

His next phone conversation wasn’t going to be any easier than this one had just proven.

In fact, it would be infinitely worse. He’d already checked the flights, and could catch a late evening flight to Heathrow from Atlanta tomorrow night, and from there to Brussels. He hadn’t booked it yet, because otherwise, the next flight would be early Tuesday morning out of Atlanta. Which flight he took depended on one key point—

Either way, he needed his passport.

Which was sitting at home in the fireproof gun safe in their bedroom closet, where Nevvie also stored her skeet guns and ammunition, in addition to important papers such as deeds, car titles…and passports.

After verifying the time, he called Tom’s cell phone directly, knowing there was very little chance Nevvie wouldn’t be close by, but still hoping.

Tommy’s sweet, rich drawl answered. “Thank you for calling Sexy, Sinful Savannah. How may I sweet-talk you, sugar?”

Tyler chuckled as he rubbed at his forehead. “Hello, love.”

“Love? Who is this? Do I know you? Is this one of them obscene phone calls?” Tommy followed that with a snicker. “I hope.”

Tyler desperately missed that man, him and Nevvie both, and could only hope neither of them would be horribly upset with him. “Are you at home?”

“Yeah, I’m in bed watching TV. Nevvie’s over at Dad’s talking to Karen.”

More guilt over what he was about to ask. “How’s your leg feel, love?”

“Not nearly as fricking bad as it was yesterday. Can’t wait to get you home tomorrow night, you have no damn idea how much.”

“Yes, well, about that…”

He didn’t know how to proceed.

Tom’s tone changed, concerned. “Ty, what’s going on?”

“I need you to meet me in Atlanta tomorrow afternoon, at the airport terminal, with my passport.”

“What? Ty, what the hell?”

Tyler pressed on, still rubbing his forehead. “And I need you to bring me a few other things, like an overcoat, the one I take to London.”

“You’re going to London? What the frickin’ hell? When did that get arranged? What happened to coming home?”

“London isn’t my final destination, it’s just where I transfer planes. I’m actually going on to Brussels.”

From Tom’s end of things, Tyler heard a pained grunt, then what sounded like the bedroom door shutting, followed by the volume being turned up on the bedroom TV. A moment later, another door shut, and from the echo, and the way the TV suddenly sounded muted, he assumed Tom had locked himself in their private en suite bathroom.

The tone of Tom’s voice had changed, too, from sexy hubby to pissed-off man. “Okay, Ty,” he darkly muttered. “You tell me what the fuck, right now, or I’m going to burn your fucking passport out on the barbecue grill as soon as I hang up this goddamned phone.”

“I just spoke with an attorney from Brussels. Marcus is dying. Essentially hospice care. Cancer. Less than two weeks, and that’s quite generous. He likely will not last the week. He’s asked to see me.”

“Uh, well, too bad, so sad, you’re my husband.”

“He’s left the entirety of his estate to us.”

Another pause. “Say what?”

“To you and myself. Go now, or go later, I still must go to handle the paperwork and deal with the disposal of his assets.”

“Fuck,” Tom whispered. “Why?”

“According to the attorney, Marcus has no close living relatives, and he has no children. He left everything to the two of us to do with as we see fit.”

“Not Nevvie?”

“It made the paperwork easier, plus the attorney said that Marcus feels especially guilty over what happened in Seattle. And, apparently, he feels remorse that because of how he treated me years ago, it hurt me so much that you held a twenty-plus-year grudge on my behalf. Which, of course, led to what happened in Seattle.”

“Fuck.”

He let Tom stew for another couple of moments before asking again. “Will you bring it? Please? And what I need? I haven’t booked the flight yet. If you bring it, I can fly from Atlanta tomorrow evening. If you refuse, I’ll fly home from Atlanta on the commuter flight to Savannah as planned, and then drive myself back to Atlanta tomorrow night and fly out early Tuesday morning.”

“No, fuck. Don’t do that. Fuck!” Tyler heard the door open again, and another, and then, after a moment, a metallic noise he recognized as the sound of the closet gun safe being opened. “I’ve got it, and mine.”

“I don’t need yours, love.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll need it. You think I’m letting you go to Brussels alone, you’re off your nut, Evil Genius. Book us on the flight leaving tomorrow evening.”

Tyler breathed a sigh of relief, so keen and sharp he almost cried. “Thank you, love.”

“You thank me now.” Another pause. “Fuck, Nevvie never renewed hers. It expired in July. Well, guess she’s not going with us after all. We’re gonna have one pissed off wife in need of soothing when we get home.”

“I warned her about that.”

“What else are you gonna need?”

“Overcoat and a few sweaters should do it. I had the hotel’s laundry service wash my things yesterday, so at least I have clean clothes. Pack accordingly, love. It’s rainy and chilly there now. Slacks, jeans, a warm jacket or overcoat.”

“Well, let me get off here and get packing for us.”

“Perhaps Nevvie should help.”

“I’ll be fucking lucky if Nevvie doesn’t neuter my ass when I break this news to her. I’m not asking her to pack for me, too. I’m a big boy, I can deal. I’ll drive over to Atlanta tonight and spend the night at a hotel there.”

More guilt on Tyler’s plate. “That’s a three-hour drive, love. It’s late.”

“I know, but I’d rather do that and have time to get there and rest than wait and have something happen tomorrow and be stressed because I’m stuck on the road. You know how crazy traffic can be. We can fly back into Atlanta and drive our own car home.”

“Very well. The flight doesn’t leave until five. We won’t have to check in until about three, so that will leave us approximately five hours, if my flight arrives on time from New York.”

“We’ll play suitcase shuffle and dump anything not going with us into the trunk of the car. We can leave it parked in long-term parking.”

“Good thinking.” Tyler opened his eyes and stared at his page full of notes. “I love you so much right now, you have no idea.”

“Love you, too. Let me get off here. I need to get ready and figure out how the hell to tell Nev. I should make you tell her.”

“I will, if you wish.”

Another sigh. “No, fuck. I’ll do it. I’ll play the bum leg and puppy dog eyes card.”

“My brilliant boy.”

“Yeeeaaah, I’m thinkin’ we get so much as five minutes alone together behind a hotel room door, I ain’t gonna be the one catching for a while, buster.”

Finally, something to make Tyler laugh. “You can pitch to me for as long as you can keep it up. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Be prepared for a screaming phone call as soon as she gets home.”

“Right.”

Tyler booked the flights, including the connector to Brussels. They could fly direct into Brussels from Atlanta, except there wouldn’t be another direct flight for over a day.

Frankly, Tyler was hoping he could get there before Marcus passed.

Absolutely he felt a jumbled mix of emotions about the man. But one thing Tyler could not deny—what he had been through with Marcus had shaped who he was now. Had he not gone through it, maybe he wouldn’t have met Thomas. Maybe they wouldn’t have unlocked the secrets to Nevvie’s trust.

Perhaps when Thomas drew away from them after his motorcycle accident, they wouldn’t have been able to figure out a solution to coax him back.

All this and more swam through his thoughts as he pulled out his wallet and confirmed the flights with his credit card.

Once he had them booked, he called Goossens back and gave him the information.

“This is good. May I tell him you are coming?”

“Absolutely.”

“This will make him happy.” The attorney paused. “Marcus did not specify what your relationship to him is, but indicated he wished to make amends in person. I am glad that, whatever it is, it can be resolved.”

“We had a very brief, and yet very complex relationship,” Tyler finally said. “No contact for many years. We actually reconnected briefly in Seattle over a decade ago. My husband is flying in with me. I have to return to Atlanta to get my passport and meet up with him, or I’d fly directly from New York.”

“That is excellent, actually. Marcus indicated he would be interested in seeing him as well, if possible. And…your wife?”

“I’m going to need a hideout in Brussels when she gets hold of me, that’s for sure.”

“Pardon?”

“She won’t be happy about this. But no, she can’t come. Her passport expired a couple of months ago, and she forgot to renew it.”

“Ah. I shall let you go. I am sure you need to prepare.”

“I do. Thank you.”

“I wish this were better circumstances, but yes, I shall meet you at the airport and take you straight to see him first. Time is short.”

“I understand.”

Once Tyler ended the call, he sat back in his chair and studied the room. He wasn’t looking forward to the early morning wake-up to make his flight out of Kennedy.

And he was looking even less forward to how upset he knew Nevvie would rightfully feel. 


Chapter Five

 

Tyler finished packing everything except what he’d be wearing tomorrow and would need for his shower, set up a wake-up call with the front desk, set his alarm on his phone as a backup, laid down, and then closed his eyes.

His phone rang.

He didn’t even look at the display when he answered. “Hello, angel.”

There was a hesitation. “Um, Mr. Paulson?”

Bollocks! “Crystal, I’m terribly sorry. I’m expecting a call from my wife and didn’t look at the phone before I answered.” He did not have the energy to deal with her tonight.

“Oh. Oh, that’s all right. I wanted to know if I could come by in the morning and ride to the airport with you so we could discuss numbers, and—”

“I’m sorry, no. Absolutely not. I have a lot on my plate at this moment, and I will be moving too quickly and be in no mood to talk.”

Not to mention he didn’t want to deal with her. He gave the girl points for tenacity and dedication, but this was ridiculous. “I really need to go, my wife is calling this time. Thank you for everything you did to arrange this trip. Very admirable. Good-bye.” He hung up, not feeling bad about the lie.

His phone rang almost immediately. He looked at the screen this time before answering. “Hello, angel.”

Nevvie sighed. “Don’t you ‘hello, angel’ me, buster.” But she didn’t sound…enraged.

That was encouraging.

“I have to do this.”

“Why? He’s not a part of our lives.”

“Because he’s dying. What is our mantra?”

She made a grumbling noise. “Don’t spit in the face of good fortune,” she mumbled.

“And who was the one running off to Wyoming to sit at the bedside of a dying woman she claimed she hated? When pregnant with twins, no less?”

“We didn’t know I was pregnant then, much less with twins, so that doesn’t count.”

“Well?”

“You weren’t happy about it.”

“I was worried about you, but once you declined my offer to fly in, did I not give you space to do what you felt you needed to?”

“Yes,” she muttered.

“Didn’t Thomas and I prove to be supportive and loving, because we knew you needed the closure?”

She sighed. “Yes.”

“Thomas will be with me. I shall be fine, love. Marcus is an old man. I cannot in good conscience not go talk with him.”

“Why can’t I go?”

“Because someone didn’t renew their passport like I told them to, or else someone would have been booked on the flights with us.”

“Fuck.” Her tone sounded darker by the moment. “You want to tell me you told me so now, or later?”

“I’d rather not say it at all. I’m sorry to be popping off like this, and taking Thomas with me. I owe you, angel. Don’t think I don’t know how lucky we are to have you.”

She blew out a long breath. “Yeah, well, I expect the pampered sex-pet treatment from you when you get home.”

“I believe Thomas has already called dibs on putting me in slave mode, so you will hear no arguments from me.”

“Okay. Get some sleep, sweetie. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Are the children upset?”

“No, but all they heard is ‘dying guy Dad used to know,’ and that pretty much threw the vote to them supporting you going to deal with this.”

“We’re blessed. They are amazing.”

“Yeah. Please be careful, all right?”

“I’m guessing you aren’t meaning specifically with Marcus.”

“No. I’m not insecure. Duh. I…are you feeling all right?”

“Yes, love. I dare say I’ll be in better shape than Thomas. Make sure he brings his pain meds, right?”

“Oh, good point. Let me go help him pack if you want him wearing clothes that match.”

Finally, something to chuckle about. “Thank you, love. Good night.”

“Night, sweetie.”

Closing his eyes, he tried to go to sleep and not think about that night so many years ago, or an Ybor City nightclub.

The night his mind was truly opened, and there had been no turning back.

Not for him, leastways.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler had several moments of panic the next morning, between traffic snarls and a long airport check-in line, before he finally settled into his first-class seat on the airplane, buckled his seat belt, and closed his eyes.

He’d already texted Thomas that he was boarded and would soon be underway. Normally when on a flight, he’d pull out a notebook and pen to jot down ideas, or work on his laptop. Or even his tablet, to play sudoku or watch a movie to keep himself calm.

Today he couldn’t. And when the flight attendant came through for drink orders, he didn’t give a shit what anyone thought when he ordered a cranberry juice and vodka at that time of the morning. Let them think the famous writer was a lush. He’d grabbed two bagels in the terminal once he’d cleared security, so he had a little food in his stomach.

For now, he needed time to process everything he was going to face. Therefore, he wasn’t too proud to admit he needed a little liquid courage for what he was about to do.

It wasn’t only because of the mixed emotional bag of topics to deal with regarding Marcus, but it was uncomfortably close to a preview of what he might soon be enduring with his own father. Losing Peggy Kinsey, Thomas’ mother—both his mother-in-law and his father’s wife, as well as a sort of adopted mother to him—had shredded his soul in ways he had not anticipated. He’d been very blessed not to lose many people he was close to through death.

It would have been easy to tell the attorney no, thank you, have Marcus Skype me and FedEx me the paperwork.

Except…he couldn’t bring himself to act that coldly.

To turn his back and simply walk away from the man, even if that was what Marcus had done to him.

I have the resources and ability to fly there. I refuse to spit in the eye of good fortune. I know I will regret it if I do not go, and I cannot accept that.

Maybe he took that to an excessive and borderline obsessive degree, but that was his decision to make. He’d worked bloody hard to get to where they were—all three of them had—and what was the point if not being able to set a good example for their children?

Although their children would never, of course, know the full extent of his relationship with Marcus.

Or how Tyler had creatively taken revenge on him over the years, in his books, before the Seattle confrontation and resolution.

He had a second drink, and after that limited himself to soda water to avoid getting sick. When he deplaned in Atlanta just after ten, he felt more than weary on not only a physical level, but at a soul level, too.

And perhaps that’s why he didn’t understand what he was seeing at first when, after texting with Thomas to confirm where he was waiting for Tyler, he spotted not just Tom, but Nevvie as well.

He immediately set down his carry-on and engulfed her in a long, strong hug.

“My sweet, sweet angel,” he whispered. “What are you doing here?”

“I drove him over last night and we spent the night. Dad stayed at the house for us and made sure the kids got off to school all right. I stuck him in our bedroom because I didn’t have time to move the crap off the guest bed.” She reached up and played with his goatee. “You didn’t shave it. You threatened to.”

“I know you love it.”

She smiled. “Thank you. I really do like it.”

He stared down into her face. “You are a blessed sight.”

Tom playfully cleared his throat.

“As are you, love, but I’m going to be seeing a lot of you shortly.”

Tom leaned in for a kiss before he reached for Tyler’s carry-on. “Let’s grab your checked bags and get back to the room.”

“Room?”

“I booked it for two nights so we wouldn’t have to worry about checking out early,” Nevvie said. “It’s right here at the airport. I figured you’d need some decompression time and would want to grab a shower and some food before you hop a transatlantic flight.”

He kissed her again. “Bloody brilliant woman, that’s what you are.”

“Just remember that next time I want retail therapy, Ty.”

He smiled. “Anytime, angel. Anytime.”

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie took the carry-on from Tommy, not wanting Tyler to see how badly he was limping, wanting to keep Ty’s focus on her. Tyler would feel pretty damned guilty when he realized Tom hadn’t exactly been truthful to Tyler about his pain levels.

Something she’d ripped into Tom over when she found out he’d fibbed to Ty, but hey, Tommy was an adult.

As they made their way down to baggage claim, Nevvie kept her arm hooked through Tyler’s, feeling peaceful and knowing this was one more brief melancholy separation that would soon be over.

The personal appearances couldn’t be avoided. It was what Ty did for a living. What he earned kept them in a comfortable lifestyle, able to take care of their family.

Able to do stuff like this.

She wasn’t happy about the fact that it was Marcus Tyler was going to see, and she never would be, but Tyler was right.

This was the right thing to do—the adult thing to do—her personal feelings notwithstanding.

Didn’t mean she’d like them doing it.

“So who’s this Crystal chick?” Nevvie asked, trying to lighten the mood as they walked. “Do I need to take her one-way skeet shooting or something?”

Tyler chuckled. “I know you better than that, love.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tommy said. “Frankly, I think I’m jealous of her. She got to hog you the past two weeks.”

“Elliot certainly did pick a girl with…energy,” Tyler said. “Was I that frisky at that age, love?”

He smirked. “Yeah, pretty much. Although you were a little older than that when you caught my ass.”

“And still you haven’t tired of me yet, sweet?”

“Not yet.” He snagged Tyler’s other arm and laid his head over on Ty’s shoulder as they walked. “You sick of me yet?”

“Never, love.”

Tom didn’t fool Nevvie. He wanted Tyler to slow down a little. As it was, he was having a damned hard time not revealing how badly he was limping. He’d left his cane back in the room because while it was plausible he’d bring it on the trip, just in case, if he brought it when they picked up Tyler, it would tip Ty off.

Nevvie kept scanning the crowd as they walked. Nervous old habit. In the months after Tyler killed Alex, it seemed Tyler couldn’t leave the house without a damn photographer jumping out at him. It took the better part of six months for the worst of that publicity to die down. Sixteen years later, they usually didn’t have a problem because of that, but invariably, in airports or shopping malls, someone would recognize Tyler, and there would go the end of what little privacy they had.

She loved her husband to death, but he never knew when to say no to fans. And he’d stand there for hours taking pictures and signing autographs if someone didn’t say sorry, time’s up.

That someone was usually her or Tommy.

She got it, he was grateful to readers for their support, but sometimes she just wanted Tyler, her one-of-two husbands, not Tyler Paulson, bestselling author.

Like right now.

They grabbed his two large suitcases off the carousel and made it to the car a few minutes later without being waylaid by fans. Once they were safely in their hotel room, Tyler sank onto the king-sized bed and flopped onto his back.

“Thank you, loves. Truly. This is…heavenly.”

Tommy sat next to him. “Don’t get too comfy, buddy. We don’t want to fall asleep.”

“No, I won’t.”

“I’ll stay awake,” Nevvie said. “If you two want to take a nap, go ahead. Neither of you will sleep well on the plane tonight.”

“I don’t suppose they have room service here, do they?”

“They sure do,” Nevvie said. “What do you want?”

“A salad or something, please.” He kicked off his shoes without sitting up and left them where they fell. “I need to repack.”

“I’ll do that for you,” Nevvie said as she perused the room service menu. “You just lie there and look pretty.”

Tyler snorted. “Pretty?”

“That’s what I said, that’s what I meant.”

“And I even remembered the power converters,” Tom said.

Tyler groaned. “I totally forgot about those, thank you. See? What would I do without the two of you?”

Tom stretched out next to Tyler, an arm draped over him, his head tucked against Tyler’s shoulder. “That Crystal chick tries to take you away from us again for that long, I’m liable to call Elliot myself and get her fired.”

“I already discussed that with her and Elliot, love.”

“Good,” Nevvie said. “I’m not going to tolerate you getting run ragged.”

Once Nevvie put in the food order for all of them, she set about unpacking and repacking Tyler’s luggage so he could get by with one suitcase and she could take the stuff he wouldn’t need home with her. By the time Nevvie had finished repacking for him, their food had arrived. They spread out on the bed with the TV on, eating without talking, a comfortable quiet.

She loved her men, her sweet love gods, as she’d always called them. They didn’t need to talk, any of them, to just be together.

Once they finished eating, she collected their trays and set them in the hall outside. Securely locked in their room again, she straddled Tyler on the bed and started unbuttoning his shirt.

“How about a shower, stranger.”

He smiled. “Are you trying to molest me, madam?”

“Maybe. Are you in a being molested kind of mood?”

“I believe I could be persuaded, love.” He looked over at Tommy, who lay stretched out next to him. “How about you?”

Tommy smiled. “Nah, I’m good. Like you said, I’ll get you to myself for a few days. Go have some shower fun, and then let’s cuddle for a little while. I took a shower before we picked you up.”

Nevvie climbed off Tyler and held out her hand. “Come on, sweetie.”

“How can I resist my angel?”

They got nekkid, as Tommy liked to say, and headed into the bathroom. In the shower, Tyler pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She loved the goatee and mustache, the way it felt against her flesh. He’d only had it for six months, started more as a playful dare when she remarked how she’d never seen him with facial hair.

Once it’d grown in, she’d discovered it had pleasant…benefits.

Especially when he went down on her. The feel of it caressing her flesh as his tongue and lips did delicious things to her clit and pussy felt amazing.

Under the hot spray, he kissed his way down her jaw, to her neck, lower. He cupped her breasts in his hands and started working back and forth, licking and sucking her nipples, driving her crazy in all the good ways.

Tangling her fingers in his short hair, she stroked his head. “Not fair Tommy gets to hog you,” she teased. “Worse, leaving me alone with the twin beasties. I might not survive.”

“I shall make it up to you, angel. I promise.”

“You’d better.” She tugged him up for another kiss, feeling his cock harden against her body. She reached down with one hand and wrapped her fingers around his member, slowly stroking him.

“You can still control me so easily, sweet.”

“I hope so, buster.”

To be honest, Nevvie thought there wouldn’t be any way he’d feel in the mood to fool around, between his exhaustion and the circumstances.

I should have had more faith in our evil genius.

Tyler and Tommy both had a magic way with her body. Just looking into his blue eyes, she felt her cunt grow wet, her clit already throbbing in anticipation of feeling his mouth on her, the gentle scratch of his whiskers on tender flesh.

Yeah, even this many years later, Tyler still lit her fire with very little effort on his part. It was just who he was, naturally loving and sensual.

Nevvie slid to her knees, her sweetly wicked smile hardening Ty’s cock even more as she engulfed him in her mouth and went down on him.

She loved this, with both of them. The men had different styles, Tyler her sweeter, gentler lover. Although he had his slightly dark side, on occasion.

Cradling her head in his hands, he slowly rocked his hips in time with her mouth, not bothering to hold back with her. She knew exactly how to stroke his cock with her tongue, sucking, licking.

Except she wanted more tonight.

Deep-throating him and holding still for a moment, she slowly withdrew, her gaze swiveling up to him.

“More, then, angel?”

She arched an eyebrow at him in reply. It sent a hard jolt of desire through her, straight to her clit, when his hands tightened on her head and he fucked his cock deep into her mouth.

He held still there, Nevvie’s pulse racing, juices flowing as his sweet blue gaze narrowed. “Does my sweet little plaything wish to be used, then?” A stroke out, enough time for her to grab a breath before he started fucking her mouth in earnest. Hard, totally in control, and taking what he wanted.

A low moan rolled from her.

“Needy little thing, aren’t we? Didn’t Thomas take proper care of you while I was away?”

She held on to his legs, trembling with need, her cunt aching to be filled by his cock.

Every thrust of warm silken steel over her tongue spun her hard and fast down the rabbit hole. Even from the very beginning, Tyler had seemed to know exactly what buttons to push and how.

Okay, so thank you, Marcus.

He might have broken Tyler’s heart and shattered his trust, but Marcus opened Tyler’s mind and led him to learning more about BDSM, and for that she did feel grateful to the man. Their particular flavor of kink was more on the vanilla end of the spectrum than on the BDSM end, but it still revved her motor.

While apart, they frequently had phone sex at night, a treasured ritual between them. But for nearly a week, Tyler had been too damned tired to do more than talk with them before collapsing.

His balls bounced off her chin as he settled into a rhythm she knew well, one designed to make her take it and hold him at a fast simmer until he couldn’t take it.

“I missed you so much, pet,” he whispered. “Don’t think you weren’t in my thoughts every day.” He slowed his strokes, burying his cock in her mouth except she knew he wasn’t close to being done. He was just deep enough she could still breathe through her nose, but she couldn’t do anything about the drool escaping her lips.

Tyler’s smile widened. “I think upon our return I know a certain pet who will spend several days in her collar and nothing else while the children are at school.”

Her heart raced and another moan rolled through her, making Tyler bite his lower lip to hold back.

“That’s right,” he said, easing his cock deeper again, holding, her chin pressing against his balls. “Our good girl will get as much of me as she can take.”

Fuck, why the hell didn’t I renew my goddamned passport!

Yeah, she was spoiled, and she’d gladly own it. Not just one, but two loving, sexy husbands?

It’d be damn miserable alone in bed without them while they were gone.

He withdrew his cock until just the head lay within her lips, and she teased, played with him, tasting salty pre-cum from his slit.

Tyler grabbed her arm and yanked her to her feet, spinning her around to face away from him. His fingers slid between her legs, playing with her clit before easily slipping into her pussy.

“Ah, yes, my good girl. Look at that, such a sweet, fuckable cunt all ready for me to plunder.”

He stepped in behind her, his cock easily sliding home into her wet pussy. He reached around her and started fingering her clit. “Let’s have one from you like this, pet, and then I’ll take proper care of you in a little while.”

Tyler’s slow, deep strokes, combined with his talented fingers on her clit, were like magic to her body. His other arm curled around her, palming her right breast where he rolled her nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

It didn’t take her long to get to the brink. Pleasure curled through her body, winding tighter and tighter until finally breaking free and pulling a soft cry from her.

“Mmm, yes. I feel your pussy coming on my cock. My sweet, needy pet.” He waited until he felt her finish and then grabbed her hips and fucked her, every stroke bottoming out inside her in that delicious way that bordered on the sweet kind of pain and drove her close to the edge of coming again. “And here…you…go.”

His fingers tightening on her hips, along with that familiar, satisfied groan she knew better than her own heartbeat, signaled his climax. As she caught her breath, she shivered a little, pleasure still echoing through her body.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler didn’t dawdle. He turned her around again so he could reciprocate. He dropped to his knees and, with his hands gripping the backs of her thighs, he buried his face in her pussy, tasting his own cum leaking from her.

Only thing that would have made this more perfect would be if it was Tom there with them and his juices Tyler tasted.

The feel of her fingers raking along his scalp sent a ripple of pleasure through him. Every sweet sound she made, her helpless, needy whimpers drove him to do more.

He could never do enough for her.

Ever.

Even this many years together she still made him feel like he was the luckiest man on the planet. His tongue sought out her clit and he circled it, teasing, lightly sucking. When she rocked her hips against his mouth he knew he had her heading toward the edge. Devouring her, he rubbed his face against her mound before swirling his tongue around her clit again. Her hands slipped from his head to holding on to his shoulders, fingers digging in.

“Please, sweetie, do it!” she softly begged.

Pleased with himself, he redoubled his efforts, rewarded with her soft cries as she crested and soared.

That wasn’t enough for him, though. Not nearly enough to make up for two weeks gone, and more ahead of her totally alone. He slipped two fingers inside her cunt, hooking them, seeking her G-spot and finger-fucking her with them. He wanted to kneel here and worship her pussy, love her, show her what she could still do to him all these years later.

Prove to her she and Tom were the only loves in his life, the only ones he wanted.

Her sweet moans deepened as she rocked her hips in time with his strokes. He felt it when her pussy clamped down on his hand, the fingers around his head tightening as she came one more time. He lightly sucked her clit, wanting to wear her out in the good way.

He did. Finally, she tapped him on the head. “Okay.”

He stood, smiling as he pulled her into his arms again and held her. “Better?”

“Uh huh.” She rested her head against his chest. “Please don’t shave it off.”

“I promise, pet. Not unless you say I can. Had I known you’d enjoy this so much, I would have grown one years ago.”

“I never wanted to make you grow one.”

“There was no ‘making’ about it. Anything for my angel. You know that.”

She smiled up at him. “Just come home safely, both of you. Get this over with as quickly as possible.”

He sighed. “I won’t have any control over that, unfortunately, but we shall do our best.”

The men curled up on either side of her while she sat up in bed and watched TV. Finally, when it was time for them to get ready to return to the airport, Tyler wistfully wished he hadn’t agreed to go. A vacillation he’d been experiencing at least twenty times an hour since talking to the attorney on the phone.

They loaded the extra suitcases in the car for Nevvie, since she’d be leaving for home once she dropped them off. As they stood at the security checkpoint where she’d have to leave them, they both hugged her, Tyler last.

“I’m so sorry, love,” he whispered. “Tell me not to go, and I’ll cancel.”

She cradled his head in her hands. “I won’t do that to you. I think maybe you need this. If you want to cancel, I’ll support you. If you want to go, I’ll support you. I don’t want you having any regrets.”

He nodded, kissing her one last time, knowing she was right. “Love you so much, sweet. We’ll let you know when we get there.”

“Love you, too, Evil Genius. Safe trip. Both of you. Come back to me.”

He smiled. “Absolutely.”

She repeated their little pre-travel ritual with Tom before the two of them headed toward the gate area to await their flight.

Tom draped an arm around Tyler’s shoulders. “We’ll get through this, buddy. I’m here for you.”

“You have no idea how much I appreciate this, love.”

“Like I’d let you go do this on your own.”

They settled into seats to await the call to board. Tyler took a deep breath and tried not to panic, to worry.

To regret or second-guess.

To remember his nights with Marcus so many years ago.

Or to remember the things he’d done with the man. 


Chapter Six

 

Tom had never been to Brussels. He knew Tyler had only been once before, decades ago when in university, before he’d moved to the States.

Before Marcus.

Not that they’d be sightseeing much on this trip.

When they emerged from the international gate area and into the main terminal Tuesday morning, Tom was the one to spot the guy standing there with the sign that read Kinsey-Paulson. He nudged Tyler and they aimed that way, Tom doing his best to keep up while trying not to let on to Tyler how much his leg hurt.

The attorney looked to be in his early fifties, with dark blond hair and brown eyes. Tall and thin, maybe six four, he had a friendly smile and not much of an accent.

“Nicolas Goossens.” He offered his hand. “It is good to meet you, although I am sorry about the circumstances.”

Tyler shook with him. “Yes, thank you. This is my husband, Thomas Kinsey.”

The attorney shook with him as well. “My car is this way.”

In fifteen minutes, they’d squeezed their fat American luggage into Goossens’ tiny European car and were on their way. Tom felt torn between being more interested in the scenery than he was in their mission.

He knew he shouldn’t hold a grudge, but he couldn’t help it.

How many years had Tyler lived in emotional pain because of what Marcus had done to him? How badly had his trust been shattered?

I’m here for Ty. Period.

If the decision had been left up to him, they would not be there. Not after Marcus had leveraged Tyler’s attention in Seattle with a threat to send Tom to jail for punching Marcus.

Okay, he shouldn’t have punched Marcus in a full restaurant, especially with two cops as witnesses, but still, it’d felt damned good to do it, at the time.

Damned good.

The fulfillment of a decades-old promise he’d made to Ty the night his guy had finally confessed to him what Marcus had done. A promise he’d honestly never thought he’d get to fulfill.

“How long’s he been sick?” Tom asked as a way to make conversation. He’d been stuck riding shotgun in the tiny car because of his leg, Tyler in the backseat, and Tyler was definitely not in a mood to be making small talk. It was just after ten in the morning local time, and Tom had done little more than nap on the flight from Atlanta. The drizzly, damp, chilly air in Brussels didn’t help his mood or pain levels, either.

“He was diagnosed with colon cancer four years ago.”

“Four?”

“Yes. He…” The attorney sighed. “He refused treatment. Insisted he would not prolong his life despite the fact that it was an early enough stage they could have quite likely cured it.”

Tom reflexively glanced back at Tyler. A mask had slipped over his husband’s expression, a mask he knew well—Ty carefully guarding himself.

“Why would he do that?” Tom asked when it was obvious Tyler wouldn’t.

“When I joined the practice, Marcus and Jean-Claude were two of my first clients. That was several years before Jean-Claude died. I helped them put their affairs in order then. He…” He seemed to need a moment. “I do not think Marcus has ever recovered from that loss. About a year after Jean-Claude’s death, Marcus took his trip to the States. Upon his return, he had me rewrite his will. If I may speak candidly, I believe he was looking for an excuse to die.”

Fuck.

Tom couldn’t help but think about his mom, how they’d all worried about her when his father had been killed by a drunk driver. Then the same worries about Andrew, when Momma died nearly five years earlier. The man had only recently begun to laugh again after so long, although his smiles were not a fraction as bright as they had been.

Tom spent the rest of the ride staring out the window, absorbed by his thoughts.

They skirted the outside of the city via a motorway. The hospice clinic sat northwest of the main city area, near a large hospital inside the Brussels side of the border with Flanders. Clean and quiet, and Tom couldn’t help but give silent thanks that his mom hadn’t lingered for a long time in a hospital or hospice facility when she’d passed. The vicious stroke took her fast and quick, painlessly—exactly the way she’d always said she hoped she’d go, if it wasn’t in her sleep.

Hell on the rest of them, but at least Tom held on to that small comfort.

Goossens spoke to a receptionist at the front desk, where they signed in before following the man down a couple of hallways until they arrived at an open door. The room had large windows overlooking a nearby park, and an elderly woman younger than Marcus sat reading to him from a newspaper in a language Tom assumed was Dutch.

They both looked when Goossens lightly knocked on the doorframe to announce their presence.

Tom hoped he hid his shock. The man appeared gaunt, aged, a hundred and eight instead of nearly eighty-two. Tom had seen better looking corpses on The Walking Dead than the man lying in the bed before them. Hell, Andrew had just turned eighty not that long ago and looked a hell of a lot younger than this man did.

Tom reached for Tyler’s hand, giving it a squeeze after he heard Tyler suck in a sharp breath.

I’m here for Tyler.

It immediately realigned his priorities.

“You came.” Marcus’ hoarse voice sounded barely louder than a whisper.

The volunteer smiled and folded her paper, leaving it on the bedside table. “I’ll leave you alone for your visit,” she said in perfect but slightly accented English. She left the room.

Fuck. Everyone here knows English as a second language almost better than I do as a first.

“I came.” After shrugging off his overcoat, Tyler stepped forward and walked around to take the chair the woman had just vacated.

The man’s steely grey eyes looked red and rheumy, sunken. Goossens pulled up another chair for Tom, next to Tyler’s, and then stepped back to the doorway.

“Did you wish to be alone, Marcus?” he asked.

“For a time, yes. Please. Thank you, Nicolas.” Even his speech sounded slow, almost slurred.

Duh. Tom realized the IV pump on the pole on the other side of the man’s bed likely held pain medicine to keep him comfortable in his final days. Tom took off his coat and sat, swallowing back all the angry things he’d longed to say to Marcus over the years.

This was not the time nor the place.

Tom knew he’d lived a lifetime with Tyler.

He owned Tyler’s heart and soul, him and Nevvie both.

They had won and Marcus had lost, not that there was a score to keep.

That was enough, though, for Tom.

Goossens closed the door behind him.

Tyler edged his chair close to the bed and reached out, taking Marcus’ hand. “Why didn’t you contact me sooner?”

“Because I did not want you making a fuss over a dying old man who wishes to go. Or perhaps talking sense into me to seek treatment. I have intruded upon your life enough throughout the years. Thank you for the Christmas cards and pictures. It was very kind of you.”

His gaze focused on Tom, and he smiled. “And thank you.”

That confused Tom. “For what?”

“For allowing him to come.”

Tom shrugged. “He’s an adult. He makes his own decisions.”

“If you had told him no, you or your wife, he would not have come.”

“That’s not how we roll.”

“I envy you, the years you’ve had with him. The years to come.”

Tom shrugged, unsure what to say.

“I apologize again for Seattle,” Marcus said. “I deserved to be punched for what I did to him. As I told Tyler, I would not have pressed charges. I should not have blackmailed him into talking to me.”

Tom shrugged again. Tyler had told him and Nevvie that Marcus had apologized for that in private to Tyler.

Tyler found his voice. “While we appreciate your generosity in leaving us your estate, we admit it leaves us…confused.”

“I have no family. Better it go to someone who can make use of it. Keep it as a vacation home. Feel free to sell it and use it for your children’s educations, if you wish. Or take a vacation. Anything at all. Donate it to charity. Whatever, as you see fit. I have only one request, but will understand if you wish to deny it.”

“Yes?”

Marcus’ eyes grew bright and Tom reached for a box of tissues when tears spilled down the man’s cheeks. “I wish to be cremated. Please mix my ashes with Jean-Claude’s. His urn is in the flat, in our bedroom. I don’t care what happens then. But Jean-Claude…he never got to visit the States like he’d wanted. We were going to go one day, after we retired. I’d promised to take him, but he never got to go. We never got to enjoy those easy years together.”

“Of course,” Tyler quietly said. “I promise.”

“But I would never begrudge it if you wanted to simply dump us in the Zenne.” He smiled. “I also do not want to have a funeral. If anyone wishes to have a memorial service for me, that is up to them. I would never ask that of you. I have already given away what I wish for others to have and said my good-byes to them. The flat and everything in it is yours to do with as you will.”

“As you wish,” Tyler said.

“I did not deserve him,” Marcus said. Tom held out the box of tissues to Tyler so he could grab more as he dabbed at Marcus’ eyes. “And I most definitely did not deserve you. You went on to find the perfection you needed that I likely never could have given you. I’m sorry for what I did, for how I acted. I was…” He sighed. “I was a selfish idiot. Completely.”

Tom noticed as the man spoke that his breath lightly rattled in his chest. His skin looked paper thin, veins starkly visible in his hands and arms, bruises of various colors on both arms mute testimony to previous IV sites.

“It’s in the past,” Tyler softly said. “Forgiven, forgotten.”

“Truly?”

Tyler nodded and gently squeezed Marcus’ hand. “Truly.”

Tom passed Ty more tissues, this time for him.

And he took a couple for himself. He also slid his chair all the way next to the bed and reached over Marcus to hold his far hand. He couldn’t stop staring at the IV where it was taped to his arm.

Marcus felt even frailer than he looked, if that was possible. The Marcus he’d met in Seattle, aside from the circumstances, had been a handsome man, considering his age. He’d basically shrugged off the wicked punch in the jaw Tommy had given him. Sure, he could see why Ty had been attracted to Marcus in the first place, not even counting the BDSM stuff.

That man, however, had long since disappeared, eaten away by the cancer and age.

And, he surprisingly found, he could no longer hold on to his grudge. Not and still look at himself in the mirror.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler had tried to spend the flight not thinking about Marcus or what he’d say, knowing whatever he’d planned would be chucked out the window as soon as they arrived.

He’d been right about that.

“I realize that I know very little about you, when I think upon it.” Tyler hoped his smile would lighten the mood slightly. “You were adept at probing me for information.”

“I loved to listen to you talk. Not just your accent, but…” Another weary smile from Marcus. “You had an inner fire then that I wished to curl up against and spend eternity next to. Energy. Brilliance. I had read your books, and getting to know the man who wrote them made me feel…alive in a way I had not felt before.”

Marcus’ gaze focused on Tom again. “Is he still eager to make things perfect?”

Tom mustered a smile. “Yep. Always. Nevvie and I have to hound him to relax sometimes.”

Marcus looked at Tyler. “And your father?”

“Still alive. He was widowed nearly five years ago.” Tyler reached over and patted Tom’s thigh. “He married Thomas’ mother, who had been widowed over twenty years. They were happily married for twelve years.”

“Ah, a second chance. But I am sorry for your loss, both of you.”

“Thank you.”

“And your children…”

They talked, Tyler gently steering the conversation back to Marcus time and again. He wanted to have this, a good memory, such as it was. Wanted to know more about him.

Wanted to understand why a man would reach the end of his life and be so utterly alone.

Tyler also didn’t miss how the longer they talked, the more labored Marcus’ breathing became. The pauses longer. The way he tended to zone out in the middle of a sentence.

They held his hands, Tom eventually moving his chair to the other side of the bed so he could be more comfortable and still hold Marcus’ hand.

Nurses quietly came and went, unobtrusively checking on him. Goossens returned at one point and sat at the small round table in the far corner, working on his laptop and not interrupting them, barely even noticeable. He did bring Tyler and Tom coffee and sandwiches from the hospice kitchen, but other than that did not disturb them. Tyler even took a selfie of himself and Marcus, managing a smile, and one with him and Tom and Marcus. The only pictures he had with the man.

Something.

Anything.

It was nearly five local time when Marcus’ voice trailed off and he stared at a point past Tyler’s left shoulder. Stared for so long that Tyler actually glanced back to see if there was something there. When Tyler looked at Tom, Tom was staring at Tyler, an eyebrow arched but saying nothing.

“Is it time then?” Marcus quietly asked, but Tyler didn’t think it was either of them he was speaking to. “It’s so good to see you, love. I’ve missed you so, so much.”

A chill rippled down Tyler’s spine but he forced himself to remain where he sat.

Marcus squeezed their hands, the ghost of a smile curving his lips. “Thank you for coming to talk to me and letting me apologize, Tyler, Thomas.” His voice sounded barely above a whisper. “I have to go with him now. I want to go with him. I’ve missed him terribly and I’m ready.”

“Until we meet again,” Tyler softly said. “Be well, my friend.” He leaned in and kissed Marcus’ forehead. “Thank you for allowing us to say good-bye. I shall never forget you.”

Marcus smiled a little and gave him a nod. Then, like that, he closed his eyes.

Tyler watched his chest rise, fall, rise…

And one last, slow exhale.

All was still.

He didn’t want to move, at first.

It was Tom who finally eased his hand out of Marcus’ and rose, stepping over to the door, opening it, and then signaling for someone. He stood to the side as a nurse walked in and, without speaking, merely giving them a kind, practiced smile, she leaned in and listened to Marcus’ heart with her stethoscope, then in several places—his chest, against his neck.

Finally, she straightened, noted the time on a notepad she took from her pocket, and left, quietly shutting the door behind her.

Tom walked around the bed and stood behind Tyler, his hands on his shoulders. Goossens closed his laptop and walked over, not speaking.

Tyler stared at Marcus’ face, remembering the man he sat and played cards with that first night they’d met, the first man he’d given himself to.

The man who had gutted his soul and, indirectly, led to Tyler’s second divorce when he couldn’t figure out how to make himself trust again at that time.

The man he’d wanted to hate even as some tiny part of him never quit loving and missing him.

Tom draped his arms around Tyler’s neck, his chin gently rubbing in Tyler’s hair. Tyler reached up with his free hand and held on to his arm, unable to let go of the limp hand he still held.

“I often wondered,” Tyler finally said, “what I’d say to him if I had the chance to face him once more. Or how I’d feel if I learned he’d passed.”

Tom didn’t say anything, simply held him.

Tyler stroked the back of Marcus’ fingers with his thumb. “If he had not left me behind, I would not have you. Or Nevvie. Or our children.”

Tom kissed the top of his head. “I know, sugar,” he whispered. “It’s okay to grieve him. I got you. That’s why I’m here.”

Tyler squeezed Tom’s arm. “After he told me that night in Seattle that he was alone, part of me wanted to tell him to eat his heart out, and yet still I couldn’t find it within me to be that cruel to him.”

“That’s because you’re a good man, sugar. You have a good, sweet, kind heart. You don’t want to hurt people, even when they hurt you. That’s one of the things I love so damn much about you. You’re kind.”

“I put six bullets in Alex.”

“You saved our lives. That has nothing to do with kindness. That’s love for your family.”

“Should I have reached out more to him? Perhaps—”

“No. You did what you needed to do for you. For us. Stop the stinkin’ thinkin’ right now.”

Tyler slowly nodded. After patting Tom’s arm so he’d release him, Tyler stood, leaned in, and kissed Marcus’ forehead one last time before gently placing his hand on the bed and withdrawing his fingers.

“May you know peace, wherever you are now.” He patted Marcus’ hand and then turned away into Tom’s awaiting embrace.


Chapter Seven

 

They couldn’t leave immediately. There were forms for Tyler and Tom to sign, and final arrangements to sign off on. Marcus had already selected the undertaker and pre-paid for the cremation, but as his heirs, Tyler and Tom now had to finalize everything.

It was nearly an hour later when Goossens drove them away from the clinic. Tyler felt…numb.

He stared out the window as the city passed, no idea where they were going or even where the flat was located.

Goossens didn’t try talking, didn’t engage them in idle chatter.

Tyler liked him, could see why Marcus had used him for all those years. He seemed a calm, unflappable chap.

When Tyler had first returned his call, Goossens had asked if they’d prefer to stay at a hotel, but Tyler nixed that idea. It was silly to spend the money.

He also wouldn’t deny he wanted to spend some time in the man’s home.

Getting to know him, in some way.

The flat was a condo in a four-story walk-up in an older, affluent neighborhood. There were eight apartments total in the building, and Marcus’ apartment—their apartment—was on the second floor and overlooked a small park. There wasn’t an elevator. They didn’t see any of their neighbors, although they heard the occasional TV or music playing.

“How long did he live here?” Tyler asked.

“I believe thirty-five years, approximately. The purchase date should be on the deed. I can go to my office and look, if you’d like.”

“That’s all right,” Tyler said. “No need to do that tonight. I was simply curious.”

Had he somehow been talked into returning to Brussels with Marcus, it would have been his home, too.

He cut off that line of thinking. Marcus hadn’t made any such offer at the time.

And there was too much good in Tyler’s life for him to even want to go down that mental road.

Goossens helped them bring their bags up. At the door, he produced a ring of keys. “He had me hire a cleaning service a couple of weeks ago and get it ready, just in case. When you told me you were coming, I went shopping yesterday and got some basics for the kitchen for you. I did not think you would be in the mood to go out quite yet.”

“Thank you,” Tom said. “Do we owe you anything?”

“No, it is taken care of.” He unlocked the apartment and they followed him inside as he started turning on lights and pulling curtains open. Tom followed him around while Tyler stood in the living room, staring, unable to…focus.

By local standards it was huge and had probably cost quite a lot, even though it was small by American norms.

Comfortable, tidy, wall upon wall of floor-to-ceiling books. A long hallway to the right paralleled the interior wall and doors opened off it on the left to a bathroom, a bedroom used as a study, and then the master bedroom with en suite bath. The kitchen was open to the dining room and living room area. A small balcony running the length of the apartment was accessible by doors from the living room and master bedroom.

Goossens made sure they knew how to operate the kitchen appliances, which included a small washer-dryer combo, and handed Tyler a huge, sealed manila envelope that was stuffed thick and bulging, along with the keys he’d used.

“These are for you. There are some papers in there from Marcus, along with other items. Would you prefer I return tomorrow morning or afternoon?”

“Afternoon,” Tom said without waiting for input from Tyler. “I want to make sure Ty gets some rest. He met me in Atlanta and never even got to go home between New York and here. He needs the downtime.”

“Very good. I shall return around two to take you to my office so we can begin officially transferring everything to you both. If you need me before then, do you still have my cell number?”

“Yes,” Tyler said.

“Good. The phone here works still, so you can call me on that if you need to, regardless of the time of day or night.” He shook with them. “Again, I apologize for the circumstances, and my sincere condolences.”

“Thank you,” Tom said.

Tom walked him out while Tyler collapsed onto the sofa without even taking off his coat. He stared at the envelope in one hand, the keys in the other.

What fresh hell is this?

It still didn’t feel real.

Marcus is dead.

Even thinking it didn’t feel real, not when the man’s memory had lingered in his soul for decades, literally over half his life.

Tom locked them in and removed his coat, hanging it on an empty hook next to two other coats in the entryway. “I’ll call Nevvie and update her.”

Tyler nodded. He knew Tom had texted her upon their arrival in Brussels to let her know they’d made it safely.

“You feel up to talking to her or the kids yet?”

Tyler shook his head.

He couldn’t look away from the envelope, kept clutching the keys, letting them dig into the flesh of his palm.

He was vaguely aware of Tom walking down the hall, the sound of a door closing behind him, the low, sweet rumble of his drawl as he talked.

The large envelope’s contents strained the metal clasp holding the flap, which had also been glued shut. Tyler realized he didn’t even know if the handwriting on the front was Marcus’ or Goossens’.

The keys were easier to start with. As he studied them, he realized they were identical pairs, two of each. The apartment building’s front door, smaller ones Tyler imagined probably accessed a mailbox in the lobby. The apartment door. Another set that looked like full-sized house keys.

No car keys.

After a long, deep breath, Tyler lifted his head and looked around, slowly taking in his surroundings, absorbing them for the first time. This half of the apartment—the great room area that functioned as living and dining room, and the open kitchen—sat at the front of the apartment building. Open and airy, the corner faced northwest, which meant it would receive late afternoon sun in the waning light, as it was now.

Tyler realized the place didn’t feel musty per se, but…stagnant. Unlived-in despite the proof of recent residency all around. A pair of glasses left on an end table by the sofa by someone who’d never again wear them. A stack of mail on the table.

The other overcoats hanging by the front door.

Tyler left the envelope and keys on the sofa, stood, and slowly shucked his overcoat. On numb legs he walked over to the coat hooks and reflexively wrapped his arms around Tom’s, closing his eyes and inhaling deeply.

His.

It still felt warm from his body.

Tyler hung his coat over Tom’s, on the same hook.

Then he turned his attention to one of the other coats. He pressed his face to it and inhaled, faintly smelling Marcus, his cologne, his scent.

One that had haunted his dreams and nightmares.

The other, one lighter than the first and obviously for warmer weather, smelled vaguely the same.

The bookshelves in the great room drew Tyler. In English and other languages, from non-fiction, tomes of literary criticism and study, to politics and history, poetry, fiction—classics and modern—a diverse array apparently not arranged in any particular order. Perhaps Marcus had a method, maybe not, but if so it wasn’t one Tyler could immediately discern.

A flat-screen TV, VCR, DVD player. Nothing fancy, nothing expensive, but functional.

The four-person table could be expanded to seat six. The two extra chairs sat flanking one of the windows, one with a cardboard box sitting on it. Tyler walked over and opened it, peeking inside.

Old magazines. Some several months old, some years old. Culled for recycling, perhaps? Hiking, travel, history—some in Dutch, some in English, a few in French.

Marcus could speak all three. Tyler knew Marcus’ accent was due to him being a native Dutch speaker from having grown up in Brussels. He’d gone to university in London, and received his doctorate from a university in the United States, before returning to Brussels to teach at a university here.

On the wall between the two windows were several frames of photographs large and small, some of them collages. Pictures of a younger Marcus and another man, years spent together, detailing their history. The other man had blue eyes a different shade than Tyler’s and straight, fine, dark brown hair.

Jean-Claude, no doubt.

All around Tyler silently screamed the walls of the flat, history and memories no longer accessible to any living human being not there when they occurred. Locked away forever.

Why me?

Tyler had already made up his mind what to do with Marcus and Jean-Claude’s remains, but he wasn’t sure if he’d face pushback from Tom and Nevvie.

He hoped he didn’t, because right now, it was the only thing he absolutely was sure of.

 

* * * *

 

Tom rubbed at his forehead, a headache threatening. He thought he might be a little dehydrated and made a mental note to drink some water when he got off the phone with Nev.

“So is he doing okay?”

“I don’t know, baby girl. You know how he is, closed-mouthed unless we take a prybar to him. I think he’s still processing.”

“Maybe you should get back out there to him.”

“I will. In a minute. I need a moment to myself. To…process.”

“Now you sound like him.”

“Yeah, I know.” He sighed. “Marcus was a lonely, dying old man, and Tyler was the epitome of grace, as always. How’d I get so fucking lucky?”

“What do you mean?”

“That he picked me that day. I would have been too chickenshit to make a move on him. I could barely put a coherent sentence together when I talked to him at the book signing. But he picked me. Why?”

“Because he loves you. Just like I love you.”

Tom stared around the room. No TV, but lots of books on two walls, and some pictures. And a small vase.

No…

He walked over to it, where it sat on the end of a dresser. Round and brushed grey metal, not even a foot tall, it wasn’t a vase.

It was an urn.

Hello, Jean-Claude.

“Tommy?”

“What? Sorry, I got distracted.”

“How’s your pain?”

“I’m hurting. Not gonna lie to you, baby girl. Hurts like a motherfucker.”

“Sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

“I should be there with you two.”

“My leg would still be hurting whether or not you were here.”

“You know what I mean. At least you could both lean on me.”

He sat on the edge of the bed. “I have to admit I felt sorry for the guy.”

“Marcus?”

“Yeah. They discovered his cancer four years ago, the lawyer said. Marcus refused treatment even though they might have cured him. It was colon cancer.”

“What? Why? Why would someone…” She fell silent. “Oh.”

“Exactly. Apparently, he wanted to die.”

“Well, at least he’s with Jean-Claude now.”

“Oh, this is freaky. Check this out. Right before he died, it was like Marcus was talking to someone we couldn’t see. Like a ghost or something.”

“He was?”

“Yeah. Spooky. I think he saw Jean-Claude. Said he had to go with ‘him.’”

“Well, considering the stuff I’ve seen every time we go visit Sarah, Del, and John, I don’t doubt there’s stuff out there we don’t know about. Adam, Mikey, Willow, and Zoey all saw the ghost of that little boy at their place when they were kids.”

“I know.” He drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out again as he looked around. “I’ll take some pictures in the morning and send them to you. It’s not a bad apartment.”

“How long do you think you’ll be over there?”

“I don’t know. However long it takes to get this stuff done, and I don’t want to rush Ty. You know how he gets when he struggles with something.”

“Take however long you need. I’ll hold down the fort here. Just keep me posted. Love you. Tell him I love him, too.”

“Will do. Love you, too, baby girl.”

He took a moment to use the master bathroom. Even this was tastefully decorated but homey, in a way. Lived in.

I wonder if it was this clean when he was alive, though.

Goossens had told them the bedding had all been washed and changed. It was like staying at an Airbnb or something, except they owned it.

Maybe that’s something we can do with it. Let it generate some income for us.

After Tom washed his hands, he looked in the medicine cabinet. No old prescription medication, but there were things like ibuprofen, dental floss, cologne, and mouthwash. When he looked under the sink, a bark of laughter escaped him.

Rolls of toilet paper, some towels, a tube of lube…and a butt plug.

That will get tossed.

First he wanted Tyler to see it, though. Maybe worth a laugh, at least.

There were still clothes in the dresser and closet. All of that stuff to deal with. Hopefully, a charity would want it. He realized there was a lot to deal with here.

A lot.

Not just physically, but emotionally, and he wasn’t sure Ty was up to handling any of it yet.

Maybe we can clean out the fridge when we go and let it all sit for a few months until Nevvie can come back with us to help.

Tyler had a work schedule to keep to if he wanted to make his deadlines. Being retired, Tom was the lucky one of the three of them, although he did consulting work for the firm in Tampa from time to time. Nevvie had to deal with the kids and the business end of Tyler’s work.

On one bedside table sat a picture of Marcus with another man, and Tom picked it up to study it. A much younger Marcus than the one who’d just taken his last breath not too long ago. The other man, with his dark hair and ice-blue eyes, could have been a relative of Tyler’s in some ways.

Jean-Claude, I presume?

He set the picture back on the table.

He moved their bags from the entryway to the bedroom and took a moment to unpack their shower kits. With that done, he finally returned to the living room. Tyler stood staring at pictures on the wall and looked…lost.

Walking over to him, Tom wrapped his arms around him from behind, kissing the back of his neck. “You okay, buddy?”

“I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel.”

“You feel what you feel.” Tom looked at one of the collage frames. “Is that Jean-Claude with him?”

“I believe so. There are many, many pictures of them together. I can’t imagine who it would be if not him.”

“Well, I found Jean-Claude. He’s in the bedroom, just like Marcus said he was.”

A soft snort escaped Tyler.

Tom turned him in his arms. “How about some food, and then a hot shower and bed, okay?”

Tyler nodded.

Tom was going to cook for him, but Tyler, thankfully, took the lead, meaning Tom could sit on one of the barstools at the counter and watch him cook. As night fell, Tyler went through the items in the fridge and prepared them a frittata for dinner, a salad to go with it, and slices of fresh, crusty bread.

They ate in silence at the counter, Tyler barely picking at his food, Tom having to wheedle him to eat.

“What if I’d made more of an effort to keep in touch with him?” Tyler finally said.

Tom put down his fork, turned, and made Tyler face him. “Stop. I’m going to put my foot down, buddy. Marcus made his choices. You are not responsible for those choices. You barely knew him, no matter how intimate things got between you. Hell, I dated that girl in high school, Alicia Smith, and slept with her for a helluva lot longer than you spent with Marcus. Should I be holding myself responsible for the fact that after I broke up with her she got knocked up by some guy in college, dropped out, and had three more kids by three more men?”

Tyler stared at him, his blue eyes full of pain. “No,” he finally whispered.

“Exactly. No. I understand this is complicated and not an easy thing. But don’t be asking for trouble that’s not yours to carry.”

Tyler finally nodded and started eating again. 


Chapter Eight

 

After dinner, Tom took over cleaning the kitchen, although Tyler insisted on helping. When they finished, Tom couldn’t help but see how exhausted Tyler looked.

“Ready to go to bed, buddy?” Tom asked.

Tyler nodded.

Tom draped an arm around his shoulders. “Let’s go take a shower and get some sleep.”

Ty simply nodded.

As they left the kitchen, Tom started turning off lights and lamps, pulling the drapes shut and checking that windows and the door to the balcony were locked.

“What was in the envelope?” he asked Ty.

“I haven’t even opened it yet.” He retrieved it and the keys from where he’d left them on the sofa. “I suppose I should do that.”

Tom walked over and took them from him. “Shower, bed.” He knew what would happen if he let Ty get a look at the envelope’s contents now. Whatever it was might likely consume Ty’s entire night and prevent him from getting any sleep.

As they headed down the hall, Tyler stopped in front of the office door and stared inside for a moment before stepping into the room. He hadn’t made it this far yet. The desk was positioned to face the windows, looking out over the park next door. More bookshelves lined the two walls perpendicular to the windows and door, which lay opposite each other. On the desk sat a laptop computer, closed and unplugged. Tom presumed the short code on the sticky note on top was the login password.

While Tyler examined the books, Tom went to check that the room’s windows were locked. When he heard Ty gasp, he turned. Tears rolled down Tyler’s cheeks, one hand held to his mouth, his eyes wide.

Tom dropped the keys and envelope onto the desk and hurried over to him, wrapping his arms around him. “What, buddy? What’s wrong?”

Apparently beyond speech, Ty could only point.

Tom shifted position, still holding Ty, so he could look at the books.

Copies of every one of Tyler’s books sat there, except for the one that had just released. The hardcovers were pristine, looking like the spines had never been cracked, while the paperbacks were well-worn, obviously read many, many times. Read far more than most of the paperbacks Tom had seen on the shelves thus far. Marcus even had two or three copies of some of the titles in paperback, various printings that had different covers.

Tom sighed and turned Ty from the shelves, pressing Ty’s face against his shoulder. “It’s all right, buddy,” he softly said. “Let’s deal with this tomorrow, okay?”

Tyler nodded, still crying.

Tom snagged the keys and envelope and turned off the corner and desk lamps before leading Tyler out and down the hallway to the bedroom. He left the keys and envelope on the dresser, along with his own wallet and the contents of his pockets.

Tyler sat on the end of the bed and looked around, his gaze locking on the urn.

Dammit.

Tom knew he should have moved it out of there, but he hadn’t gotten around to it.

He checked the windows and the door to the balcony and pulled the curtains. It was full dark outside now, and there was something slightly unnerving about the strange reflections against black glass staring back at them.

He sat next to Tyler and took his hands, squeezing them. “Nevvie said as long as we need, that’s how long we’ll take. No rush. If you need a couple of days, or you need a couple of weeks, we’ll take it.”

Okay, that was slightly fudging, but it was mostly the truth. It wouldn’t be fair to Nevvie, but he knew their guy and knew she’d agree with him. Tyler would emotionally eviscerate himself if they tried to rush this process.

Thank god they’d arrived before Marcus had died.

Thank god Nevvie had driven him to Atlanta to the airport so they could make the evening flight.

If Tyler hadn’t made it, hadn’t had a chance to make final peace with the man, it would have eaten at him.

It still might.

Tyler nodded, but didn’t speak.

Tom hadn’t taken a pain pill yet, wanting to wait until bedtime. So he stood and started unbuttoning Tyler’s shirt, realizing how completely shattered his guy was, pushed to the farthest limit of his ability to deal.

Maybe not to the extent of some of the things they’d dealt with in the past, but right up there in the top ten, for sure.

Once he had Tyler’s shirt unbuttoned, he pulled the tails loose and worked it off him, followed by his undershirt. Despite it killing his leg, he knelt and got Ty’s shoes and socks off him.

Tyler’s distant stare unnerved Tom, but he didn’t try to make him talk. After two weeks away from home, stressful enough, then this.

Ty needed time and TLC, and he’d give them both to his guy.

Tom slowly climbed to his feet and started undressing, getting himself naked before taking Tyler’s hands and gently coaxing him to his feet. He unfastened Tyler’s belt and jeans, pulling them and his briefs down.

“Come on, buddy,” Tom said, taking him by the hand and leading him into the bathroom. “Shower time.” He coaxed him into the shower.

Tom held Tyler under the spray, finally breathing a sigh of relief when Tyler’s arms enveloped him. Tyler pressed his face against Tom’s chest and cried, heaving sobs. Heart-wrenching. Visceral.

Tom lifted one hand to the back of Ty’s head and threaded his fingers in the man’s hair. He nuzzled the top of his head, not speaking, knowing his guy needed to get through this first.

When Ty was ready to talk, he would. Until then, all Tom could do was let Tyler deal with this.

At least the hot water helped ease Tom’s aching muscles somewhat. He stood there with Tyler until the other man finally pulled himself together enough to step back, a forced smile on his face. He grabbed a washcloth and started scrubbing Tom’s back for him without comment.

They didn’t need to talk. After thirty-plus years together, there were times when words weren’t necessary. Especially times like now. Tom scrubbed Tyler’s back for him. By the time they ran out of hot water, they were ready to get out and dry off.

Tyler headed to bed while Tom took a pain pill. When Tom joined him in bed, Tyler rolled into his arms. This many years later, the man still felt perfect nestled there.

He kissed the top of Tyler’s head. “I love you, buddy.”

Ty sighed. “I love you, too, sweet.” He tipped his head back and stared at Tom. Even in the dim light from a nightlight out in the hall, Tom still felt mesmerized by Tyler’s blue eyes.

They stared at each other for a long, quiet moment before Tom slanted his lips over Tyler’s, gently kissing him. As Ty’s breath quickened, he felt Ty’s cock start to stiffen against him. Tom fisted Tyler’s hair, deepening their kiss, reminding his guy who loved him and always had, from the very start.

Reminding him who’d never played him, never left him, who’d always put Ty first—other than that brief moment of stupidity Tom had during his recovery from the accident.

Tonight, in this apartment they now owned, the ghost of a man who’d haunted Tyler’s soul from before they’d met had since passed. Tyler rolled on top of him, rocking his hips against Tom’s and softly moaning.

Fuck it. Tom’s cock, despite the pain in his leg, wanted in on the action. Especially since it’d been over two weeks since he’d had solid alone-alone time with his guy.

He pulled Tyler’s head up, breaking their kiss. “Get the lube out of my bag, sugar.”

Tyler jumped out of bed. Whenever they traveled, they always kept it in the same place, safely stored in a zipper top bag so it wouldn’t leak all over if it opened.

He quickly brought it back, and a towel, lubing Tommy’s cock and his own ass. Then he straddled Tom again and impaled himself on Tommy’s cock.

Tom’s hands settled on Ty’s hips as a low hiss escaped Tom. “Dammit, I missed you,” he whispered. “It’s fuckin’ lonely without you in bed with us.”

Tight, warm heat fisted Tommy’s cock. Ty leaned in and kissed him, hard and deep. “Missed you, too, sweet.” He sucked on Tom’s lower lip. “Missed having this lovely cock of yours right where it belongs, too.”

“You sweet talkin’ thang, you.”

“After all these years, you still want me?”

Tom reached up, cupped the back of Ty’s head, and pulled him in for another crushing kiss. He loved the feel of Ty’s goatee brushing against his flesh. In all the years they’d been together, Tyler had never gone through a facial hair phase before.

Tom was starting to love it, even though he’d been dubious at first when Nevvie had talked him into growing it.

It did give Ty a kind of sexy supervillain vibe Tom was really starting to dig. Like the Master from Doctor Who.

Tyler rested his forehead against Tom’s as he took a long, slow stroke.

“Ride me, baby,” Tom said. “You know who owns that ass, don’t you?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Tom held him tighter, wishing his leg didn’t hurt like fuck or he’d flip him onto his back and pound his cock into Ty and really show him. Maybe they weren’t as frisky as they had been when they were young, but they still had their moments.

And it had been two weeks since he’d seen Tyler off from the Savannah airport with a load of his cum in Ty’s ass.

A little reminder he’d put there early that morning while in the shower together.

“That’s right,” Tom said, now knowing exactly what his guy needed from him in that moment. He kept a grip on the back of Ty’s head and snaked his other hand between them, fingers curling around Tyler’s cock, which was hard. “That’s my ass, and this is my cock, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Take that, Marcus.

Fuck it. He knew he’d pay for this in the morning, but he rolled Ty over onto his back, grabbing his legs and throwing them over his shoulders, hoping his own cock stayed hard long enough to get the job done despite his pain.

The ultimate revenge. To fuck the love of his life in the bed of a man who never got to have more than a few days with him.

A man who’d died regretting that fact, that he’d let Ty slip away. Worse, that he’d turned around and walked away from Tyler.

Living well to the Nth degree, and all that crap.

Tom grabbed Ty’s hands and laced fingers with him, pinning them over Ty’s head as Tom long-stroked his cock in his ass. Between them, Ty’s cock rubbed against Tom’s abs and Ty’s, gaining traction there.

“No more long trips like that, mister,” Tom said. “Not without at least one of us with you. Someone’s gotta take care of my guy.”

Tyler’s expression softened, eyes half-lidded, lips parted. “Yes, Sir.”

“Get comfy, buddy. Imma gonna fuck this sweet ass until you come for me just like this.”

Or until my leg gives out.

But he didn’t say that.

Duh.

 

* * * *

 

Tom squeezed Tyler’s hands as he pinned Tyler to the bed. In this ocean of emotional shit Tyler currently floundered in, leave it to Tom to rescue him, haul him safely aboard this sweet, perfect raft.

His life had always been Tom, always would be. Him and Nevvie both, but Tom first.

And damn, he wanted to try to come for him. He could rock his hips a little like this, but not much. His cock rubbed between their bodies, though, and combined with Tom’s slow, deliberate thrusts, he felt himself drawing closer.

Tom stared down at him with those brown eyes of his, dark in the dim room, deep, endless. Pulling him in, holding him there, even if he wasn’t physically restrained he would still stay there.

It was the only place he wanted to be.

Not just Tom, but what Tom represented—home. A perfect love.

Wherever he or Nevvie were, that’s where Tyler’s home lay.

There, in their arms.

With every thrust, Tom’s cock glided over his gland, pulling him closer to release. Tom nipped Tyler’s lower lip again, sucking on it. “I’m a patient man, sugar. You know what I want outta you.” His voice deepened. “It belongs to me, and we’ll be here all night if we have to. Be good for me and give it.”

Between that, and the way the head of his cock rubbed between their bodies, it tripped Tyler over the edge, his cum exploding all over both of them in warm, sticky spurts.

“That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” Tom’s cock pounded into him as Tyler still gasped for air, his orgasm making his ass squeeze Tom’s cock.

Tom’s grip on his hands tightened as he buried his cock deep inside Tyler’s ass with one last, satisfied groan before he fell still. He let out a deep breath, leaning in for a long, sweet kiss. When he released Tyler’s hands, Tyler wrapped his arms around him, not wanting to let him go.

Never.

Not wanting to think about one day in the future, if it wasn’t him who died first.

Hoping it didn’t make him horribly selfish to want to be the one to die first.

Knowing his soul couldn’t survive losing Tom or Nevvie.

Tom rolled onto his back. Tyler got out of bed to clean up and bring back a warm, wet washcloth for Tom. And then, finally, back in bed, Tyler snuggled in Tom’s arms once more.

“Better, buddy?” Tommy asked.

“Always, love. You always make everything better.”

“Love you, Ty.” His fingers stroked Tyler’s arm. “Don’t stuff this inside you. Let it out, let it out to me. I’m strong enough to hold you.”

Ty pressed his lips to Tom’s flesh. “I promise, love.”

He fell asleep with the feel of Tom’s breath brushing his scalp and his memories of Marcus brushing against his soul.


Chapter Nine

 

Despite his jet lag and exhaustion and pain Wednesday morning, Tommy lay awake in the strange bed with Tyler sound asleep in his arms as the grey light of dawn struggled to find a foothold around the bedroom curtains. The noises around them in the building, coming from other apartments, hit his ear as being wrong.

Not home.

It didn’t smell like their home. The air even felt different.

It wasn’t their bed.

Even though, technically, now it was.

He knew he needed to get up and take another pain pill, now, so it’d have a chance to kick in and he’d be reasonably vertical and recovered from it by the time Goossens came to pick them up.

But he couldn’t bear to disturb Tyler yet. Even in sleep, his face looked drawn, troubled. Not like he usually looked at home, where there was almost always the hint of a smile around his lips as he slept.

The protective part of him wanted to tell Goossens to get everything together that needed to happen, handle it today, so they could fly home tomorrow.

He knew that couldn’t happen.

This needed to play out at Tyler’s speed, and after so many years of dealing with this emotional bullshit, Tyler’s speed would be glacial, at least for a couple of days.

Tyler was a doer, a fixer. Even when he had no fucking clue what to do or how to do it, he was perpetual forward motion.

When Tyler hit an emotional brick wall, it was serious.

This was serious.

Tom wasn’t so clueless that he didn’t know it, either. One of the memories that would accompany him to his grave was sitting on the floor in the kitchen of Tyler’s apartment that night so many decades ago, holding Tyler as he admitted most of what Marcus had done to him, why his trust was so easily shattered.

Eventually, Tyler stirred. Tommy felt his guy’s body tense, then relax again, this time sinking into his embrace, pressing every bit of skin he could against Tom’s body and letting out a deep breath.

Tom nuzzled his forehead. “Good morning, sugar.”

“Good morning, sweet. Can I get you a pain pill?”

Tom hadn’t been sure how to handle today. Now he knew. Letting Ty take care of him would help focus and ground his guy. “That’d be awesome, sugar. Thank you.”

“Is it bad?”

“It’s been worse.” Left unsaid the implication that, yeah, it was damn bad.

Not that it was a lie, because it was damn bad.

Tyler started to rise, then met Tom’s gaze for a long, quiet moment. “Thank you for coming with me,” he said in a defeated tone Tom hated hearing from his husband.

“You’re stuck with me, buddy. We’re a team. We always have been.”

While Tyler got a glass of water and his medicine for him, Tom rearranged the pillows and sat up against the headboard. The bed was comfortable, he’d give Marcus all due credit for that.

The urn drew his gaze. Marcus must have looked at it every morning, first thing. And where it was positioned, on the way to the bathroom, he likely reached out and touched it every day.

Struggling to find a healthy balance between empathy and hatred and satisfaction that the guy was dead and he got Tyler, Tom desperately wished Nevvie was there with them. If for no other reason than to help center Tyler.

Today, Tom knew he’d have to let Tyler take care of him, focus on him. He wouldn’t have to fake his pain to distract Tyler, either. Walking up and down those fucking stairs wasn’t going to happen more than once that day.

And it was going to hurt like a motherfucker.

Tyler returned with the water and pill and Tom gratefully swallowed it down. After handing the glass back to Tyler, he carefully turned himself toward the side of the bed.

“Not too proud to beg for help this morning, buddy, sorry.”

“Oh, Tom. I’m so sorry, love.” Tyler sounded practically distraught as he leaned in to help Tom get vertical. He kept a steadying arm around him as Tom limped his way to the bathroom.

“Not your fault, buddy. How about you go see if there’s a coffee pot and coffee, or strong tea or something, and get some started for us? Then come join me in the shower.”

Tyler rose up on his toes to kiss him and rushed off to do it.

Okay, so I’ll play dirty today.

If it’d help his guy deal better, keeping part of Tyler’s focus on him, he’d do it.

Tom was already in the shower when Tyler returned and joined him. “I found a coffeemaker in the cabinet. It’s working its magic now, although I daresay I don’t know how good the coffee is. I found a bag of grounds in the freezer.”

He enveloped Tyler in his arms. “I’ll take it. After we do this, I’ll crash on the couch while you cook us breakfast, huh?”

The hint of a smile from Ty, finally. “Absolutely.”

“I wonder if we have Wi-Fi?” Tom didn’t need to get online, but it’d be nice if he could without blowing through all his data. Maybe Nevvie could Facebook live Mikey’s game Friday night. He hated missing two in a row.

“I haven’t even checked my phone to see if there’s a signal.” Now that Tyler had a mission, a focus, he hurried to finish his shower before Tom and get started on it. “I’ll bring your cane and clothes in for you.”

“Thanks, sugar. Maybe figure out the thermostat and warm it up a little in here? Enough to take the damp chill out of the air.” That was definitely contributing to his pain levels, he knew. Great for sleeping, but not so much if he wanted to be vertical and functional.

“Roger.”

Once Tom was alone in the shower, he breathed a sigh of relief. He hated manipulating Tyler like that, but at least Tom knew he could keep him moving, focused.

Working toward getting through this instead of Tyler inventing a thousand reasons why he should feel like Marcus’ death was somehow his fault when, of course, it wasn’t.

He finally climbed out of the shower and got dressed, stopping by the bedroom windows to open the curtains and stare outside.

Yep, drizzly, dreary, grey, the air’s chill seeping through the glass to drag its shards along his nerves as he stared out at the strange landscape. Tyler had made the bed before heading to the kitchen, and the room felt large, airy, but still foreign. Something between guest room and B&B, not a room that they actually owned. It wouldn’t start to feel like that until they redecorated and made it theirs.

The three of them.

The sealed envelope still lay on the dresser where Tom had left it. He thought about stashing it in his suitcase and hoping Tyler forgot about it, but that might be buying more trouble than just going through it now.

Except…not right now. Breakfast and coffee first, and getting Tyler’s emotional feet under him that morning.

He left the envelope there for later.

On his way out of the bedroom, he snagged his phone and tablet and checked the charges. Still half on his phone, but his tablet was nearly dead. He sent Nevvie a good-morning text from his phone, found the power converter kit in his luggage, and headed out to the living room, leaning heavily on his cane. That wasn’t even faked at this point, the pain pill still not having kicked in yet. He hoped since he took it on an empty stomach it might work a little faster.

The great room area looked brighter than it had yesterday upon their arrival, but the open curtains still displayed the dreary, grey day outside.

He’d barely sat on the couch when Tyler rushed over with his mug of coffee. “Here you go, love.”

Tom pulled him in for a kiss. “Thank you, buddy. Love you.”

Tyler’s smile almost looked normal. “Love you, too, sweet. Let me get our breakfast prepared.”

Tom settled in and reached for the remote controls, finally figuring out how to get the TV and cable to come on.

Of course, the first few channels were in what he assumed to be Dutch or French, until he finally found the BBC and settled for listening to their morning news presenter rattling off items Tom had no knowledge or interest in.

The cable box, and what looked like a modem, sat on a shelf next to the TV. Tom carefully levered himself back to his feet and walked over just to find a sticky note stuck to the side of the modem with the network name and password written there.

Helpful.

He took a picture of it so he’d have the info on his phone before he carried the sticky note back to the couch with him. There were electrical outlets in the floor on either side of the couch, where the table lamps were plugged into. Tom plugged his phone and tablet chargers into the converters and got both devices charging.

A few minutes later, Tyler brought their food over while Tom was browsing through his e-mail.

“Ah, we have Internet, I take it?”

“Yeah.” He pointed at the sticky note. “Let’s put that back on the router after you get hooked in. Don’t want to lose it.”

“Aces.”

The first hints of the pain pill finally started sucking at Tom by the time they finished eating. Tyler wouldn’t let him help with the cleanup.

While Ty was busy doing that, Tom headed to the bedroom, used the bathroom, retrieved the envelope, and brought it back with him to set on the coffee table. He didn’t want Tyler dealing with the envelope alone, whatever it contained.

Then he stretched out on the couch to await Tyler’s return.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler had avoided the envelope that morning but didn’t miss when Tom left the living room after breakfast and returned with it a few minutes later.

What fresh hell is this?

Part of him didn’t want to deal with it, with this, with anything. Wanted to return home as soon as possible.

Yet part of him wanted to take weeks examining every square inch of the flat and its contents, trying to decipher the man he’d barely known.

A man who had made a bad decision that had scorched Tyler emotionally.

For all of that, a man who’d shaped the majority of Tyler’s adult life in ways subtle and large. More years had since passed in his life than the actual age he’d been when he’d first met Marcus. Over an entire lifetime. Literally.

Tom sat on the end of the couch, stretched out on it but propped up in the corner.

He patted the couch, between his legs.

The meaning clear.

“I don’t want to hurt you, love.”

“You won’t, sugar. Come here.”

Moving carefully, Tyler settled there, his head resting against Tom’s chest, cradled against his body.

“Let’s do this and get it over with,” Tom said. “Face the demon. It might just be information about utility bills and stuff.” He handed Tyler the envelope.

“Or not.” He stared at it.

“Or not. But we don’t know until we look. Unless you’d like me to do it for you?”

Tyler sighed. “No. I should do it.”

After opening the clasp, he finally eased a finger under the glued edge of the flap and carefully worked it open. The envelope’s contents slid out into his lap and he stared at them. On top, a handwritten note on a piece of yellow legal paper, the script matching the hand that had written his name on the outside of the envelope and answering at least one question—who had labeled it.

Marcus.

It was dated six weeks prior.

 

Dear Tyler,

Your kindness throughout the years humbles me and reminds me I am not a fraction of the man I wished I’d been in my life. I do not know how much longer I have, or if I’ll be able to see you before I pass.

I have two major regrets in my life—that I hurt Jean-Claude by leaving him, and that I hurt you by returning to him. I think I made amends to him for the first, but doubt I can ever adequately atone for the second. I would not blame you if you never forgive me.

I envy you your happiness, your family, your success, your loves. I’m sorry that I failed you so many years ago. You are a good man who deserved so much better from me, and your husband and wife are blessed lucky to have you.

I’m sorry I did not reach out to you sooner, but I did not wish to intrude. I wanted you to have these back. I cherished your correspondence, and also did not want you to worry someone else might ever lay hands on a private part of your life.

I’ve included a few other things I did not wish any others to have. Read or burn them, whatever you see fit. I did not have the heart to burn them before, because it was all of the very little I had left of him.

May blessings and luck and fortune follow you and yours for the rest of your days.

Always,

Marcus

 

It felt hard to breathe. He let Tom take the letter from him and read it as he stared down at his lap. Now he recognized the Christmas cards, other correspondence, including some family pictures he’d sent Marcus. Personal notes, nothing he wouldn’t want Tom or Nevvie to see, either. He hid nothing from them. There was nothing to hide.

Marcus had saved it all, from when Tyler had allowed Marcus to reconnect with him following the confrontation in Seattle.

As he finally reached down with trembling fingers to sort through the pile, he encountered the first unfamiliar object, a letter, written in a different hand. In French, it was addressed to Marcus and dated over thirty years prior.

Signed J-C.

Right. I don’t think that means Jesus Christ.

There were quite a few more, over fifty items by his best guess, written by Marcus and by Jean-Claude. All in French. Some of them long missives, some short postcards, dating back before Tyler had met Marcus to just before Jean-Claude’s death. Tyler knew very little French, only enough to order a meal or ask where the loo was. And he wasn’t going to ask Goossens to translate, or find him a translator.

He’d have to work on them later.

Sorting them out from the rest, he tucked them into the envelope before looking at the remaining items. Sure enough, the things Tyler had sent him over the years.

All of them.

Tom rested his chin on Tyler’s shoulder as he looked at them. “Are you all right, sugar?”

Tyler closed his eyes and tipped his head back against Tom. “I shall be, love.” 


Chapter Ten

 

Wednesday morning, Nevvie lay in bed and stared at the ceiling in the dim, grey light. Her alarm hadn’t gone off yet, but Zoey and Willow’s had. They were up and at each other, as usual. Their sibling bickering filtered through the walls to where Nevvie lay.

I thought twins were supposed to get along good with each other. When the hell does that kick in?

She could use the break.

They were fifteen going on sixteen, and it was increasingly becoming a war zone in their house. Nevvie frequently found herself playing the part of parental NATO.

If any of them wanted a moment’s peace that was.

We could have five extra bathrooms and it still wouldn’t be enough.

At least the fighting had quieted down over the past several weeks as they got used to their school schedule and settled into a routine.

She spread her arms. The bed felt entirely too empty without her sweet love gods in it with her. She naturally gravitated to the center of it when it was just her, or backed up against whoever she was in bed with if one of them were missing.

When all three of them were together, it didn’t matter who was in the center, unless one of them had been away from home, like Tyler.

That person got the middle spot so the other two could cuddle against them.

She pulled Tommy’s pillow to her and deeply inhaled. She’d changed the sheets just the other night, so none of the pillows smelled like Ty right now.

That fact made her feel a lot sadder than she knew it should.

She pulled her phone off the side table and into bed with her. She found a good-morning text from Tommy that he’d sent four hours earlier.

 

We’re awake. Ty’s…dealing. Attorney at two local time so might be in a meeting when you read this. Love you. Hugs to everyone.

 

Nevvie fought back a wave of emotions threatening to swamp her. Anger at Marcus for dragging Tyler to Brussels. Anger at herself for feeling so petty that she felt angry at a guy who was now dead.

Anger at whichever of her children just slammed a fucking door, hard, making her jump.

The culprit was likely female.

Instead of replying, Nevvie got up, made the bed, and headed to the bathroom. After grabbing her robe, she went downstairs, following the scent of brewing coffee.

Mikey sat at the kitchen table, where he was eating a bowl of cereal. She kissed the top of his head on her way to pour herself a mug of coffee. “Thanks for starting the coffeemaker.”

“I didn’t,” he said. “One of the twins did.”

That shocked her enough to make her turn. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

They never took the initiative for something like that. “Huh.”

“I know, right?” He smiled. “They’re taking the bus, though, sorry. I need to be out of here in ten minutes. I have to meet with coach before school. I’m not going to be late because of them.”

Ah. She fixed her coffee. Now she knew their game. One—or both—were going to try to talk her into driving them to school so they could avoid taking the bus. Being driven to school by Mom was lame, but not as lame as the bus.

She turned and leaned against the counter as she sipped her coffee. She could play this game way better than either of them could. It would all depend on how she timed things.

“Poppa texted me. They said hi to everyone, and love you.”

Mikey sat up. “Did Dad’s friend die?”

She nodded. “Late yesterday.”

“Sorry.” He poked at his cereal instead of plowing into it again. “I was sort of mad when you said he wasn’t coming home. I know I shouldn’t feel like that, because it sucks his friend died.”

“It’s okay, honey. Poppa and I were bummed, too. Sometimes, we need to adult and do the right thing. Once they finish over there, they’ll come home and we can finally relax for a while.”

“Until Dad’s locked in his office again,” he mumbled.

“Are you complaining about that truck you drive? Or this nice house we live in? Or the fact that we can afford to let you play football? Or send you to whatever college you want to go to?”

He sighed. “No, ma’am.” He glanced toward the kitchen doorway and lowered his voice. “I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t invited Willow and Zoey to the party.”

This was unusual. Mikey was normally a really conscientious big brother, protective of and mostly patient toward his little sisters. “Why?”

“I didn’t know Zoey was so into Cole. She’s tripping all over herself around him. She acts like a dork at the party, it’s going to cause me trouble with my friends.”

“Cole?”

“Cole Johnson. He’s on my team. Another senior. He’ll be there.”

“Oh. Well, uninvite them.”

“I can’t do that. The twins will make life hell for me.”

“Then knuckle under, honey. I don’t know what else to tell you.” She sipped her coffee. “I’m not getting in the middle of this. If I do, none of you will be going to the party, and you know it.”

“I know.” He seemed to remember he wanted to be out of there without the twins and started to gobble his cereal when he heard a door open and close upstairs.

“Don’t forget to put your bowl in the dishwasher.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Nevvie chuckled and topped off her coffee before heading back to her room, where she locked herself in. They’d made a point as parents to force the kids to work out disagreements between them with as little interference from them as possible. It was a tactic that had worked for Peggy and Adam Kinsey raising their brood, and it was working well for them.

They’d taught their children early on that they absolutely did not want to bring parental rulings into the mix, because none of them would like the solutions imposed on them at that point. Everyone would absolutely be a loser.

It’d taught the four of them to negotiate and compromise.

With a few exceptions. Usually between the twins.

When Nevvie heard Mikey’s truck start and drive out of the yard a few minutes later, one of the girls let out a screech.

Nevvie started to count and only got to four before someone tried her bedroom doorknob, then pounded on her door.

“Mom! Mikey left without us!”

Willow.

Nevvie had been sitting on her bed, going through Tyler’s public e-mail account to weed through what he’d need to look at and what she could answer for him. “Then I suggest you hurry up and get ready to catch the bus,” she called back.

“You can’t drive us?”

“I can, but I won’t, especially with you making the assumption I would and not bothering to ask me nicely. If you miss the bus this morning, you’re grounded. Not only will you be taking the bus to and from school until December, you’ll be missing the party this weekend, too. Your choice. We and your brother are not your personal Uber service.”

She sipped her coffee, smiling when Willow made an aggravated noise as she retreated down the hall toward her room.

At least Willow would make the bus.

If Zoey thought she could be sly and try to get out of taking it, she’d have another think coming.

As it drew closer to the time for the girls to leave for the bus stop, Nevvie once again ventured downstairs. This time, taking the tablet with her. She refilled her coffee and settled in on the sofa in front of the TV.

Zoey followed her from the kitchen. With her long, dark brown hair and brown eyes, the Kinsey family genes were strong in her. She looked like a younger version of her aunt Karen, one of Tommy’s older sisters, whereas Willow strongly resembled Adam…and Tyler.

“Mommy—”

“No. You’re taking the bus. Period. Keep pushing me, and you can both forget the party Saturday night.”

A huffy sigh escaped Zoey. She pivoted on her heel and returned to the kitchen, muttering to Willow low under her breath.

Nevvie only got a “Mommy” from them lately when they wanted something. She also knew damn well if Tommy or Tyler were home that they wouldn’t be trying this nonsense. It was only on the rare occasions when it was only one of them—or she was gone and it was Tommy and Ty who were home—that they tried manipulation.

Fifteen minutes later, and both girls were out the door and walking down to the bus stop.

After breathing a sigh of relief, Nevvie pulled her phone out of the pocket of her robe and replied to Tommy’s text.

 

I’m vertical and child-free now.

 

Her phone rang in her hand less than a minute later.

She smiled as she answered. “Hey, stranger.”

 

* * * *

 

Tom smiled and closed his eyes as he leaned back against the couch. “Hey, sugar. How’s our baby girl?”

“I’ve already managed to piss off two fifteen-year-old girls before my third cup of coffee, so I’d say pretty good.”

“Uh-oh. What happened?”

Nevvie recounted her morning thus far to Tom, who chuckled. “They’re about as hard to see through as a glass of water.”

“Right?”

“And you’re the one who said they could go to the party.”

“I know. But they have to start somewhere. At a party with their older brother, who will keep an eye on them, or at the very least rat them out if they get into the bad kind of trouble to keep himself out of serious trouble, is probably a safer place to start than them going to someone else’s party without him.”

“True.”

“How’s Ty?”

Tom dropped his voice. “Going through the kitchen and making a shopping list to get us through the next couple of days. Goossens will be coming for us soon to take us to his office.”

“Who?”

“The attorney.”

“Ah. What’s the place like?”

“Not bad. Two bedrooms, two baths, but one bedroom is an office right now. I need to know more before I give Ty my honest opinion.”

“Doesn’t bother you it was…his?”

“That’s…complicated.” He didn’t want to have that discussion with Tyler nearby.

“Gotcha. He can hear you?”

“Exactly. That’s why I love you, baby girl. You’re quick.”

“How’s your pain?”

“Bad. And walking down and up two flights of stairs won’t help, either.”

“Yikes.”

“Yeah. Exactly. You want to talk to the evil genius?”

“Of course. Love you.”

“Love you, too, baby girl.” He looked over his shoulder at the kitchen. “Ty.”

His head popped up like a meerkat from behind the counter. “Yes?”

He held up his phone. “Nev.”

Tyler nearly tripped over himself racing to take it from him. “Hello, love.” Finally, a true smile on his guy’s face.

Tom settled back and relaxed, watching Tyler. Tyler rounded the couch to sit as he talked with Nevvie.

Tyler had spent the morning sitting on the far end of the couch, working on his laptop and getting anything for Tom that he wanted when Tom wasn’t dozing. Then, when Tyler had sussed out the true depth of Tom’s pain levels, he’d unilaterally decided they’d eat in tonight and he’d cook, leading to him more thoroughly exploring the kitchen.

A focus.

Tom thought maybe Tyler would want to start sorting through the apartment’s contents, but he hadn’t, other than the kitchen.

Fine with him. At least Ty seemed to be a little steadier now.

After he got off the phone with Nevvie, Ty handed it back to him. “If you aren’t feeling up to navigating the stairs—”

“I’m not, but I’m still going with you. And I didn’t mean you needed to cook the whole time we’re here.”

“I’d rather not eat out tonight. I would like to explore the city a little before we leave, but not today. I won’t feel much like it, I’m sure, after we’re finished at the attorney’s office.”

“Okay, buddy. That sounds like a plan to me.”

“Once we talk with him, we can find out how long this will take. I’d rather finish it now. That way, any future visits can be simply for pleasure.”

Tom nodded, knowing at this point it was best to let Tyler talk.

“We can keep a bank account here locally to pay for utilities and expenses. That would likely be wise, yes?”

Tom nodded, watching him, seeing a familiar pattern emerge. Whether Tyler realized it or not, Tyler had already decided to keep the apartment. That was fine with Tom.

As long as Tyler was at peace. That’s all Tom cared about.

That, and that his guy was happy.

If those two parameters were met, Tom was good with it.

Tyler had finished with the kitchen when the apartment phone rang. It took Tom a moment to place the noise, because it didn’t sound like any phone ringer he was used to.

Tyler, already up and moving around, found the receiver on a small side table in the dining room area and answered.

“Hello? … Right, we’ll head down, then. Thank you.” Tyler hung up.

“Goossens?”

“Yes. He said he’s less than ten minutes away.”

Tom had moved to stand but Tyler rushed over to help him. “I’ll get the keys. And your medicine.”

“Thanks, sugar.” Tom hobbled over to the foyer and pulled on his overcoat. He’d worn slacks and a button-up shirt today, because they’d be at the attorney’s office. But after this was finished, he’d be wearing comfy sweats when they returned.

Tyler returned with the keys and they double-checked them in the door before locking it behind them. It felt…odd.

Tom slowly made his way down the stairs, Tyler hovering at his side with every step. They once again didn’t see anyone else, but they did hear noises of other people in the building. By the time they reached the bottom of the stairs, Tom knew he’d be taking another pain pill after arriving at the attorney’s office.

“Are you all right, love? Your color doesn’t look good.”

“Just a lot of pain, buddy. Not even going to try to hide it.”

“Do you wish to postpone this?”

Tom’s laugh echoed through the empty foyer. “I’m already downstairs. Let’s do this. I might send you out to explore the city without me, though, depending on how I do over the next couple of days.”

It looked like Tyler was going to respond, but Goossens’ car pulled up in front of the building, into one of the parking spaces there.

“Let’s get this over with,” Tom said, pushing the door open.

The sooner they did, the sooner he could permanently evict Marcus from Tyler’s brain.

Forever. 


Chapter Eleven

 

Goossens skillfully negotiated the traffic through the drizzling rain. Not that the traffic was bad compared to Tampa or Atlanta during morning rush hour, but maybe it was bad by Brussels standards. One nice thing was that English signs were everywhere in the city. It wasn’t hard for a Yank like Tom to figure things out. He’d watched where they were going as they drove, even looked it up on a tracking app on his phone. In spite of his pain, he wanted to get a feel for the city since it was obvious they’d be returning here on a regular basis.

At least at first. For now.

With the kids almost grown, it’d be nice for the three of them to get away from time to time in a way they hadn’t for far too long. Bring Nevvie here and take their time exploring the city. He could see the three of them cooking in that kitchen—after going through it and making it theirs, of course. And the bedroom.

Although he wouldn’t deny the bed was comfortable. No complaints there, other than it might be too small for all three of them.

Goossens’ office was located in a modern office building in the Evere municipality to the north and east of the main downtown of Brussels. Their destination was the third floor.

Fortunately, the building had an elevator.

Tom leaned on Tyler, held on to his arm with one hand, his cane with the other, and felt guilty he was slowing them down as he hobbled along the hall.

Goossens turned. “Are you all right, Mr. Kinsey?”

“Tom. And no. I have a bum leg, a souvenir from a bad motorcycle accident years ago. I fell a few days back and it’s reminding me what a stupid idea it was for me to get on a ladder in the first place.”

“Ah, I’m sorry.”

Goossens led them into his office and, fortunately, there was a sofa Tom could stretch out on. Tyler brought him a glass of water and Tom washed down a pain pill. “If I fall asleep, just take notes to fill me in. Sorry.”

The attorney was efficient, cut to the chase, and laid out the entirety of the inheritance. The apartment was worth nearly four hundred thousand dollars, US. Free and clear, no mortgage or liens on it. There was an annual building fee all the residents paid, like a condo association fee, and a monthly building maintenance fee, but that wasn’t very much.

All the contents within now belonged to them, as did a storage space in the basement, which was apparently what the unidentified key fit. Utilities were also negligible compared to what Tom was used to paying in the States.

There were several bank accounts, and a life insurance policy. In total, almost three quarters of a million dollars, in addition to the apartment.

Stunned, Tom stared at Tyler’s face as it drew into a blank mask while he digested that information.

Goossens seemed used to things like this and waited him out.

Ty finally swallowed, licked his lips, and in a quiet voice asked, “Say again?”

“Marcus was very…thrifty? He and Jean-Claude built up their savings. There was a life insurance policy on Jean-Claude that paid out upon his death. Also, Marcus was drawing a retirement pension, which will now, of course, cease.”

“Obviously,” Tyler said, still in that soft, stunned tone.

Goossens started going over things like taxes and what steps had to be taken for them to complete the transfer of everything, and that’s when Tom’s pain pill kicked in and he started to zone out. He texted Nevvie before falling too far under its pull.

 

Don’t expect us home before Monday. Maybe soon after that but don’t know. Will take several days, at least, to go through everything.

 

She replied a few minutes later.

 

A lot?

 

With the pain pill now taking hold, his brain felt fuzzy, slow, like trying to think through a molasses film.

 

Way more than I thought. We need time to deal with the paperwork.

 

Not just that, even in his current drugged state Tom could tell from the look on Tyler’s face that it would take him several days to mentally and emotionally process everything. He wouldn’t rush him, either. They could literally afford for Tyler to take some time off like this, and he could work while he was here, if he had to.

Tyler would have to deal with his emotions now, or it would come out in other ways, negative ways that would impact his writing.

If it didn’t already.

Goossens brought over forms for Tom to sign, and he did, scribbling his name where told, not even bothering to read them. Totally unlike him, but he was beyond the give-a-fuck stage.

All he wanted to do was get this finished, return to the apartment, and snuggle up with Tyler while the skies outside dumped on them and he could forget the world for a little while.

 

* * * *

 

I need to call Bob.

Their long-time friend and attorney back in Florida would need to know about all of this to coordinate with their CPA regarding what they’d need to do to protect themselves and their new assets, as well as amending their wills to include the apartment.

At least the money he left us can pay for the apartment’s expenses.

It wouldn’t be a drain on them. Not for a long time. Not that he would have balked at paying a modest amount, but Tyler wasn’t exactly unconscientious when it came to managing their money.

“He really had no family?” Tyler asked.

“A few distant cousins, perhaps, but he had not remained in contact with them,” Goossens said. “He said good-bye to his friends and, as he told you, already gave away that which he wanted them to have. This is what he wanted, and he made his wishes perfectly clear, many times. This was not a last-minute, rushed decision on his part.”

It was…mind-boggling.

No, of course Tyler would never trade the life he’d had for a life with Marcus. Not even if he could go back and do things over and see all sides of the matter.

Tom, Nevvie, their children—the Kinsey family.

His family.

Nothing could compare to any of that.

There were things to file, the bank to visit. They could handle the bank tomorrow, and Goossens would take care of the estate filings that had to be completed.

“How much do we owe you for all of this?”

“It was already taken care of by Marcus. Paid for in advance.” Goossens kindly smiled. “He literally wanted you to have little more to do than sign papers.”

Tyler thought about the apartment full of belongings to deal with, and the yet unseen storage area.

The emotional detritus.

“That was very considerate of him,” he opted to say.

When they finished with all of that, and Tyler was in possession of copies of all their paperwork, including the information on the utilities—which Goossens would take care of transferring into their names for them—they headed downstairs so Goossens could drive them back to the apartment.

“Could we stop by a grocery store on the way?” Tyler asked. “I’d like to pick up a few things.”

“But of course.”

Leaving Tommy in the car with Goossens, Tyler trudged through the unrelenting rain into the store, where once inside he quickly oriented himself. He was used to large, US big-box stores. It’d been quite a while since he’d shopped in a small grocery.

Thinking ahead, and yet keeping in mind the small size of the refrigerator, Tyler grabbed enough to feed them for a couple of days, including two bottles of wine.

He would definitely want a glass or several of that while sorting through the apartment’s contents.

Once he was back in the car, they headed off again.

“Could you forward me information on any local charities that might be willing to take items? Clothes and such?” Tyler asked Goossens.

“I will look those up for you and forward them to your e-mail. I take it you found the notes regarding the password for the Wi-Fi and his computer?”

“Yes, thank you.” Tyler sat back, too absorbed by his growing mental to-do list to look at the city passing outside.

Back at the apartment, Goossens let Tommy out at the building’s front door and found a parking spot. Then he helped Tyler schlep all the bags upstairs while Tom slowly limped up after them.

“I’ll return in the morning around ten, if that’s all right?” Goossens asked.

Tyler nodded, wanting to get back down the stairs to Tom to help him. “Yes, that’s fine, thank you.”

Inside the apartment, Tom didn’t even remove his overcoat before collapsing on the sofa.

“Sorry, sugar.” Pain gave his handsome face a pinched, pale look. “I’m not going to be much use tonight.” He still had at least another hour before he could take a pain pill. He rarely had to use them, and that he’d been taking them so regularly told Tyler how much pain he was really in.

“It’s all right, love. Let me help you with that coat and I’ll get the groceries sorted and dinner started.” He helped Tom slip it off, then removed his shoes for him and retrieved a pillow from the bedroom.

Once he had the casserole put together and in the oven, Tyler walked over to Tom, where he dozed in front of the TV.

When Tyler leaned in and kissed him, Tom’s eyes fluttered open.

“I’m going to pop downstairs to the storage unit and have a look around. Will you be all right?”

Tom nodded. “Yeah. Do I need to do anything with the food?”

“No, I set the timer on my phone. I’ll have it with me. Text me if you need to get up. Right?”

He nodded. “Won’t argue with you, sugar. Trust me.” His eyes drifted closed again.

Tyler locked him in and headed downstairs, nodding in passing to a woman with a young child in tow heading up as he passed them on his way to the ground floor. After a moment, he found the door leading to the basement.

There was a communal laundry room there, washers and dryers, although they had a small washer/dryer combo unit in the kitchen upstairs, and a retractable clothesline on the bedroom balcony area. Past that were the storage areas, clearly marked on each door with the corresponding apartment number.

The key easily turned in the lock. Darkness inside met him. He turned on the flashlight on his phone, looked around, and found a light switch just inside the door.

He flipped it on. Inside the approximately ten-by-ten area, he found himself met by assorted items and piles of boxes, many neatly labeled in Marcus’ hand, some in French, some in Dutch. Some of the boxes were labeled in French in a hand Tyler didn’t recognize, and these boxes looked older.

Jean-Claude, perhaps?

Likely.

Bloody hell.

There were, by his best estimate, at least a hundred boxes to sort through, in addition to the other random items. Sure, he could turn off the light, close and lock the door, and ignore it, or simply pitch everything in the rubbish, sight unseen. Except if he did that he knew it would eat at him, its presence calling to him to deal with it properly.

He opened one nearby box after entering what turned out to be a Dutch word into Google Translate on his phone and finding it said Pictures.

Photo albums and loose pictures, fairly old, mostly of the man Tyler presumed to be Jean-Claude in his childhood and younger years. No pictures of him with Marcus.

Closing that box and setting it aside, he opened another box that was marked Books in Dutch.

College textbooks, in French, a few in English, for a variety of subjects. The copyright dates were no newer than thirty years old.

He closed that.

Another marked Clothes in Dutch revealed just that. Pants that could not have ever fit Marcus, based on how short the legs were. These were not as old as the college textbooks, and Tyler wondered how long they’d lain in a dresser or closet after Jean-Claude’s death before Marcus could force himself to pack them and bring them down here?

The man couldn’t get rid of his dead lover’s things.

He’d had a heart.

He’d had a conscience.

He’d had a devastating heartbreak.

He’d long held a part of Tyler’s soul that Tyler had been unable to retrieve, no matter how much he’d wished to.

And he wished he’d been able to know this side of the man, parted ways on far better terms way back then.

Had Marcus simply confessed to Tyler at the start of that night so long ago that it would be a one-time thing, that he was returning to Brussels…

He might still have slept with him, but Tyler wouldn’t have felt so…used in the aftermath.

Violated.

And Tyler resented that he simply couldn’t let that go, and that it made him feel guilty for not being able to. The man was dead.

Bollocks.

He forced himself to turn away from the boxes, shut off the light, and lock the door behind him. On the way up, he found the mailbox in the lobby and checked it.

Nothing.

Tom lay dozing on the sofa. Tyler quietly closed and locked the door behind him and headed down the hall to the bathroom there to wash the dust off his hands.

Unfortunately, the office pulled him in. He once again found himself standing in front of the shelves, staring at his books there.

Another time, another place, another room in another flat, with shelves full of his books. Only that time Nevvie had been with him and it had been his father’s flat outside of London.

A welcomed reunion once the truth was out.

He’d had no actual contact with Delores in two years, although his younger brother and sister kept him apprised of her condition as a matter of courtesy since he was footing most of the bill for her care. She lived in a nursing home and was deep in the mid stages of Alzheimer’s.

He felt no remorse about not visiting her, since she’d lied to him and his siblings about their father. Even after he’d confronted her and demanded the truth, about a year after his reunion with his father, she’d stuck to her lies.

Had felt no remorse for what she’d done. For the years of separation she’d caused.

For the fact that she’d treated Tyler far worse than his younger brother and sister simply because he was the mirror image of their father.

More false emotions he could have avoided, more pain he’d needlessly endured due to that woman’s narcissistic insecurities and hatred.

She’d never seen any of Tyler’s children in the flesh, and she never would, either.

Not that she’d even know who any of them were at this point in her life. She didn’t even know who she was.

He also felt zero guilt about that. As far as he was concerned, Peggy Kinsey had been his adopted mother from the moment Tyler became part of that family. It was ironic she became both his mother-in-law and step-mother. And Tyler also felt close to Nevvie’s birth mom, Kelly.

He reached out and took hold of the paperback copy of Damning Thoughts, his first published novel.

A first edition printing, but obviously well-read, from the creases in the spine and at the corners of the covers, scuff marks here and there.

Marcus had drawn him into conversations about his writing, his books. Had made Tyler feel like his work had genuine literary merit, unlike many of his former coworkers who thought he was simply an artistic sell-out.

Marcus had not only been an older peer academically and professionally, but had believed in him and his work.

A damn sight more than his own mother ever had.

And Marcus owned far more of Tyler’s books than she had.

Tyler stared at the back cover, the picture of a much younger him. He remembered the day it had been taken, over at the USF Tampa campus, where he’d been teaching at the time. The photographer had stood him against a tree outside Cooper Hall, a tree that no longer existed because a business school building had been constructed on the spot. Hot, muggy, sunny, and she’d played with light angles until she’d framed it exactly the way she’d wanted. A real camera with real film, long before the advent of cell phones, much less digital cameras.

He hadn’t even been thirty yet.

I was a child.

He returned the book to its place and walked along the shelves. These were obviously Marcus’ more prized books, or ones that he frequently accessed, like a thesaurus and dictionary.

Tyler sat at the desk and stared out the windows. He could see into the park and imagined on a sunny day it was a beautifully distracting view.

The laptop wasn’t brand new, but it wasn’t an ancient dinosaur, either. Using the info on the sticky note, he powered it up and logged in, finding a file titled passwords on the desktop. The desktop image was a picture of Marcus and Jean-Claude, smiling at the camera, taken at a seashore with the water behind them. Clicking on the file provided a Word document containing various account information and logins. When he examined the file info, it had been created less than six months earlier.

Utilities, banking, credit cards—which Goossens had told them today had been paid off three weeks earlier.

When he clicked back to the desktop, he noticed another file there, its name sending a chill through him.

Tyler

Before he could lose his nerve, he clicked on it. Another Word doc.

 

I hope you can find these of some use. If so, please do so with my blessings, with your byline alone. If not, my apologies.

 

Followed by a list of directories under the main Documents folder, with the file structure.

Tyler explored them.

Research, unfinished drafts of books, snippets of stories. Ideas.

Marcus had taught college literature and written a dozen scholarly books on various famous authors.

This was…

This was fiction. All of it.

Upon first glance, quite good fiction.

Very good.

The phone timer went off, startling him. Tyler closed the laptop’s lid without shutting the computer down. He’d need some time to think, to process everything thus far.

Right now, all he wanted to do was stop thinking and focus on taking care of Tom.

Because Tyler had truly hit his mental and emotional limit for the day, and the last thing he wanted to do was seriously contemplate using the words of a dead man who’d never had any fiction published and who might very well be a far better writer than he could ever aspire to be.


Chapter Twelve

 

Nevvie ran to the store after completing her morning chores. Since it was Wednesday, that meant dinner at Dad’s house next door. It was great having Andrew living right there.

Even better when Tyler and Tom were home and the three of them could eat dinner with the whole family, her parents and Ty’s dad, Tom’s sisters, the cousins—everyone.

Family.

Something she’d lacked growing up.

Something her children had never lacked for.

She stopped by on her way to the store, opening the front door and sticking her head in, calling out. “Hello?”

“In here, Nev.”

She followed his voice to the kitchen, where she found him leaning against the counter and frowning as he studied what turned out to be a page from an old three-ring binder.

After kissing his cheek, she rested her head on his shoulder. “Need anything from the store?”

“No, Karen and I went last night, but I’m trying to decipher this old recipe.” He pointed to some of the measurements.

Nevvie squinted, realizing she was going to have to break down and go to the eye doctor to see about getting glasses. “Oh. Okay. I remember Mom making this a few times.”

“Then could you please re-write it for me? You know I love Peggy, but the woman should have been a doctor, her handwriting was so blasted miserable.”

Nevvie pecked his cheek again. “Sure. You have a pen and paper?”

He got it for her and she sat down at the kitchen table with the recipe, a chicken and broccoli casserole dish. The paper it was written on had yellowed over the years, and bore a few splotches where it looked like something had been splashed or spilled on it during the cooking process, but she muddled her way through it. When she finished, she handed it over to Andrew, who smiled.

“Ah, much better, love. Thank you so much.”

“You think you have everything now? Do I need to get you anything from the store?”

“Well, Karen remembered the recipe and was able to help me with the ingredients, but she’d never actually made it herself from scratch before. She just remembered it well. Apparently, it was one of her favorites growing up.”

He skimmed the list again. “No, I have everything I need, thank you, love.” He looked up from the list. “Any word from the wayward ones in Brussels?”

Nevvie really wasn’t in the mood to discuss it yet. Plus she didn’t want to stress Andrew by him worrying about the boys’ emotional health on this jaunt. “They’re busy with the attorney today.” She hoped one of them would be able to fill her in sooner rather than later. The time difference meant limited opportunities to talk to them when the kids weren’t home.

This definitely wasn’t something she wanted to discuss in front of the kids, especially the hyper-nosy twins, who seemed to want to stick their ears in everywhere they didn’t belong.

Fortunately, Andrew was distracted by his recipe. “That’s good. Hopefully they’ll be home sooner rather than later.”

“Yeah.” She stood. “I’m going to head out. Call me if you think of anything you need.”

“Right. Thank you, love.”

It was good having Andrew here. With her mom and dad living across the street from them, it was nearly perfect.

The only one missing was Peggy.

As Nevvie headed to the store, she tried to get her mind off that day, one that, despite what they’d been through as a family, had shot to the top of her list as the worst day of her life.

She was pulling into the parking lot when her phone rang, Tommy’s number.

Nevvie smiled and answered. “Thank you for calling Gorgeous Georgia Gals. Press one for hot phone sex in a grocery store parking lot, or two to talk to your lonely wife.”

Tom snickered, but it didn’t sound quite right, like maybe he’d taken a pain pill. “Hey, baby girl. How you holding up? The twins eat you alive yet?”

“No, that’ll probably happen when they get home from school and before dinner at Dad’s. I have a feeling they’re going to be highly pissed off that I didn’t drive them to school today. How’d it go at the attorney’s office?”

 

* * * *

 

Tom glanced at where Tyler stood in the kitchen, cleaning up from dinner, his back turned to Tom. He merrily hummed some nameless tune and was already on his third glass of wine.

“It…went.”

“Everything all right?”

“Sure.”

“Ah. Ty’s close by and you don’t want to say too much?”

“Yep.”

She sighed. “Is he okay?”

Tom dropped his voice. “He’s on glass number three of wine, and I don’t have the heart to cut him off.”

“Oh, dear.”

Tyler wasn’t much of a drinker. Tom didn’t miss that he’d picked up two bottles of wine during the grocery stop. And Tyler would know damn well that Tom wouldn’t be drinking with him because of his pain meds.

“I’ll shoot you an e-mail in a little while, but it’s…wow.” He’d taken some pictures of the place earlier in the day.

“How much do we have to pay out?”

“Um, no. Exact opposite.”

“There’s money besides the apartment?”

He didn’t want to talk about this and drag down Tyler’s mood. “Definitely.”

“I’ll eagerly await your e-mail, Mr. Kinsey.”

“Smartass.”

“Well, considering you’re not able to set hands on this ass right now, how would you know?”

“Touché. Want to talk to him? He’s washing dishes.”

“Sure. Love you.”

“Love you, too, baby girl. Let me get him.” He pulled the phone away. “Ty?”

Tyler wheeled around, smiling. “Nev?”

Tom held the phone up and shook it at him.

Tyler dried his hands on a dishtowel and rushed over to take it. “Nev, darling?”

Tom leaned back and watched his guy as Ty settled next to him on the couch, talking with her.

Yeah, Tyler was well on his way to getting toasted, that was for sure. Tomorrow they’d have to deal with the bank, and if Tyler had a hangover, that’d only add an extra layer of misery to the festivities.

Once Tyler finished talking to Nev and ended the call, Tyler tried to hand the phone back to him, but Tom decided to take matters in hand before they got too far out of hand.

To take Tyler in hand.

Instead of reaching for the phone, he closed his hand around Tyler’s. Then, Tom’s other hand caught the front of Tyler’s shirt and pulled him in for a long, deep kiss. He tasted the fruity wine Tyler had been drinking, and loved the feel of Tyler’s goatee and mustache against his own face. As Tyler relaxed against him, Tom slid the hand holding Tyler’s shirt around to cup the back of his neck and keep him in place so he could deepen their kiss.

Once Tyler’s other hand relaxed, the one holding the phone, Tom knew he had the man’s full and undivided attention. Tom set the phone on the coffee table and released his kiss so he could look down into Tyler’s sweet blue eyes.

One of the first things he’d noticed about Tyler so many years ago, drawn in by them, spooky-gorgeous and intense in a way that seemed to be staring straight into his soul.

Sure, Tom hurt. A lot.

But so was Tyler, even if his pain was emotional and mental, not physical.

He needed to take care of his guy.

Tom leaned back against the couch and spread his legs, pulling Tyler’s face down toward his lap, his other hand now buried in Tyler’s hair.

Tyler needed no instructions. His fingers quickly untied Tom’s sweatpants and pulled them down, and he shifted position so he knelt on the floor between Tom’s spread thighs after fishing Tom’s cock from his briefs.

As he wrapped his lips around the end of Tom’s now rigid cock, Tyler’s eyes focused up, on Tom’s face.

Eager. Open.

Vulnerable.

Tom’s cock twitched. “Fuck, sugar. You know what you do to me. Every damn time.”

Tyler smiled before Tom’s cock disappeared deep between his lips. Cradling Ty’s head in his hands, Tom savored this blowjob, just like he’d savored every single damn one of them Ty had ever given him.

He still couldn’t believe Tyler loved him. Had always felt convinced that Tyler had married down by settling for him. That he wasn’t nearly as good or as handsome as Ty.

Yet this many decades later, Ty still seemed to want him.

His thumbs stroked Tyler’s cheeks, evening stubble making his flesh sweetly rough. “That’s it, sugar. Who’s my guy?”

Ty moaned, his mouth vibrating around Tom’s cock. For a few minutes, Tom could focus on something besides pain, besides his stupid damn body failing him when he needed to be there for Tyler the most.

“That’s right. You’re my guy. You take damn good care of me, and I’m gonna take damn good care of you. Don’t make me come, just get me nice and hard.” While Tyler was out, Tom had gotten up to use the bathroom, changed into sweats, and grabbed a couple of things.

Just in case.

He’d also tweaked the thermostat up a little, not too hot, not too cold.

He slowly unbuttoned his shirt as Tyler worked up and down his cock with his mouth. Hot, sweet heat, his tongue knowing perfectly how to stroke the head, play with him, tease him. So many hours spent just like this over the years, both of them, and Nevvie, too. They knew each other’s bodies perfectly.

It made it even more right that, tonight, he could be here, in this place, with his guy.

His.

Poetic justice that it was the two of them alone in this apartment, slowly exorcising the demons from Tyler’s soul.

He pulled the lube and a condom from where he’d stashed them in the side table drawer and coaxed Tyler to his feet. “Strip, buddy.”

Tyler did, his gaze already heavy-lidded, sweetly glazed.

Subspace, for sure.

Tom fisted his own cock and slowly jacked it, keeping himself hard. He’d only have the one in him tonight, and it might take Tyler a little work to get him over the edge, between the pain and the meds, but he’d damn sure give it a try.

Tyler quickly stripped and his cock was also hard.

Tom reached out with his other hand and wrapped his fingers around it, smiling up at him. “Looky there. Someone’s feeling frisky, hmm?”

Too much more wine and Tyler would be out like a damn light, so that was another reason Tom wanted to distract him now.

Tyler didn’t reply, rocking his hips in time with Tom’s strokes. Tom squeezed his cock. “I didn’t hear an answer from you.”

He knew he’d have to avoid the use of the word “boy” here, in this place.

At least for now. At home, sure.

Here it might prove a bad emotional trigger for Tyler on top of everything else happening, the way Marcus had called him that.

It’d call for a lot of conversation first.

“Yes, Sir,” Ty whispered.

Tom tugged him close, leaning in so he could swipe his tongue over the head of Tyler’s cock, drawing another moan from him. “Lube that sweet ass and get that condom on me so you can ride me, baby.”

No, they weren’t as young as they once were, but they were as good as they ever were together when it came to the love and heart they each brought to the table. They knew what counted now.

They didn’t take it for granted. Not a second of it.

Tyler quickly prepped and rolled the condom down Tom’s shaft, lubing him, too. Tom grabbed him by the hips and pulled him down onto the couch so Tyler straddled him. Then he wrapped his arms around Ty, kissing him.

Slowly, Tom let Tyler impale himself on his cock. When Ty’s ass met Tom’s thighs, Tom held him still and kept kissing him, feeling Tyler’s hard cock twitching with eager interest between them.

Tom smiled up at him. “Who do you belong to, baby?”

Tyler draped his arms around Tom’s neck. “You bloody well know who I belong to, you fucking sadist. Fuck my arse before I explode!”

Tom reached up and fisted his hair, pulling his head down and to the side, foreheads touching. “What was that?”

Tyler tried to rock against him, knowing this game and having been the instigator of similar torment to Tom plenty of times in the past. “Please fuck my arse, Sir.”

Tom wouldn’t release him, kissing him, nibbling on Ty’s lower lip and sucking on his tongue, prolonging the sweet feeling of Ty’s ass tightly fisting his cock.

“You can get fucked when I’m ready to fuck you,” Tom warned him. “Not before. And you don’t come until I do. Right now, I want to enjoy this. We haven’t had time or opportunity to do any couch fucking for a while.”

Tyler squirmed against him, needy tones starting to creep in. “Please! Bloody hell, I was gone two damn weeks!”

Yes, they hadn’t had their usual welcome home fuck-fest like they normally did when Tyler returned from a trip. The three of them holed up in their bedroom once the kids had left for school, working out the frustrations they all had from one of their perfect triad being away.

Tyler usually felt horny after one of those trips, especially if he’d travelled alone, even if he’d masturbated while away.

“Technically, you’re still gone, sugar.” Tommy grinned. “I’m kinda liking this position. It feels good and I love being able to make you squirm.” He leaned in and sucked on Tyler’s left nipple, then the right, grazing his teeth over them and drawing more moans from the man. He knew exactly what he was doing to Tyler.

He knew his guy’s body as well as he did his own. Better, sometimes.

Just like Tyler knew his, and when Tyler was on top, so to speak, he enjoyed doing this to Tom as well.

“Please!”

Tom lifted his head. “I don’t know. I’m really enjoying the hell out of this, sugar. I didn’t have you in bed for two weeks. Maybe I should punish you for leaving us that long. Make you beg for it.” He slid his hands along Tyler’s hips and pressed down, burying his cock a little deeper in Tyler’s ass.

Tyler groaned in reply, trying to rise up so he could fuck himself on Tom’s cock. Tom forced him to hold still, to remain in place.

That, and Tom realized he’d been wrong about it maybe taking him a little effort to get over. Now that his cock was happily buried inside his guy, it wouldn’t take much at all to tip him over the edge and he wanted to give Tyler a ride. At least for a few minutes.

He pulled Ty close again, one arm wrapped around his shoulders so Tom could kiss and cradle him there, the other holding Ty’s cock. Not stroking, just a little pressure to tease him and keep his interest up.

“What am I gonna do with you, sugar, hmm? All eager to hump me. Maybe I want to snuggle like this for a while.”

Tyler tried to play dirty, tweaking Tom’s nipples, wanting to coax him into letting him move, but Tom held on tighter.

“No you don’t,” Tom whispered before kissing him again, distracting Tyler. A long whine escaped Tyler, making Tom chuckle. “What’s the matter, baby?” He gave Ty’s cock a squeeze and ran his thumb over the head, spreading pre-cum from the slit.

“I need you,” Ty whispered. “Please.”

Tom let him take a couple of slow thrusts before holding him in place again. “I don’t want to blow yet,” he finally admitted. “I’m too close.”

Tyler grabbed his head and kissed him, hard, tongue-fucking him, dragging a moan in reply from Tom.

“I love you,” Ty gasped. “I love you so much I don’t have words for it.”

He stroked his thumb over Ty’s lips. “You just said it, baby. And I love you, too.” He took pity on him, hands once again settling on Tyler’s hips. “Ride it out of me, and then I’ll take care of you.”

Holding on to Tom’s shoulders, Tyler started fucking him, slowly at first with Tom’s hands guiding him, then faster, harder, until he was bouncing on Tom’s cock and quickly driving him toward the edge.

“Eyes open,” Tom gasped. “I want you watching me when I come for you.”

Tyler’s blue gaze pierced through his heart, through his soul, completely owning him.

Always had.

He’d known that first day, drinking coffee with him after the book signing, that he’d fallen hard and fast for Ty.

His guy.

Tyler leaned in, lips hovering over Tom’s, their gazes still locked. “Give it to me. I want it.”

Tom did. It erupted from deep in his balls. His hands tightened around Tyler’s hips as he drove his cock up into his guy, hard, pressing in deep as he filled the condom and sweet relief swirled through every nerve ending in his body. Driving out everything else for a brief moment, even the pain.

He grabbed Ty’s cock and quickly, firmly stroked him, kissing him again and loving that familiar delicious twist that grabbed his heart when he heard and then felt Ty coming for him. His ass contracted around Tom’s softening cock, his hot cum coating his hand, his lips eager and hungry on Tom’s mouth as he let it roll through him.

Happy and sated, Tom wrapped his arms around Ty again, not caring about the mess, pulling Tyler against him to cuddle with Tyler’s head pressed against his shoulder.

“Don’t move yet, sugar,” Tom mumbled. “Please? I want to snuggle for a little bit like this.”

“Never, love. Not until you wish me to.” 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Nevvie had returned home, unloaded and put away the groceries, and was in the process of starting to assemble the lasagna she was making to take to dinner that night when she heard her phone ding with an incoming e-mail alert.

She had a special tone for that account, a personal one only her family and close friends had, so she didn’t have to worry about spam or having to sort through mountains of work-related stuff for Tyler.

Tom. From the sig line, she knew he’d sent it from his phone, which also explained the brevity of his message and the shorthand he usually didn’t use.

 

Apartment’s worth over $400k US. Bank accnts & life ins over $600k US. Attny today, bank tmrw.

I think Ty wants to keep apartment for now. Don’t think we shd make him sell it. Personal belongings to sort through. Sry but won’t rush him. He needs time to work this out.

Love you, baby girl. Sry we’re not there.

 

Stunned, she leaned against the kitchen counter and scrolled through the pics he’d attached to the e-mail. It had to be night there, so these late-morning or early-afternoon photos were obviously taken earlier in the day.

The view looked gorgeous, and while it was hard to really tell how big the place was, she could easily see why it was worth a lot of money.

In the picture of the bedroom, likely taken from the doorway, based on the shot down the hall from the living room, she spotted what had to be an urn.

She replied with a text.

 

Is that what I think it is in the bedroom?

 

He responded a minute later.

 

If you think it’s Marcus’ dead husband’s ashes, then yes, you’re a winner. ;)

 

Nevvie cringed, not wanting to ask what had to happen next regarding that. The less pressure Ty was under, the faster the process would go. It was happening without her presence, so obviously, it was happening. Her guys were adults. They didn’t need her to hold their hands through this. If they needed her, or her input, they’d say so.

She was going to text him another question, but then he texted her an address.

 

That’s our new digs if you want to Google Earth it. I’m going to put our boy to bed for the night and take a pill. Love you.

 

Questions would have to wait until tomorrow. It bothered her that Tom was still taking pain pills. That maybe he was hurting worse than he was letting on and doing too much, not taking care of himself.

 

Love you. Love and kisses to Ty for me.

 

* * * *

 

Tom quietly set his phone on the side table next to his side of the bed. After untangling from their interlude on the couch and taking a long, hot shower, they’d curled up in bed and Tyler had fallen asleep almost immediately. Tom waited until he knew Tyler was out for the night before he sent Nev the e-mail from his phone with the pics he’d taken earlier.

He wanted Ty to sleep tonight.

Right now, he was waiting for the pain pill to kick in. He’d considered not taking one, but knew if he didn’t and awakened in the middle of the night needing one, it’d fuck him up tomorrow. He wanted to try to get by without one in the morning, to wait until their return from the bank. His leg was finally starting to ease up a little.

Last time I get on a ladder anytime soon.

Right about now, Nevvie would be getting whatever she was making tonight ready for Wednesday night dinner at Dad’s. It hadn’t taken much for Tom to think of Andrew as “Dad,” even before Andrew married Tom’s mother.

Tom missed Nevvie, missed their kids, missed their family—missed home.

It took every ounce of willpower he had to not step in, take control of this for Tyler, and fix it for him. Especially since there really wasn’t a way for him to fix it.

Once he knew exhaustion and the sex and the wine had a solid stranglehold on Tyler’s body, Tom carefully slid out of bed, grabbed his phone, and headed out to the living room, where he plucked a blanket off the back of the couch and wrapped it around him.

Then he took his laptop and the envelope from Marcus over to the dining room table. He decided to start with a short letter, from Jean-Claude to Marcus, dated around the time Tyler had first met Marcus.

He slowly typed the text into a Word document, occasionally having to Google a word because he wasn’t sure with the handwriting what the spelling was. Halfway through it, the pain pill started trying to drag him under with every keystroke.

Once he completed it, he copied and pasted the entire text into Google to translate it.

It was a little rough, but Tom could auto-correct in his mind and figure out the gist of what was being said.

 

Dearest One,

You ask if I can forgive you and my answer remains as always—I love you. I never claimed perfection and do not expect it of you. I did not understand why you ran to America to escape. I say again if you wish to leave then go, or if you wish to stay then stay. I need certainty. I need to know I have your love if you are giving it to me. And I need it to be me you want if you stay. That is all I have ever wanted—you.

All my heart,

J-C.

 

Tom sat back, knowing he shouldn’t be doing this and wishing like hell he could read French.

But he fucking wanted to know what the hell was in these letters before letting Tyler see them translated. He wouldn’t risk his guy being dragged down an emotional well he had no ability to dig his way out of because that fucker was dead and unable to answer questions.

He grabbed his phone and sent a text.

 

Nev, are you at Dad’s yet?

 

* * * *

 

Nev felt her phone buzz in her pocket and was a little surprised to see Tom’s text when she’d expected him to be asleep.

 

Just got here. Why?

 

His reply arrived seconds later.

 

Does he speak French? Ask him alone.

 

Nevvie wasn’t sure what was going on, but she turned and tapped Andrew on the shoulder and showed him her phone. They were alone in the kitchen, everyone else out in the dining or living rooms and getting things ready.

He cocked his head, one eyebrow arching. “Yes, it was one of the subjects I taught. I might be a tad rusty. Why?”

“I honestly don’t know, but please don’t say anything to anyone, not even Ty, until I find out why.”

“Of course.”

She typed in a reply.

 

Yes, but he says he might be a little rusty.

 

Tom sent a thumbs-up emoji and a reply that disquieted her.

 

Great. Don’t say anything to Ty. Night.

 

Wonderful. Get her all wondering what the hell was going on, leave her hanging, and disappear.

Fucking time difference.

Knowing she’d have to send him an e-mail later asking for an explanation, she tucked her phone away and focused on her family.

The girls had started to give Nevvie the silent treatment earlier when they’d returned from school, until she’d played dirty and made a comment to the air that she supposed she could cancel everyone going to the party Saturday night if she was going to be ignored.

Yep, she played dirty sometimes. She had to. Like Peggy Kinsey had warned her, the girls would eat her alive if she didn’t keep the upper hand.

Right now, they were out in the dining room, helping Karen set the table. It was fun seeing the Kinsey and Paulson lines in her children. Adam and Willow looked so much like Tyler and Andrew, with their gorgeous blue eyes. Zoey and Mikey were both Kinseys, brown eyes and brown hair, looking like Tommy and Karen and most of the Kinsey sisters.

Nevvie’s younger sister, Laurie, was there for dinner tonight, too. She and her long-term boyfriend, Kevin. Laurie had been dating him for nearly two years now. While they weren’t living together, Nevvie recognized a stability and bond between the two that Laurie didn’t have with her past two boyfriends.

Tonight, Nevvie and Laurie’s mom and dad, Kelly and John, were also there. They’d all gathered around the table when Kevin nervously stood.

Andrew was seated at the head of the table. Nevvie, seated to his left, immediately sensed what was coming.

Especially when she spotted Karen surreptitiously filming it with her cell phone.

“I wanted to do this when Tom and Tyler were here, but I leave next week for three weeks at a course out in Yakima.” He turned to Laurie, who literally looked surprised, and dropped to one knee in front of her. “I love you, and I know this is right. Will you marry me?”

Laurie let out a squeal and threw her arms around him as she nodded, almost falling out of her chair and knocking him over as she hugged him.

John, seated across from Nevvie, wore a knowing smile, while Kelly bounced out of her chair with squeals of her own to go hug the couple.

When John stood to go join the hugs, Nevvie caught his eye and he winked.

Ah. Sneak.

She wondered how long he’d known. Well, if Kevin had approached him and asked his permission to propose, she damn sure wasn’t going to object to them getting married.

After Karen stopped filming, Nevvie cleared her throat even as she smiled at her sister-in-law.

“I didn’t know. Stop. Before we sat down, Dad asked me to start filming when Kevin talked, but wouldn’t tell me why. I’ll post it to Facebook after dinner and tag Tommy and Ty.”

Nevvie playfully rolled her eyes and shook her head before she also stood to hug the couple. It never ceased to amaze her how all the surviving Kinsey daughters had not only started calling Andrew “Dad,” but John as well, once he and Kelly moved to Georgia when Nevvie and her men did.

A large family where they’d all adopted each other and “blood” didn’t matter.

Only love did.

Ten minutes later, all the hugs had been given and Laurie was still wiping happy tears from her eyes as they retook their seats.

The rest of dinner was a joyful occasion, Nevvie’s only regret that her guys weren’t there to see it. Or Adam, but he was at college. At least Adam would be home for the weekend, arriving late Friday afternoon so he could watch Mikey’s game. They’d go out for dinner after.

Another game Tyler and Tom were missing.

Once dinner ended and everyone helped clear the table and clean up, Nevvie managed to get John alone.

“Sneak.” She smiled.

“He asked if I could stop by his work this morning for a minute. I had a feeling then, but was glad he asked me. He wanted it to be a total surprise. I’m sure your mom will chew me out later for not telling her.”

“He hadn’t talked to Laurie about it at all?”

“Nope. He knew he was taking a risk by asking her and not knowing if she’d say yes or not.” He grinned. “Hey, at least I get to marry off one of my daughters.”

“Yeah, well, that’s all you’ll get. You’ve got two granddaughters you might be marrying off one day. How’s that?”

“Still not planning to marry either of them, huh?”

“After almost twenty-five years? Not a chance. Like I always told them, if I can’t marry both of them, I’m not marrying either of them. No one can force me to choose, either.”

 

* * * *

 

It was nearly eleven o’clock by the time Nevvie and the kids arrived home and she was settled in bed with the house growing quiet around her.

She didn’t want to send a text and wake up Tom and Ty, so she sent an e-mail, which she knew wouldn’t trip an alert on Tom’s phone if it was set to silent mode. A call or text from her would.

 

You want to clue me in on what’s going on? And why the hell I can’t say anything to Ty?

Love you.

 

All she could do was wait for him to reply, which wouldn’t happen until morning their time.

She set her phone to silent mode and settled in, hating how alone she felt right then and not wanting to contemplate that, with both men older than her, this could very well be a preview of the hopefully distant future.


Chapter Fourteen

 

Tom was determined not to take a pain pill Thursday morning. But when he awoke before Tyler and tried to roll over to get out of bed, he knew that would be a tough battle.

As he finally limped his way to the bathroom, he peeked out the bedroom curtains.

Not long after dawn, it was rainy, dreary, chilly.

Figures.

One of the drawbacks of moving back to Georgia from Florida after his accident was that winters sucked. Cold, damp air made his bad leg hurt like hell. It was no wonder this weather worked against him, in addition to stress.

After Tom used the bathroom and swallowed a couple of ibuprofen, he pulled on sweats and headed to the kitchen to get the coffee started, turning up the thermostat on his way. Tyler still slept soundly, which Tom had expected. Maybe in his younger years Ty could have handled three glasses of wine, but not now. Add in stress and the fact that Tom wore him out, and it meant maybe his guy had a good night’s worth of sleep for a change.

While Tom waited for the coffee to brew, he checked his e-mail on his phone and found the message from Nevvie.

He wasn’t sure what to tell her yet.

He finally opted for the bare minimum and replied.

 

It’s complicated. Better told in person. Long story. I don’t want Ty stressed out, and he’ll be on top of me all day today.

Love you.

 

He wasn’t even sure there would be a reason to worry yet. Maybe the other letters Marcus had left weren’t full of triggers that might send Tyler’s brain spinning into dangerous territory.

And maybe pigs will fly.

It wasn’t a risk he wanted to take. Not when it was Tyler’s peace of mind on the line.

When he checked Facebook, he immediately saw the tag from Karen and watched the video of Kevin’s proposal to Laurie.

Well, shit.

One more way Marcus had interfered with their lives. One more big life event missed. He commented on the video, tagging the couple, too, congratulating them.

Another wedding.

Then again, I should feel more grateful. Momma would snatch me bald if she heard me think like that about the guy.

Marcus was dead. Tom—and Nevvie—got the handsome guy and the happily ever after that Marcus hadn’t.

Maybe Ty isn’t the only one having trouble getting the guy out of his brain.

He was watching the BBC morning news and sipping his coffee on the sofa when Tyler emerged from the bedroom. Instead of heading to the kitchen, he walked over to the couch, curled up on it with his head in Tom’s lap, and let out a sigh.

Tom stroked his hair. “How you feelin’, Evil Genius?”

“Like a bleedin’ lorry parked on my skull overnight.”

Tom managed not to laugh. “Sorry, buddy.”

“It’s my own blasted fault. I should have stopped at one glass of wine.”

“You want me to call Goossens and postpone today?”

“No. I want it done so we can perhaps relax tomorrow or even go sightseeing, if you feel up to it.” He looked up at him. “How are you feeling?”

Tom shrugged. “Not running any marathons, but I didn’t take a pain pill yet.”

“That’s encouraging.”

Tom eased a throw pillow under Tyler’s head and got up. “You stay here. That’s an order. I’ll get your coffee and find you something for your hangover.”

“Thank you, love.”

Tom retrieved the bottle of ibuprofen from the medicine cabinet in the master bath. After giving Ty a couple of them, along with a glass of water, he poured him a mug of black coffee and took it over to him.

“Think you can handle some toast?”

His poor guy looked miserable. “I think I need to. Thank you.”

Tom fumbled his way around the kitchen, but managed to make Tyler a couple of pieces of toast sliced off the baguette he’d bought. Tom was happy to nuke a plate of leftovers for himself from the night before.

They ate on the couch. Tyler wore a morose expression as he stared at the TV. “Do you think I’m making a mistake?”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler almost feared Tom’s answer.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“This.” Tyler waved, indicating the apartment. “Wouldn’t any sane individual be happy to sell it, as-is, and wash their hands of the whole bloody mess? Pocket the proceeds and not look back?”

Tom smiled. “Any sane person wouldn’t be a writer, sugar.”

“You know what I mean.”

Tom’s smile faded. He set his plate on the coffee table and draped an arm around Tyler’s shoulders. “Buddy, listen to me, and I’m only going to say this once—Nevvie and I have your back. We keep this place twenty years, or we sell it tomorrow, it’s your call. Personally, I kind of like knowing we have a place like this. We need to block out a couple of weeks to come back and clean it out and make it our own, though, but that doesn’t have to happen right now. It’s not like we can’t afford it. He left enough money that it’ll pay for the place. Or if you say you want it gone, then it’s gone.”

Tyler leaned against Tom and closed his eyes. “I love you so much, sweet.”

Tom kissed the top of his head. “You’d have to love me to put up with me this many years, buddy.”

Tyler managed to keep the toast down. Once the ibuprofen kicked in, his headache diminished enough he could prepare himself a light breakfast with a little more substance to it. Then he joined Tom in the shower. He wasn’t looking forward to today, being forced to interact with people and focusing on the business end of this whole mess, but he knew the only way through it was through it.

He and Tom were ready and waiting when Goossens called to tell them he was close by. Tom headed out while Tyler locked the door behind them and caught up with Tom. Tom carried his cane today, but his limp did look less pronounced. It was nearly one o’clock when they finished at the bank, and Tyler now also had a safe deposit box key.

He hadn’t had the stomach to look through that today. Tom had done it for him, told him there were a few pieces of men’s jewelry in there—four nice watches, several rings, and a couple of necklaces.

Tom didn’t take the time to read the note placed with the jewelry, or go through the manila envelope with Tyler’s name on it. He’d simply assessed the contents, took a couple of pictures with his cell phone, and closed the box again after taking the manila envelope and the note.

At this point, Tyler was happy to let him take the lead. He should be at home working on his latest book or going through edits that were due soon, not here.

Not doing this.

Goossens offered to take them to lunch and before Tyler could decline, Tom accepted. The restaurant had a nice view of the river and excellent food, although Tyler had to force himself to eat.

He missed home.

This city would never be home. Thankfully, it never had been home to him.

“So you’re poly, hmm? Interesting. Wish I’d known that before. I would have gladly taken you back to Brussels with me.”

Marcus’ comment to him that night in Seattle wouldn’t quit running through Tyler’s brain.

How, for less than a second, Tyler’s gut had twisted over the thought that, back then, he likely would have pulled up stakes—again—and followed Marcus to Brussels. Abandoned his job and life and adopted country of America. Without a second thought, if it meant he could keep Marcus in his life.

Except…Marcus had left without making that offer. And had taken part of Tyler with him anyway.

And Tyler was a different person now, over a lifetime of growth and change since that night.

But not now. The Tyler who’d talked with Marcus in Seattle did not even wistfully wish life could have been different and he’d been with Marcus. Not after Tom, and most definitely not after Nevvie.

Tyler had thought that maybe he’d finished exorcising the ghost of Marcus from his soul for good after that night in Seattle. After getting a chance to talk to him once more and being able to be magnanimous to a lonely old man who’d realized he’d fucked up his life.

Perhaps that meeting had only been the start, not the end, of a long, laborious process.

Goossens dropped them at the apartment after lunch and stopping by a store to pick up some empty boxes, packing tape, and garbage bags, so Tyler could begin the process of sorting and decluttering the apartment. There really wasn’t anything else for them to do right now in terms of paperwork. Goossens was designated their local agent and could overnight items to them needing their attention or signatures. It would take several weeks for the other paperwork to be processed through the courts, their version of probate.

They could wait to pick up Marcus’ cremains, or Goossens could ship him.

They could go home now, if they wanted.

Except Tyler wasn’t sure he was ready to leave yet.

And he didn’t think he could stand the thought of shipping Marcus and Jean-Claude via FedEx.

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie struggled against her irritation as she read Tommy’s e-mail that morning. Willow and Zoey had been sniping at each other and Mikey, who was threatening to leave for school without them.

And it was too late for the girls to catch the bus.

Nevvie was about ready to lose her temper at the kids, and Tommy’s cryptic thread of conversation with her wasn’t helping her mood any.

As she hid in her bedroom and sipped her coffee while going through e-mails on her tablet, she struggled not to call Tommy and ask what the fuck?

Except…

She worried about Tyler. He spent so much time worrying about others that he frequently—nearly always—short shrifted his own self-care.

The more serious the situation, the more he shoved himself to the back of the line, dead last, both out of his love for family and because he usually didn’t know how to take care of himself. Felt selfish if he engaged in self-care. Another gift that kept on giving from his childhood and his narcissistic mother.

She opted to send Tommy a text once she’d ventured downstairs and the kids had said good-bye to her and headed out the door—together.

 

Awake and child-free. Semi-caffeinated and offspring-irritated. Speak with me at your own risk.

 

She didn’t even look at the phone when it rang less than a minute later with Tommy’s custom tone. “Yesss?”

“Hello, angel.”

She closed her eyes, her breath catching in a good way, the way it always did when Tyler used that tone on her. Her mood also instantly lifted and she didn’t even care why he was on Tommy’s phone. “Hey, sweetie. How you doing?”

“Missing you like mad and wishing we were home.”

I will not push. I will NOT push. “How’s the paperwork going?”

From his hesitation, she already knew he wanted more time there. “Done for now on our end, but still a few loose ends I’d like to get sorted before we return. Can you spare us a little longer?”

Nevvie was proud of herself for adulting before her second cup of coffee. “Honey, you take as much time as you need. I mean, we go on another month like this and I might get pissy, but yeah, absolutely. Do what you need to do.”

Ty chuckled. “No, not that long, pet. I swear. Maybe early next week?”

She didn’t miss that it was a question.

Still asking permission.

“Whatever you need,” Nevvie repeated. “Tom e-mailed me some pics. It looks like a neat place.”

Aaannnd…Tyler was off and running, describing the apartment to her.

Yep, they were keeping it. She could already tell by how he sounded. No, she didn’t begrudge it, either.

“Brussels really is a beautiful city, what little of it we’ve actually seen. Between our errands and the blasted weather, we haven’t been exploring at all.”

“You know, you have edits due in a couple of weeks. If you wanted to stay there until you finish them, I’m okay with that.”

His soft sigh drifted to her. “I…I don’t know, love. I miss you and the kids so blasted much.”

“But it’s work.” She offered him the guilt-free out. “Hey, if you’re actually working, and you do some research to set at least part of a book there, guess what? I can write off your entire trip as a business expense.”

He was quiet for a moment. “Truly?”

“Yeah, Ty. Seriously. I mean, yes, I miss you both and want you home, but I gotta tell you the truth.” She gentled her voice. “I love you and I’m worried about you. Take your time. Take all the time you need, so that when you come home to me, you are home, and your head’s not still stuck there. Okay, sweetie?”

“It…I could have the edits finished in about five days.”

“See? That’ll give you time to book flights in advance and save us some money that way, too.”

“Our thrifty pet. What would we two blokes do without you watching over us so carefully?”

Crisis averted.

“If your edits are done when you come home, I can lock you in the bedroom for a couple of days straight and only let you out for meals or to spend time with the kids.”

“That sounds heavenly, my sweet angel.”

“Good. Then it’s settled.” It made her feel a little heartsick, but she’d get over it.

Tyler’s well-being was more important. He worked hard, damned hard, and so often didn’t take time for himself.

He needed this time.

Plus she wanted him to have this time with Tommy. It wasn’t often the two got alone-alone time anymore. She frequently got alone time with Tyler, when she traveled with him to an event, or with Tommy, when Tyler was gone.

They needed this.

“Would you like to speak with Tom?”

“Sure.”

“Love you, pet.”

“Love you, too…Master.” She smiled as he groaned.

“Bloody hell, that’s simply wicked of you to torment me like that, darling.”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t try to find ways to motivate you to finish your work faster.”

He sighed. “Too much of me has rubbed off on you over the years.”

She snickered. “Insert joke here.”

“Right. Here he is, love.”

She heard the phone change hands. “What’d you do, baby girl?”

“Nothing…Master.”

“Fuuuck,” he whispered. Then he laughed. “You are a sneaky thang, sugar.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I told Ty he could take all the time he needed there, but I wanted to give him a little motivation.”

“Understood. Kids giving you any trouble?”

“They’re hormonal and moody teenagers. Of course they are. Nothing I can’t handle.”

“They still got their doors?”

“For now. Did you happen to see Facebook today?”

“Yeah. I showed it to Ty. Sorry we missed it.”

“Me, too. He wanted to wait for you guys to be there, but he’s got to go out to Yakima.” She wanted to be strong, to be a bigger person, to put on a good front.

Tommy saw right through her. “It’s all right.” His voice dropped. “Thank you, sugar,” he whispered. “First time he’s really smiled since we got here, him talkin’ to you.”

She blinked back tears. “Please bring him home soon, huh? I kinda miss that Brit git. And you, too.”

“I will, baby girl. I promise. Safe and sound, both of us.”

“Let me get off here and get stuff done before I start crying.”

“Aw, no phone sex?”

“Not on one cup of coffee, no.”

“Yikes, sorry.”

“Might take both of you holding me down in bed to settle me down when you get home though.”

He chuckled. “I’m absolutely lookin’ forward to it.”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler still wasn’t feeling that great, so he laid down for a nap on the sofa, his head in Tom’s lap while Tom browsed on his tablet. Now that Tom knew where they were in the city, he wanted to see what was close by.

There were several restaurants, and some shops, as close as three blocks away. Not far at all. He wasn’t used to simply sitting around all day and not doing stuff, moving around, even physical labor, although not as much now as he used to. It would do both of them good to get out and explore a little.

Places we can show Nevvie when we bring her here.

Because that was what was missing—her. If it wasn’t for Mikey’s game tomorrow night, he’d buy her a ticket and fly her over right now, at least for the weekend. Mom and Dad and Dad could keep an eye on the kids for them. They weren’t toddlers, for crying out loud. And Adam would be home that weekend, anyway.

It was tempting. Sooo tempting.

Except Tyler did need to finish his edits. There was that. And with Nevvie there, Tyler would want to focus on her, make up for being gone, want to show her around or at least sightsee with her.

Then Tom remembered Nevvie’s expired passport and groaned.

Adulting sucks.

Two years shy of sixty, it still sucked.

The only comfort he had was that he had Tyler and Nevvie by his side through it all, to keep him sane and centered. Through ups and downs.

No way would he abandon Tyler when his guy needed him. Especially when Tyler had never abandoned him.

Tyler felt a little better after his nap. The drizzle had let up even though the clouds still hung low and grey. They ventured out, Tyler walking slow to match Tom’s stride, and they ate a light dinner at one of the nearby restaurants. A quick stop through a grocer’s for a few items, and then back to the apartment.

In the waning twilight, the city, despite the damp chill, looked beautiful. As Tyler unlocked the building’s front door, Tom realized how…normal this felt, despite the circumstances.

They’d be empty-nesters in a couple of years, the three of them able to take off for a week or two, if they wanted. Or longer.

Maybe this was a good thing after all.

Tyler held the door for him. “Coming, love?”

Tom nodded, leaning on his cane. “I’ll always follow you, buddy.” 


Chapter Fifteen

 

Late Friday, Andrew heard the front door open. “Dad?”

“In here, Nev.” He pulled himself out of his armchair and reached for the remote to switch off the TV. Karen and Bill had taken Chloe with them to Bill’s parents’ house for dinner and an overnight stay that evening. Bill’s sister and brother-in-law had come to town for a visit. They wouldn’t return until tomorrow evening. Otherwise, they’d be attending the game, too. Andrew wasn’t much into the game itself, but he wanted to spend the time with his family and see Mikey play.

Lately, he didn’t feel comfortable driving at night, and it’d be well after dark by the time Mikey’s game ended and they finished dinner. People might frequently tell him he didn’t look or act eighty, but there were plenty of ways he was bloody well starting to feel it.

Nevvie walked in. “Ready to go?”

“Yes. Are we still going out to eat after the game?”

“Yeah, but Mikey won’t be with us. He’ll be riding back on the team bus since this is an away game. Adam’s going to join us, though. He’s driving over. He’ll meet us at the stadium.”

“Aces. Been a few weeks since we’ve seen his face.”

She smiled. “He’s spending the whole weekend home, for once.”

Andrew smiled. “Good thing I’ve stocked up to make Peggy’s fried chicken for him.”

“Oooh, he’s not going to want to go back to school, you sneaky devil.”

“Perhaps that was my plan, love.” He set the house alarm, then locked the front door behind them and followed Nevvie down the front steps to her car. “Do you worry about Mikey getting hurt playing football?” It still felt weird calling it that and not adding the “American” descriptor to the front.

To him, soccer would always be “football.”

“It’s safe enough. They’ve changed the rules a lot from back in the days when Tommy played. It’s not like Mikey’s going to play in college or anything. He’s just having fun with it.”

“I suppose. If you feel it’s safe.”

“Oh, believe me, Dad. It’s safe.” They headed down the driveway.

“Where are the girls? Aren’t they coming?”

“They’ll meet us there and ride home with us. I told them they could hang out with their friends this afternoon after school. One of the moms is driving them to the game.”

“I’m sure Tyler and Tom are wishing they were here tonight instead of in Brussels. They’re missing a game and time with Adam.”

He didn’t understand the sudden, tight set to her jaw. “Yeah.”

“Nev?”

She blew out a long breath. “It’s okay. It’s a long story best told with no children present and with copious amounts of alcohol on hand. I’m not upset. I’m just a little worried about Tyler’s peace of mind more than anything.”

“About his friend’s death?”

“Yeah. Sure. That.”

He sensed Nevvie’s discomfort with the topic and decided to let it drop. “Did I hear the girls talking on Wednesday night about a party this weekend? They seemed rather excited about it.”

“Yeah, tomorrow night. Mikey’s driving them because he’s going, too. He invited the girls to go with him. One of the kids on his team, he’s having it.” She smiled. “Don’t worry, parents will be there. It’ll be perfectly safe, despite what Ty and Tommy might think.”

“I’m sorry?”

“The guys are still trying to adjust to the fact that the girls are growing up. They’d rather lock them in a proverbial convent for a few more decades.”

“Ah. Understood.”

“Personally, I think it’s good to let them go to a party where there will be lots of kids, versus them wanting to go on a date, or even double date. Safety in numbers.”

“That is true, I suppose. Hadn’t thought about it like that.”

Her expression turned solemn again. “Considering what I went through as a kid, if I can loosen the reins a little, the guys need to learn how. We can’t keep the twins locked up. They have to have freedom to be kids, and know it’s safe to talk to us about anything. Otherwise, they’ll just rebel and hate us and not want to talk to us about anything.” Nevvie had confided in Andrew her tribulations as a teenager, between being abandoned by her adoptive mother and then raped at eighteen by a former classmate.

“You’re very wise, dear.”

“Yeah? Remind me of that next time I’m threatening to take away their bathroom door and burn it.”

“Again?”

“I didn’t burn it the last time. I just threatened to make the curtain over the door permanent.”

He smiled, amused. “They groused about that for weeks.”

“Yeah, but it was the last time they screwed around with each other getting ready in the morning. They finally agreed upon a timer system and started working together.”

“True.” He sighed. “Peggy was amazing. We really should write a book about all her motherly advice.”

Nevvie smiled. “Tyler’s thinking about doing that. He’s got a whole file full of notes and stories he’s accumulated over the years from Tommy and his sisters.”

 

* * * *

 

It was a muggy, late summer Georgia evening. Andrew had quickly grown used to the climate after a lifetime spent in damp, chilly England. It’d been over five years since he’d last visited his home country. Now, it was easier for Tyler to pay to fly Henry, Wanda, and their children over to the States for holiday visits. And Wanda’s adopted son, Rhys, lived down in St. Petersburg. He drove up several times a year for visits with his friend, Corbin, and their wife, Manny. They had a triad similar to Tyler’s.

A relationship with his children, and with his grandchildren. A family’s worth of children and grandchildren he’d never expected to have when he married Peggy, a large family who’d adopted him and loved him.

Perhaps the first part of his life wasn’t what he’d wished it could have been, but now his days were full of love and family. He missed Peggy terribly, yet he treasured the dozen beautiful years they’d had together.

At the opposing school’s stadium, they found themselves seats in the bleachers after Nevvie corralled Willow and Zoey and Adam had caught up with them.

Andrew still didn’t understand the game, even after this many years in the States and having become a citizen. Tommy, Adam, Mikey, and others in the Kinsey clan had tried to explain the rules to him many times. Finally, Andrew gave up and pretended he understood. He watched when his family cheered—and when they groaned—and reacted appropriately.

It was easier for all that way. He tried to look like he was paying attention to the action on the field when he was often more interested in people-watching instead.

Perhaps that was why he noticed the man. Seated by himself a few rows down from them, at the very end of the bleachers, not quite as old as himself from his appearance. He was obviously rooting for Mikey’s team, because of his subdued reactions. Almost as if he didn’t want to draw any attention to himself.

Several times, Andrew noticed him watching a family seated lower in the bleachers, a man and a woman and three children, two girls and a boy. One time, Andrew spotted the woman looking up at the man, shooting him a glare, a dark and threatening expression, holding it for a moment before her attention returned to the field.

When she’d done that, the man had looked down, almost shrank in upon himself.

Andrew didn’t know what was going on, but for some reason he felt desperately sorry for the chap.

Not merely because the man piqued his interest physically, although he’d be lying if he denied it. He couldn’t tell the man’s height from where he sat. He was built slim, not frail but definitely not like he’d been hefty in his younger years, either. Dark hair, brown or black he wasn’t sure, peppered liberally with grey. Glasses, khakis, and a short-sleeved, button-up shirt.

Andrew touched Nevvie’s shoulder and leaned in. “Excuse me for a little while, dear. I’ll be back. There’s someone I wish to talk to.”

“Sure.” Nevvie’s attention was immediately drawn back to the field as she groaned over an official’s call that went against Mikey’s team.

Andrew rose and made his way across the bleachers to the man, who almost seemed startled when he looked up as Andrew stopped next to him. Andrew motioned to the bench.

“Is this seat taken?”

Which was laughable, of course, because there wasn’t anyone seated around him.

The man shook his head, looking borderline terrified, but Andrew sat anyway.

Then he offered the man a kind smile and held out his hand. “Andrew Paulson.”

The poor bloke almost seemed unable to believe Andrew was talking to him, but not in an aggressive, xenophobic way. More like he felt…well, terrified.

“Colin Dawson,” he said, barely audible over the crowd noise. Still, Andrew heard the Savannah drawl only the natives could truly replicate. He shook with Andrew, the man’s grip soft and gentle.

He also had beautiful green eyes. A different shade than Nevvie’s, darker, with more than a hint of blue in them. And he could see now that the dark in his hair was more brown than black.

“I hate to admit this,” Andrew said, “but I do not understand this game. I’m here to watch my grandson play.”

Colin still looked like he couldn’t believe Andrew was talking to him, but he finally responded. “Which team?”

“Coastal,” he said. “Mikey Kinsey-Paulson. And you?”

He nodded. “My grandson’s his teammate. Steven Jardine.” Andrew loved his drawl, similar to Peggy’s, soft, sweet.

“Ah. I believe I’ve met the lad before. Do you understand this game?” He wanted to keep him talking, even if that’s all this would—could ever be.

This was the first time in nearly five years he’d remotely felt like this after feeling certain he would go to his grave never again being inspired to hope.

Now the corner of Colin’s mouth quirked up in a smile. “You really don’t understand it?”

“Not at all, I’m afraid. If you couldn’t tell from my accent, I wasn’t exactly born a local.” He smiled. “Oh, I know when they kick the ball for a goal it’s three points, and a touchdown is six, plus the extra point. Beyond that, I just wave my hands and cheer when everyone else does.”

The smile widened a little. “My wife never understood it, either.”

Hmm. Andrew had noticed the wedding band, but then again, he still wore his, too. “Widowed?”

He nodded. “Ten years.”

“Nearly five myself.” Andrew leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees, hands clasped together. “May I ask what might seem a rather rude question?”

“I guess.”

“Why are you sitting alone?”

Colin’s gaze shifted back to the field, his smile instantly fading. “You’re right. That is rude.”

“My apologies.” But Andrew made no move to…well, move. “I couldn’t help but notice the evil glares that woman keeps sending your way. She seems rather rude, if you ask my opinion. Not that you did, sorry.”

“My daughter,” he quietly said. “Steven’s mom.”

Andrew knew he should butt out, but something about the sad air the man wore like a protective cloak tenaciously tugged at him.

It reminded him far too much of himself in his younger years.

“Your other grandchildren sitting with her?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I suppose you aren’t a registered sex offender, or you wouldn’t be here in the first place.”

It got the hoped for reaction. Colin glared at him as he sat a little straighter. “You tryin’ to piss me off, mister?”

“No, I’m trying to decipher a mystery of why a man who seems so lonely is sitting alone and not with his family to watch his grandson’s football game.”

It took Colin a few moments to deflate again. “Susan and her brothers disowned me after my wife passed.” Andrew didn’t interrupt, waiting him out, suspecting—correctly—that the man needed a friendly ear because he had no other such person in his life to provide one.

“I made the mistake of coming out to her and my two sons after I was widowed, so they wouldn’t be shocked if I dated men. She disowned me. They all did. So if that’s a problem for you, I want you to know now, before they go telling you anyway. And they will tell you, because apparently they don’t want me to be happy. They take it upon themselves to inform anyone they think I might be interested in, whether I’m just friends with them or not, that they’ll make life hell for them if they continue to associate with me. Done a damn good job of running most my friends off. I’ve been thinking about moving away.”

Bingo.

Andrew leaned in closer. “Can I let you in on a little secret?” He didn’t expect an answer, but by Colin’s expression, Andrew could tell this whole conversation was throwing him for a loop, and that Colin did want to hear what Andrew had to say. “My family knows I’m bi and accepts me fully. Especially since my son, his husband, and their wife have lived happily together for several decades now.”

Colin’s eyes widened. “Oh!” A soft gasp of recognition. And that was all.

Everyone on the football team knew about Mikey’s family, and Colin had likely heard hints of the story as well. Perhaps that had jolted his memory regarding their unusual living arrangement.

God help anyone who tried to give Mikey a hard time about it, too, because he never hesitated to defend his parents. It’d landed him in the principal’s office a few times his freshman year, when older kids on the football team tried to pick fights with him. Once they realized that Mikey could back his words with action, he was left alone.

Especially when they found out one of his dads had shot and killed a man who’d attacked them, and was a famous novelist, to boot. Adam hadn’t had similar issues since he hadn’t played any sports in high school.

Andrew arched an eyebrow, smiling. “Would you like to come sit with me and watch the game with my family? We’d be happy to have you join us. Perhaps you can help me finally understand this game?”

He watched the man’s throat work as he swallowed, his eyes still wide as he stared at Andrew.

Finally, Colin nodded.

Andrew breathed a sigh of relief. “Aces. Follow me.”

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie did a quick double-take when she realized Andrew was returning with someone, but other than smiling at Colin when Andrew introduced him to everyone, that was her only reaction as they settled in to watch the game and Nevvie’s focus returned to the field. Considering she was also busy filming it to post on Facebook, her attention was divided.

Amused, Andrew noticed that Colin’s family had been too engrossed in a play to see Andrew walking off with him. From where Susan and her family sat, there were enough people between them it now would be nearly impossible for them to spot Colin seated with Andrew. His daughter had noticed he was missing, glanced around, and seemed to relax, apparently thinking he’d left.

Andrew also used the pretense of needing to lean in to hear him explain plays so he could place his hand on Colin’s thigh.

Eventually, the man rested his hand on Andrew’s hand, not holding on, but not pushing Andrew’s hand away, either.

Hesitant.

Tentative.

Hopeful.

The game was nearly over when Andrew posed the question. “We’re going out to eat after the game. I would greatly appreciate it if you’d let me buy you dinner, or at the very least a cup of coffee.”

He stared into Colin’s eyes when he said it, watching.

Waiting.

Hoping.

Another nervous swallow, and it was as if Colin’s head started nodding before his brain realized what he was doing. “Sure,” he quietly said. “I’d like that.”

Andrew smiled. “Aces.”

Once the game ended—they’d won, fortunately—Andrew made sure to exchange phone numbers with Colin, in case they got separated. He told him the restaurant they were going to, and actually walked Colin to his car.

Not that he physically could have been much help if someone wanted to try to cause trouble for the man, but safety in numbers.

Nevvie and the kids caught up a few minutes later, while the two of them were still standing there talking. She tipped her head to the side, a sudden smirk filling her face before she carefully schooled her expression back to a friendly smile.

“Dad, did you want to ride with Colin and meet us there? That way he won’t get lost.”

I love that woman! “Actually, that’s a lovely idea. If it’s all right with Colin?”

Colin slowly nodded, as if he couldn’t believe Andrew was asking him. “Sure. Yeah. That’d be fine.”

Andrew waited until they were safely inside the car to make his blunt point. “I don’t know about you, but I’ve learned life is bloody short. Too short. Will you allow me to cook you dinner tomorrow night at my home? Unfortunately, we won’t be alone, but I can assure you my daughter, son-in-law, and granddaughter would love to meet you.”

“What are you doing, Andrew?” Colin asked.

“I’m asking you out on a date. In a manner of speaking.”

“A…date?”

“Yes.” He reached over and placed his hand on Colin’s thigh again. “A date. Because I’m not interested in playing games or being coy, and we’re both at an age where I think we can agree every day now counts more than it ever has before.” Colin was nodding, but Andrew wasn’t sure over which part. “So is that a yes?”

“Yes,” Colin whispered.

Andrew smiled. “Have you ever actually dated a man?”

He started to shake his head, then looked away. “I tried, a couple of times. Lost my nerve. Nothing more than dinner or coffee. Or Susan ran them off.”

Andrew reached out and cupped Colin’s cheek with his hand and turned his face toward his. “No one in my family will give you any grief. In fact, I suspect they’ll be trying rather hard to play matchmaker for us, if I know them.”

“What?”

“Because they want me to be happy.” He smiled as he patted Colin’s thigh again before sitting back and buckling his seat belt. “Fair warning, they do so love to throw a good Southern wedding.”


Chapter Sixteen

 

Once they reached the restaurant, Andrew made sure to seat Colin between him and Nevvie, who’d already caught on. Bless her heart, as they said, she went easy on Colin, trying not to spook him. No friendly teasing at all about love in the air, as if sensing Colin felt very nervous.

Terrified was more like it.

Even Adam, who sat across the table from Andrew and Colin, seemed to pick up on the situation. It didn’t hurt that Adam looked nearly identical to Tyler, and Tyler looked quite strikingly like himself, even if Adam did have Tom’s Southern drawl from growing up in Savannah.

“What did you do for a living, Mr. Dawson?” Adam asked.

“When I retired, I was a drainage engineer for the waste- and stormwater district.”

“That’s interesting,” Adam said. “Mikey’s going to study to be an engineer. One of our dads is an architect.”

“Thomas,” Andrew added for Colin’s sake. “He and Tyler are overseas handling some business. A friend of Tyler’s passed away, and they were bequeathed the estate.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“You know, we usually have a family dinner at my house every Wednesday night. Everyone who can come does so. Potluck. I’d love to have you join us next week.”

Colin’s green eyes stared into his, and Andrew knew it wouldn’t take much to frighten him off. The man was still trying to get used to the fact that not only was Andrew interested in him, but that Andrew’s family was perfectly fine with the situation.

Even more reason to make sure the girls went easy on Colin.

I’ll have to make sure I speak with Karen.

They had a wonderful dinner and perfectly charming conversation. When Andrew found out Colin didn’t live far from them, and in fact practically had to pass their house to get home, he played dirty again.

“I don’t suppose you’d mind driving me home, would you?” Andrew asked. “That way you’ll know where I live for tomorrow.”

Colin nodded, finally smiling. “I can do that.”

Andrew grinned, feeling light in a way he hadn’t in too long. “Brilliant!”

They’d have a forty-five-minute ride together. Nevvie and the other kids weren’t ready to leave yet, so Andrew and Colin went on ahead.

As Colin started his car, he stared at Andrew. “I can’t believe you hit on me.”

“Are you complaining, love?”

Colin smiled, and it looked playful, boyish. “That’s not what I said.”

“I’ve learned to accept the good things in my life when they cross my path and not question them too closely. Perhaps this won’t lead to anything. Perhaps we’ll end up nothing more than friends. But I can always use more friends, and, quite frankly, I would love a chance to see if we could be more.”

“Don’t be shocked if Susan finds out and tries to talk to you.”

“She shall find herself less than pleased to talk with me, I can assure you.”

On the ride to Andrew’s, he drew Colin out, finding out more about him, about his marriage, his life. He’d loved his wife, Camille, but felt trapped by circumstances. He’d never admitted to her what he’d felt, wanting to raise his children and take care of her when she’d developed early onset Alzheimer’s.

Now that he was free, his children had decided he shouldn’t have the life he wanted because they didn’t agree with him being gay and couldn’t accept that his life had been a lie.

Once Colin finally pulled into Andrew’s yard and parked, Andrew didn’t want to let him leave. Andrew quickly texted Nevvie that he was safely home, with Colin, and asked for no interruptions through tomorrow afternoon.

She replied with a thumbs-up icon and a winking smiley face.

“You know, I’m alone tonight until tomorrow evening. Is there any reason you must go home tonight? Could you at least come in for a while, to talk some more? Or perhaps a nightcap?”

Colin stared at him in the dim light cast into the car from the security lamp at the edge of the yard. His lips parted and Andrew wanted to lean in and kiss him—so he did.

When Andrew sat back, Colin swallowed hard, then nodded.

“Then let’s go inside, shall we?”

Colin nodded again.

Andrew had an ulterior motive for inviting Colin to stay. It meant a night at home where it wasn’t so quiet he could hear echoes of his memories, mostly the best, but one that was the worst memory of his life.

Built by Adam, Tom’s father, this house had seen three generations of love with the Kinsey family, and might soon see a fourth generation.

It had witnessed love and grief, death and birth, celebrations and loneliness.

It was now “his” even though it belonged as much to the family in his heart as it did him.

Wasn’t it now time for him to move forward? Not like he had much time left in his life.

Andrew led him up the stairs and inside, locking them in after resetting the alarm. Colin stood just at Andrew’s height, around five seven, although slimmer in build. His green eyes looked full of a mix of hope and fear.

“Can I get you something to drink?”

Colin nervously nodded.

Andrew curled his fingers around Colin’s hand and led him to the kitchen. From a high cabinet he took down a bottle of bourbon and grabbed two small water glasses, pouring them each enough, just a little liquid courage.

Then Andrew held up his glass, smiling. “To hope.”

Colin clinked glasses with him. “To hope.”

They both threw back the alcohol, Andrew gasping at how it burned all the way down. It’d been a long time since he’d had anything hard like that, and he’d forgotten the fire it traced from mouth to gullet.

But it didn’t stop him from leaning in and cupping a hand behind Colin’s head and kissing him, hard. Andrew tasted the liquor on Colin’s lips, which parted for him when he pressed.

Colin’s initial surprise soon turned into confidence, eagerly kissing Andrew back. Andrew had first thought to take him to the living room, to sit on the couch and talk.

Truly, he had.

But a moment later, he was leading Colin to his bedroom, locking the door behind them just in case they overslept and Karen and Bill came home sooner than expected.

Wouldn’t do for them to be interrupted like that by Chloe.

Andrew sat on the edge of the bed and pulled Colin in close. Maybe in his youth this would have been reckless and dangerous.

At this point in his life, Andrew was going to try to continue living as much as he could. He didn’t care there was a ten-year age gap between them. There’d been an age gap between him and Peggy, too, her to the elder.

Happiness at any age was a gift he could bestow to his family, demonstrating it.

Living it.

He smiled up at Colin and started tugging the man’s shirttails free from his khakis. “Ten years widowed, and all that time spent alone, hmm?”

“Yeah. Pretty much.”

“Let’s see what we can do about that, shall we?”

They weren’t spring chickens, as Peggy would have said. He also knew from talks he’d had with her during their time together that she would have been happy for him meeting someone. Although he’d selfishly hoped it’d be him passing before her. She’d survived great loss before.

He nearly hadn’t. Not even with the love of his family surrounding him.

Colin helped Andrew get his T-shirt off and before long, they were naked. Andrew still sat on the edge of the bed, which made it easy for him to reach Colin’s cock with his mouth.

And that was exactly what he proceeded to do.

It’d been decades since he’d been with a man, but that didn’t matter. This man had drawn him in immediately, in the same way Peggy had. Andrew didn’t believe much in mystical things, but perhaps this was Fate laying her fickle finger on him once more in a good way.

Colin held on to Andrew’s shoulders and let out a soft moan, his cock hardening in Andrew’s mouth as he sucked him. At least seven inches and ample, cut, nothing to be ashamed of. Andrew took his time, wanting this to last, knowing they would likely only get the one chance tonight before age and exhaustion took them.

With one hand, Andrew cradled Colin’s balls in his palm, playing with them. The other he cupped around Colin’s bum, holding him in place as he built up the man’s release. Whatever else happened, he wanted this man’s first time with a man to be a good one, even if they didn’t last beyond this night.

He wanted to know he’d brought someone pleasure, made a slight difference.

Did something good.

It didn’t take long for him to feel Colin’s cock grow even harder, his body stiffening as he gasped, followed by Andrew’s mouth filling with the taste of him. Hot cum, a long, sweet moan, Colin’s grip on his shoulders tightening before relaxing.

Andrew released him, smiling up at him. “And that, love, is how you properly suck a cock.”

In the bedroom’s dim light, Andrew couldn’t clearly see Colin’s expression. Then Colin leaned in again and kissed him, hungrily.

“Can I…”

Colin didn’t finish.

“Be my guest, pet.”

Andrew spread his thighs as Colin sank to his knees, staring wide-eyed at Andrew’s cock, which had perked up quite a bit over all the ruckus, thank you very much.

Andrew reached out and stroked Colin’s hair, gently, not pulling or forcing. He wanted him to do it because he wanted to, not because Andrew made him

Tentatively, Colin leaned in and took Andrew’s cock in his hand. The feel of Colin’s warm, soft flesh made Andrew draw in a sharp hiss of pleasure. “That’s it. Take your time. We have all the time in the world tonight.”

Colin seemed fascinated by the fact that Andrew had a foreskin, and it amused Andrew when Colin played with it for a moment, exploring, before he finally bent his head and licked the tip.

“That’s it.” Andrew’s hands stilled, one on his shoulder, the other on Colin’s head, his fingers tangled in the man’s hair.

Colin’s confidence grew, and while perhaps his oral talents weren’t the best, it didn’t take him long to coax an orgasm out of Andrew.

“Beautifully done, love,” he whispered, his arms circling Colin, leaning on him as he recovered. “Climb up here and let’s cuddle, shall we?”

He had to help Colin up off the floor, but a moment later they were snuggled in bed together, Colin on the right—the same side Peggy had slept on.

It felt perfect holding him and being held by him.

Andrew pressed a kiss to the top of his head. “Stay the night. Please?”

Colin didn’t answer at first. He pressed his face against the side of Andrew’s neck and inhaled deeply. “You sure?”

“Bloody hell, man. If I have my way, I won’t let you out of my sight, much less out of my bed.”

He tipped his head back and stared into Andrew’s eyes. “They won’t hate me for this?”

“Who?”

“Your kids?”

Andrew brushed his thumb over Colin’s lips. “Never. They’ll be happy for us. I’m not asking you for forever tonight, only to give it long enough for whatever this is to have a chance to grow. Tomorrow night, plan to spend the night. In fact. I’ll make you cinnamon rolls for breakfast in the morning, then I’ll run home with you, just to make sure you can’t escape me.”

He hoped Colin took that last part in the teasing way he’d meant it.

Colin nodded, kissing Andrew’s thumb. “Yes, please.”

For the first time in nearly five years, Andrew went to sleep with a smile on his face. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Early Saturday afternoon, Tom and Tyler curled up on the couch and watched Mikey’s football game on Tyler’s laptop via Facebook, where Nevvie has posted it as a live video hours earlier.

It wasn’t as good as being at home, all of them together, as a family.

“Can you believe we made great kids?” Tom joked. “I still wonder how we managed that. I wish we weren’t missing Adam’s visit. I’m still not used to him being away all the time. Sucks not having him home.”

“Sorry, love.”

“Naw, I didn’t mean it like that. Stop.” Tyler’s mood had seemed a little lighter that morning. Tom had actually caught him humming while cooking breakfast, fewer scowls and lines furrowing his handsome face than during the past couple of days.

That afternoon in Haslam’s, when he first saw Ty in the flesh, would never leave Tom’s mind. All these years later, Tom still felt desperately in love with the man and couldn’t understand what Ty saw in him. Ty or Nevvie.

He didn’t seriously question it, though, because he knew they loved him as much as he loved them.

“I wonder who that man is next to Dad?” Tyler mused. He’d appeared not long into the first quarter, after Dad had gotten up and left for a few minutes. An older gentleman who appeared to be rooting for the same team Mikey played on.

Tom shrugged. “I dunno. Never saw him before. Friend, maybe?”

“Perhaps.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. It’s simply…unusual. You know me and my little…instincts.”

Tom’s attention perked up. Yes, instincts that had literally saved his life, and had saved Nevvie’s life twice. “Unusual bad?”

“No. Perhaps not. Likely not.”

There were also pictures of the man with them later, during dinner at the restaurant, sitting between Dad and Nevvie. Tyler had shown them to Tommy when he pulled them up on Facebook on his tablet.

“So he’s a friend of Dad’s,” Tom said. “That doesn’t mean anything. Maybe he knows him through Mom’s church or something. He didn’t go with her very often, but they socialized with people and he’s still got friends who go.”

“Hmm. Perhaps.”

“What? I know that tone, Evil Genius.”

“There’s just…it’s nothing. I’m probably wrong.”

“What? Ty, for god’s sake, just say it.”

“Well…I don’t know. It simply seems that he is paying a lot of attention to Dad. And Dad is certainly paying attention to him.”

“Like how?”

Tyler reached over and hit the pause button on the video window and pointed. Nevvie had caught the two men in the frame as she panned down the field to follow the play.

Andrew’s hand rested on the man’s thigh, the other man’s hand covering it.

“Like that,” Tyler said.

Tom sat up and looked more closely. Then he giggled. “Holy shit. Dad’s got a boyfriend?”

“Perhaps.” Tyler finally smiled. “We can only hope. I honestly thought he might spend the rest of his life alone, and that truly saddened me.”

Tom still stared at the image on the screen. “Maybe we’re jumping to conclusions.”

“If we aren’t, is it a bad thing?”

“No! I hope it is that. I’ll be happy for him. I just want to make sure the guy’s right for him, that’s all. Not some…gold-digger.”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler thought Tom was being ridiculously adorable. Tyler was already absolutely convinced he was correct, and that the two older men were a romantic item. He could tell from their body language they were, at the very least, interested in each other as more than simply friends.

How much of my family’s life, exactly, have I missed?

It’d been the better part of a month since he’d seen his father, or any of his family, other than Tom and Nev.

“I’m sure it’s all right, love. Don’t scare him away. We might be misreading the situation.”

Tyler was going to say something else when his phone rang.

Crystal.

He groaned and considered letting it go to voice mail, except that would be delaying the inevitable. “Hello?”

“Hi, Mr. Paulson! Sorry to call you so early on a Saturday. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

“No, I—”

“Oh, good. I just wanted to call and check in with you about that e-mail I sent you earlier this week. Did you have a chance to go over the figures yet? I’d like to discuss our social media strategy for next week.”

Blast.

Tyler leaned back against the couch and rubbed at his forehead. “My apologies, Crystal, but no. I’m afraid I am out of town right now.”

She sounded a little taken aback, for some reason. “Oh. I thought you were back in Georgia?”

“No. An unexpected side journey came up, and I am not in Georgia. It will be at least another week, perhaps longer, before I am home again and can deal with that.”

“Oh. Well, if you have a few minutes to talk right now, I could go over the summaries with you, and—”

“I’m afraid now is not a good time. I need you to call Nevvie and speak with her about this. Deal directly with her, please.”

Another hesitation. “I just want to make sure we leverage your release numbers so we can maximize the sales spike your backlist catalog is having right now. Your Amazon rankings have shot up, and—”

“An old friend of mine died. I am currently in Brussels. I’m not even in the United States. I’m sorry to be so short with you, my dear, but frankly, I’m dealing with handling his estate, and I’m not in the mood to talk social media or rankings or anything else right now. Nevvie will assist you in dealing with this. I prefer you deal with her.”

“Oh. I-I’m sorry.” Now Tyler felt guilty for being so short with her. Tom was watching him, too, a curious look on his face. “I didn’t mean to bother you, Mr. Paulson.”

Tyler eased back on his tone. “You’re not bothering me, but this is a stressful trip, and I honestly don’t know when I’m going to return to the States. I’m also trying to work on this edit round and get it returned, on top of everything else. My plate, as they say, is full.”

“You know, there’s a large bookstore in Brussels. I could—”

“No. I’m sorry, dear, but I must insist. Now, please run those figures through Nevvie, and she will make social media postings on my behalf. She usually handles them anyway. For the immediate future, she will be your liaison. Thank you.” He hung up on her.

Tom scowled. “Crystal?”

“Yes.” He dropped his phone onto the couch. “She’s like a bloody honey badger. Once she sinks her teeth into something, you practically have to smack her with a shovel to get her to release it.”

“She pulls that shit with Nevvie, she’ll end up fired. Nevvie will call Elliot and blast him.”

“I know I should have more patience with the girl, but she truly doesn’t seem to know when to take a hint sometimes.” He pointed at the laptop. “Let’s finish watching the game.” He snuggled against Tom, but now he felt…distracted.

Perhaps it was nothing. Perhaps Crystal was an overeager young woman fresh out of college and with boundless energy, trying to make a good impression at her first big job dealing with a well-known author.

And perhaps my nerves are shot and I’m not a very good judge of anything at this moment.

 

* * * *

 

Andrew awoke with the grey light of dawn beginning its inexorable struggle through the blinds.

Colin’s comforting warmth pressed against him, with his arm draped over Andrew, made Andrew smile and settle in again. Normally, he’d be up and moving as soon as he awoke, because lying in bed too long led him to think about Peggy.

And then his tears would start.

Not this morning, though.

He nuzzled his head against Colin’s, contented to remain where he was and just…breathe.

Andrew wasn’t silly enough to imagine this was a sure thing. Definitely more a pragmatic kind of chap, he was happy for the temporary distraction, if that’s all this proved to be.

Hopefully more.

We’ll see.

It was less than an hour later when he heard Colin’s sharp gasp of breath, the slight startle reflex as he recognized he wasn’t in his own bed.

Likely as he remembered what they’d done the night before.

Andrew nuzzled the top of his head again, pressing a kiss there. “Good morning, love.”

Colin lifted his head and stared down at him with wide eyes.

Beautiful green eyes.

Damn everything else. Andrew reached up, grabbed him by the head, and pulled him in for a hard, deep kiss.

Colin’s body went rigid for a moment, as if he were thinking about drawing back. Then he got into the kiss, returning it, his cock stiffening against Andrew’s side from the way he lay pressed there.

Only then did Andrew relax his grip on the other man’s head, now stroking his hair, teasing him, making love to him.

So much to teach him, if he’ll let me.

“You’ll stay tonight, love,” Andrew softly said. “And every night after, if I can convince you of it.” Either Colin would or wouldn’t let Andrew lead him through this.

Apparently, that was exactly what Colin wanted. He nuzzled his face against Andrew’s hand. “I gotta warn you now, when my family finds out, they’re gonna come after you.”

“This isn’t the Wild West. Whatever are they going to do? Stand at the edge of my driveway and hurl taunts at me? Call me and ask if I have Prince Albert in a can? Ask if my refrigerator’s running and, if so, tell me to go catch it?”

Colin stared at Andrew as if he’d just spoken another language.

“I’m serious,” Andrew said. “I am retired. My family honestly doesn’t care what type of relationship I’m in, as long as it’s a kind and loving one. What hold could anyone in your family possibly have over me? And what business is it of theirs if we see each other? You said they disowned you. Well, now they can all piss off. As Peggy’s children adopted me when we met, so shall they adopt you.”

Andrew left out the story about Emily. That could wait for a while.

Perhaps forever, if he could delay the telling.

Colin swallowed hard. “They’re all I have.”

“And right now, it sounds like you don’t even have them.”

Colin finally shook his head.

“I know you’re scared, love. But what are you scared of?”

Colin thought that over for several long moments. “I don’t know anymore,” he admitted. “I thought maybe one day I could…I don’t know.” His gaze searched Andrew’s face. After another long moment, he leaned in and kissed Andrew, hard, deep.

Desperately.

When Colin started to work his way down Andrew’s body, he didn’t stop the man. After several minutes of Colin exploring Andrew’s cock with his mouth, teasing him, maybe not the best technique but certainly an eager one, Andrew reached down and patted the top of his head.

“Turn around, love. Let me at you, too.”

Their older bodies weren’t as flexible as they once were. Colin got turned around and they lay on their sides, Andrew smiling to himself as he licked the tip of Colin’s cock and heard the other man moan.

“There, that’s better, isn’t it, love?”

“Yeah.”

Andrew was able to get Colin off first, then rolled onto his back again while Colin finished him.

They lay there like that for a long, sweet moment, Andrew’s arm draped over Colin’s hip, Colin’s face pressed against Andrew’s thigh.

“Does this feel right to you?” Andrew asked.

“Yeah,” Colin admitted. “It does.”

He turned his face to lay a trail of kisses along Colin’s flesh. “Then does it truly matter what others think of it if you are finally happy?”

He nuzzled Andrew’s thigh. “I guess not.”

Andrew patted Colin’s bum. “Come back up here and cuddle with me. We have nowhere to be except here.”

Colin did, once again nestling against Andrew.

I suppose I am the Top by default.

That was fine with him. He had no problem fulfilling that role.

“So you will stay tonight?” Andrew tried to phrase it as a question, but hoped Colin took it more as a command.

“What if your daughter and her husband object?”

“Why should they? It’s my home. Not that they will object, but if they did, I’d simply tell them they could get the bloody hell out.”

“What about your granddaughter? Isn’t she young?”

“For starters, we’re not about to do anything untoward in front of her. She has her uncles Tommy and Ty, and their aunt Nevvie. Children are, by far, the easiest to explain things to and the most adaptable, believe me. None of the cousins object. Ty and Tommy were together over a decade before they met Nevvie. All of Tom’s sisters are quite used to this situation. My other two children live in the UK and honestly don’t care about anything but that their brother is happy. And he is.”

“I thought I raised my kids better than this,” Colin quietly admitted. “I thought I’d taught them over the years to be accepting of people.”

“Because you always knew about yourself.”

He nodded. “I loved my wife, don’t get me wrong. But…maybe I didn’t do right by her after all, like I thought I did. Maybe she would have been happier with a different guy who could have been…more.”

“If you loved her and were true to her, I’m sure she was happy. And you cannot fault yourself for your children’s views. They are adults and able to form their own opinions.”

Colin snuggled more tightly against him. “Promise me this gets easier.”

Andrew sighed, happy, knowing that, for now, this little slice of heaven would continue. “It does, love. I swear it.” He stroked Colin’s hair, reveling in the simple joy of once again having intimate human contact.

Giving the other man what Andrew knew he’d lacked for far too long.

They ended up taking a shower together, tenderly washing each other, kissing, touching. Colin was starved for human contact, not simply sex. When they finished, Tyler led him to the kitchen and showed him how to make Peggy’s famous homemade cinnamon roll recipe.

“My wife was something of a legend in this family for her cooking,” Andrew said as he slid the pan into the oven. “It was how she bound her family together. We still have Wednesday night dinners.”

“You said.”

“Lots of fond memories made around that dining room table.” He pulled Colin to him and held him close. “Lots more to be made.”

Colin started to respond, but his cell phone rang. He pulled it out of his back pocket, scowling before he answered.

“Hello? … Oh, no, I’m fine. I spent the night at a friend’s house after the game because they rode with me. … Yes, everything’s fine. Thank you for calling.” He stared at his phone after he hung up.

“Yes?”

“My neighbor across the street. He was checking on me since he didn’t see my car come home.” He slipped it into his pocket. “Guess I should be glad he didn’t call Susan.”

“Susan?”

“My daughter. Last night. Steven’s mom.”

“Do you have any contact with your grandson?”

Colin nodded. “He started driving a couple of months ago, and I bought him a car. He comes by nearly every day on his way home from school. He begged me to come to the game last night. I couldn’t tell him no.”

“It sounds like not all of your family is closed-minded, then.”

“I don’t know if he knows why his mother is like that toward me, though. Or his uncles.”

“You have three children?”

“Yeah. Susan’s the oldest. Then Brad and Conner.”

“Your grandson is what, seventeen? Eighteen?”

“He’ll be eighteen in a couple of weeks.”

“It sounds like he’s trying to stay in touch with you. He’s not stupid at that age. He likely knows what’s going on and doesn’t care, but is trying not to let his mother know.”

“Maybe. I don’t know. I don’t want to cause him trouble with her. Or lose what little contact I do have with him.”

Andrew was more interested in watching Colin eat, enjoying the feeling of smiling again in the morning and not simply pasting on an expression he knew might fool his family during their harried morning routine until he had the house to himself again for the rest of the day.

Colin blushed. “You’re looking at me.”

“I’m sorry. Does that bother you?”

“N-no.” He stared down at his plate for a moment. “It’s…” He sighed, then finally seemed to force himself to meet Andrew’s gaze again. “No one’s ever looked at me like that before.”

“Like what, love?”

Colin swallowed. “Like that. Like…love. You don’t even know me.”

“I know I sensed something in you. A kindred soul. I was correct, was I not?”

Colin nodded.

Andrew laid a hand over Colin’s, his thumb stroking the back of Colin’s hand. “I’m not asking you to marry me today. I’m simply asking you to trust me. Let us enjoy this time together and give ourselves the freedom to see where it might lead.”

Colin stared at their hands for a long, quiet moment before he moved his thumb, stroking Andrew’s. “Okay,” he whispered, as if afraid even admitting it would bring some unseen hand to strike him down. Finally, a soft laugh escaped him. “Wouldn’t this make me a slut? Sleeping with a guy on a first date? The night we met?”

Andrew squeezed his hand. “At this point in our lives, we have earned the right to take capricious acts of courage, if we choose. Perhaps this goes forward. Perhaps we decide next week to part friends. Either way, you now have an answer you were never certain of before, don’t you?”

Colin’s gaze focused on his. “Why is it you can read my mind?”

Andrew smiled. “Because after I divorced my first wife—dreadful woman, I must say—I doubted nearly every breath I took until I finally found the courage to pursue a relationship with a man. We lasted several months, then he had to move for work. I knew then that I had to do what was best. I spent, by necessity, many years alone, having the occasional dalliance with men and women. Eventually, life passed me by.

“Then Nevvie found me. Tracked me down. Blasted brilliant woman, she is. She’d suspected my ex-wife’s story was complete bollocks and engineered a reunion between myself and Tyler. They asked me to move to the States—and I did. I met Tom’s mother, Peggy, and fell in love with her.”

“How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Men and women? I married Camille because I thought I was supposed to. I mean, I liked her well enough, and she was in love with me, I guess. But…” His face turned an adorable shade of pink around his cheeks. “I couldn’t…do it with her if I didn’t think about men. Lucky for me, she wasn’t much into doing it at all.”

“Well, you did it successfully at least three times, I suppose, right?”

“Our wedding night. And usually on our birthdays and anniversary. More I think she felt she was supposed to offer. She was on a lot of medications for her blood pressure and cholesterol, things like that. I think it hurt her sex drive. I took long showers and took care of myself so I didn’t have to bother her. She was affectionate, though. We’d watch TV snuggled on the couch. But she didn’t have much of a libido.”

Andrew hadn’t exactly had much of one himself lately, between grief and his own medical issues.

Except…

He stood, walked around the table, and took the chair next to Colin. Colin watched him do it, curious but not speaking.

Andrew leaned in, palming Colin’s face in his hands for a moment before he thoroughly snogged him, tongue and all, until Colin softly moaned again.

Then Andrew sat back with a smile. “Finish your cinnamon roll, love. Then you’re going to drive us to your house, you’re going to pack for the weekend, call your neighbor and tell him not to worry, and then you and I are coming back here and locking ourselves in my bedroom until we either exhaust each other or break a hip. I don’t care which, at this point.”

Colin nodded.

Andrew smiled. “Oh, and love, we’ll need to make a stop by a drugstore.”

“Why?”

Andrew leaned in again, lips hovering just over Colin’s. “Because we need lube and condoms. My cock will be going in that gorgeous arse of yours before dinner tonight.”


Chapter Eighteen

 

Late Saturday afternoon, Tom stood in the basement, in front of the storage unit door, the key in his hand. Tyler slept upstairs, taking a post-blowjob nap with a full stomach from lunch on top of a glass of wine.

Tom figured he’d have a little time before Ty realized he’d left their bed.

The stairs weren’t as bad on Tom today as they had been, as long as he took his time and didn’t rush. And he’d brought his cane.

Finally, Tom unlocked the door and found the light switch.

“Motherfucker,” he muttered, staring at the piles of boxes and other items.

So much for a fast resolution.

With a sigh, he realized this would not be a speedy process. Tyler would want to sort through everything, not toss it unseen.

Wanting…answers, probably. Answers he’d likely never have, to questions maybe he couldn’t even formulate.

To know more about the man—men—they were now tethered to.

Goddammit, Marcus. Couldn’t you have fucking left it to charity?

Whether he’d intended to or not, Marcus hadn’t made reparations to him and Ty.

The man had only made things worse. It’d be up to Tom and Nev to gently usher Tyler through it, at Ty’s glacial speed, until he finally reached a point of acceptance.

A point that only Ty could set the benchmark for.

Damn sure not going through it all today.

Tom shut off the light and locked the door behind him. Sorting through all of this would likely have to wait for another trip—preferably one with Nevvie there to help keep Ty on track, or at least keep him distracted so Tom could start pitching shit Ty hadn’t seen. Whittle it down somewhat to a manageable pile.

Meanwhile, maybe Dad could decipher the letters before Tom let Ty have them back.

Back upstairs, Tom returned to the bedroom, stripped, and snuggled in bed with Tyler. Almost immediately, Tyler wrapped his body around Tommy.

This was what mattered most to him—them. What they had together, with Nevvie. And their family time with the kids.

Tommy had lightly dozed when Tyler awakened from his nap nearly an hour later. He’d left the curtains open when they’d climbed into bed earlier, and he could see that the rain had, for now, stopped.

“How about we take a walk, sugar? Or even get a cab and go exploring for a little bit? Take the evening off?”

Tyler sat up. “Are you feeling up to it?”

“I am for right now. If we’re going to stay here while you to finish your edits, that means you need to work. So let’s spend tonight together goofing off, and tomorrow you can dig into the beast. I can always go exploring more by myself to leave you alone while you work.”

A smile curved his guy’s lips. “You wouldn’t mind?”

“How long have we known each other? Have I ever been incapable of keeping myself busy?”

“Sorry, love. Of course you’re right.”

They dressed and, after Tyler did a little exploration online to get their bearings again, they headed downstairs.

“You realize Nevvie’s going to tease us when we post a picture of that whizzing statue, right?”

Tyler glanced over with a smile. “Manneken-Pis is an icon. We couldn’t very well not see it, could we? And it’s not the only thing we’ll see while we’re here. There are museums and shops aplenty to keep us busy for far longer than we’ll have.”

Tommy chuckled. “If that’s how you want to play it, sugar, sure. I still can’t believe a statue of a little boy peeing is not only famous, it has over nine hundred outfits.”

“Brussels has its whimsy, love.”

 

* * * *

 

Late Saturday morning, Andrew loaded into Colin’s car for the drive to his house. On the way out, Andrew spotted that Mikey had mowed for him, but apparently hadn’t tried to disturb him.

Perhaps Nevvie warned him.

Colin lived ten minutes from Andrew in a modest, tidy three-two home. Older, with tall pines and oaks scattered among the other houses in his neighborhood. Inside, Andrew could imagine it likely looked much like it did the day Colin’s wife died. Family pictures lining the wall in the entryway and living room spoke to happier times.

It also felt…hollow. Stasis, perhaps a better word. Colin headed toward his bedroom and Andrew followed, wondering if they’d be spending many nights here, or mostly at Andrew’s, where Colin would feel safer.

“How many nights did you want me to stay over?” Colin asked as he headed for his closet.

Andrew settled on the bed. “How many can I talk you into, love?”

He adored the way Colin blushed, the pink creeping into his cheeks as he smiled. “How about tonight and tomorrow night, and then see if you still even like me.”

“Or if I haven’t scared you off.”

Colin’s smile widened even as his blush deepened. “I don’t think that’ll happen.”

“My thoughts were that perhaps Monday and Tuesday nights I could stay here with you. That would give us time alone, without my family around. Wednesday night back at my house.” He stood and walked over to Colin. “So I can get you drunk and take you to bed and not worry about you trying to drive home. Perhaps once you meet my entire family, you’ll understand what I mean by how sympathetic and welcoming they are.”

Colin’s soft drawl ripped at Andrew’s soul, the pain in his voice. “That sure would be nice, for a change.”

Andrew palmed his cheek. “I don’t know if Tyler and Thomas will be home from Brussels by then, but I can’t wait for you to meet them.”

Colin studied his feet for a moment. When he spoke, he didn’t look up. “Where are you looking for this to go, Andrew?”

He cupped Colin’s face in his hands and made him meet his gaze. “As I told you last night, life is far too short at our ages to be coy. I’m not looking to play games. I’m serious about this, about seeing if we have a chance to make this into something. Aren’t you tired of being afraid? Especially of people who truly aren’t considerate of your needs or happiness?”

Colin swallowed hard and finally nodded.

Andrew pulled him in for a long hug. “Pack what you need, love. I plan to show you there’s a better way of living, and it doesn’t involve loneliness.”

On the way out, Colin spotted his neighbor across the street and walked over to quickly speak with him. Andrew waited by Colin’s car, not wanting to make him more nervous than he already was.

When Colin returned and they got in, Andrew smiled. “What did you tell him, love?”

“The truth. Spending the night with a friend who’s older than me and alone at home this weekend.” He met Andrew’s gaze. “Told him your son is out of town, and so is your daughter and her husband.” He finally smiled. “Not my fault he incorrectly assumed the reasons why I’m spending the night.”

“That is one nice assumption at our age.” Andrew reached over and rested his hand on Colin’s thigh, pleased when Colin’s hand settled over his. “They don’t necessarily assume we’re a ‘couple.’ It’s not an issue for me, of course, but I know you’re nervous.”

“I don’t want to be nervous. I want to be as brave as you are.”

Andrew squeezed his thigh. “You are brave, love. Accepting my invitation to move last night and sit with us was the epitome of bravery. And everything else since then, including this.”

They stopped at a drug store and Andrew asked Colin to wait in the car, unless he really wanted to go in.

Colin was happy to oblige.

While Andrew was in the store, he placed a quick call to Karen. “Love, I’m curious, do you have an ETA for your return tonight?”

“No. Why? Is everything all right?”

He decided to plunge right in. “Yes, everything’s fine, love. I have a…guest, if you get my drift. An overnight guest from last night who will be staying with me tonight as well.”

“Really?” She practically squealed. “What’s her name?”

“Colin.”

Karen sounded confused. “That’s not a woman’s name.”

“No, because it is not.”

It took her a moment before she literally said it. “D’oh! I’m sorry, Dad. I forgot. You were with Mom for so long, and—”

“Yes, love. Right. No worries, but a time, if you please?”

“Probably not until at least five or six.”

“Good. Now, he’s very nervous. I’ll fill you in later but no playful teasing, right? I’ve sworn to him that our family is very accepting and matter-of-fact. Let him settle in, if that’s what happens, before you give him hell, as it were.”

“Gotcha. Does Nevvie know?”

“She met him last night at the game. I’m hoping you’ll be seeing a lot of him around, but his children have not only disowned him, apparently they have tried to sabotage any hopes of a relationship for him at every turn. He’s widowed, but they didn’t take well to his admission upon her death that he’s gay.”

“Oooh. Okay, yeah, no worries. I’ll tell Bill. You want us to bring food home?”

“No, but give me a call when you’re about thirty minutes out and I’ll cook for us all. I’d like Colin to start small. Wednesday night will likely be a trial by fire for him.”

“Will do. Love you, Dad. I’m sure we’ll love him.”

He smiled, the way he always did when one of the “kids” called him that. “Love you, too, sweetheart. Kiss the princess for me.”

“Roger. She misses Grandpa.”

When Andrew returned to the car, he laughed. “I’m sure the clerk was wondering why I was buying these, but she didn’t ask.” He put the bag on the floor, by his feet. “In the future, we can always purchase from Amazon, if we wish, and avoid the trip. I obviously wasn’t expecting such a pleasant development.”

He didn’t want Colin to feel even more nervous by knowing Andrew had put out the word to his kids about the man.

Colin smiled and unexpectedly leaned in to kiss him.

Andrew savored it, sensing this was about the man trying to find his “bravery,” or something like that. Kissing him in a parking lot in broad daylight.

“Thank you,” Colin said.

“For what, love?”

“For…I don’t know. Taking a chance on me.”

“Ah, you thank me now. By tomorrow you might be cursing my name.”

“No.” Colin’s intent gaze penetrated through the core of Andrew’s soul. “This…feels right.” He nodded. “Really right. I mean…” He stared at Andrew for a moment and leaned in to kiss him again. “Right.”

Andrew wouldn’t deny he was feeling stirrings below the belt. “Then let’s return to my home and we can see exactly how right it is.”

 

* * * *

 

They were nearly back to Andrew’s when Nevvie texted him.

 

How’s everything going?

 

He quickly texted her back.

 

My guest is still here and will be again overnight. I’d say it’s going well. :)

 

Colin turned into the driveway when she replied.

 

Need me to get Karen and Co. out of your way tonight?

 

He loved Nevvie for her beautifully scheming mind.

 

No, love. I want him to meet them since they weren’t there last night.

 

“I like it out here,” Colin said after he shut the engine off. “It’s quieter than my neighborhood.”

“We like the peace,” Andrew said, trying not to think about the day that peace had been shattered by gunfire. “Peggy and her husband, Adam, built the house out here when their children were little. Tom, Tyler, and Nevvie bought property next door around the time I married Peggy, and Nevvie’s mother and father bought property across the road. So we have very few neighbors, and our road is private. No through-traffic.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t read any of your son’s books.” Colin made no move to get out, still staring at the yard, down toward the pond.

“I can loan you a couple, if you wish.”

Colin bashfully smiled before finally meeting Andrew’s gaze. “I keep waiting for something horrible to happen,” he said. “This feels too easy.”

Andrew stroked his arm. “I think after what you’ve been through, it more than allows for an ‘easy’ time to be had, does it not?”

“I guess.” He reached for the door handle. “I know I shouldn’t be thinkin’ like this yet, but when I woke up this morning, after I realized where I was, I thought how nice it’d be to wake up here every morning.”

Now Andrew held his arm, “Why shouldn’t you think like that?”

“Because we just met last night, and here I am, havin’ fantasies like that.”

“Thomas and Tyler tell the story of how they first met. It was in St. Petersburg, at a bookstore. Tyler was doing an author talk and book signing, and Tom was still a student at USF in Tampa. Tyler says he noticed Tom immediately when Tom first walked in. Later, when Tom came through the line to get his books signed, Tyler invited him out for coffee. For his part, Tom says he was smitten just listening to Tyler talk. And he’d sensed Tyler seeking him out in the audience as he did. Which Tyler admits he was. From that point on, they were practically inseparable. Love at first sight.

“My own sweet Peggy. I felt drawn to her from the moment we met. It did not take us long at all before we knew we were in love. Mere weeks. My first point being that, at our ages, a long, drawn out courtship is not going to gain us accolades by some unnamed others.

“My second point being—why not us?”

Colin drew in a sharp breath. “Because I never have that kind of luck.”

Andrew kissed him. “Perhaps your luck has changed, love.”

They headed inside and locked themselves in. Andrew led Colin to their bedroom and—again, locking them in—sat him down on the bed and kissed him.

He didn’t want anything to disturb this time together, and suspected Colin might feel too self-conscious to do anything intimate if they weren’t alone in the house.

No rush, Andrew savored undressing him, letting Colin undress him. It was adorable to discover Colin had never used a condom before. Andrew lay back on the bed and showed Colin how to roll it on him, lube him, and then let Colin straddle him while Andrew slowly prepped Colin with his fingers.

They likely wouldn’t do this too many times, certainly not every time they were together, but Andrew wanted this man.

Needed him, like oxygen, like sunlight.

Sensed if he didn’t claim him, Colin might retreat and second-guess what they’d done up to that point, try to explain it away.

To sink back into the uncomfortable familiarity of his lonely existence, no matter how miserable he felt there.

Colin leaned forward, softly gasping with pleasure, eyes closed as Andrew took his time. With Andrew’s free hand, he encircled Colin’s rigid cock and lightly squeezed it. Another time, he’d enjoy letting Colin pitch to him, but today he wanted his guy coming with his cock buried in him at the same time.

In Andrew’s mind, Colin was already his. It was simply a matter of Colin finally feeling free enough to admit it.

Although the man did seem to be most of the way there already.

Colin softly gasped, leaning in to kiss Andrew. Nothing tentative about that now, compared to last night. The man was a fast learner. Having had a taste of what he wanted, he was eager for more.

Andrew wanted to give it to him, as much as he could.

Once Andrew had him ready, Colin slowly impaled himself on Andrew’s cock, rocking back and forth and taking a little more in each time. Andrew started stroking Colin’s cock in time with his movements, smiling up at him.

“Better, love?”

“Fantastic!” He slanted his mouth over Andrew’s, a deep, sucking kiss that threatened to send Andrew spiraling over the edge too soon. So earnest and passionate, eager, ready—Colin’s lifetime of desires and fantasies finally made real with someone completely willing and able to fulfill them.

Colin pressed his forehead against Andrew’s, gasping with every stroke of Andrew’s hand on his cock. He planted his hands on either side of Andrew and thrust, harder, a sweet, soft whine threading through his delicious noises.

“Come for me,” Andrew whispered. “Let me feel you, love.”

That was all it took—asking him for it. Colin’s eyes squeezed closed as a loud cry escaped him and the feel of his cum slicked Andrew’s hand. Andrew was already close and managed to thrust up and finish, pleasure warring with relief that at least in this one way his body was still somewhat reliable on occasion.

Colin’s eyes remained closed, his breathing heavy, and Andrew didn’t want to disturb whatever thoughts were racing through his mind. He watched him, hoping this had been the tipping point.

When Colin’s tears fell on Andrew’s face, Andrew wrapped his arms around him and held him as the man silently sobbed.

“Thank you,” Colin finally whispered, his voice hoarse. “Thank you so much.”

Andrew nuzzled his cheek. “For what, pet?”

He laughed. “For asking me to sit with you.”

“Are you all right?”

Colin nodded and lifted his head so he could look Andrew in the eyes. Beautiful, sweet green eyes. “I’m better than I’ve ever been in my whole damn life.”


Chapter Nineteen

 

Nevvie got a few chores done early Saturday morning, curbing her urge to go over and check on Andrew and Colin. She didn’t want to interrupt them if they were…busy. They didn’t need her nosy self getting involved.

They were grown men. Hopefully, whatever this was would work out for them and make them both happy.

Plus, Andrew had specifically asked for no interruptions.

Besides, as nervous as Colin had acted the evening before, she didn’t want to spook him if he and Dad had a serious chance of getting something going between them. She’d wait and text Dad later and get guidance from him.

Mikey had volunteered to mow again that morning, but Nevvie had paid him anyway—and passed on the word to him not to interrupt Grandpa if it looked like he had company. Mikey had already completed that chore, and Adam was outside taking care of cleaning the pool and hot tub for Nevvie before he started on a couple of other heavy-duty outside chores for her.

Meanwhile, by lunch time, while her sons were busting their asses, Nevvie was still bugging Zoey and Willow to get their chores completed. The girls had used the excuse of working on homework that morning, but now they were in their own rooms and Nevvie heard a TV on in one and music playing in the other.

She walked upstairs and stopped in Zoey’s doorway. The TV. Zoey lay sprawled facedown on her bed and was texting someone on her phone.

Her overflowing laundry hamper sat in its usual corner.

“Laundry better be done before time to leave for the party, or you aren’t going.”

Zoey looked up, shocked. “What?”

“I told you yesterday to do your laundry today.”

“I will.” The eyeroll was more than implied.

Nevvie dropped into full-on Mom voice. “You will, what?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Zoey sat up and put her phone down—miracle of miracles—and grabbed the hamper. Nevvie headed for Willow’s room next. While she had music on, she was sitting at her desk and had a textbook open.

Her laundry hamper was empty.

“Laundry?”

“They’re in the dryer.”

At least one fight she could check off her list. “Good. Bathroom?”

“I wiped out the tub and sink and cleaned the mirror, but it’s Zoey’s turn to clean the toilet and floor.”

“Then I suggest you make sure she gets it done, and her laundry, or neither of you will go to the party tonight.”

As if levitating, Willow immediately stood and headed out. “Zoey!” she screamed as she headed downstairs after her twin.

Nevvie crossed her arms and fought the urge to evilly giggle. They’d raised the kids to understand they weren’t their maid service. Even Mikey and Adam had chores, although Adam not so much now that he didn’t live there full time.

He’d actually volunteered to help out in Tom and Tyler’s absence, and Nevvie felt a little guilty that his weekend “off” was going to include doing stuff that wasn’t his job in the first place. For everyone else, there were daily chores and weekend chores. Nothing that took them more than a few minutes to complete at any given time, plus the kids were all expected to help chip in and clean up the kitchen after meals.

And she wasn’t above using negative reinforcement on the twins to ensure shit got done.

Karen once told Nevvie about how Emily’s failure to sweep the porch had gotten all the girls grounded for the weekend when their father had gotten sick and tired of having to remind Emily to do the easy chore.

From that point on, the sisters had ganged up on her and made sure she did her chores. Tommy, ironically, had nearly always done his without any nagging from their parents. As the baby of the family, he’d seen first-hand what could happen, and he’d preferred not to draw that kind of negative attention.

Mikey had grabbed his shower after finishing the mowing and made his way downstairs to the kitchen for lunch. Nevvie was eating a sandwich at the table and going through Tyler’s morning accumulation of e-mail.

He leaned in and dropped his voice. “I don’t suppose they’ve gotten themselves grounded for tonight yet, huh?”

Nevvie sighed. “Not yet, sweetie. I did my best. You can tell them you’ve changed your mind about them going with you.”

“They’ll make my life hell.”

“Probably. But I don’t have a better answer for you.”

He sat down at the table and kept his voice low. “You know I love them, but Zoey’s already asked me three dang times this morning about Cole.”

“Sweetie, like I said, I don’t have an answer for you. If you want me to step in, I will, but all three of you will stay home if I do.”

“I don’t know why she likes him anyway. He’s a jerk. His parents are bigger jerks than he is. His dad thinks he’s some big hotshot, but no one likes him. He runs a car dealership and is really big into Rotary and stuff like that. His mom is a pushy…witch. Apparently most of the parents in the PTO hate her.”

Nevvie had missed that particular level of hell by being too busy managing Tyler’s business side of things, and running their household, to participate.

He wasn’t finished. “Cole runs around bragging about the stuff he has and what his parents do and buy for him. I know you guys are way richer than they are, but you don’t act like that. You guys act like normal people.”

“Sounds like a charming family,” she drawled, while proud that her son was smart enough to see the difference in lifestyles and attitude. “Does Zoey know this?”

“She apparently doesn’t care. And he’s got a different girlfriend every couple of weeks. That’s just weird.”

Nevvie sat back and focused on him. “Be a good big brother and keep an eye out on them tonight. It’s one night. You’ll be going off to college, and they might have great memories of how cool their big brother was to invite them to come with.”

“Yeah.” He stared down at his hands, where he was picking at his cuticles. “I guess.”

“If I ground all of you from the party, they’re going to ask why, and I’m not going to lie to them. If Dad and Poppa were home, we could use that excuse and it’d be a legitimate one. But…” She shrugged. “Adam and I are going to enjoy not having to listen to them whine that we’re watching sci-fi movies.” She smiled.

“That’s starting to look like a good option,” he said.

Nevvie did feel sorry for her son and threw him a bone. “The other option…” She waited until she knew she had his attention. “You said there were some things you wanted to do to your truck. If you went too long and didn’t get them done and had to miss the party because you wanted to get your truck put back together, I’d back you up on that one and not let you borrow one of the other cars.” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Especially if you waited too late to start the project in the first place. Poor time management.”

That would be believable, because it was already a standing rule in their house. A perceived emergency one of the kids was having did not constitute a crisis for their parents—unless it was a legit emergency, such as illness or injury or unavoidable and unpreventable circumstances. Peggy had been adamant about training that into their kids, and Nevvie had listened well.

If anything, Ty was the soft touch amongst the three of them. Tom, having lived it, and Nevvie, having been on her own at such an early age, were unbendable in that rule.

Holding their children accountable for their actions—or failure to act—would help them be stronger, better, more reliable adults.

This meant Nevvie wouldn’t loan him a vehicle for a preventable reason, unless Mikey had to go get parts for his truck. If it broke down and wasn’t his fault, totally different situation.

He sat back and considered it for several minutes.

Nevvie waited him out.

When his shoulders slumped, she knew he’d decided to knuckle under. “It’s just one party,” he muttered. “If Zoey’s too much of a dweeb, I can get them out of there early.”

“There is that. If you’d told me this earlier, I would have set your curfew for eleven instead of midnight.”

“Not your fault, Mom.” He pushed himself out of his chair and started to make a sandwich. “Now I know what they mean by no good deed goes unpunished.”

She grinned. “You’re learning, buddy. You’re learning.”

 

* * * *

 

When it came time for the kids to head to the party, Nevvie was pleased to see Willow dressed in jeans and a cute T-shirt. Zoey had opted for a sundress that was not objectionable, but Nevvie wished she’d worn a little…more.

Still, since it was something they let her wear out to family dinners, it wasn’t like Nevvie could arbitrarily order her to change without it turning into a major ordeal. Some battles were best left unfought.

She’s growing up. I need to let go.

It was also obvious Zoey had put effort into her hair and makeup. Again, not objectionably so, but that Zoey had ulterior motives was blatantly obvious.

Nevvie opted for a little parental teasing. “So what’s his name?”

Zoey’s face went red. “Whose name?”

“The boy you’re trying to get to notice you.”

“Nobody,” she muttered.

“Cole,” Willow said with a frown. “And he’s a jerk.”

“He is not,” Zoey shot back. “He’s cute.”

“Cute doesn’t mean he can’t also be a jerk,” Nevvie said, hugging her. “Be careful.”

“I will.” She headed for the front door.

“Love you,” Nevvie called out.

“Yeah, love you, too, Mom.”

Willow rolled her eyes at her sister hard enough to score a strike. She hugged Nevvie. “Love you, Mom.”

Mikey followed suit, and once they were out the door, Adam headed for the pantry closet. “Popcorn?”

“You read my mind, son. You sure you don’t want to be out with friends?”

“Not really. I need some downtime. I’m around people all the time at school.” He seemed to realize how that sounded. “Eh, sorry, that’s not how I meant it. Not that you’re not people, Mom, but—”

She laughed it off. “Just like your Poppa.” Tommy could be adorably dense and stumbly when it came to talking sometimes. Ironic, considering Adam was the spitting image of Tyler.

“Yeah.” He pulled a package of microwave popcorn from its box and returned the box to the pantry. “I need a break. If I’m there, people will be asking me to go out. If I say no, I just want to stay home, they get pissy. I’d rather be here. They can’t harass me for not going out if I’m not there at all.”

“Blood Drive marathon?” Nevvie asked.

He grinned. “God, I love that show.”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler sat at the desk in the office, the only light in the room coming from the laptop before him. He’d pulled open the curtains and stared out at the Brussels night, trying to absorb its unfamiliar shape and feel.

Tom had taken a pain pill and gone to bed after they returned from their walk. Now it was nearly midnight, and Tyler was essentially alone except for the man whose mind he was exploring on the laptop.

Marcus.

Tyler hadn’t been sure where to start. He finally decided to take the logical approach and work from the first file, sorted by creation date, not sure if the dates were even accurate or if they were when they were added to the laptop.

He supposed it didn’t matter.

Next to him, one glass of wine, filled to the top but he’d make it last.

This bottle had been in a cabinet, with some dust on its surface, perhaps being saved for something special, based on the vintage. Tyler had put it in the fridge when he’d first found it and decided to open it tonight.

Something Marcus had purchased, no doubt. There were pictures on the walls of him and Jean-Claude during meals that included this brand of wine. A few empty bottles sat on a high shelf, along with other empty bottles. Obviously they’d held special meaning to Marcus.

A hint of the man.

Drink of this my blood…

He’d certainly sucked down the man’s more intimate bodily fluids.

Tyler picked up the glass and toasted the laptop. “I suppose if you were so filled with guilt and regret to offer it all to me, it’d be rude of me to not at the very least peruse, wouldn’t it?”

He took a sip of the wine, a red, and on the drier side than he liked. Wouldn’t have been his first preference, but he would drink it.

Every bitter drop. 


Chapter Twenty

 

“I hope they like me.”

Andrew was reasonably certain from the way Colin had muttered it that he hadn’t meant to say that aloud. Right now, the man stood at the kitchen sink and stared out the window at the growing dusk.

Karen and Bill were due home any time now. Andrew had prepped a tasty meatloaf that Chloe loved, trying to stack things in their favor. It wasn’t Karen and Bill Andrew was worried about. Andrew’s confidence about their acceptance was resolute.

While Andrew felt reasonably certain Chloe would like Colin, it never hurt to make sure he did everything he could to ensure her best mood.

Sometimes, she could be fickle when it came to liking people. While it was nothing personal, Andrew knew poor Colin would likely take it to heart and assign far too much weight to a child’s opinion than he should, in this case.

Andrew walked up behind Colin and wrapped his arms around him, resting his chin on Colin’s shoulder. “They shall adore you, love. Never fear.”

“You can’t guarantee that.”

“No, but based on my past experience, I have no reason to doubt them or their love for me, or for my son. Why wouldn’t they want my happiness?”

Colin turned, his green eyes full of worry. “But what if they don’t?”

Andrew kissed him, long and tenderly and hoping to drive all the worry from Colin’s mind, for at least a few sweet moments. When he finally ended their kiss, Andrew touched his forehead to Colin’s. “Do you trust me, love?”

The sound of Colin’s breath roared through Andrew’s ears. He finally nodded.

“Then trust me now. Please, understand that I would not be letting this meeting happen if I thought they wouldn’t be kind. I will never willingly put you in a situation I think would be less than hospitable. You mean far too much to me.”

“This soon?”

“This soon.” He cradled Colin’s face in his palms. “This soon, and so deeply. I mean it. I shall do whatever it takes to convince you this is right, and the only ulterior motive I have is I want you to be able to freely love me as much as I want to freely love you.”

When headlights swept into the yard and across the kitchen window, Andrew took a deep breath and gave Colin one last kiss. He knew Colin would already be nervous enough without any public displays of affection to make him feel even more self-conscious.

Karen was the first through the door. “Dad? We’re home.”

Andrew offered Colin another smile and walked out to greet her. She was alone, and had set her purse and overnight bag down in the hallway.

“Where’s Bill and Chloe?” Andrew asked.

“They’re coming. She wanted to help Daddy unload the car.” Andrew could see Karen’s gaze fixed on Colin, and that she could barely contain her playful smile. “Hi, there.”

“Hello.”

“Love, this is Colin Dawson. He’s spending the weekend with me.”

“Nice to meet you, Colin.” Karen bypassed the handshake and went straight for a hug. Behind her back, Andrew sent Colin a wink. “Has Dad fed you Mom’s cinnamon roll recipe yet? It’s really killer.”

Colin managed a nervous smile. “Yes, they were tasty.”

“Fair warning—if you eat enough of his delicious cooking, you won’t want to leave.”

That drew a soft laugh from Colin. “I think I’m already heading down that path.”

“Great! We’re happy to have you.”

Then Bill and Chloe entered, the little girl wearing her Hello Kitty backpack and carrying her favorite stuffed puppy in her arms. As soon as she saw Andrew, she made a beeline for him, talking a mile a minute about her adventure. Andrew did his best to give her his full attention while still trying to keep an eye on Colin.

He sensed if Colin grew overwhelmed with just Karen, Bill, and Chloe, the man might change his mind about Wednesday night. And if Colin did that, Andrew wasn’t sure he’d be able to make him change it back.

Andrew had a lifetime of experience to tell him the potential they had together if Colin would only trust him.

Damn his family.

Then again, had Colin’s family been more supportive, perhaps they wouldn’t have met in the first place.

Chloe finally turned her attention to Colin. “Hello.” Six years old, she was small for her age and looked closer to four. She was starting to catch up developmentally, thanks to intensive therapy to overcome the effects of her teenaged birth mother’s drug use during her pregnancy. Karen and Bill had adopted Chloe when she was less than a month old.

Andrew jumped in. “Sweetheart, this is Colin. He’s spending the weekend with me.”

Chloe cocked her head in the adorable way she had when she was puzzling something out. “Are you gonna stay here a lot?”

“Maybe.”

“Are you gonna move in?”

Andrew resisted the urge to jump in when he saw Colin smile. “I don’t know the answer to that yet, sweetie.”

Chloe grinned. “If you move in, would I have two grandpas?”

Karen and Bill barely disguised their laughter with coughing fits. Andrew was more focused on Colin and his answer.

“I suppose you would,” Colin said as he glanced Andrew’s way.

“You have to learn how to make cinnamon rolls.”

“Andrew started teaching me that this morning.”

She nodded, a grave look on her face. “Cinnamon rolls are important.”

“I’ll remember that.”

With that, Chloe headed to her bedroom to put her things away.

Andrew smiled. “First barrier—passed.”

 

* * * *

 

At eleven thirty, Nevvie let out a huge yawn where she sat on the couch and was going through Tyler’s e-mail. Earlier, she’d thought about calling the guys, except Tommy had told her he was going to try to get Tyler to go out tonight to get his mind off Marcus. The last thing she wanted was him worrying needlessly about the kids or anything else.

Thus…e-mail.

Sometimes, it felt like the majority of what she did was go through Tyler’s e-mail, or post to his social media accounts as him, or do other administrivia related to promotion for his books.

Still, e-mail was something to do to keep herself awake while awaiting her kids’ return from the party. Adam had already gone to bed.

Aaaand there was another e-mail from Crystal, with a plethora of follow-up questions from their talks earlier in the day. Three phone conversations—and now this.

Goddammit.

Crystal was seriously starting to get on her nerves. Maybe she was good at her job where social media was concerned, but she needed some serious work on her people skills. It almost seemed like Crystal didn’t have a life outside of her screen, and she didn’t remember that others did. Crystal also seemed to assign an urgency to Tyler’s social media that Nevvie didn’t feel was warranted for an experienced author like Tyler.

This can wait until tomorrow.

She marked the e-mail as unread so she’d see it in the morning and moved on to the next.

It actually shocked her when she heard Mikey’s truck in the driveway a moment later. Nevvie had figured, considering how close the Ironsides lived to them, that the kids would be rolling in right before midnight.

Zoey was the first through the door. She didn’t even speak to Nevvie as she headed for the stairs.

“Hey, how was the party?”

“Stupid.” Zoey charged up the stairs.

“Uh, good night, love you.”

“Love you, too,” Zoey called back.

Willow and Mikey made it through the front door. “I take it the object of Zoey’s attention didn’t feel a mutual spark?”

Willow rolled her eyes so hard she could have scored a strike in two different lanes. “Now Cole is apparently an asshat, according to her. She didn’t want to talk about it.”

Nevvie set her tablet aside. “Should I go talk to her?”

Mikey snorted. “Only if you want to get into a fight with her. I don’t know what happened, but she’s the reason we’re home earlier than curfew. She asked for the keys from me so she could start the truck and sit in the AC. She got pissy with me when I told her no, and I figured rather than her being a butthead and embarrassing me in front of my friends that I needed to get her home.”

“That’s weird.”

“Well, I saw Cole snuggled up with Patty Chester right before we left. So Zoey’s probably mad he didn’t pay her much attention for most of the night despite her talking to him earlier. Patty’s a senior.”

“Ah. Maybe I should leave it alone then.”

“I would,” Willow said. “We tried to warn her he’s a jerk, but she didn’t want to listen. I think she’s more upset that we were right and she was wrong.”

“Other than that, did you guys have a good time?”

“Yeah,” Willow said. “Mikey’s friends aren’t totally lame.” She elbowed him in the side, making him laugh. The kids headed upstairs.

Nevvie made sure the doors were locked and armed the alarm before she headed to bed. It was probably best she let Zoey work it out on her own. The twins were at that age where if they waited five minutes their moods would change. Especially Zoey. Even more mercurial than Willow like that, and with more than a little of the Kinsey attitude. Definitely Tommy’s daughter, where Willow was far more calm and laid back, like Tyler.

She’ll snap out of it in a day or two and have a new crush to obsess over.

 

* * * *

 

Andrew thought dinner and the rest of the evening went well. At one point, while heading to the kitchen, where Colin and Karen were doing dishes, he caught the tail end of Karen hugging Colin, whispering something in his ear.

As the two men settled in bed, Andrew had to ask. “What did Karen say to you earlier, love?”

“When?”

“The little whispered interlude in the kitchen.”

“Oh, that.” Colin rolled onto his side, draping an arm over Andrew’s stomach. “She said she hoped I would be a permanent addition to the family.”

Andrew’s eyes snapped open. “She did?”

“Yeah. Said anyone who could make you smile as much as you had tonight was more than welcomed to stay.”

The prickle of tears in his eyes caught Andrew by surprise. He blinked, trying to clear his vision. “And your thoughts?”

“I’m hoping you won’t regret inviting me to sit next to y’all at the game last night.”

“Never, love. Don’t ever think that.”

A weary-sounding sigh escaped Colin. “Don’t be so quick to swear that. You haven’t had to deal with Susan’s meddling in my life yet.”

“You are an adult. What is she going to do?”

“She could try to make life miserable for you.”

“With whom? Listen to me. While I am not a millionaire or anything close to it, I am comfortably well off. The house is paid for. I am a pensioner. I inherited a substantial bank account when Peggy died, not to mention her life insurance policy. My son and his spouses are wealthy in their own right and have long ago, many times, sworn to me not to worry about my twilight years because I shall be cared for. I doubt Publix will stop selling me groceries just because the homophobic woman tries to spread nonsense about me or whom I love.”

“You haven’t met her,” Colin said.

“Correction—she has not yet met me. Rest assured, I will make that woman rue the day she ever heard of me if she thinks she will bully me. If I’m not enough to scare her away, I’ll simply step aside and let Nevvie, Thomas, and Tyler take care of her for us. That is a battle she will regret initiating, if it gets that far.”

Colin nestled closer, flesh pressed against flesh. “I wish I felt as certain as you sound.”

He kissed the top of Colin’s head. “I shall take care of it all, love. All you need to do is trust me. I shan’t let you down.”

But as Colin drifted to sleep in his arms, Andrew lay there, awake and wondering what kind of horrible woman Susan must be to treat her father the way she had. Under any other circumstances, he might have slowed the progress of his relationship with Colin due to doubting the man’s version of events.

Except that Andrew had already been through a nasty divorce to a shrew of a woman who it sounded like Susan was a soulmate to. Not to mention Emily and her nonsense, some of which he’d witnessed firsthand.

That meant he bloody well could believe someone would be so vindictive and nasty. The only reason Delores didn’t follow through on her threats to out him to the school he taught for was that she knew if he was unemployed, he wouldn’t be able to pay child support.

At least he’d proven the old axiom of living well being the best revenge. Delores was wasting away in a nursing home with no clue about her own name, much less his, while he enjoyed a good relationship with all three of his children, their spouses, and his grandchildren.

If Susan thought she could scare him away from Colin, she would have one hell of a fight on her hands.


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Tyler lay awake in bed as dawn crept up Sunday morning. He’d spent all night reading through Marcus’ files and had viewed maybe a quarter of them before joining Tommy in bed twenty minutes earlier. Yet he couldn’t sleep. His mind raced, sorting through what he’d read.

They were…

Excellent.

It boggled Tyler’s mind that Marcus hadn’t tried to publish his fiction, although most of what Tyler had read was unfinished. Some of it barely started.

In his sleep, Tommy had rolled over and draped his arm around Tyler’s waist, a comforting feeling even if his man was asleep.

Tyler knew he was far from the first writer to experience self-doubt over their scribblings, but reading Marcus’ work had thrown him headlong into a deep morass of despondency over his own talent.

Was he as good a writer as he thought he was?

Why did he leave me all his writing with permission to use them as my own?

Had it been a genuine gesture, or a mind fuck? One final sadistic tweak from beyond the grave?

But that felt…wrong, somehow. Of course he wasn’t an expert on Marcus and his moods, but it genuinely felt like Marcus had been trying to atone.

Worse, there was a small and growing part of him who wanted to use some of it, could see where he could seamlessly tack some of it in place within his own works in progress.

I need sleep, is what I need.

He felt exhausted, drained, not just physically but mentally and emotionally.

He also felt exceedingly guilty that he wasn’t home with his family, and that they were taking second place to all of…this.

Closing his eyes, he laid his hand over Tom’s and laced fingers with him, taking comfort from the warmth of his body and hoping his presence would lull him to sleep.

 

* * * *

 

Tom had awakened when he felt Ty come to bed not too long ago. He’d lived this drill before, although for so many wonderful years they’d had Nevvie in their lives and in their bed that he hadn’t had to be “alone” when Ty was working odd hours that took his complete focus.

He’d forgotten the pang of loneliness that always accompanied one of Ty’s all-nighters.

Except he couldn’t and wouldn’t complain. It was work. Just because Ty’s working hours were irregular didn’t make them any less valid. He’d spent years respecting Ty’s work time, because he earned damned good money at it. And it was an essential part of Ty’s personality, being a writer. It wasn’t just what he did—it was who he was as a person.

Still, he got the feeling something felt…different now.

Maybe it’s just this place has me jumpy.

The whole situation sucked. Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad had Marcus rid the apartment of his personal belongings, other than furniture and kitchen items, before biting the big one. Why would he leave…everything?

Now that he was awake and his brain was spinning, his leg was starting to sound off, too. Not so bad he’d have to resort to a prescription pill, but enough that if he didn’t get some ibuprofen into him fairly soon, it would tune up in a loud way he wouldn’t be able to ignore.

That would mean getting out of bed and possibly awakening Ty.

Decisions, decisions…

It was Sunday morning. Normally, that was designated family day. The three of them usually slept in, then once everyone was awake, they did something together. Or tried to, at least. Even if it was nothing more than scooping up Andrew and Chloe and going out for pizza or ice cream or something. Even Tyler would take the day off and spend it with them.

Right now, Nevvie would still be sound asleep, so he couldn’t even text with her. Not without waking her up.

Which was not only a dangerous thing to do before she’d had coffee, it wasn’t fair to her.

Sigh.

Tom waited as long as he could before slowly starting the process of extricating himself from Tyler and the bed without waking Ty. It took him several minutes, but he finally made it. Closing himself in the bathroom, he used it then took three ibuprofen and stared at himself in the mirror.

Not exactly where he expected to be in his life at this age. In many ways it was far better, and that outweighed the few melancholy thoughts that sometimes tried to swamp him.

Like how he wished his dad was alive to see their four kids. To meet Ty. Nevvie.

Then again, Andrew might still have been alone for all those years, instead of the happy ones spent married to Tom’s mother.

He never imagined himself burying one of his sisters, much less that she’d have turned on him like she did.

Tom grabbed his cane and clothes and slowly hobbled out of the bedroom, quietly closing the door behind him. In the living room, he adjusted the thermostat up and pulled on his clothes.

At home, he’d be running around in shorts and still sweating his balls off.

With the coffee going, he stared out the kitchen’s small window at the nearby park. Even with the grey, drizzly morning there were people out walking their dogs or jogging or biking. On the face of it, it could be any American city. He wondered if Jean-Claude had stared out this same window every morning and resented Tyler for his short tryst with Marcus.

Marcus, if you really cared so much about Tyler, why didn’t you treat him better when you were alive?

He wasn’t sure he bought the “young and stupid” cop-out the guy gave. Especially when paired with the extortion in Seattle, the threat to send Tom to jail for decking Marcus if Tyler didn’t go to Marcus’ room with him—alone—to talk. Especially after bidding on the auction with the express purpose of wanting to talk to Tyler despite knowing Tyler was poly and had children.

In his own mind, Tom had supposed Marcus treated Tyler more like a sexual trophy than a partner. A well-known author, even back then, younger, and a total noob to sex with guys? Sure, that’d be an ego boost for someone like Marcus.

Anyone with half a functional conscience would have put the brakes on things when they found out they were leaving the US and heading home.

Yet…Marcus had left a considerable estate to Tyler—and him.

That contradicted the view Tom had held of the man for all those years.

The two factions warred within his brain.

Then again, the guy’s dead. Does it really matter now?

Except he knew it all mattered to Ty.

Once he had enough coffee brewed to pour himself a mug, he did, and limped over to the couch to find a morning news broadcast on TV that would help take his mind off their current situation. Tyler would likely sleep until noon, if his past behavior was any indication of now.

 

* * * *

 

This.

Fucking.

Sucks.

Nevvie clutched a pillow to her in the middle of their too-large bed, a bed that felt way too empty without either of her men to share it with her.

She grabbed her phone from the bedside table. Not quite seven, and no texts from Tommy or Ty.

She opted to send one to Tommy, hoping that Tyler was hard at work on his edits and not wanting to disturb him.

Or delay him finishing them to get him home sooner.

 

I guess it’s too late for me to call backsies and order you two home huh?

 

It surprised her when her phone rang seconds later.

Tommy. She was missing them too bad to even give him any snark when she answered. “I miss you.”

“Miss you, too, sugar. Are the kids that bad?”

“No.” She pulled the pillow—Tommy’s pillow—tight against her. “I miss you both.”

“We miss you, too.”

“How’s he doing?”

“Asleep right now. He was up working until daybreak.”

“Oh.” Hope filled her. “That’s good, right? He’ll finish his edits sooner?”

“I hope so, but I won’t rush him. You know how he gets.”

“I know.” She sighed. “It still sucks.”

“Not any less sucky on this end, baby girl. Oh, hell.”

“What?”

“Are you watching the news?”

“No. I haven’t even had coffee yet. I’m still in bed. What?”

“Turn on The Weather Channel.”

Nevvie rolled the other direction and grabbed the remote for the bedroom TV. “What am I looking at—oh, shit.”

Jim Cantore was excitedly discussing a train of tropical waves chugging westward across the Atlantic Ocean.

Two of which were predicted to become hurricanes.

 

“…and the entire eastern coast, from the Florida Keys to Maine, needs to keep an eye on these systems. There is an upper level system in the Midwest that will potentially help draw these systems in toward land. The problem is, it’s too soon to tell exactly where—”

 

She hit the mute button, feeling a little sick to her stomach. “Boy, am I glad I insisted on roll-down shutters for this house.” They weren’t in a flood or tidal surge zone, so that wasn’t a worry.

But wind could be an issue no matter how strong the houses were engineered.

“Me, too, baby girl. Hopefully we’re concerned over nothing. Most of these storms don’t give us anything but a little rain and some breezy weather. But just in case, ask Adam to test start our whole-house genny, and Dad’s, before he heads back to school tonight. He knows how to do it. And have the boys shuffle the cars around in the garage so you can fit all the vehicles in.”

“Okay.” Usually her car, Tyler’s car, Tommy’s truck, and Mikey’s truck sat parked in the driveway. But when they’d bought the house and made their renovations and additions, they’d included adding on a garage large enough for all their vehicles, for Tom’s restored 1958 Ford pick-up truck, and their motorcycles and the RV.

She looked at the graphics now posted on the screen. “They’re saying they won’t reach the US mainland until early the next coming week. Are you trying to tell me you think you might not be home for another week?”

He didn’t answer at first, which was enough of an answer. “He needs time. You know how he is. If he feels guilty about being here, he’ll stuff his feelings and not focus on himself and that’ll hurt him more in the long run.”

Of course Ty would.

Didn’t mean she liked being magnanimous. “You really owe me.”

“I know, sugar. So who’s Dad’s new friend?”

He switched conversational tracks so fast that her train of thought derailed. “Huh?”

“The guy at the football game and dinner. From the video and pictures. Who is he?”

“He’s very nice. His name is Colin Dawson, and it’s a very long and complicated story that I haven’t heard all of yet. But Dad really likes him. He’s spending the weekend with Dad. Karen was texting with me last night and said Chloe adores Colin.”

“So…”

“So he’s apparently Dad’s boyfriend, yes. But don’t tease Colin. His family’s a bunch of jerks.”

“Ah.” His throaty chuckle warmed her, heart and soul. “I’m looking forward to meeting him.”

“And not scaring him off.”

“I won’t scare him off. I promise.”

“Good.”

“Anything new from Crystal?”

Nevvie groaned. “I’m gonna kill Ty for siccing her on me. I know she’s trying to do her job, but she’s annoying the crap out of me in the process. Why is she going nuts over this release? It’s not like Tyler’s some schlub or something when it comes to sales.”

“He’s her first really big client. Try to reframe it in terms of she’s eager to make sure Tyler succeeds and make herself look good in the process.”

“Why are you sounding like you’re on her side all of a sudden?”

“I’m not, exactly. But Elliot trusts her or he wouldn’t let her work with Ty, right? And can you fault her for trying to do her job the best she can?”

She knew he was right, even though it grated on her to admit it. “I suppose.” She glanced at her tablet, where last night’s e-mail lay waiting for her in Tyler’s account.

“And think of it this way—we don’t have to beat her up for trying to move in on our guy.”

Nevvie burst out laughing. “Where’d that come from?”

“Because I know that’s where your mind went, because that’s where mine went until I thought about it a little more. I mean, her first big job out of college, and now she’s working with Tyler Paulson? Unless Elliot repped Stephen King or another author of that caliber, you can’t get much bigger than that when talking about authors.”

He had a point. “True. I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

“She’s just trying to make a good impression. Please, baby girl, work with her so she isn’t trying to contact Tyler again right now. Okay? He needs to focus. The more he can focus, the sooner he’ll get done—”

“And the sooner you’ll both come home.” She rubbed at her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I know.” She yawned. “Let me get off here and start coffee and deal with Crystal.”

“You sound thrilled.”

“You can’t see my face. I assure you it’s anything but thrilled.” She stared at the silent TV, where a satellite loop now played of the tropical train making its way westward. “For a variety of reasons.”

“I have every confidence in you, sugar. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

She ended the call and stared at the TV as she tried to shove the negativity out of her brain. The possibility of tropical weather always drew out the worst in her after what they’d gone through, first the hurricane hitting Tampa while her family was stuck down there and she and the kids were up here in Savannah, and then Alex tracking her down and attacking her and Tommy just days after he’d killed Emily.

I fucking hate storms. 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

It was full daylight outside when Andrew awakened to find Colin smiling down at him.

Andrew couldn’t help smiling in return. “Good morning.”

“Mornin’.” Colin leaned in and kissed him.

It felt better than right—it felt perfect. “You certainly look happy this morning, love.”

“I am. It’s nice to feel happy again.” He glanced toward the window, where the blinds were closed against the bright morning. “I haven’t felt this good in…years.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah.” His focus returned to Andrew. “Can I ask something?”

“Of course.”

“Steven will be coming by my house tomorrow afternoon after school unless I call him and tell him not to. Can we be there when he stops by? And do you think I should introduce you as my boyfriend?”

Andrew sat up, moving slowly as he usually did first thing in the morning, and kissed him. “Yes, we can be there. And yes, if you wish.”

“It…won’t bother you?”

“Why should it bother me?”

“I don’t know how he’ll take it.”

“It’s all right, love. I’ll be there for you. And even if you change your mind about that at the last moment, that’s all right, too. I understand how difficult this is for you. You can leave that decision until later.”

“That’s just it. I don’t want it to be difficult anymore. I want the truth out there. I’m tired of feelin’ like I have to pretend to be someone I’m not to make people who don’t really give a shit about me happy. I don’t want to keep lyin’ about who I am. I hope Steven can accept me, since he’s the oldest of his siblings. But if he can’t, I’d rather get it out of the way now. It’ll make some things easier.”

“Easier?”

“Yeah.” He laid his hand over Andrew’s and laced fingers with him. “I want to feel like this every mornin’. I want to wake up not alone and I want to wake up feelin’ like I’m where I belong. I feel more at home here than in my own house, where I’ve lived for over forty years. Your family, so far, has treated me better than mine. Even if we decide we’ll only be friends, I know I can’t go back to the way life was. Like you said, time is short, and it’s not gettin’ any longer.”

“You said Susan talks to people about you. Isn’t it already out there, so to speak?”

“Not really. She…basically threatens people. To sic her stupid church on them.”

“What if you were interested in a woman?”

“See, that’s just it. She thinks she’ll force me to either stay alone or eventually be with another woman if she keeps doing that. I don’t blame people for not wanting to invite that kind of ruckus into their lives. It’s easier for them to walk away from me than to risk her publicly outing them or making life hard for them at work.”

“She hasn’t met me yet, love. She tries anything like that with me, the stupid cow will find herself up against someone with far more steel in their spine than she has.”

Andrew glanced at the cable box and saw it was after seven. “Feel like helping me make the cinnamon rolls this morning?”

Colin’s grin lit the room brighter than the sun. “Absolutely.”

They were the first ones up. As they got the coffee started, a bleary-eyed Chloe made her way into the kitchen, her favorite stuffed rabbit in her hand. She threw both arms around Andrew’s legs and held on tightly.

“Good morning, Grandpa.”

He could still pick her up—barely. Fortunately, she was small for her age. It wouldn’t be much longer before he wouldn’t be able to do this. “Good morning, sweetheart. Grandpa Colin and I were about to make cinnamon rolls. Would you like to help?”

She sleepily nodded, even as she laid her head against his shoulder and cuddled her rabbit. Obviously, she wasn’t quite awake yet, but every morning she usually sought him out first thing. It was strange having her in school now and not around all day during the week.

Lonely.

Maybe even better the timing of him meeting Colin now.

“Did you already use the bathroom?” he asked her.

She nodded again.

“And washed your hands?”

She nodded, but still he carried her over to the kitchen sink so he could wash his. She set Rabbit aside and washed hers, too. They left Rabbit in his usual safe spot on the windowsill, where he always sat to watch them while she helped Andrew cook, before Andrew carried her over to the table and sat her there while Andrew oversaw Colin mixing the dough.

Chloe was no slouch. She knew the recipe by heart already and helped guide him, even though he had the laminated index card with Peggy’s writing on it on the table for reference.

Once the rolls were in the oven, she helped mix the icing for them, sitting there with the bowl between her legs and a serious expression on her face as she stirred it. “Are we making scrambled eggs, too, Grandpa?”

“We can, if you’d like.”

She looked up at Colin. “Do you like scrambled eggs, Grandpa Colin?”

Andrew wasn’t sure the man might not start crying right there. He smiled, but his green eyes suddenly looked too bright, and he blinked a few times. “I love scrambled eggs, sweetie.”

“Yes, please,” she said to Andrew. “Scrambled eggs. Oooh, and bacon!”

“Anything my little princess wants to keep her happy.” But he was looking at Colin when he said it.

Colin closed his eyes and chuckled, slowly shaking his head.

Andrew brushed a kiss across Colin’s cheek in passing as he headed for the refrigerator.

By the time Karen and Bill had awakened and joined them, they had a nice breakfast ready for them all, and Chloe had already polished off her first cinnamon roll.

Karen shot Andrew a wink after kissing him and Colin good morning on the cheeks on her way to the coffee pot. “I like having a larger crowd for breakfast,” she said as she poured mugs for both her and Bill. “Feels like old times again.”

“Me, too!” Chloe echoed.

Andrew met Colin’s gaze. “As do I.”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler lay awake in bed, studying the ceiling. It was nearly one in the afternoon and he’d been awake for the better part of thirty minutes.

He couldn’t get Marcus’ writing out of his head. And he felt torn between wanting to delve into it again and knowing he should be working on his own edits. The sooner he finished, the sooner they could return home.

The laptop could make the journey with them.

Or, maybe it shouldn’t.

Maybe it should remain there, on the desk and out of temptation’s reach, until he’d had a chance to better process the events of the past week.

Except he already knew he’d be packing it in his carry-on. He’d already decided to take the set of clothes he carried in case his luggage got lost and put them in his suitcase to make enough room.

At least the letters weren’t such a draw. He couldn’t read them, and he’d have to figure out how to have them translated, which was a logistical problem all its own. He’d need privacy, someone who wouldn’t ask too many questions or who wouldn’t copy them and sell them to online gossip sites.

The laptop was right there. And all of Marcus’ writings were in English.

On the dresser lay the envelope and note Tom had taken from the safe deposit box. Tyler finally got up and retrieved them, sitting on the end of the bed for a moment before starting with the note. In Marcus’ handwriting, it was a simple inventory of what was in the box, and based on his own memory, Tyler thought everything was there that should be.

The sealed envelope, however, contained more pages, also handwritten. Marcus had left details about each piece’s origin and history.

The watch he’d given Jean-Claude as a day collar when he’d first formally collared him.

 

It was a bit of an inside joke between us, because with my teaching schedule, I usually ran perpetually late due to talking to students after class. When we were together, one of his tasks was time management, making sure we didn’t run late to events or movies or plays, keeping me on task and on time. A running joke between our friends at the time was that if they wanted to ensure Jean-Claude arrived to an event on time, the best way was to not invite me along with him…

 

One of the necklaces was also a day collar, as was a ring.

Matching wedding bands the men had worn following Marcus’ return from Florida after meeting Tyler, and their reconciliation, despite never being able to achieve “legal” spousal status.

 

I continued to wear mine, and his, from the day I lost him, up until the day I wrote this very note and placed both rings and the note in here, on the way to the care facility with Goossens.

I know I will never return from there for these. As it should be. It’s long past time for me to leave this world…

 

Tyler felt the tears spill down his cheeks before he even realized he was crying. He stared at the wedding band on his left ring finger, the mate to the ones Tom and Nevvie wore.

This demon who’d haunted his soul for so long had merely been an imperfect human.

Who among them was perfect?

Not me, that’s for bloody sure.

He would need a trip back to the bank, however. He stared at the urn on the dresser before standing and walking over to it. Yes, the two of them would go to the United States, and he would find a way to keep them together forever, remembered by him if no one else.

It was the least he could do.

And, for today, he needed to focus and dedicate himself to working on his edits.

Because the man awaiting him in the living room, and the woman awaiting them both in Savannah, deserved to have all of his energies devoted to them, not to a ghost who could wait.

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie sat at the kitchen table early Sunday morning, working on her second mug of coffee, and carefully reread the e-mail she’d composed to Crystal. Yes, it was aggravating, but Tom had helped her remember that Crystal was trying to do her job.

Maybe this was a good thing. Maybe it would boost Tyler’s sales so that when he started self-publishing some of his books, like he wanted to, those sales would take off like a rocket.

Instead of seeing Crystal as an aggravation, maybe Nevvie needed to look at her as a source of helpful information and new skills.

Adam yawned as he walked into the kitchen. “Morning, Mom.”

“Good morning, sweetheart. I need to ask a favor—”

He held up a staying finger and poured himself a mug of coffee—black, like Tyler took it—and then leaned against the counter as he blew across it.

He looked so much like Tyler it was breathtaking.

I’m going to have to kill the first girl who breaks his heart. I just know it.

“Sorry, Mom. What do you need me to do?”

She explained the storms, which seemed to wake him up faster than the coffee. He turned on the kitchen TV and tuned it to The Weather Channel, which was currently talking about the weather systems.

“Damn. All right. I’ll get started on that as soon as I finish eating something. I’ll do Grandpa’s first.”

“Um…let me text Karen and make sure they’re all…awake before you go over there.”

“Huh?”

Nevvie smiled. “Keep a secret?”

“Sure.”

“Colin is spending the whole weekend with Grandpa.”

His eyebrows arched. “Shut. Up.”

“Karen texted me last night that she and Bill really like Colin. Chloe adores him.”

He smiled. “That’s great, right?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Okay. I’ll text Aunt Karen myself.” He headed out of the kitchen.

“Where are you going?” she called out.

“To get my phone and get dressed. I’ll be right back.”

Nevvie finally sent the e-mail to Crystal and finished that mug of coffee. She’d stood to pour another mug of hot, brown nectar when Adam returned, phone in hand.

“Aunt Karen says they’re awake.”

“Good.”

He was also ready for a refill. Now that he had a mission, she knew she could count on him to take care of it.

Just like Tyler, only with a lot of Tommy’s common sense and learned mechanical skills thrown in.

“And they invited me over to eat breakfast with them. So I’ll head there now.”

“Take my car, honey. I think I parked you in. My keys are on the bookcase by the door. And turn off the alarm before you go out.”

“Thanks, Mom.” He kissed her cheek before heading out, cup of coffee in hand. Moments later, she heard the telltale beep of the alarm being turned off at the keypad before she heard the front door open and close.

Mikey made his way downstairs not long after. “Did I hear Adam leave already?”

Nevvie filled him in.

That also woke him up. “I’ll start working on the garage. I’ll leave your car and my truck out for now, but I’ll put Dad’s and Pop’s inside. And the Pilot.”

Nevvie’s mind flashed back to Zoey’s cantankerous mood upon their return. “Is there anything I need to know about the party last night that you didn’t want to say in front of your sisters?”

He shrugged. “No, not really. Willow seemed to have a good time. Zoey was…Zoey. I think she couldn’t accept the fact that Cole was as big of a jerk as we all told her he was. Even Steven Jardine tried to spend some time talking to her early in the evening, and he’s a really nice guy. But she kind of blew him off going after Cole, from what I saw.”

Nevvie made a mental note to corner her daughter later in the day and talk to her, alone. “Did you actually see what happened between her and Cole?”

“No, but there were like thirty people there. Me and Willow were in the living room a lot of the time. Willow knew several of the girls there and was talking to them. I know Zoey went outside at one point, because there were a lot of kids on the deck, and downstairs in the basement because it opens onto the back yard, too, where the lower section of the deck is.

“Sorry, Mom, but I was talking to my friends. I mean, Greg’s mom and dad were there, and his older brother. There wasn’t any drinking or anything like that that I saw. I didn’t babysit the twins because there really wasn’t any reason to.”

“No, I didn’t mean that. Never mind, I guess it doesn’t really matter.”

“Can I ask you a stupid question?”

She smiled. “Sure.”

“Do you think Steven knows his grandfather’s gay?”

“That I don’t know. That’s why I don’t want you talking about Colin to anyone outside this family yet. I don’t want to cause him trouble.”

“Gotcha.” Mikey got himself a bowl and a box of cereal. “It’d be cool if Colin and Grandpa Andy are dating. I think Grandpa’s really lonely.”

Yes, they’d raised their kids right. Not just living in a non-traditional family arrangement, but talking to them and making them understand that they should always default to being kind and non-judgmental when it came to others.

“I think that’d be pretty cool, too.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

When Tyler finally emerged from the bedroom, he headed straight for the couch where Tom lay stretched out, watching a foreign movie with English subtitles.

Technically, since Tyler assumed it was in Dutch, it wasn’t a foreign movie since they were the foreigners.

Moving carefully, so as not to jostle Tom’s bad leg, Tyler stretched out next to him, his back to the TV and his face pressed against Tom’s chest. As Tom’s arms encircled him, Tyler felt peace return to his soul.

This man was his home.

He always had been, always would be.

“Hey, buddy. How’d you sleep?”

“Not as well as in our own bed. Maybe I should look into booking us flights for tomorrow.”

Tom stroked his back. “Is that what you really want to do, or what you think Nevvie and I want?”

“I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“It does to us.” He tipped Tyler’s face up so he could meet his gaze. “No rush. Seriously. We’re fine.”

Tyler’s mind and heart felt mixed up, confused in a way he simultaneously wasn’t familiar with and despised with a passion. “I could pull a couple of all-nighters when we get home to finish these edits.”

“I’d rather you finish them now than do that to yourself. You’ve had one heart attack. We don’t need you having another one. Don’t stress yourself out.”

“That’s not exactly how it works, love. You know that.”

“You’re wrong. Stress can do it to you.” He kissed Tyler in that slow, sweet, sexy way he always had, the way that totally melted him and made him want to turn himself inside out to do any- and everything he could for Tom.

Predictably, Tyler’s cock hardened against Tom’s body. No way the other man couldn’t have felt it, either.

Tom did, a sultry smile filling his features. “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about, sugar.” Tom kissed him again, deeper this time, one hand sliding up and tangling in Tyler’s hair, holding him in place as Tom took his time. Tom swept his tongue along Tyler’s lips, which parted for him like curtains in a breeze.

Anything this man wanted—everything—he’d give or do.

They’d been perfection even before Nevvie joined them. She completed them both in a way neither had known they’d needed before they met her.

Tom’s other hand settled on Tyler’s ass, fingers digging in even through his pajama bottoms and squeezing hard. It sent a thrill through Tyler, letting go and giving himself to Tom.

It’d always felt right with Tom, even from their first night together. In the man’s sweet brown eyes he could still see the college student he’d spotted walking into the bookstore before his author talk had started, the young man he’d asked to have coffee with after, the man he’d taken to the hockey game the next night.

The man he’d instantly fallen hard for, even before he knew his name.

When Tom nibbled and sucked on Tyler’s lower lip, it made Tyler’s cock throb even harder, fully awake and aware and screaming for relief. He rocked his body against Tom’s, not wanting to hurt him but needing him now more than ever. Escaping into Tom’s love was a sure-fire way to settle his racing mind and give him at least a few moments of mental and emotional respite.

Always had been.

Stubble from their cheeks pleasantly rasped against each other as they kissed. It wasn’t until Tyler was whining, wanting and needing more, that Tom lifted his lips from Tyler’s and smiled at him. “What’s wrong, baby?”

“I need you.”

“I know I joked about you catching for the immediate future, but you feel like pitching? We both need a shower, and two birds, one stone, and all that.”

“Turn down an invitation to fuck that handsome arse of yours? I’d have to be daft.”

“I dunno. You’ve put up with me an awful long time. Maybe you are.”

Tyler sat up and carefully climbed off him, holding out a hand to help him up. “Yet you are the one who settled for a writer when you could have had anyone you wanted. Perhaps I’m not the only barmy one, mate.”

Tom smiled and took his hand, only grunting a little as he stood. Tyler loved looking up into his lover’s eyes, loved that Tom stood a few inches taller than him.

“Oh, sugar, I know I’m a few french fries short of a Happy Meal.” He led Tyler down the hall to the master bath, grabbing the lube on the way through the bedroom. They quickly shed their clothes and climbed inside the shower, where Tom hungrily kissed Tyler again.

“You know what you do to me, buddy.”

“The feeling is quite mutual. Always has been.”

Tom turned and braced his hands against the shower wall, then wiggled his ass at Tyler. “Get busy while the gettin’s good.”

Tyler stroked his hands down Tom’s back under the hot water, savoring the view. Age had been kind to his lover, other than the pain from his leg. Perhaps neither of them were as firm in the muscles as they had once been, but the young man he’d fallen in love with that afternoon in Haslam’s was still standing there, in Tyler’s eyes. He pressed a kiss to Tom’s back, between his shoulder blades, lingering as his arms slipped around Tom and Tyler found his cock.

“Mmm, sugar.” Tom’s head dropped and he rocked back against Tyler. “You know what you always do to me, don’t you?”

“Do I?” Tyler rubbed his cock along the seam of Tom’s ass, savoring this build-up. He slowly stroked Tom’s cock with one hand, playing with his sac with the other.

“Fuuuck. You’re in a playful mood, huh?”

“Perhaps, love.” He nipped the spot he’d been kissing, lightly raking his teeth across Tom’s flesh and enjoying the soft hiss of pleasure he received in return. “Have you been a good boy while I’ve been working?”

“Mmmhmm. We’re goin’ there, huh?” Tom ground his ass against Tyler now.

“Seems like someone’s still owed a little punishment for climbing a ladder without permission.”

“I think falling off the ladder was punishment enough.”

“In a perfect world, perhaps it would be.” He squeezed Tom’s cock. “I think someone owes me more than that, though.”

A low groan slid from Tom’s throat. “You gonna plow my ass, sugar, or tease me until I turn around and fuck you silly?”

“That sounds more like a win-win than a threat, love.” He released Tom and grabbed the lube, applying it to his fingers and slowly working two inside Tom’s tight ass. As he did, he reached around him and stroked Tom’s cock with his free hand.

“Fuck, yeah.” Tom rested his forehead against his hands on the wall, rocking his hips in time with Tyler’s movements. “Damn, that’s good.”

Tyler wouldn’t deny it always pleased him to know his was the first and only cock that had ever been inside his gorgeous Georgia boy’s ass. Something sweet and untainted by any bad memories. Tom had never dealt with the heartache the way Tyler had.

They’d slipped effortlessly into each other’s lives and there they’d stayed.

Only after three fingers were easily drawing moans from Tom did Tyler slick his cock and step into place behind Tom. He took his time, slowly swiping the head of his cock up and down the seam of Tom’s ass until he nestled his knob against Tom’s pucker. His hands settled on Tom’s hips, gripping him.

Tyler leaned in, his chin resting on Tom’s left shoulder. “How do you want it, love?”

“Goddamn,” Tom muttered. “You know how I want it.”

Tyler flexed his hips, thrusting, his heart skipping a beat at the way Tom gasped. His ass tightly fisted Tyler’s cock and he rocked back to meet Tyler’s thrust until Tyler’s cock was fully seated inside him.

He skimmed his hands up Tom’s sides, around his front, finding and playing with his nipples and making Tom’s ass clench around his cock. “Better?”

“Fuck me, dammit. It’s been weeks!”

“Patience, pet.” He rolled Tom’s nipples in his fingers while nibbling a trail up Tom’s shoulder and the side of his neck. “As you said, it’s been weeks. I wish to savor this.” He released Tom’s nipples and his hands continued their journey, up Tom’s arms, Tyler’s fingers lacing with Tom’s and squeezing.

“I fucking missed you,” Tom gasped. “So damn much.”

“As I missed you both.” Tyler nibbled Tom’s left earlobe. “I’d planned on coming home and fucking you both senseless, once I’d had a little sleep. Maybe letting Nevvie ride that talented mouth of yours to muffle your sounds while I fucked your arse silly.”

Tom groaned, another tantalizing squeeze around Tyler’s cock. “Goddamn, Ty. You fucking sadist.”

How many times had Tyler returned from book promotion junkets, before Nevvie was with them, and Tom had to call in the next day because Tyler wouldn’t let him out of their bed?

Maybe they weren’t quite up to those kinds of marathon fucking sessions now, but today, with a little distance from their arrival in Brussels, Tyler was certainly willing to try.

“Yes, I can be.” He nibbled down Tom’s shoulder again, biting and sucking hard on the top of his shoulder, enough to leave a mark and where a shirt would easily conceal it.

Plenty of times in the past Tyler had sent Tom to work covered in love bites, from neck to thigh.

And plenty of times Ty had lain in bed in the morning after Tom had thoroughly rogered him and left him completely knackered and covered in scratches and teeth marks and savoring every delicious ache.

He spread his legs, forcing Tom’s feet wider and making him arch his back, sticking his ass out against Tyler. “Show me how much you want it, love. Make me come and then I’ll decide if you’ve earned it yourself.”

Tom’s forehead came to rest on top of Tyler’s hands, his breath hot and heavy against Tyler’s arm as he started fucking himself onto Tyler’s cock. Long, slow strokes at first, savoring every inch of Tyler’s cock. It wasn’t long before he started adding force with each thrust, short, jabby strokes Ty knew were gliding perfectly across Tom’s prostate and making his own cock drip with need.

Tyler couldn’t hold back long at that rate. Too much need, too much love—too much heat and raw, undiluted passion had passed between them over the years. He didn’t bother holding back his climax, letting out a groan against Tom’s shoulder as each pulse shot another rope of cum deep inside Tom’s sweet ass.

His.

Only his, in that way.

Ever.

Tyler barely let the last echoes of his orgasm roll through him before he released Tom, spun him around, and dropped to his knees in front of him, putting Tom’s hands on his head.

Tom took over from that point, fucking Tyler’s mouth hard and deep, making him take his cock to the root.

“Yeah,” Tom gasped. “That’s what I needed. Fuck yeah.”

Tyler held on to the backs of Tom’s thighs, staying with him, taking every inch Tom fed him, even when he started pounding into Tyler’s mouth, the head of his cock hitting the back of his throat.

He didn’t last long. Tyler moaned as the tangy, familiar taste of Tom’s cum filled his mouth.

He eagerly swallowed every drop.

They remained frozen there, the hot water beading on their flesh and rolling down their skin before Tom’s grip on Tyler’s head relaxed. He slid down the wall, pulling Tyler into his arms when he hit the floor, kissing him long and deeply. The sweet brown gaze, the rugged face—the love of his life.

“Love you,” Tom hoarsely said. “Love you so fuckin’ much.”

Tyler shifted position so he could sit between Tom’s thighs and wrap his legs around Tom’s hips. He rested his forehead against Tom’s. “I love you, too. I don’t know why you put up with me for all these years, but I’m grateful that you have.”

Tom’s arms encircled him and he leaned back against the wall, bringing Tyler with him. “You put up with a lot more from me. I’m the one thankful you didn’t get sick of me.”

“Never, love. Ever.”

He felt Tom’s fingers slowly trail up and down his spine, fingers that had given him countless delicious back rubs in the past. “Are you really okay, buddy?”

He didn’t need clarification. “I…will be. This has been a thousand times easier with you here, love. Thank you.”

“Like hell I’d let you come alone.”

Tyler thought back to that night in his old apartment, sitting on the kitchen floor, Tom holding him as he’d cried and confessed what had happened between himself and Marcus.

What emotional carnage Marcus had wrought within him.

Why he was so scared of betrayal.

The righteous anger in Tom’s voice as he’d promised to punch Marcus if he ever met him.

A promise he’d kept.

Other than that brief moment in time following Tom’s accident, when even he referred to himself as a “brain-damaged asshole,” Tom had always kept his promises to Tyler.

Always.

Forever and ever.

“Will Nevvie be cross with me if I can’t give her a return date yet?”

“She knows you need time. Just don’t expect to get much work done the first day or two after we get home, between her and the kids wanting to spend time with you.”

“We missed Adam being home this weekend.”

“I know. He understands. He’s an adult now.”

 

* * * *

 

Tom worried about Tyler. He didn’t want his guy slipping into that self-denial territory where he started feeling guilty and putting everyone before himself.

That wasn’t healthy.

Now that the last trickles of another damn good fucking were wearing off and he realized he was going to need Tyler’s help to get up off the shower floor, he also knew that Tyler wasn’t doing okay.

Not even close.

Not yet.

He was getting by, in typical Tyler fashion, and trying not to let Tom see how badly he was doing.

Tom decided he needed to distract his guy a little. “How about shaving me, huh? I think I’m getting kind of scruffy.”

Tyler’s whole face lit up. “Of course, love.”

Tom leaned against the shower wall as Tyler untangled himself and got up to retrieve his razor and shaving cream. Tom preferred to use an electric razor, but early on after Nevvie joined them she’d accidentally stumbled onto what had become a beloved tradition between the three of them, either her or Tyler shaving him, when they had time. Special occasions, like this.

Tom closed his eyes and held still as Tyler smoothed shaving cream onto his face and then drew the razor across his flesh.

It didn’t escape Tom’s notice that the only two people he trusted this much to do this were Nevvie and Ty. In the hospital, after his accident, Nevvie had created a nighttime ritual of shaving him while he was in a coma, and then after, when Tom didn’t have the strength or muscle coordination to hold his electric razor.

Tyler was a traditionalist and shaved with a razor and shaving cream.

“Do you really like my goatee, love?”

Tom struggled not to smile. “I do.” He opened his eyes and met Ty’s blue gaze. “Feels killer against my balls, especially when I’m pumping my cock down your throat.”

Tyler finally smiled, a true one that reached his eyes and revealed the sweet, devious center of his soul to Tommy.

The man he’d fallen in love with so many years ago.

His guy.

The man whose finger Tom had put a ring on and asked to spend the rest of their lives together.

“Then if you and Nevvie love it so much, I suppose I shall keep it.”

“You’re already thinking of how you can use it to tease me and get me horny, aren’t you?”

“Moi?”

“Innocence doesn’t become you, Evil Genius.” But it was damned good to see genuine humor finally return to his guy’s soul.

“I did notice the crowd at the Friday night reading and Q&A seemed amused by my diabolical use of it.”

“I know. I watched the feed the next morning.” He stared into Tyler’s eyes. “You know we don’t care what you do as long as you don’t shut us out, right?”

Tyler’s hands hesitated as his blue gaze fixed on Tom’s. “I promise never to forget that, love.”

“Good. Because I’m already the designated brain-damaged asshole in the family. We don’t need another one.”

He loved the sound of Tyler’s laughter echoing in the shower.

 

* * * *

 

After fixing them lunch, Tyler got Tommy settled on the couch once more before retreating to the office.

He still couldn’t think of it as “his” office yet.

He’d moved Marcus’ laptop to a chair next to the desk, his own now occupying the desktop, so he could work on his edits.

He wanted to be home.

Their home.

Not here.

Not now.

Not any longer.

Not without Nevvie.

Maybe they owned this apartment, but it wasn’t “home.”

Something had shifted slightly in his brain while in the shower with Tom. Maybe it was remembering that evening so many years ago, when they’d sat together. Maybe it was remembering tackling Tom to the floor the afternoon he’d proposed, the same afternoon Tyler had received stupendous news about the auction for his book and the advance he’d received for it that had forever changed their lives.

The entirety of his history that truly mattered was mostly filled with Tom, and, later, Nevvie.

Not Marcus.

Maybe Marcus had existed as a shadowy bogeyman, whispering doubts and darkness in his ear, but Tom’s love had thoroughly driven that out of him when Tyler truly took a long, hard look at his life.

Tom.

And Nevvie, who’d brought a brightness to their lives they never could have dreamed of before they’d met her.

Marcus had left him all his writings and carte blanche permission to do with them what he wanted.

Maybe he would use some of them.

Maybe he wouldn’t.

But it was his own brain and words and writing that had brought him to this place, here and now, with the man watching TV on the couch and the enormously patient woman awaiting their return in Savannah.

It was him.

Not Marcus.

Tyler took a deep breath and opened his laptop, ignoring Marcus’ laptop on the chair.

He had edits he needed to finish so they could go home.

And that’s where he truly wanted to be. 


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Nevvie was far from shocked when her cell phone rang a little before ten that morning.

“Hello, Crystal.”

“Hi, Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson. I just read your e-mail, and—”

“Nevvie,” she said, interrupting Crystal before she could get too wound up. “Please, call me Nevvie.” She was going to make herself warm up to this girl if it killed her.

“Oh, thank you. I’m glad you brought up a few points in your reply…”

And they were off. Nevvie did her best to listen and not let her attention stray to the TV, which she had muted and which was still playing The Weather Channel. They were currently going over old hurricane tracks similar to Gladys’, where the storms had originated, and the strength they’d been.

“…and I did talk this over with Mr. Paterno before calling you. He said he’d leave it up to you. And to Mr. Paulson, of course.”

Nevvie hoped Crystal couldn’t hear her sigh over the connection. “Tyler will go along with whatever I decide to do. Right now, he’s got enough on his plate with edits and working on the next manuscript, and with what’s going on in Brussels.”

Bless her heart, Crystal sounded scared to go there. “I’m really sorry I bothered him on the phone the other day. I didn’t mean to sound pushy. I was totally in work mode and not even thinking about the emotional side of things. Was it someone he was close to?”

Nevvie debated how to answer that in a way that wouldn’t sound bitchy. “It’s a very touchy subject. He really doesn’t want to talk about it for privacy.”

“Oh, I totally understand. I did make a few calls this week to bookstores in Georgia, Florida, and Alabama, and…”

…Aaaaannnnd they were off. Again. Crystal had done way more than make a few calls. She had a spreadsheet’s worth of information on sales data of Tyler’s backlist sales for the last three releases at all the stores, as well as their pre-order numbers for his latest book.

Nevvie had to admit the girl was good. Dedicated to her job and damn sure knew her shit.

Total props given.

I need to be more forgiving. She’s young enough to be my daughter.

Hell, she was just a little older than Adam, by her best guess.

Once Nevvie could get a word in again edgewise, she offered the olive branch. “Could we set up a series of signings, no more than three days each, with time off between them, for the Southeast? Maybe even North and South Carolina?”

Crystal sounded like she was close to an orgasm. “Of course! I can get the sales figures from key stores in those states, too! When do you think Mr. Paulson would be available to talk about booking dates? I mean, after he gets home and settles in, of course. Not, like, today or anything.”

Nevvie did like that even though she’d told Crystal she could use her first name, that Crystal still referred to Tyler as “Mr. Paulson.”

Respectfully.

Despite how Nevvie had joked with Tyler while he was in New York, she had to admit she didn’t get a bad vibe from the girl, just an eager one.

Could she blame Crystal? Her first big gig out of college, and desperate to make up for the fuck-up of not confirming the New York schedule with Tyler before she booked it all?

Don’t spit in the face of good fortune.

“I don’t know when he’s returning from Brussels yet, but as soon as I have an approximate timeframe, I’ll let you know when you can look at dates.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you. Did you have any questions for me that I haven’t answered?”

“Yeah. Do you ever sleep?”

Nevvie had totally meant it as a joke, but Crystal nervously laughed. “I really want to do well with Mr. Paulson’s account. I know Mr. Paterno has put a lot of trust in me not to screw this up, and I’m not ashamed to admit I want to do a good job so he keeps giving me big accounts. It’s difficult for a woman, especially someone my age, to break into this business.”

Okay, Nevvie gave her brownie points for admitting that. “You’re doing fine. Just remember to breathe. We’re not exactly old fogies, but all that information in big chunks can be hard to digest sometimes.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help you with this, please, let me know. If you want me to make social media postings, or anything like that, I can prepare a whole campaign. And I don’t even mean giving me access to his accounts,” Crystal quickly added. “I can prep files so you can copy and paste the text and graphics, and preset them to go out ahead of time. It’s really easy to do, I can walk you through it on the phone. Mixed with spontaneous posting, and it looks pretty natural and seamless and is an easy ROI for your effort.”

Hell, Tyler wouldn’t even have social media accounts if it wasn’t for Nevvie. She’d also been the one to spearhead the revamping of his website when they’d gotten together, and she’d dragged him, kicking and screaming, into the digital age. Even if she was the one who did all his postings for him for his author accounts. “Go ahead and prep those and send them to me when you can. I don’t expect you to work on a Sunday.”

“Oh, it’s all right. Mr. Paterno gives me very flexible working hours. I’m helping a couple of other publicists in the agency revamp their clients’ social media campaigns, so I do a lot of telecommuting.”

“That’s good. I didn’t know Elliot was so progressive.”

“I’ve really enjoyed working for him. I interned for him two summers while in college.”

The old softy. “That was good of him. I didn’t even know he had interns.”

“He didn’t. I had researched agencies in New York and contacted him. He agreed to give me unpaid internships over the summer. I used the experience as part of my research for my graduate studies and my Master’s thesis on social media influence on sales and customer reach in the publishing industry. I have a marketing major.”

“Really?” Now Nevvie had even more respect for the girl. A go-getter who basically created her own job? That took a special kind of tenacity and talent, especially in an unforgiving city like New York, and in that profession, to boot. “That’s very admirable.”

“Thank you. I applied to a couple of agencies, but Mr. Paterno was my first choice.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well, in addition to Mr. Paulson, he represents…” And Nevvie ended up tuning out again several minutes later.

Note to self, don’t ask her questions if you don’t want long-ass answers.

When Crystal took a breath, Nevvie pounced. “How about we pick this up again tomorrow? I have some family stuff to do today. When you get a chance—doesn’t have to be today, or even tomorrow—feel free to send me those files.”

Although Nevvie totally expected to see the files within an hour or less. Crystal likely had them already prepared. “And written instructions or advice on how to implement them. Shoot me a text message to this phone number tomorrow afternoon, and we’ll go from there about setting up our next phone conversation. I don’t know what my afternoon schedule will be like tomorrow. It might not be until Tuesday or Wednesday that we can actually talk.”

“I totally understand, Nevvie. And thank you again for taking time today to talk to me. I really appreciate it!”

Not only was she eager, she was polite. Nevvie couldn’t help it—she found herself liking the girl. Crystal had opportunities she herself hadn’t had at her age. “Thank you for all the hard work you’re putting into this. I’ll digest the bulk of it and feed it to Ty in little bits that he can process. Once he’s in a writing mode, it’s best not to try to get him to focus on anything other than his current manuscript.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you again.”

Once she ended the call, Nevvie hit the button on the remote to unmute the TV and stared at it. The meteorologist was now looking altogether too happy at the prospect of a US landfall for Hurricane Gladys.

I fucking hate hurricanes.

 

* * * *

 

Mikey was done playing musical cars with the garage and the parking situation by the time Adam had finished eating breakfast over at Andrew’s and tested his whole-house genny. He returned home smiling.

“I really like Colin,” he told Nevvie before heading out back to take a look at their genny.

“How’s Grandpa seem?”

“Happy. Happier than I’ve seen him in a long time.”

The boys even worked together, without Nevvie asking, to pick up the yard and lanai, moving all the outside furniture, planters, and moveable decor from the yard and lanai into the garage and making sure there wasn’t anything left loose outside. Willow finally wandered downstairs before noon.

“You stayed up late watching Netflix on your phone, didn’t you?” Nevvie asked.

“Yes, ma’am.” She stood in front of the open fridge, staring inside it as if the food would jump into her hands.

“Can you pick something or shut the fridge, please?”

“Sorry.” Willow removed sandwich fixings and closed it.

They tried to structure the weekends so that Sundays meant the kids could chill. Usually a family day, but also a sleep-in-late kind of day. They didn’t want to run them ragged on their days off. If chores were done, and there was nothing pressing—like prepping for a hurricane—Nevvie liked to leave them alone as much as possible.

Typically, Zoey hadn’t emerged from her room yet. She was the latest sleeper of all, and it wasn’t uncommon for them to have to wake her up late on a Sunday afternoon if they were planning on going to do something as a family.

I’ll let the sleeping monster stay asleep. Nevvie wasn’t looking forward to picking at whatever had happened last night. If it was something serious, she knew Zoey would eventually bring it up in her own way.

But if she’d been rude to Steven, that was a problem. Not just because Steven’s grandfather stood a good chance of becoming a permanent member of their family, but because Nevvie didn’t want Zoey ending up a bitch like her Aunt Emily and alienating not only other people, but her own family members.

“What’s the time difference between here and Brussels?” Willow asked.

“Six hours. I’d text Poppa, if I were you. Daddy’s working on edits and is in one of his all-nighter modes.”

“Okay, thanks. I’ll do that.” After she finished her sandwich—and cleaned up after herself without being reminded—she returned to her room, leaving the door open. A few minutes later, Nevvie heard her talking to someone and assumed she was chatting with Tommy.

Good.

The girls had hit that in-between age where they wanted to be treated like adults one minute, and the next they wanted to curl up in their daddies’ laps and snuggle like they did when they were little. Tyler did his best to make time for them when he was home, but occasions like this, his absence couldn’t be helped. It meant Tommy was naturally the dad who ended up spending more time with them, or doing things for them, especially since he was the more “Mr. Fix-it” of the two men. Especially with Zoey.

The boys finished their outside chores by one, and still Zoey hadn’t made an appearance. Neither had Nevvie heard her get up to use the bathroom. She was debating on whether or not to go up and check on her when Mikey sidetracked her.

“Do we need to go over to Grandpa’s and put stuff away over there, too?”

“Good point. Let me ask Aunt Karen.” She texted her, and five minutes later the three of them were heading back to Andrew’s.

It was weird not calling it “Peggy and Andrew’s” anymore.

She shoved that thought out of her head as Andrew and Colin emerged from the house when they drove up.

“Remember, guys,” she said to her sons, “be chill around Colin. Make him feel welcomed. No playful teasing or anything.”

Mikey shot her a disgusted look from the backseat. “Mom. We’re not stupid. We won’t do anything to tank this for Grandpa.”

“Yeah,” Adam echoed, “and you using the word ‘chill’ is kind of the exact opposite of what it means.”

Her sons climbed out, leaving her sitting there and feeling like the mommiest of moms.

When did I get old?

With Bill and Karen helping, it didn’t take long to get Andrew’s house ready in case Gladys did make landfall. He also had automatic roll-down shutters he could take care of himself closer to the storm’s arrival.

When Adam found out Colin not only had manual shutters, but that he would need help prepping his house, he and Mikey volunteered to go over to Colin’s then, with him and Andrew, to get things ready.

Nevvie stood on the porch with Karen, watching as Mikey and Adam took her car and followed Colin and Andrew.

“So? What do you think?” Nevvie asked.

Karen grinned. “I think that man’s going to be married to Dad by the end of the year. I’d bet a twenty on it.” Her smile faded. “At least, I hope I’m right. I get the feeling Colin’s daughter and two sons are homophobic assholes.”

“Well, we’ve got more than enough love to go around and bring him in. It’s nice seeing Dad look happy for a change.”

“Word,” Karen agreed.

The women fist-bumped. 


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Sunday night, Tommy lay stretched out in bed and listened to the sound of Tyler’s fingers on his laptop keyboard in the office next door. Tyler had put in ear buds and was listening to music as he worked, deep in his edits and trying to get them finished. Tommy had seen them when he’d gone in to kiss Tyler good-night.

Tom had finally told Tyler about the storms, but emphasized to Tyler that everything was fine at home. Nevvie and the boys had already completed the necessary preparations with the houses, and it wasn’t a reason for him to rush things on his end.

Still, Tom could sense the tension in his guy.

His phone vibrated with a text from Nevvie.

How goes it?

Knowing Tyler couldn’t hear him with his music playing, Tom opted to call her back. “It goes. How’s everything there?”

“I need to go shopping for tuna fish and Pop Tarts, but other than moody teenaged girls, everything’s fine.”

“So, in other words, a normal Sunday at our house?”

She laughed. “Pretty much, yeah.” Her tone turned serious. “Remind Evil Genius he can’t let the quality of his work slip just because he’s anxious about us. Adam left a few minutes ago to head back to school. He and Mikey kicked butt today. They even helped Colin. Got his house buttoned up and ready, just in case. I think his neighbors think he’s crazy, but he’s ready.”

“Who?”

“Colin. Dad’s boyfriend.”

“Ooh. Are we going there already?”

“Well, not to his face. Not yet. But it’s only a matter of time. Adam and Mikey really like him, and Karen bet me a twenty they’re married by the end of the year.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I think you’ll like him. Nice guy. His son’s on the team with Mikey, Steven Jardine.”

“Oh, yeah. I know that kid.” He winced as he shifted position and his bad leg protested the disruption. “How’d the party go last night?”

“They had a good time. Well, Zoey apparently got her bubble burst about a guy she liked, but Willow and Mikey had warned her the kid was a jerk. Other than that, they came home safe and sound well before curfew, and stone-cold sober. So…there.”

He chuckled. “You were right, baby girl. I just hate thinking of the twins being dating age.”

“Dating? Forget dating. It’s the driving that’s going to turn me grey.”

“To be fair, Willow’s not a bad driver.”

“I don’t care. You get driving instructor duty. I won’t let them drive my car with me in it. That last time freaked me out.”

“We could make Adam do it.”

“He’s not home enough.”

“And your point is…”

“Ah. You’re sneaky.”

“I can be.” He yawned. It was after eleven o’clock local time, and between a full tummy and the pain pill he’d taken before lying down, he was ready to sleep. “Sorry, baby girl, I think I’m turning into a pumpkin.”

“Love you. Tell Evil Genius I love him, too, when he finally comes up for air from his edits.”

“Will do. Love you, too.” He ended the call and stared at the lock screen on his phone. A picture of all of them, including Andrew and Peggy, taken just a month before the stroke that had killed her.

Maybe it’s time I finally change that.

The twins were young women, almost adults. They weren’t the grinning little girls who’d been barely up to Adam’s waist when the picture was taken.

Another couple of years, and they’d have an empty house to rattle around in. Not that he wanted to get rid of it, because he didn’t. He wanted their home to be there for their kids—and eventually their kids’ families—to return to for holidays and big occasions.

Just like his momma’s home had always been, and had continued to be with Andrew.

He put his phone on the charger on the bedside table, switched off the lamp, and got comfortable. As comfortable as he could without his guy in bed with him.

He didn’t know how Nevvie had done it all those years ago, when Ty had his heart attack and he’d been in the motorcycle accident. The weeks alone in bed at night, unable to be with either of them.

Then again, she’d barely slept that entire time, until Tyler had been able to come home. Before that, she’d usually spent her nights there at the hospital, taking care of Tom while he was in a medically induced coma, reading to him.

And here I am, whining that Ty’s working in the next room instead of in bed with me.

Light from the hallway, spilling in from the lamps in the office, cast enough illumination Tom could clearly see the urn on the dresser.

They weren’t exactly young anymore, even though he didn’t feel “old” except on the worst days when his leg didn’t want to cooperate with him.

But they weren’t getting any younger.

He knew life was one hundred percent fatal, and both he and Tyler had cheated Death already, Tyler once by surviving his heart attack, and himself twice, if one also counted the attack by Alex.

Sure, they had paperwork in place, stuff they’d done as responsible adults and with Bob’s loving harassment as their friend and attorney to protect themselves and their kids.

But…

The three of them had never really had the talk.

As Nevvie had painfully driven into Tom not long after Tyler’s heart attack, she’d watched Tyler die in front of her. Had Momma not been there to do CPR until the EMTs arrived, he would have stayed dead.

Had his own motorcycle accident not happened literally in front of the hospital ER, he might have died from his injuries.

Watching someone die hadn’t been on his bucket list. He’d been fortunate he’d been in Florida when his father’s accident happened, and had been in town with Tyler, shopping for parts for their pool pump, when he’d received Nevvie’s frantic call about Momma.

It was a tad ironic that the first person he’d actually watched die and gently helped usher in their death—not counting Alex, because Tom had been nearly unconscious when Tyler had shot Alex, and they’d wanted Alex dead—had been the one man Tom had despised for decades.

Don’t spit in the face of good fortune.

He didn’t know what Tyler planned to do with the urns. Tyler had mentioned wanting to go by the bank and get something from the safe deposit box. Tom didn’t ask him what, but after seeing Tyler had read the note that had been in the sealed envelope Tom had grabbed from the box, he suspected it would be the men’s wedding bands.

That would be so Tyler, sentimental and romantic and empathetic to a fault.

Maybe the urns would find a place on a shelf in Tyler’s office, with a picture of the two men and their rings. Maybe Tyler would one day want to go for a walk or a drive or take a trip with the urns and come back without them.

Maybe Tyler would pack them in a box and keep them in his office closet and try to pretend they weren’t there because he couldn’t decide what to do.

It didn’t matter to Tom. All that mattered was his guy’s beautiful heart and soul, the very thing that had attracted him to Tyler in the first place.

Besides his killer blue eyes.

Tom didn’t know how long he’d been asleep when he felt the bed dip next to him and Tyler’s comforting warmth spooned around him from behind. Tom used his foot to tuck Tyler’s leg between his, and he felt for and found Tyler’s hand, lacing fingers with him, before falling asleep again.

This time without any of the sad dreams about funerals and loss that’d plagued him.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler lay awake long after Tom had gone right back to sleep. Nearly five in the morning, and Tyler still felt wide awake despite how blurry his vision had grown and how much he’d been yawning just before quitting for the night.

He’d peeked.

Again.

The last twenty minutes he’d spent not working on edits, but reading through another of Marcus’ files on his laptop.

And it was every bit as good as the others he’d read thus far.

Why am I doing this to myself?

He stared at the urn, dimly visible in the dark room. They couldn’t leave Brussels until he had Marcus back. That much he knew. He didn’t want to risk losing Marcus’ remains in the post, and it felt too impersonal to have him shipped to the States.

What he’d do with Marcus and Jean-Claude once they returned home…he still wasn’t sure.

He knew Tommy and Nevvie wouldn’t pressure him, either.

He felt it was important to honor that one request, though, that the men travel together to the US. To take Jean-Claude somewhere he’d never been before.

The one thing that irritated him was that he already had an unshakable plot bunny to use this in a future book.

How can I be so insensitive that I can even think about turning this into fiction?

Except…he knew it would be the perfect, bittersweet touch that particular book had been lacking to balance some of the other scenes he’d taken notes about.

Is there nothing I won’t mine from life for my fiction?

He certainly could use the feeling of loneliness and longing from being away from his family for a month.

Feeling like a failure as a father and husband for not being home.

And, after reading Marcus’ files, he didn’t even feel like much of a writer anymore.

 

* * * *

 

Monday afternoon, the apartment’s phone buzzed. Tom answered, because Tyler was still napping in the bedroom. While Tom dreaded having to possibly tell someone Marcus had died, he couldn’t let it keep ringing and wake Tyler, or pick it up and hang up again without saying anything.

That would be rude.

“Hello?”

“Hello, it is Nicolas Goossens.”

Tom relaxed. “Hi, this is Tom. What’s up?”

“I…eh…Marcus. The funeral home notified me his remains are ready to be picked up. Or I can have them delivered to you there, if you’d prefer.”

Tom rubbed at his forehead and tried to decide which would be less traumatic on Tyler. “Who would deliver them?”

“I don’t understand.”

“I mean, they wouldn’t like, mail them, right? Someone would physically bring them here?”

“Oh, yes. Someone from the funeral home would bring them.”

“Today?”

“Yes, if we let them know soon.”

“Okay. Please have them do that. And thank you.”

“How is Mr. Paulson doing?”

“Asleep right now. Overwhelmed and processing. So about as good as can be expected.”

“I understand.” He hesitated. “Do you have any idea how long you will remain in Brussels? I am not trying to rush you, but so I know when paperwork is ready if I should deliver it to you here or FedEx it to you in the States.”

“I don’t know. I have a feeling we’ll be flying back by this weekend.” He glanced at the TV, which he’d muted when the phone rang. On it, the BBC was doing a segment on the weather, including Hurricane Gladys, which had blown up overnight into a Cat 3.

“Oh?”

“There’s a hurricane they think might hit the Georgia coast. If we wait too long, we might not be able to get a direct flight back to Atlanta. Makes travel a nightmare.”

“Ah. I understand. Is your house there near the coast?”

“Not in a flood zone, no, but last time we weren’t with our wife when a hurricane hit, she was terrified for our safety. I prefer not to leave our family alone with weather coming in.”

“Understood. I shall let you go. I will call the funeral home and let them know to deliver…him tonight.”

“Thanks.”

Tom hung up and rubbed at the back of his neck. He was coming due for a haircut and didn’t want to have to deal with it there in Brussels.

It felt in a way like his life had hit a temporary stasis. The world continuing around them, but he and Ty were caught up in this little bubble of time and space outside of it all. A bubble marked by pictures on the walls of two men who were now dead, and an urn in the bedroom, and Tyler’s head and heart full of memories and feelings and heartache.

Tom felt like he was being held hostage by Marcus, and he couldn’t say a word to Ty about it.

When Tyler finally crawled out of bed around two, Tommy opted to tell him then, while handing over a mug of hot, black coffee.

“Goossens called me earlier. The funeral home will bring Marcus by this afternoon.”

Tyler froze, the mug halfway to his lips. He slowly lowered it, setting it on the counter. “I see.”

Tom sighed and reached over, laying a hand on Ty’s. “It’s okay to grieve, buddy. I don’t expect you to be a robot about this. I know you had feelings for him, but I also know you’ve loved and lived with and put up with me for all these years. It’s all right.”

“I should probably start looking at flights.”

“Are you done with your edits?”

“I will be by Wednesday, at the latest.”

Tom didn’t like his quiet, almost flat tone of voice.

“Don’t rush it just because you want to get home.”

“I’m not. I’m on the second read-through. The next should be the final. There’s still a proofing round after this one. This was rewrites and to correct a few inconsistencies between earlier books. I believe we’ve fixed all of those.”

He stepped in and pulled Tyler against him. “Can I make you something to eat?”

“Yes, please.” He rested his head against Tom’s chest and was about to say something when a bell rang. Tom wasn’t sure what it meant, but from the way Tyler’s body stiffened, it finally clicked home.

“I’ll get it. Stay here.” Tom left him at the kitchen counter and walked over to the door, where a button on the small intercom on the wall was now lit. He hit it. “Yes?”

A man with a thick accent spoke. “I am with Funérailles Gerard et Compier. I have a…delivery for Mr. Tyler Paulson.”

Tom hit a button next to the intercom button, which had a small icon of a key impressed on it. A buzzing sound filled the intercom, and then stopped once the man obviously opened the building’s front door downstairs.

Tom opened the door and stood waiting for the older man, who wore an impeccable black suit and a comforting, somber expression. “Mr. Paulson?”

“He’s inside. I’ll take it for him.” Tom held out his hands for the urn, identical to the one on the dresser.

“Mr. Kinsey, then?”

“That’s me.”

After passing it to him, the man reached into his pocket and produced a thick envelope with the funeral home’s logo printed on it and Tyler and Tommy’s names typed on it. “We are so very sorry for your loss. If you have any questions or any other needs from us, please do not hesitate to let us know.”

“Thank you.”

He waited until the man headed back downstairs to turn and lock himself inside. Tyler stood in the kitchen, his arms crossed over his chest and hugging himself, tears rolling down his cheeks.

“Oh, buddy.” He walked over, Tyler’s gaze remaining fixed on the urn the entire time. “Do you want to take him into the bedroom with Jean-Claude?”

Fuck you, Marcus. Fuck you sideways with a goddamned rusty chainsaw for putting him through this.

His poor guy nodded harder even as he cried, finally uncurling his arms from around himself and reaching for the urn. Tom made sure Tyler had a good grip on it before relinquishing it. He left the envelope on the counter and walked with Tyler, an arm around his shoulders, all the way down to the bedroom.

Tyler first set the urn down to the right of Jean-Claude’s, then seemed to catch himself and moved it to the left. “Master on the left,” he softly said. “Slave on the right.”

Tom’s hand came to rest between Tyler’s shoulders as Ty braced his arms on the dresser and sobbed. Tom felt helpless, clueless.

Impotent to do anything to take his guy’s pain away or help him through this.

The only way through hell was through it, and Tom damn well knew that.

Didn’t make it any easier on him watching Ty go through it.

Finally Tyler turned to him, flinging his arms around him and crying against his chest. This, at least, felt like helping. Tommy wrapped his arms around Ty and buried his face in his hair, tightly holding him.

“I want to go home,” Ty whispered. “I want to go home now.”

“You need to finish your edits, buddy.”

“Please book the tickets for no later than this weekend. A direct flight to Atlanta. Even if it means we need to hire a car to drive us to Savannah, I don’t care.”

Tom rubbed his chin along the top of Ty’s head. “I’ll take care of it, buddy. I promise.” That Ty was now handing it off to him meant he’d finally hit his emotional wall. At least it was one more tangible thing Tom could do for him.

After a few more minutes, Tyler finally pulled himself together and headed to the bathroom, closing the door behind him. Tom gave him privacy and returned to the kitchen. Tyler’s coffee was now lukewarm, so Tom nuked it for a couple of minutes.

But when Tyler emerged a few minutes later, he was fully dressed and looked like a man on a mission.

“Where are you going?”

“To the bank. I should be able to get there before they close for the day. I’ve already booked an Uber.”

“I’ll go with you.”

Tyler, his eyes still red from crying, walked over and kissed him. “I need to do this alone,” he softly said. “It’s the only way I’ll get it out of my system for good. I’m sorry. I’ll text you when I get there. I love you.”

Tom caught his arm and pulled him in for another kiss. “I love you, too. Safe trip. Come back to me.”

Tyler laid a palm along Tom’s cheek. “Always, love.”

And like that, he was gone.

Tom’s gaze fell on the envelope. He opened it, and inside found not only information about Marcus’ cremation and his death certificate, but one for Jean-Claude, too. Tom was trying to puzzle why that was when he found more papers, certifications from the funeral home, and realized it was to make getting the urns through customs easier.

Yeah, a direct flight, then. No reason to have to fight customs in London and then again in the US. He knew there were online forms they could fill out through an app to make re-entry faster, and started researching all of that, including booking their tickets.

In fact, he had his laptop on the dining room table and was making flight comparisons when Ty texted him.

 

Here. Asked car to wait. Will return soon. Love you.

 

Relief filled Tommy. Of course he’d be in and out. Tyler already had a plan, and knew exactly what he’d wanted to take.

 

Love you, too, EG. Be safe.

 

At least Tyler’s reply of a smiling emoji was a positive thing.

Tommy hoped. 


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Tyler sat in the backseat as the driver weaved his way through Brussels traffic to return him to the apartment. He stared at the two matching wedding bands he’d slipped onto his right hand, onto his ring and middle fingers.

More as a way to make sure he didn’t lose them than any deeper emotional reason.

He didn’t try them on his left hand. He wouldn’t do that.

Even he had his limits.

He’d also brought one of the necklaces, one he knew from Marcus’ note was one of Jean-Claude’s day collars. It lay in the pocket of his slacks. Only right that they had that as well. Sure, this was absolutely for his own benefit since the two men in question were dead and no longer gave a piss, but it felt like the right thing to do.

For that reason alone he’d do it.

Traffic was a little slower on the return trip, due to rush hour, no doubt. Upon arrival, he let himself into the building. It felt…strange to unlock the front door and let himself in. By the time he’d climbed the stairs and reached their apartment, he smelled dinner cooking.

Tom stood in the kitchen, his back to the front door as he worked at the stove. He’d bumped up the thermostat a little and stood there shirtless, barefoot, and wearing pajama bottoms.

“That smells lovely.”

Tom tossed him a smile over his shoulder, and Tyler spotted the grad student who’d often had dinner ready for him when he got home from teaching, frequently cooking nekkid, as Tommy liked to say.

Tyler slipped the rings off his finger and tucked them into the pocket of his slacks with the necklace before slipping off his overcoat and hanging it on the same hook with Tom’s. Then he kicked off his shoes and crossed the space, wrapping his arms around Tom from behind and tightly squeezing.

Tom wiggled his ass against Tyler. “Mmm. You keep that up, sugar, I’m gonna want to skip dinner and go straight to dessert.”

Tyler slid a hand over the front of Tom’s pants, covering his cock, and cupped his hand around it. Without any underwear to get in the way, he felt it when Tom hardened immediately.

“Perhaps someone should be cooking dinner properly attired.”

Tom’s head drooped, his hands coming to rest on either side of the stove. “Goddamn,” he muttered. “What are you tryin’ to do to me, buddy?”

“Merely reminding you who you belong to.”

When Tom and Tyler first officially seduced Nevvie, they’d settled into a playful, informal M/s dynamic with her. Nothing official, definitely more a bedroom scenario than any serious delving into BDSM, but it was the source of Nevvie being able to harden both their cocks when she dropped into “slave” mode and called them Master. After Tom’s accident, when he’d emotionally slipped away from them for a little while, they’d ended up spending some time in a quasi-formal M/s dynamic with Tommy as Tyler and Nevvie’s boy.

It was a delicious dynamic Tyler loved to revisit on occasion.

Like right now.

He slipped his fingers inside the waistband of Tom’s pajama pants and slid them down his hips, making him step out of them and tossing them out of the way. Then he pressed his body along Tom’s, biting down on the back of Tom’s right shoulder.

“Did you book our flights, boy?”

Tom’s head lolled back onto Tyler’s shoulder. “First flight I could get us on leaves here Friday. Direct to Atlanta. Commuter late Friday into Savannah.”

“Excellent.” He made Tom turn. Tyler stared up into his eyes, loving this man and knowing how damn lucky he was that Thomas was even tolerating him being this caught up in…everything the past week.

He reached down and gave Tom’s cock a slow stroke. “Naked for the rest of the night. Do you need me to turn the heat up more?”

“No.”

“No, what?”

Tom smiled. “No, Sir. You want me to get that butt plug out of the bathroom cabinet, too?”

“Huh?”

“Uh, I’m only kidding about that. Ew. I mean, yes, there is one there, but I’m not using it.”

Tyler had rummaged around some through the bedroom drawers and closets but somehow had missed that. “Agreed. Only thing going in that lovely arse of yours is me.” He kissed Tom. “How much longer before dinner’s ready?”

“About twenty minutes.”

“Excellent. I’m going to go call Nevvie and the children. If they even remember I’m their father after this long.”

He headed down to the bedroom and straight for the bathroom. Sure enough, there it sat, in the cabinet.

He stared at it for a long moment as Marcus’ voice drifted through his memory.

 

“Just so you know, I don’t bottom. Somehow I get the feeling that’s not going to be a problem for you, is it?”

 

How long, exactly, had it sat there? With Marcus unable to get rid of it?

Unable to bear the pain of not seeing it there?

Tyler reached down and retrieved the tube of lube. It was old and felt like it’d dried out, from how light it was in his hand. The date embossed on the crimp at the end of the tube showed it was almost eighteen years expired.

He dropped it into the garbage and closed the cabinet, leaving the butt plug there.

He walked out to the bedroom and opened one of the closets. After searching it and not finding what he’d expected, he tried the other. On the top shelf there, shoved to the back and hidden by a stack of folded sweaters, lay a leather valise, like an overnight or carry-on size. Tyler brought it down and opened it.

In it, a set of leather cuffs and a matching collar. A few paddles, straps, a riding crop, and other implements. A blindfold, a ball gag.

A four-foot leather whip.

Marcus’ voice returned.

 

“Ah, a favorite of mine. I love a short singletail. You can kiss the flesh with it and make a boy come, or you can take off skin and make a boy scream.”

 

Tyler had, in an interlude between Marcus leaving him and Thomas walking into Haslam’s bookstore that afternoon, had some experience with real BDSM. Two men and a woman who’d welcomed him into their odd little dynamic and taught him more about himself and life and living and friendship and trust than he’d ever dreamed possible.

Whose healing energy had made it possible for him to open himself to Thomas and love him.

He knew a good-quality whip when he saw one.

This was a whip of exceptional quality. Tyler uncoiled it and gave it a test flick with his wrist—

And almost hit himself in the face with it. No telling how many years it had lain curled up in this bag. From the tight, circular feel of the leather, it likely hadn’t been used since before Jean-Claude’s death.

He carefully coiled it and returned it and the other items to the bag. After a thought, he grabbed the butt plug from the bathroom and tossed it into the valise before returning it to its place in the closet. That done, he washed his hands and took the rings and necklace and slipped them into his wallet, which he left on the dresser.

Sinking onto the end of the bed, he dialed Nevvie’s number.

“Hey, sweetheart,” she answered.

“I take it the children are around?”

“I’m in the middle of Publix, sooo yeah, no phone sex. Sorry. Ours are all in school.”

“Ah. That’s right.” Blasted time difference. “I had Tom book our return flights.”

She squeed. “That’s great! When?”

“We leave here on Friday. I just returned from an errand, so I don’t know the details yet.”

“I’m sure he’ll e-mail them to me. Do I need to come get you?”

“No. He booked a commuter flight to Savannah.”

“Even if I have to come get you, it’s totally worth it. Did you get your edits done?”

“I will have by Wednesday, at the latest.”

“Good.” Her voice dropped. “I’m really glad you’re coming home.”

“That makes two of us, pet.”

“I’ve been talking to Crystal.”

Tyler’s body involuntarily tensed. “Have you?”

“About the social media campaigns. I really like her. She’s a go-getter.”

He marginally relaxed. “And?”

“I think her idea about a series of book tours in the Southeast is good. Short ones. Get your face in front of people who can’t make big events like the one in New York. Help build word-of-mouth campaigns for this book.”

Tension returned. “I’m not up to a bunch of tours right now.”

“I know, sweetie. After you’re home and settled in. First, just locally. Savannah, Atlanta. Day trips. Maybe Tampa and Orlando, and we can all go down and visit everyone.”

“I suppose that wouldn’t be so horrible.”

“Tommy and I would go with you.”

“What brought about this change of heart about her?”

He heard her sigh from the other side of the Atlantic. “Talking to her. She’s young. Energetic. But I liked what I heard. I think Elliot made a good choice putting her to work on your account. She knows stuff I didn’t about social media. We’ve already had over one hundred new likes on your Facebook page in the past twenty-four hours, from just a couple of posts I made. That’s hard proof.”

He didn’t care about things like that. “I leave that to your judgment, pet. I’m a total loss when it comes to all that.”

“I know. That’s what I’m here for. I need to go. I’ve got frozen stuff in my cart and I need to finish shopping.”

“Right. Love you, darling. Please hug the children for me and tell them that.”

“I will.”

After ending the call, he stared at his phone for a long moment. Then he glanced at the now-closed closet.

Back to his phone.

It felt like all he did lately was work. Like he was missing out on the best and last years they’d have with their kids living at home before they fledged and moved on to their own lives.

Tyler changed into pajama bottoms before returning to the living room, where he switched off the TV and turned on the stereo, finding a station playing jazz. There he left it before he rejoined Thomas in the kitchen, stepping behind him and putting his arms around him.

“You’re in a mood, sugar,” Tommy teased.

“I am.” Tyler nibbled the back of Tommy’s left shoulder, down, up again, to the nape of his neck. “After dinner, I plan on showing you what kind of mood I’m in…boy.”

He laughed. “Oh, boy.”

“I’m in a mood to ride that sweet cock of yours. As you yourself noted, we don’t often get the opportunity for couch sex on demand.”

Tommy tipped his head back and met his gaze. “I love you so fuckin’ much. You know that, right?”

Tyler slanted his lips over Tom’s, not just a kiss but a slow, sweet explanation of exactly how he felt about the man. “I know that I love you more than life itself,” he whispered. “And I know that I would not be where or who I am without your love and support.”

“You sweet talkin’ thang, you.”

“I mean it.”

Tom turned and enveloped Tyler in his arms, his voice turning serious. “I told you then and I’ll say it now—I’m here for life. You’re my guy, and I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

Tyler’s hands skimmed down Tom’s back, coming to rest on his ass. “You came here with me.”

“Uh, yeah. Because no way in hell was I letting you deal with this alone.” He rested his forehead against Tyler’s. “We’ve had this talk before, buddy. You don’t have to be strong all of the time. We take turns. That’s what we do. That’s the gig of being partners. And this is one of those times where you lean on me and let me be the strong one so you can work through this and come back to us on the other side.”

Tyler’s earlier Dominant bravado had faded with the discovery of the bag and remembering the past, the way it had been. Especially now, with a reminder of Tom’s strength and rock-steady support.

Who was he kidding? He wanted to belong to Tom, to take care of him in return for him being…well, Tom. His strong, unwavering love.

Tyler leaned against Tom. “I need you,” Ty whispered, his voice choked.

Tom gathered him in his arms and kissed him again, holding him. “I know, buddy. That’s why I’m here. And that’s why I’m not going anywhere. Let’s eat dinner and spend some snuggle time together before you start working.”

That’s exactly what they did, Tyler sending Tom to the sofa while he washed the dishes after they finished eating. When Tyler rejoined him, he found Tom lounging there, smiling, slowly stroking his thick, hard cock, legs splayed.

“Come here, buddy.”

Tyler dropped his pajama bottoms and walked over, climbing onto the couch, straddling Tom’s lap and facing him. Tom grabbed the back of Tyler’s head, a fistful of hair, and pulled him down for a deep, hard kiss. No gentle statement of love, this was ownership, a retaking of what was rightfully Tom’s and always had been from the day they met.

Melting against his lover, Ty braced his arms on the back of the couch and ground his hips against Tom’s, their hard cocks rubbing against each other. Tom thoroughly mauled his mouth with lips and teeth and tongue, ending by sucking on Tyler’s lower lip and nipping it before pulling Ty’s head back. He handed Ty a condom with his free hand, still not relinquishing his grip on Tyler’s hair.

Hands trembling with excitement and need, Tyler quickly opened the pouch and got it rolled down Tom’s shaft. He grabbed the tube of lube Tom had also brought out and slathered him with it before impaling himself on the man’s cock. He didn’t even bother trying to stretch himself first, knowing he needed that first, sharp, breathtaking pain that quickly sweetened into a burning pleasure as hot as any fires of Hell and worth every second of it.

Tom hooked his other arm around Tyler’s body, fingers splayed along his spine, the other hand still tightly fisting Ty’s hair.

“Tried to get toppy with me earlier, huh?” Tom whispered.

Tyler was reduced to soft whines, because he wanted to fuck himself on Tom’s cock but the man held him in place, his ass firmly pressed against Tom’s thighs with Tom’s cock buried inside him to the root.

Tom tipped Ty’s head to the side and grazed his teeth down his neck. “I know what my guy really needs tonight,” he whispered against Ty’s flesh. “He needs me to mark him as mine.”

Ty clenched his ass around Tom’s cock in reply, hoping to coax him into moving, or letting him move.

Instead, Tom bit down, hard, at the juncture of Tyler’s shoulder and neck, sucking, painfully pleasurable and making Tyler’s cock throb.

That one would be visible, and Tom damn well knew it. Tyler didn’t try to stop him, either, as he sucked harder, for several minutes, determined to visibly brand him in an unmistakable way. Pre-cum leaked from Tyler’s cock, smearing between them, every squirm and movement Tyler made pulling him closer to release when combined with the achingly sweet torment of Tom’s teeth on his flesh.

Finally, Tom released his bite and examined his handiwork with a pleased smile. “That’s a start, sugar.” He stared up into Tyler’s eyes, releasing Tyler and holding hands with him, fingers laced together. “Ride my cock, baby. Get what you need.”

Tyler leaned in and kissed him, which pressed his cock between their bodies. He bounced up and down on Tom’s shaft, knowing that this angle would get him over quickly and bring Tom with him as his ass milked Tom’s release from him. So many nights alone, like this, before Nevvie, before children—just the two of them in their condo, later in their house, nothing between them but a thin layer of latex on occasion and their need and passion and love.

Always love.

Tom sucked on Tyler’s tongue, hard, roughly, and it was the final flick against his nerve endings Tyler needed. His balls tightened, the climax hammering him from the base of his spine out, ropes of cum between them suddenly slicking everything. Tom’s grip on Tyler’s hands tightened and he thrust up into him, meeting him stroke for stroke and muffling his groan with Tyler’s mouth as his cock exploded and filled the condom.

Panting for breath, Tyler draped his arms over Tommy’s shoulders as they continued kissing, Tom’s hands settling on Tyler’s bare ass. Long, sweet, endless minutes passed between them.

Back to the basics.

Back to the beginning.

Back to the truth of why they worked so well together, why Nevvie had perfectly fit between them.

Back to the core of who they were as a couple.

Back to them.

“You’re my guy, Ty,” Tommy hoarsely whispered. “Always. Mine, and Nevvie’s. Grieve him as long as you need, but don’t you dare forget you’re ours. When your brain gets all tied up in knots over this, focus on us. On me. On what we built. I told you I wouldn’t share space in your head with anyone, and I meant it. Obviously, with Nevvie now, but every cell in your body is ours, not his. It never was his. He never took that from you, and I’m not about to hand you over to him now.”

Tyler nestled against him, eyes closed, Tom’s cock still lodged inside Tyler’s ass, Tyler’s head resting in the crook of Tommy’s shoulder. Tom draped his arms around Tyler once more, cocooning him in his sweet, solid faith and love.

“I want to go home.”

“I know, buddy. You finish your edits, and Thursday we’ll clean up around here and get packed so we can leave Friday morning and head to the airport early and get settled in there. Then we’ll be home by late Friday night. No work this weekend, okay? Just us and the kids and Dad and everyone.”

“All right.”

Tom feathered his lips along Tyler’s forehead. “Let’s snuggle for a little while, then we’ll get cleaned up and I can go to bed and you can get back to work.”

Tyler didn’t want to move, almost wished they hadn’t used a condom this time. He wanted to freeze this perfection, one of several snapshots in his life he knew he’d never let go of. “Yes.”

“Love you, buddy.”

A contented sigh escaped Tyler. “Love you, too, sweet.” 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Andrew had already told Karen and Bill he would be spending Monday and Tuesday nights at Colin’s, that they would return Wednesday, and the family dinner would go on as usual.

At least, that was the plan.

The way Colin was talking, it was almost as if Colin would prefer staying at Andrew’s, even though he didn’t outright change his mind and ask Andrew to do that.

Andrew packed an overnight bag and Monday afternoon, before Steven would get out of school and head over, they made the short journey to Colin’s.

They’d gone grocery shopping yesterday to restock Colin’s kitchen while Mikey and Adam had helped prepare his house in case the storm did hit. But Colin didn’t have a generator, and the old, large, tall pine trees directly behind his house looked dangerously imposing to Andrew.

“You realize you’ll ride the storm out at my house if it hits, right?” Andrew suggested.

“Why? We have the shutters up.”

Andrew pointed at the trees as they got out of Colin’s car. “Those come down on your house, it could quite possibly kill you. The trees are all trimmed around my house. Nothing is large enough to fall on the house and damage it. Plus, I have one of those generators that switches on automatically, and a full tank of propane to run it. But mostly because I’d rather you not be squished, love.”

Colin seemed to finally see them for the first time. “Oh. I didn’t really think about it like that. We usually don’t get big storms around here.”

They headed inside, Andrew taking his bag into Colin’s bedroom without asking if that’s where he was supposed to be. Colin also had a smaller bed, a full-sized opposed to the spacious queen bed in Andrew’s room.

Still, he wanted some alone-alone time with Colin. With Karen and Bill and Chloe living at Andrew’s, they wouldn’t get as much of that. Here, at least, they could have that kind of needed opportunity to get to know each other.

“What time does Steven usually come by?”

“Should be by four. If he’s not coming, he calls and lets me know. He’s got practice after school today.”

“Does he understand his mother’s…actions toward you?”

“I don’t know. I try not to talk about her when we spend time together. I don’t want to put him on the spot. She’s his mother. I know he loves her. Hell, I love her—she’s my daughter. I just…don’t like her.”

“I understand that. We went through that with one of Tommy’s sisters before her death. Very messy and emotionally complicated business.”

“At least I paid for Steven’s car. It’s in my name. He needed one once he got his license, and she wasn’t going to get it for him, even though they could afford to help him out. She was trying to leverage it against him going to church with her after she’d promised to get him one if he kept his grades up, and he did. I thought it was the least I could do. He works hard. He’s got a part-time job and he plays football. She’s trying to keep him tied to her as much as possible. Him and his younger sisters and brother. He’s the oldest. He finally got his dad to agree he didn’t have to go to Sunday School and church anymore, and that was a massive battle.”

“Again, that sounds exceedingly familiar.”

Colin stood and walked over to a family photo taken at Susan’s high school graduation. Colin and his wife, Camille, Susan, and her younger brothers, Brad and Conner.

“I never dreamed I was raising a woman who’d end up hating me and talking her brothers into hating me, too.”

Andrew stood behind him, wrapping his arms around him. “You cannot control them. They’re adults and they are capable of behaving like decent human beings, if they wish to do so. You have a place in my family. Even if only as friends.”

Colin turned in his arms, looking into his eyes. “Do you want me as only a friend, or as more?”

“I’m hoping for much more, for as long as you’ll have me.”

“I’m really scared.”

“I know, love.”

He let Andrew hold him close. “If Steven was telling me this story about him and someone his age, I’d be chewing him out for falling in love so fast.”

Andrew breathed a silent sigh of relief. “Again, we’re not children. We’ve been around the block, as it were. Age and experience affords us certain…allowances that youth and naiveté cannot begin to appreciate.”

“How long do we give this before we decide it’s really what we want?”

“However long we wish. I don’t think it’d be wise for you to sell your home immediately and completely move in with me, but I’m perfectly happy with however long you’d like to take to make the decision.”

“I’m tired of being alone.”

“As am I.”

“I decided I do want to tell Steven about us today.” Colin nodded firmly. “I need to find out if he’ll abandon me, too. The stress is getting to me. I’m tired of waiting.”

“Very well, love. If that’s what you wish.”

“And you’re my boyfriend.”

Andrew smiled. “As my Peggy would have said, that makes me as happy as a pig in mud.”

Colin laughed.

 

* * * *

 

When Steven arrived, he didn’t act wary, exactly, but Andrew could tell the boy was more than a little curious about his presence and trying not to show it. The three of them settled at the kitchen table, where Colin wasted no time getting to the point.

“I’m sure you’re probably wondering about Andy, here,” he said. “He’s spending a couple of days with me. I spent the weekend with him. We met at the football game. His grandson is Mikey Kinsey-Paulson.”

Steven nodded, a little of the tension in his posture melting away. “Okay. Right. I’m friends with Mikey. I was talking to his little sister, Zoey, at the party Saturday night.”

Colin took a deep breath. “I need to be honest with you, Steven. Andy and I are…dating. He’s my boyfriend.”

Steven sat back in his chair and stared at his grandfather. “Really?”

He nodded. “Really. I know it’s fast, but at our age, slow works against us. Mikey and his brother and Andy came over this weekend and helped me get the house ready in case that storm comes. I’ve met a lot of his family already, and they’re okay with this.”

“Mom won’t be,” Steven snarked.

“No, your mother won’t be happy.”

“She already knows you’re gay, doesn’t she? Is that why she’s such a bitch about you?”

Colin’s face turned red, but he nodded. “Yes. She doesn’t agree with it.”

“Well it’s not any of her business. You’ve been lonely since Grandma died. Why shouldn’t you date whoever you want?”

Andrew gave silent thanks and relaxed, letting this play out.

“It doesn’t bother you?” Colin asked.

“No.” He leaned in to hug his grandfather. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell her. I finally told her I visit you, and when she tried to give me hell over that I reminded her you paid for my car and that I love you and won’t be rude to you. She didn’t admit why she’s got a problem, but I had a feeling.”

Andrew suspected there might be more that the boy wasn’t saying, but he didn’t feel it was his place to ask. “You’re welcomed to come visit us over at my home, too. You can always say you’re visiting Mikey, if it’d make things easier on you. They live right next door.”

Steven studied his hands for a moment, where he’d clasped them on the table. “It might.” He met Andrew’s gaze. “Thank you for helping him with the house. I was trying to figure out who I could ask to come help me do it this week.”

“Quite all right, son. We do have a generator at my house, however, and no tall trees. If this storm does hit, I’ll be bringing him to my home.”

“I might be joining you if my mom makes me mad.”

“Try to get along with her,” Colin said. “She is your mother.”

“She’s a bitch, is what she is. All she wants to do is go to church and hang out with her church friends. She was aggravated at me for wanting her to go to my game Friday night and making her miss church, until Dad put his foot down. I think he’s getting tired of her bull.”

Andrew fought the gooseflesh that rippled across his body. He remembered too well how twins Dan and Elle had reacted to Emily’s similar activities. Clay, Emily’s ex-husband and father to Dan and Elle, was a beloved and welcomed member of their family.

“All the more reason I don’t want to cause you trouble with her,” Colin said.

“No matter what I do, I’m going to be in trouble with her. She’s mad I won’t go to that stupid church with her anymore. Courtney, Sarah, and Robert are getting tired of it, too. Courtney’s started playing the period card to get out of it.”

“His sisters and brother,” Colin clarified to Andrew.

Steven nodded. “Dad told them this weekend they didn’t have to go with Mom anymore if they didn’t want to, and none of them wanted to. That really made her mad. She blew up yesterday.”

“I take it your father isn’t as religious as your mother?” Andrew asked, unable to hold it in.

“Not even close. He’s not a fan of her church.”

“Sounds exceedingly familiar,” Andrew said. “At any rate, on Wednesday nights we have a family dinner at my home. You are, of course, welcome to join us. I hope you will.”

“Thanks. I’ll figure it out somehow. Any chance to get away from Mom.”

They had a lovely visit. Andrew liked Steven, and it was obvious how much the boy cared about his grandfather. He even did a few tasks for him, unasked, that he’d noticed needed tending to. Once they were alone again, Colin slumped against Andrew on the sofa and cried relieved tears.

“I can’t believe it,” he softly said. “I’d convinced myself—prepared myself—that he was gonna hate me.”

“Sometimes, we are our own worst enemy.”

“I don’t want to lose my other grandkids, but even if only Steven still wants me, I’ll consider it a win.”

“It invalidates Susan and her bigotry.”

Colin stared into his eyes. “You really get this, don’t you?”

“I lived it, in my own way, yes. I’m looking at this from the far side of Hell, having walked through it myself. I’m simply holding out my hand to you to guide you through it.”

Colin spent several long, silent minutes studying Andrew’s face. He didn’t interrupt.

When Colin next spoke, his voice sounded hoarse, choked. “You’re really fallin’ in love with me?”

“I believe so, yes. Unless you suddenly turn out to be a horrible racist, or think that jumping a queue is quite all right.”

Colin snuggled against Andrew. “I spent so many years carin’ for Camille. A lot of the time, it felt like I was alone because she didn’t even know who I was. I got so tired. I know why sometimes people commit murder-suicides when they’re a caretaker for someone like that. It crossed my own mind a time or two, toward the end, before I finally had to have her admitted. I didn’t want to put her in a home. I hated it, but it got to where I couldn’t care for her anymore, and I wasn’t even caring for myself at that point, and that wasn’t good for either of us.”

Andrew’s heart ached for him. “Then how about I take care of you as much as I am capable, for as long as I am capable? I have broad shoulders, love. Don’t let my age fool you.”

Colin nodded, settling against him even more, sliding down the couch until his head lay in Andrew’s lap. Andrew stroked his hair, content to sit there like that for as long as Colin wanted or needed.

It felt so damn good to not be alone anymore. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Colin nervously helped Andrew shop ahead of returning to his home on Wednesday afternoon.

Andrew thought it was both adorable and sad at the same time, that Colin had been denied basic familial love for so long.

“Remember, love, you don’t have to say or be anything but who you are. You’ve already met some of them.”

“I know. I just want to make a good impression.”

“You already have.”

Karen and Bill weren’t home when they arrived. Colin insisted Andrew go on inside and that he’d unload the car.

Andrew opted not to argue with him.

It did feel good to be home. And it would feel even better when he finally convinced Colin to move in with him. So far, there was nothing about the man that turned him off. They’d spent most of their two days alone talking and cuddling.

And talking.

Lots of talking.

So much talking. It was apparent Colin wasn’t used to that level of forthright communication.

He could sympathize, remembering how he’d had to get used to Peggy’s direct way of discussing things.

Now he got to introduce Colin to that.

The men were in agreement they wanted to pursue this. This time, Colin had packed to stay several days, ahead of the storm. If it looked like the storm was going to hit, they’d help him clean out his fridge and freezer and bring everything to Andrew’s, as well as pack up keepsakes he wanted to make sure were saved.

Meanwhile…the men wanted to spend time together.

Andrew knew it was helping Colin that Steven planned to come by after school and visit with them until after dinner. Maybe it was helping Steven, too. As the afternoon progressed, Zoey showed up unexpectedly early and had brought her homework with her for Steven to help her with.

Maybe I was wrong after all.

Andrew had almost expected Steven to reveal to Colin that he was gay, but perhaps he’d completely misread the situation. While it didn’t feel like they needed to keep an eye on Steven and Zoey from a parental point of view, Andrew hadn’t realized Zoey was so…focused on the lad.

At one point, Andrew was alone in the kitchen when Zoey brought their glasses in to refill their iced tea.

He decided to test the waters.

“Steven is a rather nice lad, isn’t he?”

She literally rolled her eyes, but there was something…subdued about it. “He’s just a friend, Grandpa. He’s a nice guy. He’s good with math and agreed to help me out. And Poppa’s not home to help me.” A shadow flitted across her features. “I miss him.”

“Carry on, then. Don’t let me interfere with your studies.” She looked like she started to say something, rethought it, then walked over to hug him.

“Love you, Grandpa.”

A chill filled him, something off in her tone. “Love you, too, sweetheart. Are you all right?”

“I really miss Daddy and Poppa,” she quietly said.

Ah. That explained it. Ever since she was little, she always took it hard when Tyler went off on extended trips. Having Thomas gone as well must be doubly hard on her.

“I’m sure they miss you as well, sweetheart.”

She filled the glasses with ice and added presweetened tea. “So is Mr. Dawson your boyfriend?”

“Yes, he is. And you don’t have to call him Mr. Dawson. You may call him Colin.”

She turned to meet his gaze. If he didn’t know better, he’d say she was Karen’s daughter, because she looked so much like her. “I feel weird calling him Colin. He’s almost as old as you are.”

“Then what would you suggest?”

She leaned against the counter. “Honestly? He feels kinda like a Grandpa, too. Would that bother you?”

Andrew smiled. “Not in the slightest. Why should it?”

She looked lost in thought. “I miss Grandma Peggy, but I don’t think she’d want you to be lonely.” Then she walked over, hugged him again, and grabbed their tea to take out to the living room, where they were doing their homework.

Colin walked in from the other door. From the look of pleasant shock on his face, Andrew could tell he’d overheard their exchange.

Andrew held his arms open to him, and Colin hugged him, long and hard and wordlessly.

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie put the phone in speaker mode while she prepped the casserole she was taking tonight so she could talk to Crystal. Multi-tasking.

It didn’t feel like she was slacking if she was working while she was talking.

“I still can’t believe his page like numbers jumped like that,” she told Crystal. “You were right.”

“Posting like that is really productive. It’s not like you’re asking them to jump through hoops or anything. And his existing fans will readily do it. If we start pairing calls to action like that with Facebook ads, it can help even more.”

“Are those expensive?”

“They don’t have to be at all. For less than fifty dollars, we can carefully target potential readers. Narrow it down to English-speaking countries and an age range.”

“Ouch!” Nevvie sucked on her finger, where she’d cut it on the edge of a can of green beans.

“Are you all right, Nevvie?”

“Yeah, sorry. I’m cooking. Just nicked my finger.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’ll let you—”

“No, it’s okay. This is good. I’m doing this deliberately so I can keep working while getting ready. We have a family dinner every Wednesday night next door at my father-in-law’s house.”

“Aw, that’s sweet.”

“Yeah, it’s fun.” She sighed. “The guys are missing it, again. Well, Tyler’s missed several in a row now, but Tommy’s missing it. Oh, sorry. That wasn’t a dig at you.”

“No, it’s okay. I didn’t take it as one.”

“Well, it’s just ever since Tommy’s mother died, we’ve all tried to make sure we make as many of the family dinners as possible, for Dad’s sake. Tyler’s father.”

“Tyler’s father?”

“Tyler’s father was married to Tommy’s mother.” Nevvie hesitated. “Wow, I didn’t realize how confused and incestuous that sounds before I said it.” Crystal laughed with her. “Long story short, Tyler’s father was divorced, and Tommy’s mom was widowed before Tommy and Tyler ever met. In fact, Tyler and his father were estranged, due to lies by Tyler’s mom, since Ty was a kid. I located him, talked to him, and engineered a reunion. Then when he met Mom—Peggy, Tommy’s mother—they fell in love.”

“That’s so sweet.”

“Yeah. Oh, and this is all, you know, private, of course.”

“Oh, absolutely, Nevvie. Don’t worry. I also have an NDA signed with Mr. Paterno’s office. It’s standard procedure.”

“Good. Thanks.” She sighed. “I don’t have a lot of people I can talk to freely outside our family. For obvious reasons.”

“That’s probably wise, actually, in this day and age.”

“Yeah, believe me, I know.” She finished assembling the casserole and slid it into the preheated oven. “Thank God that whole bullshit with Alex happened years ago and not today.”

“Mr. Paterno told me about that. We actually modified the second author talk at the New York book festival so we could pre-screen the questions. The problems with the open-mic sessions, like the question the one attendee asked him, are the main reason I am not a fan of that format.”

“Really? See, I’ve asked Elliot about that before, why we couldn’t just do pre-submitted questions. I mean, now it’s even easier, right? A Twitter hashtag to sort them, or submit them on Facebook, whatever.”

Crystal hesitated. Nevvie already knew she was working from her apartment today, so she wasn’t in the office. “Can I speak candidly and it not sound bad?”

“Well, depends on what you want to say.”

Crystal sighed. “I love working for Mr. Paterno. I’ve learned so much during my time in his office. But he isn’t…enthusiastic about modern communication methods. The basics, yes, of course. But he’s so busy, and let’s be honest, he is usually swamped, it’s understandable he hasn’t grasped some of the finer nuances. I, and several others in the office, are trying to gently nudge him toward those kinds of solutions for our clients.”

Nevvie laughed. “That’s not bad at all. That’s progressive.”

“Please don’t take it to mean I’m trying to bad-mouth him.”

“No, not at all. Old dogs, new tricks, that kind of thing. I faced the same problem with Tyler when we met and I started handling all of that for him.”

“Really?”

“Really. Well, and keep in mind, that was years ago. And Tyler’s thirteen years older than me. He was more focused on writing than social media. I basically built his brand for him, working with Elliot on things.”

“See, I didn’t know that. Mr. Paterno didn’t tell me that.”

“Well, like you said, he’s a busy guy. But that’s because he’s good at what he does…”

Nevvie hadn’t meant to talk to Crystal for so long, but by the time she finally realized what time it was and had to end the call, the casserole was almost finished and Zoey was nowhere to be seen.

“I need to get off here and head to dinner. I’ll take a look at those e-mails either tonight or in the morning and get back to you tomorrow.”

“No rush. I’ll be heading out of town this weekend to spend time with family anyway.”

“Oh? Where?”

“Down in Kentucky. My mom and step-dad live there.”

“Oh, you’ll be closer to our neck of the woods. Hell of a weekend to visit, though. We’ll probably be getting that damned hurricane.”

“I know, my mom said the same thing. About the storm, I mean.”

“You don’t sound like you’re from Kentucky.”

“I’m not. I was raised mostly in Maryland, but then we lived in Atlanta for several years before settling in Kentucky. My step-father is an equine vet. Specializes in reproduction.”

“That’s…specialized.”

“Right?” She laughed. “I’ve found that it’s a fast way to get rid of guys hitting on me. ‘My dad specializes in horse semen.’ It’s great. Some of my friends even use that line now.”

Nevvie snorted. “Wow. I’ll need to remember to tell the twins to try that. Thanks again, Crystal.”

“You’re always welcome. Have a great evening.”

“Thanks.” Nevvie hung up, feeling…well, almost like she’d made a new friend. She wasn’t sure how young Crystal was, exactly, but got the impression from Tyler she was in her mid-twenties.

A go-getter.

“Willow! Zoey! Mikey! It’s almost time to go.”

Willow appeared at the top of the stairs and headed down. “She’s still over there, Mom.”

Nevvie grabbed potholders to remove the casserole from the oven. “Still? She went over there when you guys got home from school.”

Willow spread out a dishtowel on the counter for Nevvie and set the casserole dish caddy on it, unzipped and ready. “Yeah. She’s studying with Steven Jardine.”

That pulled Nevvie up short. “Studying?”

“Really studying, Mom. She doesn’t like him like that. He offered to help her with her Calc homework since she refuses to listen to me and Poppa’s not home.”

“Oh.” She was getting the dish out when Mikey joined them. “This is weird without Dad and Poppa.”

It took everything Nevvie had not to drop the dish. “I know, guys. Thank you for being so understanding about this. They’re flying home on Friday.”

“Is Dad going to stay around for a while now?” Willow asked.

Nevvie overlooked Willow’s tone, because she didn’t blame her. “Yes. That’s who I was talking to on the phone, his publicist.” Nevvie went through the basics with them while they got the hot dish wrangled without burning themselves.

“Is Adam coming home this weekend?” Mikey asked.

“I don’t know yet. Maybe. If it looks like the storm’s going to hit.” He lived in an apartment that was safe and not in a flood zone, but she didn’t like the idea of any of her kids being alone when they could be home during a storm.

“I hope Steven’s mom doesn’t start coming to family dinners,” Mikey groused.

Nevvie turned. “Why?”

“Because she’s a total…witch,” he said. “Even Steven says it. Look at how Colin is. He’s a nice guy, and she’s basically cut him out of the family just because he’s gay.”

This was the kind of conversation she usually turned over to the guys, because, hello, guys. Two guys. Sure, they were bi, not gay, but it was easier for them to handle it.

“Then she probably won’t be coming to family dinners,” Nevvie said, diving for the easy out. “Let’s get going, and remember, be nice to Colin. No teasing or anything, even friendly family kind of teasing. Not until he really gets to know us. I don’t want there to be some sort of stupid misunderstanding and we blow this for Grandpa.”

Mikey grabbed the casserole caddy for her, and they headed out.

Sure enough, Zoey and Steven were gathering their books in Andrew’s living room. Nevvie signaled to Andrew to speak with him alone for a moment, and whispered in his ear.

“They been here all afternoon?”

“Not even the slightest whiff of mischief, love. They’ve been studying.”

Nevvie relaxed. “Okay. Thanks.” She kissed his cheek. “She’s been extra moody with Tommy and Ty gone.”

“I suspected as much. She mentioned she missed them.”

“Math is Tommy’s jam,” Nevvie said. “He’s always been the one to help the kids with that. I can’t do anything mathy except accounting.”

“Hmm. I don’t remember ‘mathy’ being a subject.” He winked.

It pulled laugh from her and she was able to relax and enjoy their evening. Except Steven realized what time it was during dessert, after he’d spent the whole meal laughing and talking, and seemed to freak out.

“I need to go, sorry.” He jumped up and ran around to hug Colin. “Thank you for dinner. I’ll text you after school tomorrow, Grandpa.”

Nevvie was trying to decide how to handle that when Willow spoke up. “That was…weird. That was weird, right? That felt weird to me.” She stared at Zoey, whose face went red, but remained silent.

Colin, who’d seemed to relax a lot during the meal, let out a heavy sigh. “He’s worried his mother will yell at him if she discovers he’s been spending so much time with me.”

“Well, if it means anything,” Zoey said, surprising Nevvie since she’d been mostly quiet during the meal, “I’m glad you’re here, Grandpa Colin.”

Everyone else around the table nodded in agreement.

Nevvie wasn’t sure if she wanted to burst into tears of pride or get up and embarrass the hell out of Zoey by hugging her.

But Colin spoke, smiling first at Zoey, then at Andrew as he said it. “Thank you. I’m glad I’m here, too.” 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Tyler stood at the office window and stared out at the park. Nearly dawn Thursday morning, and he’d spent all night working.

Not on his edits. Those he’d finished and e-mailed just before midnight the evening before.

He’d spent the time going through more of the files Marcus had left for him.

Amazing, gut-wrenching—seductive and powerful. Were they directed at him, or merely left for him?

He wished he knew. But he couldn’t step inside Marcus’ brain in any other way to get those questions answered.

Or…did they even need to be answered?

He thought about the envelope crammed with letters and cards.

Do I really need to know what’s in them?

Was it an unintended trap?

Things Marcus couldn’t say to him while alive? Things he’d lost the right to say to him once he’d returned to Brussels from the States and left him behind?

He touched one hand to the glass, feeling the damp chill outside trying to seep through. He felt it against his flesh as he stood there, naked.

Except for his wedding ring.

And the leather collar he’d retrieved from the bag in the closet before Tom had gone to bed.

It fit him perfectly. He’d wanted a glimpse, a moment.

How many mornings had Jean-Claude stood here?

What would it have been like standing there before starting his own work every morning?

Marcus would have had his pet writer in-house, at his beck and call.

He turned and in the dim light, he could make out his titles on the bookshelf.

Remembering events around the writing of each title was easy. That one he’d written in the office in the apartment he’d shared with Erin, before she’d cheated on him and broke his heart.

That one was more than half written in the living room of the house he’d shared with Moira before he divorced her because he realized he couldn’t ever be the man she needed.

Snippets of that one were written between interludes with Ray, Oot, and kitten.

He was in the middle of writing that one when they moved Nevvie in with them after rescuing her from Alex.

He walked over to that one and his finger traced the spine. Remembered the afternoon he had her sit in his lap at his desk and read a section of text for him.

Reaching up, he unbuckled the collar and slipped it into the desk. Then he put his pajamas back on and returned to the bedroom, carefully crawling into bed next to Tom.

Tom rolled over, pulling Tyler into his arms. He’d slept naked and his voice bore that deep, husky drawl that always melted Tyler’s core.

“I should make you suck my cock to put me back to sleep.”

Heart beating, Tyler knew it wasn’t a command, but his own cock responded and he was moving before he realized it. Must have surprised Tom as well, because he started to grab for Tyler when he realized what the man was doing.

“Oh, yeah, sugar. Like that.” Tom rolled onto his back and plunged his hands into Tyler’s hair, holding on and actively fucking his face. Under the covers it felt warm and smelled like Tom, his sweet musky scent, the same scent Tyler loved smelling like after they’d made love.

Tom’s cock had quickly hardened in his mouth. Hot, velvet steel against his tongue. Tyler was rewarded with the taste of pre-cum as he teased at the slit with the tip of his tongue. He lay there eagerly worshipping his cock, something else that hadn’t changed over the years. Plenty of times hours had passed them by while they were in bed exploring each other’s bodies.

Just when he thought Tom was going to come for him, he tugged on Tyler’s hair. “Come here, baby.”

Tyler did, and Tom pulled him in for a deep kiss, plenty of tongue and proving the man was far more awake now than he had been a few minutes earlier.

“Get nekkid,” Tommy ordered him, and Tyler did, quickly returning to him.

Tom grabbed Tyler’s hands and pinned them over his head, sliding his body on top of Tyler’s, their cocks rubbing against each other. Working one-handed, Tom grabbed the tube of lube off the bedside table, slicked his cock and Tyler’s ass, and quickly started working it inside him.

Tyler spread his legs wider, wrapping them around Tom’s waist, but Tom lightly smacked Tyler’s thigh. “Didn’t tell you to do that.”

Tyler’s heart skipped, nearly coming right then even as he bent his knees and waited for further orders.

Once Tom had his cock seated all the way inside Tyler’s ass, he sat up, releasing his hands only long enough to sling Tyler’s legs over his shoulders. When he leaned in again, he pressed Tyler’s thighs against his chest and once again caught his wrists in one of his hands and pinned them to the mattress.

“Mine,” he whispered. “Got it? Who owns you?”

Tyler’s eyes widened. “You do.”

Tommy slanted his mouth over Tyler’s in another crushing, possessive kiss. “That’s right, sugar. Me.” He looked over his shoulder at the two urns. “He belongs to me, Marcus. He always has.” Tom turned back to him, a deep fire burning in his usually sweet brown eyes. “Who was your guy that night at the faculty party when we showed up Erin and Robert that first time, before Nev?”

His heart pounded in his chest. “You.”

Tommy’s lips hovered over Tyler’s, warm breath caressing his flesh. “That’s right. Me. Who brought you home to meet my family?”

“You.”

“Me. Who spent a date night with you fixing your car for you when it died and you were panicked and I told you that was my job, to take care of you?”

“You.”

Tommy traced his tongue around Tyler’s lips. He still hadn’t started fucking him yet, his cock bare and deep inside Tyler. “Me,” he whispered. “Who flew up to New York with Nevvie as soon as we found out she was pregnant with Adam so we could break the news to you in person instead of on the phone or waiting?”

Tyler choked back his sob. “You.”

Tommy rubbed noses with him. “Me. Who was the jackass whose head you had to get screwed on straight because I was scared I was too fucked up for you to love anymore after my accident?”

Tyler snorted. “You, love.”

Another gentle kiss. “Me. Who bought me tickets to the Bolts-Thrashers game as our first real date when they didn’t even know anything about hockey?”

“Me.”

Tommy pressed his forehead against Tyler’s. “Who saw me walk into Haslam’s and knew he had to ask me out?”

“Me.”

Tommy took a long, slow stroke out, and plunged in again, hard and deep and making Tyler gasp with pleasure. His hands reflexively closed around Tom’s arm.

In the growing light, Tyler could see the handsome, devilish smile on his face, and he thought back to a Sunday morning after they’d been living together for nearly a year, when Tommy had kept him in this position for nearly an hour until neither of them could hold back any longer.

He’d still swear he shot cum all the way to the ceiling.

“Who was crying with me that day holding Mikey after he was born, when they had to do emergency surgery on Nevvie to stop the bleeding?”

Tyler’s vision doubled, tripled. “Me.”

Tommy slowly started fucking him, a deep, sweet rhythm as old as time, as familiar as his own reflection, and one that could easily get both of them off from the perfection.

“We have a life and love we wouldn’t have had without Marcus, so I thank him for that. Because my life is you and Nevvie and the kids and you’ve always managed to keep my ugly ass straightened out.” Tom shifted his grip, both his hands now laced with Tyler’s, squeezing.

“Your arse isn’t ugly, pet. It’s quite handsome. I’ve always thought that.”

His gaze narrowed even as his lips curled. “You sweet talkin’ thang, you.”

“Fuck me, love.” Tyler said. “Take what’s yours.”

 

* * * *

 

Tommy felt the shift in Tyler’s energy. He really didn’t have words to describe it. It wasn’t like a bottom to Top thing, either. Something completely removed from that kind of dynamic. It was like one of those special windows, where it was all opaque for privacy, and then you hit a button and it was suddenly clear.

A good shift.

For the first time since Tom had set eyes on him in the Atlanta airport, it felt like his Ty was really back.

His leg was going to hate his guts later for this, but he hadn’t been expecting Ty to take him seriously about sucking his cock.

Well, from that point, it was game motherfucking on.

Except he’d…felt it, then, clearer than any other time before.

Tyler had moods.

Writer, duh.

This mood had been different in a more pensive and sad way, sad beyond grief or mourning. Sad like autumn leaves and lost chances and missed connections that were later revealed.

And Tommy knew he needed to bring his Tyler back. His Tyler needed to make the return trip home, not the Tyler that had settled into a background rhythm section playing what if in his soul from the second they left the ground in Atlanta.

He drove his cock into his guy, body on auto-pilot as he focused on Tyler’s sweet blue gaze. “Damn right I’m gonna take what’s mine,” Tommy whispered. “Edits done?”

“Yes.”

Tommy slowed the tempo of his thrusts. “Tell me what you want.”

“Please fuck my arse!”

“And?”

A sweet, soft glaze filled his expression. “Please fill my arse.”

Tommy sat up and braced his hands against the mattress for traction. He took hard, deep strokes, Tyler bent over like a pretzel and his ass deliciously fisting Tommy’s cock.

“Did we settle this for good, baby? This is all us, and Nevvie.”

“I’m yours.”

Tommy smiled and leaned in to suck on Tyler’s lips, nibbling, teasing. “Will never forget the night you and Nev danced on the lanai at Pete and Eddie’s Halloween party. You could’ve set the sun on fire, you were so fucking sexy.” A hard thrust that nearly carried him over punctuated the memory. “You were the first face I remember seeing when I woke up after my accident.”

He wasn’t sure whether his leg or Tyler would win this encounter, but he really wanted it to be Tyler. Tom long-stroked him, trying to hold back his own release until he got Tyler over. Like this, he knew he could, on a good day, if given enough time and his leg wasn’t hurting.

Fortunately for him, Tyler was more awake than he was. When he felt the first waves of Tyler’s climax squeezing his cock, Tom picked up the pace to get over with him. They usually used a condom for logistics, but this morning Tom wanted it raw and sweaty and needed to show Tyler in a tangible way how he felt.

His guy liked to be marked.

Inside and out.

Pleasure temporarily shut out the symphony his bad leg was tuning up to play. And as his balls squeezed out shot after shot of cum into his guy’s ass, Tom kissed Ty, swallowing his cries and muffling his own at the same time.

After a moment, Tom slowed and stopped, panting, forehead against Ty’s. He let go of Tyler’s hands and Ty carefully moved his legs, until they were wrapped around him and he wasn’t bent in half anymore.

“Leg?”

“Mmhmm.” Tommy eased himself flat, still on top of Ty, so Ty could help him roll onto his back.

His guy smiled down at him. “Brilliant, love.” Ty kissed him, and it was his sweet, slow, loving kiss, the one that had always melted Tommy. “I am so ready to go home.”

“Yeah? Well, probably shouldn’t fuck ourselves too crazy, I guess.” He winced. “Nev’s gonna beat us in a bad way, we can’t take care of her when we get home.”

Tyler grabbed a warm, wet washcloth from the bathroom and helped Tommy clean up. Then he brought him a couple of ibuprofen and they curled back in bed together for awhile.

“Sleep late,” Tommy said. “That’s an order.”

Tyler nestled against him. “Gladly, love.” 


Chapter Thirty

 

Tyler would have given a few toes and maybe a pinky finger to be home already. As their plane began its final descent into the stormy Atlanta sky a little before one a.m. local time Saturday morning, while being buffeted by crosswinds, Tom laced fingers with him.

“It’s okay, sugar. We’ll be home by lunchtime.”

Tyler nodded, exhausted and feeling guilty he wasn’t being the strong one. Tom’s leg had to be killing him, because Tom had to take a pain pill a few hours earlier.

It’d been a long, long day. Their flight had been delayed several hours leaving Brussels due to a mechanical issue, and it hadn’t helped Tyler’s mood at all, because it meant they missed their scheduled commuter flight home. Shortly before they’d taken off from Brussels, Tommy had rebooked them for a commuter flight to Savannah Saturday morning. He’d e-mailed Nevvie the updated itinerary.

Then he’d made Tyler unplug from the Internet, knowing that he’d only be obsessively checking weather reports every few minutes if he didn’t make him take a break. Hurricane Gladys had placed a bullseye on a chunk of the US coastline that included Savannah, and would likely make landfall Tuesday or Wednesday at its current speed. Regardless of where the eyewall made landfall, the immense size of the storm meant they’d feel at the very least tropical storm force winds.

It was tempting to find out what gate their commuter flight would leave from and simply collapse there for the few hours they’d have to wait and save themselves the aggravation of going to a hotel.

Maybe were he twenty years younger, he’d do that.

Maybe if Tom didn’t have a bad leg.

As they were waiting to deplane, Tyler yawned. “Do you think we can get a shuttle bus to the hotel we stayed at last time?”

“I’m sure we can. Or a cab.”

“Aces.”

Except once they’d cleared customs and made their way to the main terminal, someone shouted.

“Dad! Poppa!”

The men turned as one, Tyler unable to believe what he was seeing.

Adam jogged over, a smile on his face.

Tyler felt like weeping as he hugged his son, long and hard and reluctant to release him. It’d been nearly two months since he’d last laid eyes on him.

“What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in Athens?”

“I told Mom I’d come meet you and drive you home. She sent me your flight info. The airport in Savannah is closed as of nine p.m. because of the storm. Tornado touched down and took out their radar towers. My classes next week are cancelled, so Mom ordered me home and told me to bring you with me.”

“Storm?” Tom asked. “It’s not due to make landfall this soon.”

“A line of thunderstorms pulled in by the hurricane’s rotation,” Adam said. “Not from the main hurricane. Savannah’s closed until they can get the radar repaired. Which probably won’t be until after the storm passes.”

Tommy hugged Adam once Tyler finally released him. “Glad to see you, kiddo. You have no idea.”

Thinking ahead, Adam had brought a luggage cart with him and loaded the bags for his dads. He didn’t ask about the one carry-on Tyler carried and wouldn’t relinquish.

US Customs hadn’t hassled them about the urns, since they had the required paperwork. There’d been a moment of panic at the airport in Brussels when Tyler thought he was going to have to check the urns as cargo because they were metal, but once again being a famous author helped. He wasn’t sure he would have received such dispensation were he in the States, but an airline official called the funeral home personally, verified the certificates were authentic, and had a security officer walk Tyler and Tom through the security checkpoint. The urns were scanned through x-ray as carryons even though they were metal, but after a brief consultation, they were allowed to proceed.

That will make it into a book at some point.

Adam left them at curbside in Arrivals so he could get his car and they wouldn’t have to make Tom walk so far. Tyler made Tom take the front seat, so he could recline it and stretch out for his leg. Tyler crawled into the back, stuffed in with Adam’s luggage and their own, but happier than he’d felt in a long time to finally be heading home, with their son.

Tyler knew Tom would likely fall asleep immediately because of having taken a pain pill during their flight, but he wanted to try to stay awake to help Adam stay awake. “So, what’s new?”

“Besides Hurricane Gladys and Grandpa Andy’s boyfriend?”

Tyler smiled. “We heard about that. Mom says he’s a nice man.”

“He seems like it.”

They chatted off and on during the whole drive. Tyler was pleasantly shocked to see Nevvie standing outside waiting for them, the lights on, when Adam drove up their driveway a little before four a.m.

Tyler stepped out first to intercept her and give Tom a moment to wake up and untangle himself from the seat. “There’s my pet,” Tyler murmured. “How’d you know the timing?”

“He sent me a Waze message before he left Athens to go get you guys, so I could track him the whole time and not pester him with text messages asking where he was.”

“Brilliant.” Exhaustion settled over him like a blanket. “I need sleep desperately. We both do.” He reluctantly released her and helped Tommy get out of the car while Adam and Nevvie manhandled their luggage inside.

Twenty minutes later, the three of them lay tangled together in bed, Nevvie in the middle and Tom already falling asleep again.

His own bed, with the loves of his life.

Nothing had ever felt so sweet and satisfying.

Well, something else would make it slightly more satisfying…

Despite his exhaustion, Tyler rolled on top of Nevvie, sliding down her body, his face nuzzling between her thighs and pushing them apart to give him ready access to her sweet pussy.

At the very least, he felt he owed her this for her patience, love, and understanding.

She didn’t resist, pulling a pillow over her face to muffle her cries as he flicked and teased her clit with his tongue. He knew how to build her up fast and hold her there, right on the edge of pleasure without shoving her over the other side.

Making it last.

He slipped two fingers into her cunt, which had grown quite wet from his attentions, and slowly finger-fucked her. Right now, he wanted his full focus on her, showing her his love for her.

Nevvie writhed beneath him as he devoured her. With lips and tongue he teased her, toyed with her clit, his free arm hooked around her thigh and keeping her from squirming away from him.

Every stroke of his fingers inside her, he felt her pussy pulsating around him. He added a third finger, loving the muffled sounds of her moans against the pillow.

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie knew Tyler had to be exhausted, but she wouldn’t have stopped him even if she hadn’t been in the mood.

She could tell he wanted to make his absence up to her in the most immediate way he could, spend time focused only on her.

And she was just selfish enough—and horny enough—to let him. Because despite her own exhaustion, there was nothing better than having her two sweet love gods in bed with her again.

Evil pleasure gleamed in his sweet blue eyes when she lifted her head to look down at him before her head flopped back against the pillow again and she pulled the other pillow back over her face.

He was going to draw it out for her.

Oh, I’m fucked.

In all the good ways.

The feel of his moustache and goatee against her sensitive flesh added an extra dimension to his mouth playing with her clit. He’d worked a third finger inside her, and now he took torturously slow strokes, pausing with his fingers hooked and pressing into her G-spot while stilling his mouth on her clit and letting her hover over the brink before pulling her back yet again.

The best kind of sadism.

Maybe they weren’t as frisky as they’d been when they were younger and before the kids, but her guys never lost the ability to make her feel like she was the center of their universe when they were in bed together.

Right now, Nevvie simultaneously wanted this sweet torture to never end and wanted Tyler to get her over the edge. Except she knew damn well what would happen once he did let her come.

He wouldn’t let her stop coming until he was satisfied he’d satisfied her.

She couldn’t resist him, either of them.

She rocked against his hand, wishing she had both their cocks inside her and suspecting that’d be happening later in the morning once both men had a little sleep under their belts.

Firmly between them, she’d never felt a lack of love or devotion from them, always felt sexy and desirable with them.

Always felt loved.

Tyler’s tongue drew lazy circles around her clit as he toyed with her, his breath warm against her pussy. She reached down and cupped her breasts in her hands, tugging on her nipples and biting back moans as Tyler pressed his three fingers deep inside her cunt.

It wouldn’t be long before he tipped her over the edge. She hoped.

The more she squirmed, the slower he went, until she realized what he was waiting on. She forced herself to still her hips, his pleased chuckle confirming her suspicion.

She barely bit back her cry as he sucked on her clit at the same time he twisted his fingers inside her pussy again and pressed on her G-spot.

Over she went, down the water slide and straight into bliss. Now he had her where he wanted her. Finger-fucking her hard and fast, he relentlessly kept her coming, his face buried in her pussy, flicking her clit with his tongue and forcing her to take it.

She would, too. Every bit of it.

Only when he was ready did he finally ease up, the fingers inside her cunt falling still as his lips kissed her clit, remaining there.

Gasping for breath, she dared pull the pillow away from her face again and stared down at his playful blue gaze. An arched eyebrow, his silent question.

She nodded.

He slowly withdrew his fingers from her, still meeting her gaze as he sucked her juices from her fingers before climbing back up the bed to kiss her. She could taste herself on him, loving that about him, whether it was her or one of them she could taste. Raw and real and never a moment of self-consciousness between them.

It was damn good to have them home again.

“What about you?” she asked.

“I’m fine, love. Truly. Totally knackered. But I wanted to properly care for my pet.”

“You did.”

Ty nuzzled his face against Nevvie’s shoulder. “I think I’ve made it to heaven.”

She giggled. “You got that backward, but okay.”

An old joke between them, a pun-squared, as she’d dubbed it.

“Go to sleep, Evil Genius,” she said. “I already told the kids they’re not allowed to disturb us this morning under threat of being assigned horrible, gross chores.”

“Aces, love.”

Tyler slept.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler’s brain was a swirl of nebulous images, nothing lasting long, until he became caught up in a sweet, erotic dream where Nevvie was sucking his cock.

It was only when he reached down in his dream to stroke her head that reality merged and he understood it wasn’t a dream.

“Mmm. Naughty pet, waking me up.”

“My fault,” Tommy said from the other side of the bed. “I woke her up.” He didn’t sound the least bit penitent, either.

He peeled open an eye to see her gorgeous green eyes peering up at him, a smile tweaking the corners of her mouth where his cock was buried between her beautiful lips.

He let out a yawn and managed to get both eyes open, just to realize it was a little after noon. Pulling her up and off his cock, he kissed her. “Go tease him for a moment while I take care of something.” He patted her on the bum. “I’ll be right back.”

She dove for Tom’s cock, making Tyler smile. He climbed out of bed, rounding it and kissing Tom good-morning on his way to the bathroom. Once he finished in there, grabbing a towel and tube of lube on the way, he climbed back into bed, between Nevvie’s legs.

“Up, pet,” he said. “I’ve been dreaming about doing this.”

After changing position, Tom let out a faint moan when she impaled her pussy on his cock. Tyler leaned in and pressed his face in close, able to swipe his tongue along Tom’s sac and tease where his cock disappeared into her pussy.

Both of them moaned.

“Damn,” Tom said. “You keep that up your gonna get me off like that, buddy.”

Tyler sat up. “Well, I wouldn’t want you to prematurely explode on us, love.” He took a moment to stroke his hands down Nevvie’s back, settling on her gorgeous arse. “Yes, now this is the proper way to welcome your wayward men home after so long.”

He prepared her, taking his time and relishing her tight ass as he worked first one, then two fingers into her. He could feel Tommy’s cock in her pussy, and Nevvie tried to fuck herself against them both.

“Patience, love,” Tyler warned. “Or I shall stop and make you wait.”

She fell still, Tom pulling her in for a long, sultry kiss.

“Much better, pet.”

Only once Tyler knew he’d nearly driven her mad with need did he lube his cock and press the head of it against her ass.

“Ready for me, love?”

“Please,” she softly moaned. “Please!”

He pressed forward and slowly fucked his cock into her.

Nevvie shivered, leaning in and kissing Tom as Tyler fed his cock into her, inch by inch, until he was finally seated all the way, her ass tightly fisting his cock.

“Now that’s a proper greeting,” he whispered.

Pulling her up and off Tom, he wrapped one arm around her waist and his other hand found its way between her legs. Her head lolled back onto his shoulder. “Now you can sit there like a good girl while we take care of you properly.”

He kissed her, not just because he wanted to plunder her sweet mouth, but because, predictably, the first orgasm they quickly coaxed out of her was loud.

The feel of her body squeezing their cocks as wave after wave of pleasure washed through her was almost enough to pull Tyler over the edge with her, but he held off.

“Goddamn,” Tommy softly grunted. He reached up and played with her nipples while Tyler’s fingers continued playing with her clit. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about.”

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie hooked one hand behind her, around Tyler’s neck, and held on for dear life. Normally, she was tapping out after two or three orgasms when they all had the energy for this permutation, but not this morning. She knew Tyler wouldn’t let her go until he was happy he’d made her come enough.

And that was sexy.

As.

Fuck.

And after so long without all three of them being home together, she was more than happy to turn herself over to her guys and let them have their way with her. Real life frequently got in the way of them being able to be as wild as they wanted to be, so no way in hell would she turn them down right now.

Not only had she threatened the kids with the grossest of chores, she’d also threatened to reset the router password and kick them off Wi-Fi for a month if they awakened them too early today.

Momma got her time with the men first.

They would have them for the rest of the weekend.

She’d also played a little dirty and used the excuse that Daddy needed some decompression time after grieving the loss of his friend, which had apparently pierced through all three kids’ brains. Adam didn’t need a talk like that, because he was more than happy to be able to sleep late after getting to pick them up at the airport and drive them home.

Tyler’s fingers relentlessly played with her clit, as she rode their cocks, her pussy and ass tightly filled and heightening her need. Tyler’s cock in her ass pressed Tom’s in her pussy against her G-spot, and the pleasure drove her toward a second orgasm.

“Be our good girl and give us what we want,” Tyler whispered before taking possession of her mouth again.

She rode their cocks, loving this—loving them. Her men, her husbands, her lovers. Pleasure filled her, not just her clit as Tyler played with it, but her pussy as Tom’s cock owned and filled her, and Tyler’s cock stretching her ass and making her remember why these two men were perfection in bed.

Tommy’s fingers pinched her nipples, hard, and that triggered her tumble over the edge. Both men softly moaned as her pussy and ass squeezed their cocks in return, until Tyler backed off a little before going for round three. Tommy cupped her breasts in his hands and sat up, gently sucking on her nipples, back and forth, helping build her up for the third time.

With their cocks erotically stretching and filling her pussy and ass, it felt like they were one sweet body, impossible to tell where one ended and the others started. Like this, the world dissolved around her, nothing existing but her and her men and the pleasure they shared.

Tyler nibbled the side of her neck, away from her ear and back up again. He pressed his lips against her ear.

“My target is five, pet, so get comfortable.”

She bit down on her lower lip to stifle her moan, electricity flowing through her nerves, her body clenching around their cocks. Even now, this many years later, his sweet voice could still rake over her soul and drive her insane with need.

We need a weekend alone.

Once life settled down and the storm passed, she was going to talk to the men about the three of them going away together for a couple of days. What Tom and Ty had been through wasn’t exactly a vacation, and she wanted to be able to scream her fool head off in ecstasy without one of the kids knocking on the door.

Tyler changed tactics, now using two fingers, scissored along either side of her clit and flicking rapidly back and forth. Every movement he made had her pussy contracting around Tom’s cock, which tightened everything in her body, a rolling chain reaction of pleasure that she no longer controlled. Tyler’s mouth returned to her ear, his whispered tones scorching nerve endings all the way to the depths of her soul.

“Our sweet, delicious pet. I think tonight I shall have you suck his cock while I fuck that pussy of yours. It’s been far too long since we’ve had you stretched out between us, servicing both of your Masters at the same time.”

A low, needy whine escaped her. Sure, it was just for fun, but Tyler’s pitch-perfect tone held her captive and she never wanted to let go.

“Or, perhaps after we’re finished here, I shall turn you over and make you come even more and eat out that nicely filled pussy, hmm?”

“No panties,” Tom gasped. Tyler knew damn well he was trying to hold back and having a hard time doing it.

“Yesss,” Tyler said. “No panties today, pet. And wear that old blue sundress of yours I do so love.”

Fuuuuck… She clamped down her lips on the scream of pleasure struggling to break free as the orgasm slammed into her. Tyler and Tom were masters of stealth seduction around the kids. She could expect to be groped and fondled—and kept in a near constant state of horniness—until they went to bed that night.

God, she’d missed the fuck out of her men!

And not just the sex, because, to be honest, sometimes they were all too tired to do much more than once or twice a week. Life got in the way.

She’d missed them. The teamwork, their presence, their sweet, solid love and support.

“That’s three, darling, and such a good girl you’re being for us.”

Tyler nibbled his way down her neck, to her right shoulder, biting down hard where she knew the sundress would hide it.

So did Tyler.

The man had a plan for everything.

Her pussy and ass eagerly contracted around their cocks while the fourth climax crested and swept through her.

Biting was soooo fucking hot. Especially when they both pinned her down and did it to her at the same time, loving to leave bites on her inner thighs.

“One more,” Tommy gasped. “Come on, baby girl.” He rolled her nipples between his thumbs and fingers. “I can’t hold on much longer.”

Tyler pushed her forward onto Tom and started fucking her ass, hard. “I know how to get her over one last time.”

Nevvie’s eyes fell closed as Tom kissed her, fisting a hand in her hair as his hips bucked up against her. Tyler’s cock drove into her cunt even as his fingers played with her clit.

She couldn’t have held back if she’d wanted to. And as soon as Tyler felt her last orgasm start, he grabbed her by the hips and plowed her ass hard, the way she loved being taken by them, thoroughly owned and used and ridden.

Theirs.

“That’s our good girl.” Tyler’s deep strokes kept her orgasm rolling, going, not as strong as the first one, but even sweeter for its duration.

Tom’s other hand, resting on her waist, tightened. “Here…you…go…” He pulled her in for another kiss, groaning into her mouth as his cock throbbed and filled her pussy, one down.

Tyler had found his groove and wasn’t stopping now. His fingers dug into her flesh. “Who owns this sweet ass, love?”

She could barely think, much less talk. “You do, both of you.”

“That’s right.” His pace slowed, and he took his time withdrawing just to slam home hard and deep. “Only us.” There was…something in his tone, though. Something…

Almost a hint of agony.

She arched her back and rocked against him and hoped she wasn’t hurting Tom’s leg in the process. “Fuck me, Master—”

“Yes!”

Nevvie didn’t know if it was what she said or did that helped Tyler over the edge, but he took one last stroke inside her and fell still, beads of sweat dripping onto her back as he caught his breath.

Tom shifted his head. “Ty?”

She glanced back and realized that wasn’t sweat.

Extricating herself, she turned and held Ty. He clutched her against him, his face pressed into her shoulder as he wordlessly, silently sobbed.

Tom winced but managed to get turned around and stretched out behind Ty. Lying sideways across the bed, with Ty pressed firmly between them, they held him as he shuddered, wracked by tears.

Their poor guy. Nevvie’s heart broke for him. She hated Marcus and what he’d done to Ty, but also knew their guy’s emotions ran deep and hard and didn’t have to make logical sense. It was an integral part of who he was.

She didn’t want to change him, not a bit.

It meant for all his strength, he was extremely fragile in some ways, ways that mattered.

That meant she and Tom had to hold him together when he wasn’t able to hold himself together.

And she always would.

It took him nearly ten minutes to calm down. “Sorry,” he sniffled.

“Shh.” She pressed another kiss to his forehead. “It’s okay. We’re all home. You can stop being strong now. Let me and Tommy carry the load for a while.”

He played with a strand of her hair. “I missed you so, so much, love.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t have my passport renewed. If it means anything, I sent in the forms.”

He smiled. “Better late than never.”

Maybe that was the answer. Instead of a weekend alone, they could take her to Brussels and together they could help Tyler finish excavating whatever it was he needed to, mentally or literally.

“Sorry I couldn’t be there with you.”

He blew out a long, deep breath. “Morning shower, then, loves?”

“I think I want a soak in the hot tub,” Tommy said.

“Ahem.” She poked at the dark purple love bite Tyler had left on his shoulder, then the one on Tyler’s. “If you two hadn’t been chewing on each other in Brussels, I’d say sure.”

“Aw, the kids are old enough,” Tommy said. “They know where babies come from.”

She arched an eyebrow at him. “You want Willow and Zoey, who haven’t seen their Daddy in nearly a month, or their Poppa in over a week, and who will want to be all over you two, to be staring at the evidence the two of you were bumping uglies in Brussels? You sure about that? Your little babies? The girls you didn’t want to let go to a party with their brother?”

Tom’s face reddened. “Not when you put it like that, no.”

“Tyler and I will grab a shower. You soak in the bathtub. How’s that for compromise?”

Tom sat up and kissed her. “Now I know why you’re the smart one of the three of us, sugar.”


Chapter Thirty-One

 

The men never managed to leave the house Saturday. Once they were up and awake and downstairs, the girls both appeared and were practically glued to them all afternoon and evening, especially Zoey.

Frankly, Tom didn’t want to go anywhere. While it wasn’t chilly there in Savannah, it was still damp, and with the incoming storm his leg was still aching.

He stretched out on the sofa, catching up with the girls, his head in Tyler’s lap as he shared in the conversation. They and Adam got to watch Mikey’s game they’d missed last night, too, when Nevvie played it through the big TV. They both talked to Dad on the phone, and Karen stopped by to say hi and talk to Nevvie.

But other than talking and napping, neither man really wanted to move from their living room.

Sunday morning dawned cloudy and breezy. Hurricane Gladys now looked like she’d hit late Tuesday. It was a little before eight, and both Nevvie and Tyler were still sound asleep after wearing each other out in the middle of the night when he’d woken up to go to the bathroom, accidentally woke Nevvie in the process, and they’d ended up wearing each other out again.

Tom’s leg had hurt too much to join them, so he’d pretended to be mostly asleep and quietly watched with a smile on his face. He’d hoped to leave the house that morning without playing twenty questions with Nevvie first. She and Tyler were both still sound asleep when he crawled out of bed and pulled on shorts and a T-shirt.

It seemed everyone was sleeping late in their house. None of the kids were up and about when Tom made his way downstairs. Tom had stashed the envelope from Marcus in his carry-on bag, because he’d had more room in his than Tyler did. Saturday afternoon, he’d sat in his office and took a moment to separate the correspondence between Tyler and Marcus from the rest. No one would disturb it there before he was ready to deal with it, and it’d keep it out of Tyler’s line of sight for now.

Nevvie must have pre-set the coffeepot the night before, because it was on and with a fully brewed carafe. He started to pour himself some into a travel mug.

Then he slopped it all over the counter when he jumped at the sound of Nevvie’s voice.

“A more suspicious woman might think there was something going on, you sneakin’ around like this so soon after getting home.”

He turned. She stood there, in one of his T-shirts, arms crossed over her chest.

“Jesus Christ, Nev. You spooked me.” He set the carafe down and grabbed paper towels to mop up the spill.

“That’s not an answer. What’s going on?”

Dammit.

He should have known better than to try to keep it from her.

He motioned for her to keep her voice down. “One of the things Marcus left for Ty was an envelope full of stuff. Including letters between him and Jean-Claude. In French.”

She frowned. “What?”

“I took one of the older ones, typed it into a doc, and used Google to translate it. It’s…personal stuff. Some of them are dated around the time Marcus and Ty met. I don’t want Ty knowing what’s in them until I know what’s in them first. I want Dad’s help translating them so we aren’t letting Ty march into an emotional minefield. That’s why I asked you to ask Dad if he could speak French.”

She grokked him now. “Ohh.” She hugged him. “Go. I’ll keep him distracted.”

“Won’t be hard to do. He really needs some alone time with you.”

“Is he okay? What happened over there?” They hadn’t had time to talk—alone—about this.

“Old stuff he had to deal with. I think he’ll be okay, now that we’re home. But I need to know what’s in these letters.”

She nodded. “I got it.” She pulled him in for a kiss. “I love you so much. You know that?”

“Love you, too, baby girl.”

“Take my car. Keys are on the bookcase.”

“Thanks.”

She returned upstairs. Tom filled the travel mug with coffee, grabbed his laptop case, which now concealed the envelope, and headed next door to Dad’s. If the kids had seen him, he’d already planned the excuse of going to see if Dad needed anything done, and getting caught up talking.

This wasn’t going to be pleasant. It felt a lot like reading someone’s diary, except Marcus had left the letters for Tyler to read, if he chose to.

But Marcus got zero say in what Tyler did or didn’t learn in the process. Not anymore. That was Tom and Nevvie’s prerogative as Ty’s spouses.

Dad waved to him from the kitchen window as Tom got out of the car. The house smelled of freshly baked cinnamon rolls, and Tom had never in his life been so glad to be home as he was right now.

“Welcome home!” Andrew hugged him after opening the front door for him. “Where’s Ty?”

“He’s still home asleep. Where’s Bill and Karen?”

“They headed into town with the princess to do some last-minute hurricane shopping. What’s all this, then?” He pointed at the laptop case.

“We alone?”

“Why, yes. Colin will be back later, though. He ran home to pick up a few things.”

“Oh. I’m looking forward to meeting him. But, eh, I did need to talk to you alone. Can we go into the kitchen? Are there any cinnamon rolls left?”

Andrew led the way with a smile. “We made extra. I’d hoped you boys would stop by this morning. So exciting! I haven’t been to Brussels in over twenty years. How was your trip?” He turned, wincing. “Although, I am sorry about Tyler’s friend.”

“That’s what I need your help with, Dad. I have a massive favor to ask. If you want to tell me no, I’ll understand and it won’t hurt my feelings.” Tom settled at the table and removed the envelope from the laptop case while Andrew brought him a plate with two cinnamon rolls on it.

“Anything.” He sat across from Tom. “Name it.”

“It’s…” Tom took a deep breath. “It’s personal, and I hate to ask this, but I need to keep it private between you and me, for now. Nev knows I’m here. Ty doesn’t. Why will become obvious shortly.”

He scowled. “Secrets?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t honestly know how to answer that. I don’t like to be dishonest.”

“I know, Dad, but…please?”

“Very well, I’ll hear you out, but I reserve the right to change my mind.”

Tom told him the basics about Marcus, leaving out some of the specific aspects, like BDSM. How Marcus was the first man Ty had been with. How Marcus had suddenly left that same night, literally getting up from bed to tell Tyler he was returning to Brussels, and then leaving.

The incident in Seattle and how that tied in.

And…now.

When Tom finished a few minutes later, Andrew had rested his hands clasped together on the table, staring at them. “And that pillock is who died? The one who Tyler was supposed to dine with in Seattle that time? The man Nevvie and I met?”

“Yeah. He left us his apartment, which is worth a lot of money, and money to go with it. But he also left these.”

He removed the letters and cards from the envelope and showed them to Andrew. “This is why I need help, Dad. I cannot begin to tell you how badly Marcus fucked up Tyler’s trust for several years before I met Ty. I almost lost him through a misunderstanding because of the mistrust he had over what Marcus did to him. I want to know what these say. I need to know. Then I’ll know if I can tell Tyler what they say, or if I need to ‘misplace’ them.”

He ate his rolls while Andrew sorted through the correspondence. Andrew looked spookily like Tyler, and the way his brow furrowed as he read reminded him of his own guy.

After several minutes, Andrew looked up. “These are…quite personal. And I believe there may be a few mentions of Tyler in them, although perhaps not by name, more by reference. This won’t be a quick thing, though. I really should sort them by date and start with the oldest ones.”

“That’s fine. Just hide them for me until you’re done. This is between you and me. I don’t want anyone else knowing besides Nevvie.”

“Is there…anything else you’re not disclosing to me? I see mention in some of these…” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “Bloody hell,” he muttered. Then he met Tom’s gaze head-on. “This Jean-Claude chap refers to Marcus as ‘Master’ several times.”

Tom nodded. “Yeah. That’s accurate. They had a non-traditional relationship dynamic. Think Fifty Shades, except full-time, and the real deal, not bullshit.”

“Right.” He stared at the letters. “And this sod fucked Tyler right in the head, not simply literally?”

“Yeah. Apparently he regretted leaving Ty the way he did. Ty forgave him when they talked that night in Seattle, but I can tell he’s still trying to process everything in light of these new events and after speaking with Marcus before he died. Ty feels his second marriage failed because he couldn’t open up to her after Marcus hurt him. He was already messed up from One cheating on him. Then Marcus happened. Ty met some people between then and his divorce from Moira that helped him figure out some things about himself. But then that failed, then he met me. Luckily, we clicked, and I didn’t give up on him.”

“Do you mind if I write on these? Just to number them for reference to the translations. I’ll type the translations into a document file for you. It’ll take me a couple of days, at least. Perhaps longer. Especially with everyone around because of the storm.”

“Sure. Take all the time you need. If he looks for them, I’ll stall him. He can’t read French anyway.”

“Right.” He gathered them up. “Let me go put these someplace safe then.” He left the kitchen for a moment.

Without Andrew there, Tom could almost imagine the footsteps he heard leading down the hall and toward the bedrooms was Momma, that she was still alive.

He’d hated that Andrew had been widowed after so many previous years of being alone, but he’d thought at Andrew’s age it was unlikely he’d meet someone else.

Until Colin.

When Dad returned, Tommy decided to lighten the mood. “So…Colin?” He’d finished the rolls and Andrew was bringing him two more.

He smiled as he slid the plate in front of Tom. “Yes. He’ll be staying here with me throughout the storm. Perhaps longer, if I’m lucky.”

“So how’d that happen?”

“Fair warning, no teasing, right? Colin’s still very nervous but…” Andrew clasped his hands on the table. “I’m actually hoping that him getting to meet you and Tyler and seeing the relationship you have with each other, and Nevvie, will help him completely emerge from his shell. His three children basically disowned him when he came out after his wife died.”

“Ouch. That sucks.”

“Your children have already been amazing to him, and Bill and Karen have practically adopted him. John and Kelly have also been simply wonderful. I’ve assured him he’s welcome in this family.”

“Hell, yeah, he is.” Tom smiled. “At least we won’t need a shotgun wedding for you two.”

 

* * * *

 

“Where did you escape to, love?” Tyler rolled over and draped his arm across Tommy’s midsection when he returned to their bed a little before nine.

From Nevvie’s lopsided smile and even more rumpled look, Tom suspected exactly how she’d distracted Tyler and kept his mind off Tom’s MIA status.

“I ran over to Dad’s real fast. I know Adam and Mikey are careful, but I wanted to make sure everything was secure over there.”

“Ah.” Tyler opened an eye and peered up at him. “Anyone else awake yet?”

“Here? I don’t know. None of the kids were downstairs yet.”

“Well, I don’t know about you,” Nevvie said as she sat up, “but I need coffee and I’m getting hungry. If the smell of bacon doesn’t roust them, nothing will.”

Tom held his hand up to her as she rounded the bed. “Help me up again, baby girl. I’ll come down with you.”

“I was going to grab a shower.”

“Even better. Scrub my back for me, please?” He turned on the puppy dog eyes.

She reached out and helped him up. “Why do I have a feeling this is going to devolve into shower sex?”

He grinned down at her. “You complainin’?”

“I didn’t say that.” She looked around him. “You want to make it a threesome, Ty?”

He smiled up at them from where he’d pulled Nevvie’s pillow into his arms. “No, loves. I think I want to doze a little longer before breakfast. I’ll shower later.”

Nevvie led Tommy into the bathroom and he gave her credit for managing to wait until they were under the spray. She kept her voice down. “He going to do it?”

He nodded. “It’ll take a while. I told him the basics and that you know, but to keep it from Ty.”

She wrapped her arms around him from behind, kissing his back. “Thank you for looking out for him.”

“Hey, kinda my job.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “I might not be much use for some things anymore, but I always have his back. And yours.”

“So how bad was it?”

He turned in her arms so he didn’t have to keep looking over his shoulder at her. “Bad. He brought their urns back, and—”

“Their urns? Oh, hell, no! I—”

“Shh! It’s okay. I’ll explain later. Please, baby girl, this is important.”

She looked like she wanted to argue. “Anything else I need to know?”

“He brought home a picture of them, together. It’d sat on his bedside table. And their wedding bands, and one of Jean-Claude’s necklaces.”

“Why?”

“Because, baby girl, it’s what Ty needs to do. Marcus asked if we could bring them both to the States, because one of the things Jean-Claude never got to do was come here, even though it’d been in their plans. I don’t know when or if Ty will be able to scatter their ashes, but I’m okay with this. It’s part of his process. Let’s let it play out. Okay?”

It was anything but okay to her, but she eventually nodded.

He held her close, stroking her back. “Thank you, sugar. Trust me, okay?”

“Did we lose a part of him over there to that asshole?”

“No, but I think a tiny part of him that was always missing finally returned.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Andrew wasn’t sure how he’d keep Tom’s promise not to say anything to anyone when Colin was staying with him. Translating the letters wasn’t exactly something he could do sitting at the dining room table every evening without garnering a few questions from Karen and Bill, either. His prime time to work on them would be during the day, when Karen, Bill, and Chloe weren’t home, or at night after retiring for the evening.

And he’d be—hopefully—with Colin most of those times.

Susan, her husband, and Steven’s younger siblings hadn’t attended Friday’s football game, although Colin went with Nevvie, Andrew, and the others. It disturbed Andrew that Steven said his sisters and brother wanted to come watch him play, but his mother had put her foot down about it, telling them they could go to church with her on Sunday or stay home for the game, and his father had, finally, to keep the peace, asked them to please miss the game that week, and that he’d try to get her to soften her approach.

Shades of Emily all over it.

It curdled Andrew’s anger and made him hate the woman even though he hadn’t yet met her personally.

Sunday afternoon, Andrew was mentally debating exactly how he was going to broach that subject when Colin’s cell phone rang. They’d been sitting in the living room and watching TV with Karen and Chloe. Colin glanced at the phone, frowned and answered.

“Hello? … Why? … No, I mean why are you going to do that? …” He stood and motioned to Andrew to follow him, moving down to the dining room and hitting the speaker mode button as they stepped inside, out of earshot of Chloe.

“What do you mean why? There’s a hurricane coming! Aren’t you paying attention to the news?” The woman’s voice sounded impatiently shrill.

“Yes, I know, but I’m ready for it.”

A haughty sigh. “Look, Dad. We’ll be over in about an hour, and—”

“Susan, my house is boarded up, my fridge and freezer are empty, and I’m not even home.”

That brought her up short. “What?”

“I’m not home. I’m spending the next several days at a friend’s house. They have a whole-house generator, storm shutters, and no big trees around them.”

Karen appeared in the dining room doorway, looking curious, and Andrew waved her in. It was obvious from how Colin was focused on him and not the phone that he’d wanted witnesses to this call.

“Why are you at someone’s house? Where are you? Who are they?”

“Because there’s a storm coming, a friend’s house, and none of your business.”

Andrew noted the evilly playful smile on Colin’s face.

“What do you mean it’s none of my business?”

“It’s none of your business. Because I know what you’ll do, you’ll want to come over here, be the bitch you usually are, and stick your nose in where it doesn’t belong. Oh, and in case you were thinking about it, I changed the locks on the house months ago, and none of my neighbors have the new key.”

“What?”

“Here’s the thing, honey—I’m gay, and it makes you mad. You and your brothers made it clear you’ve disowned me. Oh, and FYI, I also went to my attorney a while back and changed my will and all my paperwork to take you three off it.”

Her voice dropped. “What game do you think you’re playing, Dad?”

“See, that’s just it. I’m not playing a game. This is my life, and I’m an adult, and I’m going to live it and be happy for a change. I’ve been miserable since your mother died, thanks in no small part to what you did. I’ve met someone who makes me happy, his family has welcomed me in and basically adopted me, and in the past week I’ve felt better than I have in the past ten years. That says a lot.”

Icy venom filled her tone. “Oh. So he’s gay, is he?”

“No, he’s not. Doesn’t matter what he is, he accepts me for who I am.”

Andrew loved how Colin was toying with her. Wasn’t exactly a lie, just wasn’t the entire truth, either.

“You need to stop this nonsense, Dad. Tell me where you are. Right now. I don’t have time for these games, and—”

Karen had finally had her fill. “He doesn’t need to tell you where he is, honey, because he’s a grown-ass adult. Don’t worry. He doesn’t need you and your bullshit, either. Frankly, you aren’t welcome around here.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“She’s my daughter,” Andrew spoke up, “and I’m bloody well proud of her. Name’s Andrew Paulson, by the way, and let me add that no, you absolutely are not welcomed here, you silly cow. Good day, madam.” He reached over and hit the end button, smiling at Colin. “Sorry, pet, but I won’t tolerate her talking to you like that.”

Colin’s eyes had widened when Andrew spoke up. Now Colin grabbed him and kissed him, long and hard and making Andrew wonder if they could sneak away for a little while.

Meanwhile, Karen giggled. “I’ll leave you two alone.” She slipped out of the dining room.

When Colin finally released Andrew, he had to send another call from Susan to voice mail, but his gaze never left Andrew’s. “She’s gonna paint a bull’s-eye on you now.”

Andrew shrugged. “Let her. I welcome a challenge. I assure you, I’m quite capable of handling her. If you wish her to be handled.”

Colin nodded.

“Then, as my son’s anti-hero, Augustine, would say, game motherfucking on.”

“I really need to start reading his books.”

“You’ll have plenty of time over the next several days, love.” Maybe that was the answer to how to find the extra time to do the translations for Tom, to distract Colin with Tyler’s Augustine series.

I’ll keep that in mind.

 

* * * *

 

Andrew invited everyone over for dinner that evening, an informal occasion, to grill out on the porch and unwind. John and Kelly came over from across the street, as well as Nevvie, Tom, Tyler, the twins, and Mikey. Between him and Colin, they’d had over three dozen hot dogs in their freezers, some of them growing close to their expiration date, and Andrew wanted to free up some space ahead of the storm.

Plus it’d be a chance for Colin to finally meet Tyler and Tom.

When Tom walked in, he didn’t even bother with a handshake and went straight for a hug. “Nice to finally meet you, Colin. Everyone’s been tellin’ us all about you.”

“Nice to meet you, too.”

Tyler leaned in next for his hug. “Likewise,” he said. “It’s a pleasure.”

“Wow. Nevvie wasn’t kidding when she said you guys look alike. Pictures don’t do you two justice.”

Tyler was his usual charming self. “I keep warning this bloke here about the preview he’s getting, yet he hasn’t pitched me in the rubbish yet.” Tyler smiled up at Tom, who leaned in for a quick kiss. “And he somehow still tolerates me.”

“That’s because you’re our Evil Genius,” Nevvie said with a smile. “No Steven tonight?”

Andrew sighed. “No, and not likely, either.” He filled them in on the earlier call from Susan.

You could have sliced open coconuts on Nevvie’s grim smirk. “She did, did she?”

“Now, love, I took care of it,” Andrew said. “It’s been handled.” He remembered how Nevvie had nearly taken a literal swipe at Emily in the grocery store that one time, and how he’d had all he could do to hold her back and keep her from committing assault.

That was over fifteen years earlier. He doubted he had the strength to hold her back now.

Hopefully Tom and Tyler do.

“Yeah, well, she tries to show her face around here,” Nevvie said, “you call me.”

“Ahem,” Tyler said. “Actually, no. I’d prefer we don’t need Crystal and Elliot trying to spin a story about our wife being arrested.”

“You’re no fun. All logical and that garbage.”

He leaned in for a kiss. “Yes, I know. I’m such a spoilsport.”

It was after seven, and they’d finished eating and the adults were all sitting out on the porch and talking when Andrew spotted a set of headlights sweeping up the driveway. He didn’t recognize the car, and was about to stand when Colin spoke.

“Oh, no.”

Bollocks.

Colin was already up and moving before Andrew could even stand.

“What’s going on?” Nevvie asked.

“I believe you’re about to get your wish, love.”

“Oh, fuck no,” Karen muttered, also standing and following Colin, Nevvie right behind her.

Susan Jardine pulled up into the yard next to the other vehicles and parked, not hesitating at all to get out and storm over to where Colin stood at the bottom of the porch steps.

“I don’t know what you think you’re trying to pull, Dad, but get your stuff and let’s go. These people aren’t your family.”

“Funny. You seemed to want me out of your family. So I obliged you.”

“Don’t be stupid.”

Nevvie snorted. “Aw, bless your heart. It’s like you think we won’t have your ass arrested and hauled out of here for trespassing.”

“Shut up! This isn’t your concern.”

Nevvie stepped forward, Karen flanking her. “Uh, since this is our dad’s place, yeah, kinda does concern us, honey.”

Colin crossed his arms over his chest. “The only thing you’ve proven by coming here is that you know how to Google a name and cross-reference it with the county property tax list. I’m not going anywhere.”

Susan’s hard gaze took them all in. “That is my mother’s house. You can’t just cut us out of the will.”

“Considering it’s my house, purchased in my name with my name on the deed, that your mother’s been dead for ten years, and she was a stay-at-home wife and mother for most of our marriage while I earned a living, and it was my money that paid for the house, yeah, I can do what I damn well please. Funny how you weren’t interested in me until today, when you were informed you can’t just wait me out and inherit my stuff.”

As the adults crowded around Andrew and Colin, everyone fixing angry, silent stares on Susan, Andrew could see when it finally registered in her brain that she had zero friends in the group.

“This isn’t any of y’all’s business, so why don’t you butt the hell out? This is between me and my father.”

Andrew smiled. “Oh, but my dear, it is our business. Especially my business.” He draped his arm around Colin’s waist. “Why don’t you run along and go whine to your nasty little church friends about how the horrible Brit seduced your father and made him happy?”

Then he snogged Colin. Rather thoroughly, too, taking his time and making sure to stare into Colin’s eyes the entire time.

Colin enthusiastically kissed him back.

“There,” Andrew said, glancing Susan’s way. “Was that scandalous enough for you? Or shall I kiss him again?”

Karen laughed as Susan’s jaw gaped. “Lord, Dad. You’re on fire tonight.” She offered him a fist bump, which he returned.

Susan finally recovered her voice. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She reached out to grab Colin’s arm, but Tom, Tyler, Bill, Adam, and Mikey, who’d joined the fray at some point, all stepped between them.

Tom was the tallest and stared down at her. “Lady, you have until the count of three to get yourself the hell off this property or I’m callin’ the sheriff. One.”

“You can’t hold him here!”

“I’m not being held—”

“Actually, I am holding you right now, love,” Andrew teased.

Colin laughed. “Oh. True. But I like this kind of holding.” He kissed Andrew again.

“Two.”

A strangled noise escaped Susan. “How dare you! That’s…that’s—”

“Sexy as hell?” Nevvie offered. “Love at first sight usually is, sweet cheeks. Fricking adorable, if you ask me. See, I’m hoping for a Christmas wedding. We haven’t had one of those in this family yet.”

“Three.” Tom pulled his phone from his pocket and stared to dial. “Hope you have bail money, lady.”

Whether it was the threat of arrest, or she could no longer tolerate the sight of Colin and Andrew kissing, Susan finally beat a hasty retreat to her car, started it, and kicked up a rooster tail of dirt once she got turned around in the yard and peeled down the dirt driveway.

Nevvie walked up to Colin, wearing a grin. “Opa! Welcome to the family!” She threw her arms around the men in a hug, kissing them each on the cheek.

“Thanks,” Colin said. “Although I can’t believe she’s not going to try something else.”

“What can she try?” Tyler said. “You’re an adult of sound mind making consensual decisions. You’re free to change your will however you so choose. Unfortunately, we’ve had to deal with someone like her before. They will bluff and bluster, and make themselves a pain in the arse for a while, but the law is completely on your side.”

“I don’t know, but I do know she’s stubborn, and she won’t let things end there.”

Karen yawned. “Well, she’s still an amateur compared to the fuckery Em tried that time with Tommy, Nevvie, and Ty. And considering you don’t have any minor children for her to threaten, I think she’s going to find she doesn’t have a damn legal leg to stand on if she tries anything.”

Andrew didn’t miss the depth of the roiling anger in Nevvie’s glare as she stared toward the driveway. “And we have an attorney who loves billable hours. We have no problem bankrupting her with legal fees if she wants to try something. That bitch tries to play legal chicken with me, she’s gonna find her goose isn’t just cooked, it’ll be deep-fried, roasted, and then flambéed with a side order of blackened charbroil.” 


Chapter Thirty-Three

 

“Pinch me.”

Andrew turned from where he’d been about to walk into the bathroom. He’d already removed his T-shirt and tossed it in the hamper. “Beg pardon?”

Colin walked over to him and held out his arm. “Pinch me. I can’t believe that happened. Pinch me so I know I’m awake.”

Andrew smiled, pulled him in for a long, sweet kiss…and let one hand come to rest covering Colin’s bulge. He gave it a firm, seductive squeeze.

“I hope you’re wide awake, because I must confess I’m feeling more than a little frisky after that encounter earlier.”

It was after ten and everyone else had long since returned home. At least now there was no way Colin would be able to feel he wasn’t accepted into Andrew’s family.

Nevvie’d done everything except get into Susan’s face and issue a direct Fight me, bitch challenge.

Although had Susan not departed, he had no doubt Nevvie would have quickly escalated things to exactly that level.

She was adorably protective of her family, and it was one of the many things he desperately loved about her.

When Colin ground himself against Andrew’s hand, Andrew squeezed a little harder, loving the way the other man’s cock grew stiff against him. “I think tonight I’d like to feel that inside me, love,” Andrew whispered. It was one permutation they hadn’t tried yet.

Colin’s face went an adorable shade of pink. “You sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“What about the noise?”

“Would you like me to wear a gag?” Andrew smiled as Colin’s blush deepened. “Love, no one will hear us. There are plenty of bedrooms between us and Chloe and Karen and Bill.”

The men finished stripping and Andrew grabbed a towel, a condom, and the lube. Then he bent over the edge of the bed and glanced at him over his shoulder. “Like I did to you the other night, love. Slow and easy with fingers first. Use one to start.”

Need quickly overcame nerves. Andrew closed his eyes and rocked back against Colin’s hand, urging him on, savoring this. It’d been so damn long. While he never found his love life with Peggy lacking, he wouldn’t deny he had missed this. She might have been the family matriarch, but she’d absolutely abdicated all control to him in bed.

Once Andrew knew he’d be able to comfortably take him, he stood and turned, kissing him again. “Let’s do this the easy way this time, hmm?” He lay back, bending his knees and propping his heels on the edge of the bed. Even easier would be him maintaining his previous position, but he wanted to watch Colin’s face this time.

He had to help Colin roll the condom on because his hands were shaking too badly to manage it alone.

A little more lube, then Colin stepped in and pushed forward, frustratingly stopping with the head of his cock pressed against Andrew’s rim. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Go slow and you won’t.” He rocked his hips as much as he could, gasping when Colin’s cockhead finally breached his rim.

“Yesss!” Andrew hissed, smiling up at him. He reached down and fisted his own cock, slowly stroking it. With all the excitement, and the pleasant feel of Colin’s fingers in his ass, it had awakened, eager to play.

Colin’s eyes dropped closed, his face contorted in something akin to ecstasy as he gently thrust, back and forth, savoring the sensation and making a little more progress with each stroke.

“Eyes open, love,” Andrew ordered. “Look at me. I want you to watch what you do to me.”

Colin forced his eyes open and stared down at him, transfixed, gorgeously handsome.

Andrew reached up, caught his right hand, and placed it on his cock, his own hand covering it. “Now that’s perfect, pet. Just like that. Let’s see what we can do now, hmm?”

He let Colin set the pace, slow and easy and as sweet as peach cobbler and ice cream on a hot summer’s eve. With each withdrawal, Colin’s hand slid up Andrew’s cock, back down again to match his thrust. Over and over again, closer to perfection with each movement as he gained confidence and old-fashioned need and desire took over.

“That’s it,” Andrew whispered, holding back now because it felt so good and not wanting to explode too soon. “Savor it, because this is only the beginning between us.”

“I love you.” His green gaze focused on him, laser-sharp. “I love you, Andy. I know it’s soon, but I love you.”

Andy shoved himself up onto his arms so he could reach Colin’s sweet mouth and kiss him. “Love you, too, pet. Now fuck this arse like you own it, because you bloody well do.”

It only took three more strokes before Andrew was coming all over Colin’s fist. And on his next thrust in, Colin’s back arched and Andrew muffled the other man’s gasps with his lips, sucking every sweet sound right from Colin’s throat as he came.

They fell back on the bed, Colin’s wilting cock still inside Andrew and bracing himself against the bed on his arms. Andrew held him there with legs and arms wrapped around him, smiling up at him. “Nobody smote us in our tracks, hmm?”

Colin started laughing, pressing his face against Andrew’s neck, his whole body shaking as he tried to stay quiet. Finally, he lifted his head and kissed Andrew. “Why do I even want to bother thinking about living at home anymore? I damn sure don’t want to spend a night away from you.”

Andrew smiled. “Because, love, at some point I’m going to want to take you on all fours in your bed and make you howl my name to the moon. Until we get our new relationship fucking worked out of our cantankerous old bodies, we’ll need your house for our loud and raunchy sex and walking around nekkid whenever the mood strikes us.”

Colin’s eyes widened again, and when the laughter hit him, Andrew thought it was the best sound in the whole blasted universe.

 

* * * *

 

One shower later, and they curled up together in bed, naked, with the TV on and the door locked.

“I’m scared,” Colin admitted.

“Of what?”

“Of how easy this is.”

“You keep saying that, yet I keep reminding you when you look at the sum of our lives, nothing about getting to this point was easy. I consider this the reward for a lifetime of honest labors, both professionally and personally, and payback for the heartache we’ve survived.”

Colin nuzzled his face against Andrew’s shoulder. “I wonder if Susan’s told her brothers yet.”

“Does it matter?”

“I guess not. They can’t even be bothered to call me and blow up at me, I suppose. Even more reason I’m done.”

“Had you really changed everything with your attorney?”

“Yeah. I did it when I started seriously thinking about moving. Right now, my will is set up so everything goes to Steven and his siblings, and the two cousins, with Steven the executor once he turns eighteen because he’s the oldest. Not how I wanted to do it, but I’d be damned if I was going to leave it to Susan and her brothers after them treatin’ me the way they had.” He stared at Andrew. “I guess I’ll be visitin’ my attorney again to make some more changes.”

“How so?”

“To add you.” He kissed him. “Because I want you on it.”

“We don’t need to do that today, love. That is something we can be conservative about, for now.”

“I think Nevvie wanted to take a swipe at Susan.”

“Oh, she absolutely did.” Andrew told him about the Publix encounter with Emily.

“Wow.”

“I know. Brilliant, right? I wasn’t altogether sure I could hold her back that day. I wasn’t relishing the thought of calling Peggy and telling her Nevvie had been hauled away in handcuffs.”

Colin propped himself on his side and stared into Andrew’s eyes. “When Camille was first diagnosed, I thought about at some point in the future her having to go into a care facility. And then I’d be able to…I don’t know, have an actual life. With a man. I’d just turned fifty-one when she was diagnosed, and she was fifty. But as the disease progressed, I’d see the fear in her eyes as she couldn’t remember a word, or she’d stare at a picture and I knew she couldn’t remember the people in it, even her own kids. Or how she’d get frustrated when I had to drive her places and she couldn’t go by herself anymore.

“When I had to take her down to the department of motor vehicles to change her license over to a state ID, she cried so hard on the way home I felt guilty as hell. But she didn’t even realize I had swapped the car keys out on her keyring months earlier for blanks I bought at the hardware store, because I was scared about her driving somewhere and either getting hurt or killed, or hurting or killing someone else.”

He looked lost in thought. “I was still working when she was diagnosed, but then I retired a couple of years later, before she got really bad and couldn’t drive anymore. We got to take a few vacations she’d wanted to go on, driving places, like Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon. So I was able to do that for her. I did love her, as my wife and the mother of my children, but I never felt passionate about her like I do us. I never felt in love with her the way I do with you. I felt even more guilty about that the longer the disease had her. Because I knew she would never have another chance, and maybe I robbed her of bein’ with who she should have been.”

Blinking away tears, he pressed on. “So I fought puttin’ her in a home, even though Susan was the first one tellin’ me I should lock her up. She never volunteered to help me out. I always had to ask her, and then it was like it was a huge chore. Especially if it conflicted with her church goin’. So it really pissed me off when she acted like me being gay was a sin when she had a damn log in her own frickin’ eye. At least Conner and Brad’s wives volunteered to come in and sit with Camille for a couple of hours here and there, so I could get stuff done or run errands.

“I took the knobs off the stove and put them in a cabinet above Camille’s head, where she wouldn’t be able to reach them even if she could remember where they were. I hid the iron and put the coffeepot and toaster on a timer at the outlet, so they would stay off even if she turned them on at the wrong time of day. I put chains up high on the front and back doors that she couldn’t reach, so I could sleep at night. I took her to every doctor appointment and made sure she took her medicine.

“As she lost who she was, she would sometimes get mean and hateful with me. I reminded myself that I was a stranger to her, at that moment. She’d always cry later, when she came back to herself, as I called it. But then she was gone longer and longer. And then she needed more care, and more attention. I had to get night nurses four nights a week. You think Susan volunteered to help? Not a damn time.”

He sniffled. “The day I finally realized she’d reached a point I couldn’t handle her by myself at home any longer was the day I couldn’t find a stupid knife to open a package of bacon. She’d asked for bacon for breakfast and I’d hid all the sharp knives from her, and hell, I couldn’t remember where I’d put the damn things. We were alone, and I was so tired. It’d been the night nurse’s off night, and I’d had maybe an hour’s worth of sleep because Camille had been restless and was getting up and down all night. But all insurance would pay for private nurses worked out to four nights a week. I looked at the stove and thought, you know, I could turn on all the burners for the stove, and open the oven and turn it on, and shut off the pilot light, and we could both just go to sleep.”

Andrew caressed Colin’s cheek but didn’t interrupt.

“And then I caught myself. I knew we’d hit that point of no return. There wasn’t a cure, there weren’t even any medications left in the arsenal for us to try to slow this disease. She cried so hard that day when I took her to the place I’d already arranged and had waiting, once they had a bed available. When I needed to leave for the night, she cried and begged me not to go, and I cried and hated myself and thought about going back home and using the oven trick on myself.

“The next morning, she didn’t know who I was, and we had a pleasant chat about her husband, Colin. Did you know he took her to Yellowstone to see bison? And to the Grand Canyon. And they had three lovely children, including Susan, her only daughter. The whole time, part of me was torn between wanting to correct her, which is a special kind of hell in some ways, and just letting her…talk.

“So I let her talk. Sometimes I was her brother who’d died fifteen years before. Sometimes I was Conner or Brad. A few times, I was her father, and once I was someone I have no clue who the hell she thought I was, but I played along. Sometimes they say you’re supposed to remind them what’s reality, but she was well past that point. It would only make her cry to tell her no, I wasn’t her dead father or brother, right? Why do that to her?

“The days she didn’t know me, while she could still talk, we’d have pleasant chats about lots of things. She’d tell me about her family and her husband and people who she didn’t realize were from TV shows we’d watched, or movies we’d seen. And she went downhill fast at that point. Within a month she was completely bedridden. She became non-verbal and extremely combative two months after that, but we could get her to eat if we fed her and made her drink. But then she stopped doing that.”

One of his tears trickled down Andrew’s hand. “Then we moved her to a hospice facility and within three weeks, she was gone.” He closed his eyes. “You’d thunk Susan had cared for her personally the whole damn time the way she carried on in front of everyone at the funeral. Hell, she’d barely visited her in the nursing home! Maybe three or four times!

“I think that’s what finally made me snap. Watching her cryin’ crocodile tears and her churchy friends heapin’ all that praise on her when she didn’t lift a damn finger to help I didn’t have to beg it out of her. That’s when I told her. At my house, after the funeral. She’d followed me back because I’d told her I’d give her some of her mother’s jewelry that she of course had to ask me for before the damn funeral, and…it just came rushin’ out.

“I guess, lookin’ back on it now, I should’ve known how she’d react. I was wrapped up in a tight bubble with carin’ for Camille all that time, over ten years from her diagnosis until she died. I was naive. She went off on me and never even got the jewelry. It just started spillin’ out of me no sooner we’d walked in the door. I told her I was gay, and once I finished grievin’ not to be surprised if I started datin’ men.”

His green eyes met Andrew’s. “I know you don’t feel like this, and I understand why, and please don’t take it the wrong way. But I envy how you lost Peggy. It was fast, and she didn’t suffer, and you didn’t lose her one little piece at a time for years. I had a lot of time to prepare for losin’ Camille, but it was horrible watchin’ it take her away, who she was, and it was exhaustin’ on me and people who really knew and loved her. I wouldn’t even wish that endin’ on my worst enemy.”

“I know, sweet,” Andrew whispered. “I understand and don’t take it wrongly. I’ve considered myself lucky after watching my children deal with their mother. Fortunately, Tyler is in the position to pay for her care, and they don’t personally have to deal with her, but it is a strain on them, nevertheless.”

‘What stage is she in?”

“End stage. The doctors estimate a few months at the most, and that’s generous. She’s losing a great deal of weight and is starting to refuse food and water quite frequently. They don’t want to start an IV or a feeding tube.”

“No. Don’t do that. Early on, Camille and I sat down with her doctors and we went through all of that. While she still knew what was goin’ on and was able to decide her care. Once she hit that stage, she begged me to let her go. She didn’t want to be stuck layin’ in a bed like that and kept alive with tubes.”

They stared at each other for several long, quiet minutes. Colin turned his head to kiss Andrew’s palm, where it still lay cupping his cheek. “She did tell me, the one time we had this particular talk early on after her diagnosis, that she wanted me to be happy and find someone else.”

“I know Peggy felt the same way from our talks.”

“It scares me how easy this is. I know I keep sayin’ that, but it does.”

“I know, love.” He brushed a kiss against Colin’s lips. “That’s why we’ll take our time. We now have each other. That’s all that matters. There are no pressing issues to settle right now beyond exploring this together.”

“I like being here,” he said. “It doesn’t remind me of losing her. That’s the other reason I was seriously thinking about moving. Every time I turn around, I remember why I had to hide the knives, or remind myself I don’t need to worry about a timer on the coffeepot outlet anymore. Kind of got to be habits. And even ten years later, sometimes I still find myself reaching up on the front door to unhook that chain and then remember no, I was able to take it off the week after I admitted her to the nursing home.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Colin rolled onto his back. “She loved Yellowstone.” He didn’t bother hiding his tears. “We spent nearly three weeks there. She was like a little kid in some ways, and it was little moments like that when I knew I was doing the right thing, the kind thing. Because she would have done it for me. And I hated myself for feeling selfish and thinking I should have divorced her once the kids were old enough, because later I realized Susan damn sure wouldn’t have taken care of her. It would have overwhelmed Brad and Conner. Maybe you’re right. Maybe that was my penance for being gay.”

“I don’t believe it works like that, love.”

“My company sent me to Quebec for a project they were involved with there. We’d been married maybe ten years, at that point. We already had the kids, but we couldn’t turn down the extra pay they wanted to give me for it. Camille urged me to do it, said they’d be fine. I brushed up on my French and everything. I was there the better part of a year, altogether, weeks at a time. One night I went into a bar, and I knew it was a bar gay men frequented, and I started talking to a guy. We ended up talking several hours, but I didn’t do anything with him. I think he could tell I needed someone to talk to. That was the closest and only time I’d ever come to breaking my wedding vows during my marriage to her.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No. I knew I couldn’t live with myself if I did.” He nuzzled noses with Andrew. “I don’t know why I’m…confessin’ like this now. I guess because I trust you. I’ll do anything to make this work and show you how hard I do want to work at this with you. I promise not to let you down.”

“I promise to work hard at this, too—wait, did you say you learned how to speak French?”

“Oui. I’m rusty now but I’d taken it in high school and college and wasn’t bad at it.”

Andrew stared at him. “Not to derail our conversational train, but how much of your French do you think you retained?”

“Quite a bit. I still have friends up there I write to. Well, Facebook, now. I’m way better at reading it than I am speaking it now.”

“Hmm. Interesting.”

“Why?”

“Well, love, I am about to pose to you the first instance in our relationship of needing to secure your complete secrecy and assistance with something, a personal matter, a favor I’m going to do for one of my children.”

“You need me to stay quiet?”

“And your help.”

“Help?”

“Translating.”

“What?”

“First of all, the promise of secrecy.”

Colin kissed him. “Secrecy about what? I don’t know what you’re talking about. Never heard a thing.”

“Clever pet.”

“Mmm. You keep callin’ me that, I’m liable to regain enough momentum to keep your mouth busy for a while.”

Andrew gently fisted Colin’s hair and pulled him in close. “Who said it’d be my mouth that’s the one occupied, pet?”

Colin grinned. 


Chapter Thirty-Four

 

“Holy cow! That sounds like something out of one of Mr. Paulson’s books!”

“Trust me, that one’s probably going to end up in one of Tyler’s books, in some shape or form. I could not believe it. And had you known my sister-in-law, and what a jerk she was, you’d think I’d believe some of the bullshit people can pull. Nope, still shocked.”

Nevvie had the house to herself Monday morning as she spoke to Crystal on the phone. Tyler, Tommy, and Adam had gone out for a few extra storm supplies Tommy wanted to have on hand. Willow, Zoey, and Mikey had gone to school, which hadn’t been cancelled for today but was for tomorrow. Hurricane Gladys was still churning toward them, but it wasn’t scheduled to make landfall until Wednesday, and the kids’ school wasn’t a designated shelter due to its location.

“That’s crazy. I can’t believe she honestly thought she was going to order her father to leave. It’s a good thing you all were there when she showed up.”

“Yeah, right? Just goes to prove how hollow her ‘concern’ really was. More interested in protecting her future meal ticket than actually giving a damn about her father’s feelings.” Nevvie shook her head and turned her back to the muted kitchen TV, where the satellite loop showed the hurricane’s progress. “Did you make it back to New York all right?”

“I’m going to work from my parents’ house for a few days. Telecommute. I’m working on a couple of different campaigns for some of the others in our office, and with all the storm evacuations all up and down the coast, traffic’s a nightmare. Mr. Paterno told me to go ahead and work from here for now, as long as they can reach me by phone.”

“Elliot’s a good egg.” Hell, Nevvie realized she’d been talking to Crystal for nearly an hour. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how long we’ve been on the phone. I’ll let you get back to work.”

“No worries, Nevvie. Seriously. I enjoy our talks.”

“Thanks. So do I.” She sighed. “I tend to let myself get cooped up here and forget to take me time. I need to get out and start shooting again. It’s been months since my dad and I had time to go.”

“Any time you need an ear, I’m here for you.”

“Thanks.” After Nevvie ended the call, she found herself walking down the hallway toward Tommy and Tyler’s offices. Tyler’s lay at the end, dark now because of the storm shutters securely rolled down over the windows.

When she flipped on the overhead light, her eye was immediately drawn to the two urns on the shelf behind his desk. Tyler had put the photograph of the men he’d brought on the shelf, as well as their wedding bands and the necklace.

Jean-Claude’s day collar.

Nevvie knew she shouldn’t really be in here right now. Not for this reason, anyway. She walked over to stand in front of the shelf and study the picture.

This Marcus was much younger than the man she’d met in Seattle. The other man had dark brown hair nearly the shade of Tommy’s, but straight and fine, like Tyler’s. His vivid blue eyes were more grey than Tyler’s, but still just as attractive. In some ways, she could see a strong resemblance in this man to a younger Tyler Paulson.

Maybe one of the reasons Marcus was so taken with Tyler right away.

Tommy was right, it wasn’t hurting any of them for Tyler to have the urns in here, but it could hurt Tyler if she protested. And she damn well knew Tyler would bend himself inside out, even to his own detriment, to make her happy, so she couldn’t ask him to get rid of them or hide them.

If it helped him process, what was the harm in it?

In a way, it was tragically sweet, that Tyler was the better man, and had certainly had the more fairy-tale ending to his life’s story than Marcus, and he’d brought the urns back to the States as asked.

Always the kinder heart.

Always.

Sometimes she tried to reconcile in her mind the gentle father, the sexy lover, the deviously evil writer, the devoted husband, and the bad-ass protective partner. All of them Tyler.

How many women could honestly say their husband had shot and killed someone to save them?

Not very damn many.

Not that he’d enjoyed doing it. He’d paid a personal cost for that as well, but she knew until her own dying breath she would forever remain devoted to the man. And Tommy, of course. Who’d also saved her from Alex years earlier, not once, but twice before. While Tyler had carried her from the apartment, Tommy had gone after Alex and beaten the crap out of him. Then when Alex had followed her and attacked her in their house, it’d been Tommy who’d knocked Alex out after Alex had attacked Tyler.

She studied the picture and remembered Marcus’ smooth voice, thought about how, paired with the man in the picture, she could easily see why a younger Tyler would be eager and willing to follow him.

Back then, Tyler had been a man full of self-doubts regardless of his professional success, many personal hurts left unhealed, and a whole cargo compartment full of emotional baggage.

Marcus had been almost twenty years older than Tyler.

“Why couldn’t you have just been honest with him that night?” she said. “Why’d you have to break his heart by fucking him and leaving him?”

Except as she herself knew, sometimes people made what they thought was the best of several bad choices at any given time, and only looking back could they see there’d been other options.

In this case, at least, she and Tommy had ended up with the better deal.

 

* * * *

 

Tuesday night, the wind howled as night fell and the storm slowly drew closer to the Savannah coastline. Tom sat on one end of the couch and Tyler occupied the other. Tom had asked the kids to stay downstairs for now, preferring a story between them and the roof, just in case. They were all prepared to camp out in the living room as the storm moved ashore.

Between Tom and Tyler, a quiet Zoey wore earbuds and sat wrapped in a quilt from her bed despite the rest of them wearing shorts and T-shirts, while she stared at something on her phone. He’d noticed ever since their return from Brussels that she’d seemed glued to his side. Not that he was minding, because it was nice to have his little girl back for a while, instead of the sullen and sometimes snarky teenager she’d become.

Willow, Mikey, and Adam sat on the floor on opposite sides of the coffee table and were engrossed in a cutthroat game of Monopoly. Willow was killing the boys and looked close to bankrupting them both.

On the TV the current meteorologist was going over the latest stats about Hurricane Gladys, the non-stop satellite loop showing its approach to the coast. They were already deep into some of the leading rain bands, and weren’t even close to the worst of the weather that they’d feel when the eye would come ashore just south of Savannah in the early hours of the morning. The only good thing was the top wind speeds kept it at a Cat 2, meaning, hopefully, their storm-hardened house would survive with minimal damage.

“Can you take a look at this scene for me, darling?” Tyler asked Nevvie. “Something isn’t quite right about it. I’m not happy with it, but I don’t know why.” He handed his laptop over to her, where she sat curled up in one of the easy chairs.

Nevvie set her book aside. “Starting from where?”

“Beginning of that chapter, I suppose, for context, but it’s the third scene in particular in that chapter which I need help with. It’s just not working for me.”

Tom had started to refocus on the TV again when something about Nevvie’s expression drew him. She scowled, deep lines furrowing her brow, before her face went blank.

Dead blank.

Tom was about to ask her what was wrong when she stood, taking the laptop. “Kitchen, Ty. Now.”

She stormed out of the room with his laptop.

“What the hell, Ty?” Tom asked.

“I-I don’t know.” Tyler scrambled to stand and follow her.

Tom thought about going after them, except Zoey removed an ear bud and glanced over her shoulder at where they’d disappeared around the corner and into the kitchen.

“What’s going on, Poppa?”

“Nothing, honey. Mom’s got some notes for Dad on his book. Creative differences, heh.”

Zoey’s focus returned to her phone, but she didn’t replace the earbud. He could tell from the way her eyes kept drifting to the side, toward the kitchen, that she was listening to them and not to whatever was playing on her phone.

Tom heard Nevvie going off on Tyler despite her trying to use hushed tones. “You can’t write that, Ty.”

“What?”

“That rape scene!”

“That’s not the part I was concerned about. I was—”

She steamrolled him. “You need to either cut it entirely and fade to black before it starts, or you need to trim it way down. It’s too…horrific. Graphic.”

“But that’s the point, isn’t it? I need people sympathetic to—”

“Ty. Listen to me. I’m telling you, that has to be changed. Now.”

They were getting louder, and Tommy noticed even Mikey, Adam, and Willow had caught wind of it from how they paused and glanced at each other.

“Darling, that’s not the scene I need feedback on. It’s the scene following it where—”

“Tyler, you have to change that scene. The way you’ve written the rape is too graphic and it’s borderline titillation.”

“But that’s not the point. The point is it’s from the killer’s point of view, and—”

Her tone turned dark, hard. “I am your wife, and sort of an expert in this area, if you will recall. You will change that fucking scene, or you can fucking sleep in your goddamned office from now on!”

Shit. Tom watched Zoey. She’d reached up and pulled the other earbud out and was listening, her phone playing unwatched.

“Honey,” Tom said, “it’s—”

“Love, I understand why you’re so distressed, and I can see why it would be a trigger for you, but—”

“A ‘trigger,’ Ty? Fucking really? Are you honestly being stupid on purpose right now or just ignoring me because you think since you’re a famous author that you’re a goddamned expert on rape when you fucking know what I went through in college and with Alex!”

Her voice devolved into soft sobs, and Tyler’s voice, too low to understand, sounded consoling, apologetic, like she’d realized how loud she’d gotten and he was trying to soothe her. Tom had started to stand to go see what he could do when Zoey let out a choked sob, shed the quilt, dropped her phone, and bolted for the stairs. Her door slammed shut seconds later.

Shit.

Ty was on his own. Tom stood to follow his daughter upstairs.

“Pop?” Willow asked.

“Stay here. All of you.” He waved toward the kitchen. “And…try to ignore them.”

As he climbed, he cursed his bad leg that he couldn’t take the stairs two at a time like he might have been able to in his younger years, but he hurried as fast as he could. He reached Zoey’s door and heard her muffled sobs on the other side.

Instead of charging in, he knocked. “Honey? It’s Poppa.” He knew it had to be upsetting to learn that information in that way, and he’d have a talk with both Tyler and Nevvie about that later, but Zoey had to come first. “Can I come in?”

She didn’t respond. When he tried the door, he found it unlocked and he slowly opened it. Zoey lay curled in a tight ball on her bed, her back to the doorway.

For a split second he was standing in their hallway in the old Florida house and watching Nevvie as she cried in their guest bed, freshly beaten by Alex and rescued by them not long before. He had to physically shake his head to rid himself of the mental image before walking over to the bed and sitting next to Zoey.

Totally unsure what to say, he reached out and touched her shoulder. She rolled toward him, burying her face in his lap as she sobbed and his heart broke for her.

He stroked her brown hair, knew her brown eyes would be red and puffy if he could see them. All four of their children were, of course, “their” children. But Zoey was his daughter the same way Willow was Tyler’s, and while he didn’t play favorites he’d be lying if he said the emotional knife didn’t twist a little deeper inside his guts when something was wrong with her.

She whispered something he couldn’t hear, and he leaned in closer. “What? Honey, I can’t understand you.”

She sniffled. “Cole Johnson raped me that night at the party at Greg’s, while you and Daddy were gone.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

 

Wednesday evening, Nevvie, Tyler, Tommy, and Zoey sat in an interview room in the sheriff’s station. Mikey and Willow awaited them in the lobby, with Adam, who’d driven them separately. Tommy didn’t know how long everything would take, and wanted to spare the other kids the inevitable trip to the hospital for them to perform a rape kit examination.

Zoey’s wooden tone dragged splinters through Tommy’s heart and soul as he listened to her recount what had happened.

Detective Nora Cash was a slim woman, maybe late thirties, her dark blonde hair caught back at the nape of her neck by a ponytail holder. She took notes and recorded the interview as she talked with Zoey.

“No one saw what happened, though? After he led you down into the backyard?”

Zoey shook her head. “I don’t think they did. If they did, no one said anything.”

“And where were your brother and sister at this point, or do you know for sure?”

“In the living room, I think. After I finished talking to Steven Jardine downstairs, I think he went back to talk to them.”

Detective Cash made more notes.

Tom had wanted to wait for Bob to reach Savannah Thursday morning to do this, to have his guidance, but Nevvie had nearly come unfuckingglued at the suggestion they were going to wait beyond when they could safely get on the roads once the winds let up to go file a report about what happened.

Despite his own sick stomach, he knew logistically, between the hurricane and the fact that over a week had elapsed since the attack, a few hours wouldn’t have made any difference and might have made things easier on Zoey. The only good thing was that after getting back from the party, Zoey had shoved the dress and her underwear into her hamper and hadn’t done her laundry yet. Before they’d left home, Tyler, upon learning that, had donned a pair of nitrile gloves and fished through her hamper to find the articles of clothing. He’d put them into a large zipper-top baggy and they’d brought them as evidence.

Hopefully the little bastard had left enough DNA to prove there’d been contact.

But that still might not be enough to convince a jury it’d been nonconsensual contact.

Anger—more accurately rage—bubbled inside him, both at Cole Johnson and at Marcus.

If that fucker hadn’t dragged us to Brussels we would have been here for her. Maybe it wouldn’t have happened.

Nevvie held Zoey’s hand, hovered over her as the detective talked to her, but she had, fortunately, managed to stay quiet and not interrupt. Tyler was seated on Nevvie’s far side, a hand on her shoulder to hopefully keep her calm. Tommy sat on Zoey’s other side, his arm draped around her shoulders and her leaning against him, trembling as she recounted the attack.

This was the second time Zoey had told the detective her story. The first time had been the detective simply listening as Zoey recounted what happened. Now, the detective was walking her through the events in detail.

“Do you know approximately what time this happened?”

“I think we got home by eleven thirty. After it happened, I cleaned up in the bathroom downstairs and found Mikey and Willow and told them I wanted to leave. So between ten thirty and eleven, around there.”

“That’s okay, it doesn’t have to be exact.” Detective Cash took more notes. “Mrs. Kinsey, I—”

“Kinsey-Paulson.” Icicles dripped from Nevvie’s words hanging in the air, and Tommy knew she was maybe a few breaths from her own booking photo, if the wrong person said the wrong thing.

The detective glanced at Tommy for a long moment, then back to Nevvie. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson, I’m going to need to talk to your other children. Would you or your husbands prefer to accompany them?”

Tom breathed out a silent sigh of relief that she’d used the plural on husbands.

And he settled the issue. “Ty, you go.”

He looked like he wanted to argue, but logistically, no way was Tom budging from Zoey’s side, and it’d be an act of sheer stupidity to send Nevvie out on her own. Right now, she was barely hanging on to her sanity, her old triggers and emotional pain dredged from the depths and dragged into the light anew.

When it was the three of them alone, Zoey slumped against Tom. “I want to go home, Poppa.”

He held her. “I know, baby. We need to do this first.” They were all exhausted. None of them had slept the night before, especially once Zoey had told them what happened to her at the party. It’d taken Tom and Tyler both to convince Adam and Mikey not to go out into the storm and drag Cole Johnson out of his house and beat the shit out of him.

Besides, if anyone was going to kick that little fucker’s ass, he wanted the first shot.

 

* * * *

 

Four hours later, Tom, Nevvie, and Zoey were finally heading home from the hospital. Detective Cash, and the doctor who’d talked to them at the hospital, had given Tom and Nevvie information about the victim’s advocate office as well as the local rape and sexual abuse support and counseling center. It was something they would start working on the next day, if those offices had even reopened yet following the hurricane.

Nevvie and Tom had sent Tyler on home earlier with Adam, Mikey, and Willow, afraid if they didn’t that the three siblings on their own might try to take justice into their hands.

Nevvie sat in the backseat with Zoey, holding her, neither speaking.

Tom didn’t know what to say. When they got home, Zoey raced inside without waiting for them, and when Tom tried to go talk to her, she’d already locked herself in the bathroom and was taking a shower.

Exhausted and in physical agony, in addition to his emotional pain, he limped into their bedroom and sat on the bed as he tried to unbutton his shirt.

Nevvie walked in and closed the door behind her. “You want to say it now or later?”

“What?”

“See, I told you so. Go ahead. I’m sure you’re dying to. See, we told you they shouldn’t have gone to that party.” She ripped off her shirt and flung it in the hamper.

Tom froze, staring, feeling the ice starting to give way beneath him and hoping he could ease himself off the weak spot without either him or her breaking through.

“Nev.” He held out his hands to her, waiting.

She paced across the bedroom, in slacks and a bra. “I shouldn’t have fucking let them go, but goddamn, the boy’s parents were fucking there! And where the hell were they while that little fucker was doing that to her!”

“Nev.”

“I let her go with her sister and their older brother. You’d think that’d be safe, but hell, didn’t fucking matter, did it! I was wrong to think they should have gone, and—”

“Nev!” She pulled up short as he barked it, fear in her eyes. “Baby girl,” he whispered, hands still held out to her. “Come here. Now.”

She blinked a few times, her eyes going bright and he knew the storm was imminent. By the time she’d finally crawled into his lap, the tears were rolling down her cheeks and she pressed her face against his shoulder to muffle her sobs as he held her.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler was waiting for Zoey when she emerged from the bathroom. When he held his arms out to her, she went, letting him fold her into his embrace and lead her into her room. He sat with her on her bed as she cried again, and he wished there was something he could do other than feeling utterly helpless.

He hadn’t felt this helpless in decades, since the attack that put Nevvie in the hospital, when Tom had blamed him and they’d barely been able to hold things together for her.

“I promise you, sweetheart, we’ll make him pay. We’ll get a conviction, we’ll sue his bloody arse, I don’t care what we have to do or how much we have to spend, he will pay.”

“I wish I’d listened to Willow and Mikey,” she said. “Steven, too. He tried to tell me Cole was a jerk. That night at the party, now I know why Steven tried to stay with me. He must have worried Cole would try something.”

Mikey had already told them Cole had a reputation as someone who went through a lot of girls, and who liked to brag, but most of the kids just thought he was mouthing off, not being literal.

Mikey hadn’t heard of any stories of girls being raped by him.

Once she’d cried herself to sleep, he left her door standing open and headed downstairs to make sure the house was locked and the alarm set. On his way down the stairs, he encountered Adam, who wore a mirror image to the grim, stony expression he knew he displayed.

“Locked and alarm on, Dad,” he quietly said. “Is she okay?”

Tyler shook his head. “Asleep.” He reached out and gripped Adam’s shoulder tightly. “Promise me,” he said. “Promise me you won’t do anything rash. Uncle Bob will be here in the morning and he’ll take over for us with the police.”

Adam finally nodded, and Tyler gave him a hug before allowing him to continue on to his room.

Bloody hell.

Tyler headed downstairs and, realizing he really didn’t have anything to do down there, headed up again. In their bedroom, Nevvie lay softly sobbing in Tom’s arms on their bed. Feeling helpless in this way, too, Tyler climbed into bed with them and held her between them and hoped that he had the strength to get them all through this.

And the strength not to think about using some of Augustine’s methods on Cole Johnson.

 

* * * *

 

Bob called before he rolled into their driveway at eight Thursday morning. Zoey was still asleep, and Tyler, Tom, and Nevvie locked themselves in Tom’s office to bring him up to speed.

“You need to call Elliot and get ahead of this,” Bob said.

“Why?” Nevvie’s ragged tone, combined with her red, puffy eyes, was the physical embodiment of Tyler’s emotions at that moment. “What’s he going to do?”

“This will get out,” he said. “It’s not a matter of if, but when. That new Netflix mini-series based on the Augustine series drops, what, in four months? This is going to get crazy fast.”

“She’s a minor,” Tyler said. “They can’t name her. She’s a victim of a…” He coughed, realizing his own head wasn’t in the game and he needed to watch not only how he talked about this around Zoey, but around Nevvie as well.

 

Maybe too many years of writing about a serial killer as a hero has dulled my empathy.

“Leaks happen, Ty. Maybe not immediately, but once it gets to trial status, if he doesn’t plead it down she’s going to have to testify. I know damn well none of you will remain home, even under threat of death. One of you will be spotted, and that’s all it’ll take for someone to run with it. If not that, one of her friends will let it out once the police start questioning people.”

“Jesus Christ,” Tommy muttered. “He’s right. Call Crystal.”

“Who’s Crystal?”

“Girl in Elliot’s PR shop who’s handling my account with him,” Tyler said. “Nevvie’s been working with her.”

“I’ll call her,” Nevvie said, standing. “I’ll call her right now. Maybe she’ll have some…” The heavy sigh rolled out of her, created a hole in the floor, and burrowed to the center of the earth.

She left the office.

Bob slowly shook his head after watching her leave. “Okay. So…for starters, let me guess. You never got Nevvie into counseling over what Alex did to her, or what happened to her as a kid, did you?”

Tyler and Tom shook their heads.

“Fuck.” He scrubbed at his face with his hands. “All right. So mission one is trying to keep Nevvie from ripping the guy’s nuts off on live TV. Mission two is trying to find every bit of goddamned dirt we can on this kid and leaking it or passing it on to the cops. If there are other victims out there, if one has come forward, maybe that’ll help others find the nerve to speak out. If so, that helps Zoey’s case, and—”

A soft knock on the door interrupted them.

“What?” Tom said.

Mikey opened the door, a sick look on his face. He held out his phone. “You need to see this.”

It was a Facebook posting from fifteen minutes earlier, which had already received several responses.

 

OMG, cops just came to talk to me bout a party I was at. I think Cole J raped someone!! 


Chapter Thirty-Six

 

Nevvie hoped she wasn’t waking Crystal up. She took her phone out to the lanai and sat by the pool. From there, no way the kids could hear her talking in their rooms.

Crystal sounded bright and bubbly. “Good morning, Nevvie!”

Nevvie closed her eyes and started to talk, then choked up. “Hey.”

“Is everything okay? What’s wrong?”

“No, it’s not…”

It sounded like Crystal was crying, too by the time Nevvie finished telling her the story and that Bob was there. “Oh, my god, I’m so sorry. I…I know how you feel.” Her voice hitched. “I was raped when I was in college.”

Hell of a club to be a member of. “I was eighteen,” Nevvie admitted.

“Look, I can be there by this afternoon. I’ll book a hotel room and we can talk once I get there. You need to take care of you and Zoey right now. I’ll coordinate with Mr. Campbell when I get there and we’ll take point on this. Don’t give any media statements. I’ll take care of calling Mr. Paterno for you, you leave that to me.”

“Not a hotel. You can stay here.”

“I really appreciate that, but right now, Zoey needs space and privacy, and I’ll be okay at a hotel. Maybe another time, but let’s take care of your family first.”

More tears, that Crystal was even thinking more clearly than she herself was right now. “Okay, thank you.”

“You call me if you need me before I get there. I’ll text you once I’m about an hour out. And tell Mr. Campbell, please, if he needs me to call me.”

“Wait…how’d you know Bob’s last name?”

“It’s in Mr. Paulson’s file.”

“Oh, duh, of course. I keep forgetting they’ve all known Tyler even longer than me and Tommy.”

She returned to the office, her one small positive ray shattered when Tom, Tyler, Bob, and Mikey all looked at her.

“What?”

Bob took point. “Sit down, Nev.”

Her heart chilled. “What is it? Just fucking tell me!”

Bob handed Mikey’s phone to her and she barely swallowed back the scream in her throat as she read the posting. Tyler had to pry the phone out of her hands and return it to Mikey.

“Nev, listen to me,” Bob said. “I’m going to head to the station now and talk to this Detective Cash and rip her a few new bodily orifices. Under no circumstances whatsoever are you to get on social media and reply. Nothing. Radio silence. Do you understand me?”

Nevvie closed her eyes and nodded.

“That goes for you, too, son,” Bob said. “The best way to help your sister get justice is to keep our mouths shut and not do anything to jeopardize the investigation. Turn off the notifications on your phone, and if anyone texts you or calls you about it, don’t talk to them, don’t respond, nothing. Let every call go to voice mail for now, unless it’s one of your family or me. Got it?”

“Yes, Uncle Bob.”

Tom winced as he changed position in his chair. “Why don’t you and Adam and Willow go on over to Grandpa Andy’s and help out with the cleanup and unboarding his house? And Colin’s. Don’t forget to check Grandpa John and Grandma Kelly, too.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nevvie hadn’t even gotten that far yet. From his years in the Air Force, her father was pretty self-reliant. Other than checking in once the storm had started, but before the shit had hit the fan with Zoey’s revelation, Nevvie hadn’t even told them all of this yet.

“I need to go talk to Mom and Dad.” She forced herself to her feet, feeling…

She didn’t know how she felt.

She hadn’t even put on decent clothes yet, still wore one of Tom’s old T-shirts and a pair of pj bottoms. She slipped on a pair of Crocs at the front door, grabbed her car keys, and drove down their driveway, across the road, and up again.

Her dad was already outside, working on cleaning up a few limbs that had come down. Their house, like their own and Andrew’s, had the automatic roll-up shutters, so that task was already completed.

“Nev? What’s going on?” He walked over to hug her, and she found herself once again sobbing and crying, until he got her inside and sat down on the couch with Kelly.

That’s when Nevvie finally choked the story out.

The whole story.

Not just Zoey, but herself as well, what had happened to her.

She’d never wanted to burden them with that, because they’d been teenagers when they’d had her and given her up for adoption under pressure from both sets of parents. She’d never wanted them to know what had happened to her, because it wasn’t their fault.

An hour later, she lay with her head in her mom’s lap, cried out. For now.

Her dad looked murderous.

“John,” Kelly said. “You aren’t going to hunt that boy down, either.”

“Make a bet?”

“No,” Nevvie said, her throat raw. “Please, let the cops handle it.”

“Since the cops have done nothing but louse things up so far, why shouldn’t I get a chance to at least make the kid feel some fucking fear?”

“No, John,” Kelly firmly said. “I mean it.”

“Besides,” Nevvie sniffled, “while you and Tommy were arguing about who got to hit him first, I’d be going in and killing him myself.”

She finally headed back home. Zoey was taking a shower, and Tom, Ty, and Bob were huddled around the coffeemaker in the kitchen.

“I talked to Mom and Dad,” she said, letting Tom pull her in for a hug. “So now they know, and Dad wants to kill Cole Johnson, too.”

“Keep those kinds of comments confined to this house,” Bob warned. “I’m not even kidding.”

“I think I want to keep me confined to this house,” Nevvie said. “And I’m not even kidding.”

 

* * * *

 

By the time Crystal made it to Savannah, Tyler had told Andrew and Colin what was going on, which was a good thing, because Steven had also been interviewed by the detective. With school still on hold due to the hurricane’s aftermath, law enforcement had been able to locate most of the kids they’d needed to talk to quickly and easily.

One problem—the kids being out of school and able to flood social media meant by Thursday night the news had spread like wildfire.

And someone at the party had attached Zoey’s name to it as well.

With none of their kids active on social media that day, supposition was high. Nevvie knew she’d have an earful for the detective the next morning, at a meeting the detective had called them at eight that night to schedule.

Nevvie didn’t know what she’d expected when Crystal arrived, but Nevvie found herself liking the young woman even more than she had over the phone. Oddly, Nevvie got the feeling Andrew wasn’t very fond of her for some reason. Nothing concrete, but he certainly seemed more formal with her than she was used to seeing him act.

Tomorrow’s plan was for Crystal to meet with them and Bob after the next consultation with the cops to see what, if anything, they needed to do next.

Meanwhile, Crystal, who was now friended on Tom, Tyler, Nevvie, and the kids’ social media accounts, so she could hopefully see at least some of the posts the others were being tagged in, would do her best to gather as much information online as she could. If she found anything that looked like it might be evidence in the case, she’d contact them immediately to turn it over to the cops.

With Crystal handling that for them, it took a weight off Nevvie’s shoulders. She knew, rationally, she shouldn’t be on social media at all right now, because the temptation to wade in on her daughter’s behalf was too damn great, and even she’d admit it.

She couldn’t handle this.

Once they got Zoey through this, she knew she needed to deal with her own issues.

But my kids come first.

 

* * * *

 

Tom hadn’t been sure what to expect with Crystal, but the young woman certainly didn’t act like a pushy honey badger. If anything, the way Nevvie had clung to her in a tearful hug when she first arrived told him more than anything that maybe Crystal needed to be there with them, in the thick of things. If nothing else, to give Nevvie a safe, neutral outlet.

“Mr. Kinsey, it’s nice to finally get to meet you.”

He shook with her. “You can call me Tom.”

“Thanks.”

“Hello, Crystal.”

“Hello, Mr. Paulson. I’m really sorry about your friend. And I’m sorry I’m here under…these circumstances.”

“It’s all right if you wish to call me Tyler.”

“I appreciate that, Mr. Paulson, but you’re my client. Maybe after a few years, but right now, I’d prefer it this way.”

“Very well.”

Tom had almost expected to feel a hint the girl wanted to get more familiar with Tyler, from the way Tyler had talked about her. But as he listened to her talk to Nevvie and Bob about what was going on and she got up to speed, he had to admit the girl seemed to have a certain…focus.

Like a lightsaber.

Meanwhile, Zoey had mostly stayed in her room all day. They’d taken her phone and given her one of Nevvie’s Kindle Fires so she could watch movies or read, but even Zoey admitted she didn’t want her phone right now.

Especially once she started getting text messages from friends asking what was going on.

Nevvie monitored it, keeping an eye out for anything they might need to alert the cops to.

But by the time they all collapsed in bed around midnight, Tom’s emotional and physical reserves were used up.

And he damn well knew he couldn’t take a pain pill, or no way in hell would he be up early enough in the morning to get to the station.

“This is going to be crazy, isn’t it?” Nevvie whispered.

“I’m afraid so, love,” Tyler said.

She lay in the middle tonight. As they both cuddled her between them, Tom wished there was a way their money and success could just fix all this mess. Not only for Zoey—but for Nevvie as well.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

Tyler felt heartsick that he couldn’t fix this, for any of them. Friday morning, as they headed to the sheriff’s station, Tyler driving, Tom riding shotgun, and Nevvie sitting in back with Zoey, Tyler struggled against the building rage he felt at the bastard who’d done this to their daughter.

Tom’s angry silence next to him did little to alleviate his own nerves. He also hated himself for wishing they could have kept Nevvie home, or foisted her off on Crystal. This would no doubt be one more massive trigger for her, but he couldn’t demand she stay behind.

Not that she would have even if he’d ordered her to.

He only hoped she kept her calm, reined in her anger, and didn’t alienate the detectives and prosecutor over her own past issues.

Unfortunately, Bob wouldn’t be there yet, but he’d already told Tyler over the phone they could interview Zoey again and he didn’t have any objections to that as her attorney, unless the cops started asking questions that made it look like Zoey had consented to what Cole did to her. He’d been held up at his hotel, on a conference bridge call with his Orlando and Tampa offices about a large class-action case, and would be unavoidably delayed. Tyler had hoped for Bob’s calming presence to help keep Nevvie in check.

When they arrived, they were shown into a small interview room, and Detective Cash looked…

Tyler wasn’t sure what her look was.

Detective Cash waited until they were all seated to speak. “There have been some…developments.”

“What kind of developments?” Nevvie darkly asked. “Because I gotta tell you, I’m not impressed with how y’all have been handling my daughter’s case so far. Kids are already talking about it on social media. It’s gone viral locally.”

“We know. However, due to the social media explosion of attention this received throughout the student population over the past twenty-four hours, we’ve had six other victims come forward claiming that Cole Johnson also assaulted them within the past two years. Two of them from a previous school he attended. One of them insisted they know of at least three other victims. We’re currently pursuing those leads.”

Tyler felt like he’d been gut-punched. Zoey let out a sob, and Tommy immediately pulled her close, holding her.

Nevvie’s slow and low tone sounded all the more dangerous for it. “You’re telling us that little bastard is a serial rapist?”

Tyler thought things couldn’t get much worse.

How wrong he’d been.

“We interviewed his current principal and head coach, as well as the principal and coach at his previous school, and apparently there have been past…allegations that were never properly reported, and—”

Nevvie slapped the table with both hands, startling all of them. “Allegations? Are you fucking shitting me? Those sons of bitches enabled a serial rapist to play football instead of sitting in a fucking jail cell where he belonged?”

Tyler tried to reach over and calm Nevvie, but she stood so fast her chair flipped back and hit the floor, rattling off the linoleum. She jerked her arms free of Tyler’s grip, her gaze never wavering from the detective.

“Oh, no, he fucking does not get to have a life while he’s out there raping kids! And those fuckers who enabled him better be sitting right next to his goddamned ass in a cell!”

Tyler gave the detective all due credit for remaining calm and not reacting to Nevvie’s outburst. “We’re in contact with the prosecutor’s office, and are bringing Cole in for another interview, and—”

“Interview? He fucking raped my baby! Tyler is interviewed by NPR about writing books. You don’t fucking interview a goddamned rapist—you lock him the fuck up!”

Another detective slipped into the room, a man—a rather large man—but Detective Cash waved him back. “We’re working on that, Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson, but I want this guy locked up as badly as you do. And to make sure he stays locked up and his rich parents don’t get him off on some sort of technicality, or get it pled down because he was a minor when many of the attacks happened, I have to follow procedures to the letter. I don’t want any of these girls to have to go through this process more than once because I failed to dot an i or cross a t. None of us want that.”

He didn’t know if it was the content of the detective’s words, the way she’d remembered to use Nevvie’s full last name, or her rock-steady demeanor, but Nevvie seemed to rein herself in. She hugged her arms around herself and took a deep breath, letting Tyler pull her in close.

“Oh, they want to see rich fucking parents?” Nevvie said from Tyler’s arms. “I’m going to fucking show them rich fucking parents. If it takes every last goddamned cent in my bank accounts, I will bury those motherfucking people who enabled this little bastard. I’m going to make everyone, including his own goddamned parents, wish his mom had swallowed him in a goddamned blow job by the time I’m finished with them!”

“Tom, stay with Zoey,” Tyler said as he started easing Nevvie toward the door.

Nevvie struggled, but Tyler refused to let her go. The male detective opened the door for Tyler, who fought to keep his hold on Nevvie.

But…that was a mistake. Because when he passed through the door with her and turned, he spotted a smirking Cole Johnson and his stony-faced parents at the same time Nevvie did, walking down the corridor behind a detective and another man Tyler suspected was Cole’s attorney.

“There’s that fucking rapist sonofabitch!” Nevvie screamed, lunging.

Tyler body-slammed her against the wall, hoping she’d forgive him later. “Love, stop—”

“I’m gonna fucking kill you, you sonofabitch!” she screamed as she tried to climb her way through Tyler to reach the kid. “You don’t fucking close your goddamned eyes, because I’m gonna fucking kill you! You fucking piece of shit rapist! I will fucking rip your goddamned raping cock off your body and feed it to you, you sonofabitch!”

At least the smirk finally slid from Cole’s face. He’d apparently never faced true righteous fury before. If Tyler didn’t know Nevvie, he’d be terrified by her screams and struggles. Hell, he loved her and he was scared of her in this mood.

Everyone had stopped and was watching this play out now. A couple of detectives and uniformed deputies moved into position between Nevvie and Tyler, and Cole and his family., The detective in charge of them quickly shuttled Cole and the rest of them into another interview room and closed the door behind them, while a uniformed deputy stepped in front of the door to prevent entry.

The male detective led Tyler as he wrestled a thrashing Nevvie into a nearby interview room, where he stood inside with them once he’d closed the door behind them, blocking Nevvie’s exit, and looked on with sympathy. Tyler got it—the man was doing his best not to put hands on Nevvie. Victim’s parent or not, if she thrashed and hit the man, she could be charged with assaulting a police officer.

And yes, Tyler wanted to murder the little fucker every bit as badly as Nevvie did.

He was just barely more in control, enough to know those kinds of words could lead to bad things later, and negatively impact court cases.

He’d blown his cool in a courtroom once, and he was determined he wouldn’t do anything now, no matter his emotions, that could possibly jeopardize the case against Cole.

Nevvie crumpled against him, sobbing, and he slid to the floor with her in his arms. The detective, realizing Tyler finally had control of her, passed him a box of tissues and stepped outside, closing the door behind him.

“Love,” Tyler said, keeping his tone low, “you have to keep control of yourself for Zoey’s sake. You are her mother—”

“He raped our baby, Ty!” she raggedly sobbed. “That motherfucking monster raped our baby and no telling how many other kids, and he’s not in a fucking jail cell yet!”

“I know, love, but we have to be strong for her now.” He nuzzled her forehead as she sobbed, now clinging to him, her old demons freshly raised once more to wreak havoc within her psyche. “We shall get through this as a family, together, the way we’ve faced everything else life has thrown our way, right?”

“I want him dead, Ty. I want to kill him.”

He sighed, grateful he no longer carried a gun. He had no doubts Nevvie would have been wrangling him for it out in the hallway, and that would have been very, very bad.

I need to confiscate the keys to the gun locks on her shotguns.

He wished he was overreacting, but he knew he wasn’t.

 

* * * *

 

By the time Bob arrived, Tyler had reached his limit, and so had Nevvie. Fortunately, Bob helped Tyler get Nevvie out to his car, and, leaving Tommy to handle Zoey and finish talking with the detective, Bob drove them back to the house.

“Listen to me, Nev,” Bob lectured from the front seat. “I know you’re pissed off at me right now, but this isn’t my first rodeo. Your focus needs to be on Zoey and helping her get through this, not your anger. Your anger needs to take a backseat to everything else right now.”

Andrew brought lunch over for them, and while he was there, Crystal arrived. As Tyler caught them both up on what had happened, Crystal looked grim. “It wouldn’t shock me to find out his father’s been paying to help cover things up.”

“Why’s that?” Andrew asked.

“Well, apparently there’s some sort of Hurricane Franco relief fundraiser for the Red Cross his dealership is putting on tonight. It’s been scheduled since last week, to help victims of that storm in the Caribbean. He’s been promoting it all over Facebook. He and his wife are supposed to be there. I guess they coordinated it. I mean, if your son is accused of multiple rapes, wouldn’t you cancel it? Or at the very least, wouldn’t you yourself not go and cite personal reasons?” She shook her head. “To me, that speaks to a level of ego, thinking that his reputation and maybe his money will get him and his son out of this mess, too.”

Bob seemed to study her. “You sound like you’ve had experience with this.”

“I did, in college.” Crystal’s gaze dropped to her plate for a moment. “The guy was finally convicted, but I had to really push for it. It happened in college and the campus police botched it from the start. He was finally convicted, and then he hung himself in jail after he was sentenced. His family had money, though. Thought they could buy their way out of trouble because of their donations to the campus.”

“God, that sucks,” Nevvie said.

Crystal’s smile looked forced, uneasy. “But I’m proof that standing up for what’s right can win, in the end.”

“Nev, I promise you, we’ll sue the ass off the school board for Zoey and the others, if it does turn out the principals and coaches helped cover this up. But you have to keep your mouth shut. Let me and Crystal deal with this.”

Tyler felt a measure of relief when she finally did nod. “Yeah. I get it. I just hate feeling helpless.”

“Well,” Andrew said, “if you need me, loves, I’m going to go with Colin over to his house and spend the night there. He wants some help sorting through his things, and perhaps it’s best I’m not underfoot right now anyway.”

“Sorting through his things, Dad?” Tyler asked.

He smiled. “Yes, well, he’s indicated he’s ready for a big change in his life. It’s quite possible that change will be moving in with me. We’ll wait and see how that goes, though, right? At any rate, we have fun together. And we both love walking together. There are several lovely trails around his house that we walk. We’ll probably take one tonight before dinner, if it’s not raining.”

Nevvie and Tyler both hugged him. “Good luck, Dad, and have fun,” Nevvie said. “We’re rooting for you. I need a good ending to a story right now.”

He smiled and gave them a thumbs up before heading out. Which…in some ways was a relief to Tyler, because maybe it was just him, but it seemed like his father wasn’t warming up to Crystal the way Nevvie and others had.

Maybe he’d sensed Tyler’s own initial reticence about her which, while more muted, still remained. A little.

She was so…intense. No, nothing he could put his finger on, exactly, and her actions certainly contradicted his usually spot-on intuition, but…

I’m just exhausted and really, really upset.

When Tommy and Zoey returned a little later, Zoey hugged them all before retreating to her room to nap.

“Well?” Bob asked.

Tommy rubbed the back of his head. “Well, Bob, let’s just say that between me and you and the fencepost, Detective Cash seems to think we might have a damn good lawsuit against a few people. Us and any other victims. She said you’re free to call her any time today.”

“I will, believe me. I plan on sticking to her ass like a fricking sandspur, and being just as much of a pain in it, too.” 


Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

Nevvie spent a lot of time talking to Crystal that afternoon, and she and Crystal had even gone upstairs to talk to Zoey for a while. Eventually, Crystal had to return to her hotel to handle some things for Elliot’s office. Bob also left to go get updates on the investigation.

Tyler gathered Nevvie and Tom in their bedroom to talk before dinner. The usual Friday night football game was the least of their worries, because that night’s game had been cancelled, as had practice all week, due to the storm.

“What do we do about Monday?” Tyler asked. “School will probably be open.”

“We probably need to let Zoey decide.” Nevvie had never felt less sure of anything in her life, but the earliest they’d be able to get in to talk to any counselors or victim’s advocates or anyone was next week, thanks to Hurricane Gladys. “It’s only Friday night. We have time to decide. I want to see what else happens over the weekend, if they throw him in jail or not. But I don’t want her going to school with him if he’s not in jail, you know?”

“That’s what I meant,” Tyler said.

“Adam will need to go back to Athens on Sunday,” Tom said. “We can’t keep him away from his classes.”

“I know,” Nevvie said. “It’s been nice having him around, though.” She slumped back on the bed. “If this fucks up Zoey’s grades, I’m going to want to kill that bastard all over again. She’s worked so hard.”

Tyler took her hand in his. “Are you all right, love?”

“Was that a rhetorical question, Ty, because, seriously.”

“I don’t think any of us are all right right now,” Tom said. He headed for the door. “Let me see if she even wants to eat dinner with everyone.”

“We can’t let her stay in her room and never come down,” Nevvie said.

“We can if that’s what she needs right now,” Tom said. “I’m not saying for forever, but while she needs time to get through this, we’ll give it to her.”

Once they were alone, Tyler touched her hand. “Once we have a chance to sit down with a counselor for Zoey, we also need to see what we need to do for Willow and Mikey, especially. Maybe even Adam.”

He had a point, and she knew it, even felt a little guilty that, for now, Zoey would be the focus of her world, getting her through this.

Not abandoning her the way she’d been abandoned.

Not letting her fight alone, like she had.

Staying in the cops’ and prosecutors’ faces and forcing them to make the little bastard face justice, unlike in her case.

Refusing to let it get swept under the rug, or letting Cole’s parents buy him out of it.

So many things in her life she could track directly from that night her car broke down and she accepted a ride from a guy she’d thought she knew. Alex, for starters, the biggest mistake that’d nearly gotten her killed, more than once.

“I know.”

He leaned in to kiss her. “Love you, angel.”

“Love you, too.”

 

* * * *

 

They were all in bed by nine that night after yawning and feeling like they were going to fall asleep during dinner. Despite being exhausted, Nevvie had trouble sleeping. Every time she drifted off, she felt consumed by nightmares, of not being able to rescue her children…

Of Alex killing her and Tommy.

Of taking a gun and hunting down that little fucking bastard Cole Johnson and making him beg for his life before she killed him.

Daylight broke Saturday morning, and she was lying there in bed between her men when the doorbell rang.

Sonofabitch.

“The hell?” Tom muttered as he looked at the time. “Not even seven o’clock yet.”

Nevvie climbed out the end of the bed rather than trying to get over either Tyler or Tom. “I don’t know, but I’m gonna give ’em a piece of my mind.” She grabbed a bathrobe and pulled it on, already out the door before Tyler even made it out of the bed.

She almost opened the front door without deactivating the alarm, but remembered at the last moment. When she looked through the viewfinder, she spotted Detective Cash standing there, behind another man wearing a badge holder.

Nevvie pulled her robe a little tighter around her before she opened the door. “Can I help you?”

The man was Detective Nick Dunn. “Mrs. Paulson—”

“Kinsey-Paulson,” Cash corrected him.

Dunn shot Cash a dirty look. “Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson, where are Mr. Kinsey and Mr. Paulson?”

She turned and pointed where Tyler, in the lead, was almost down the stairs. Tommy was slowly limping his way down.

Willow, Zoey, Mikey, and Adam now stood at the top of the stairs.

“Kids, stay upstairs,” she called. She turned and stepped out onto the porch. “You arrest that little bastard, I hope?”

She didn’t understand why there were also two marked cars in their driveway, uniformed deputies standing behind Detective Cash.

“No, ma’am. Can you account for your whereabouts last night, from around ten o’clock p.m., until about three o’clock a.m.?”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Is that a trick question? We were here. All three of us.”

“All night?”

“Yes.”

“And your children?”

Tyler stepped forward. “Officer, do we need to call our attorney?”

“I don’t know. Do you? Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson here threatened Cole Johnson’s life at the station, in front of over a dozen witnesses.”

Detective Cash put her hand out and stepped forward. “Do you have any way to independently verify your whereabouts?”

Nevvie pointed inside the open front door, at the alarm pad visible on the foyer wall. “That thing. Call our alarm company. We even have motion sensor cameras.” She pointed up at the eaves. “Front door, back door, and the main driveway entrance down at the road. Takes pictures anytime someone comes in or out, or a car comes into our driveway. The alarm company can give you a data dump. We were all in bed around nine. Just deactivated it before I opened the door. You want to tell us why you’re asking us questions about being in our own home and treating us like criminals?”

Dunn looked up at the camera and sensors, then back to Nevvie. “Someone murdered Cole Johnson overnight. So I’ll ask you again—can you verify your whereabouts last night, Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson?”

 

* * * *

 

Over the phone, Bob screamed at Tyler to keep everyone quiet and shut the hell up until he got there. He made it in ten minutes from his hotel, although he was wearing shorts and an old T-shirt, and carrying his wallet and cell phone, and didn’t look anything like a lawyer.

“Someone better get me coffee, for starters,” Bob said.

Tyler set about preparing another pot of coffee, since the first was emptied.

“How did he die?” Nevvie asked the detectives.

They answered simultaneously.

Dunn: “Ongoing investigation.”

Cash: “Gunshot.”

They glared at each other and Bob started laughing. “Fuck me, you two hate each other. I bet she’s here only because she’s lead detective on the rape investigation. Dunn, you’re pissed off they’re making you include her, because you think she’s biased toward the victims.”

Bob shook his head as both detectives looked startled. “Guys, you’re young enough to be my damn kids. This is no shocker. Someone shot the little bastard. Well, considering Georgia residents love their guns almost as much as Florida residents, that’s not surprising in the least. Any other questions?”

The two uniformed deputies turned out to be CSI techs, and were sent away after Bob authorized them doing a gunshot residue test on everyone. That left Cash and Dunn.

Tyler handed Bob a mug of coffee. “Thank you.” He sipped the mug of coffee, then stared at the two detectives. “How many alleged Cole Johnson victims are we up to now?”

“Twelve,” Detective Cash said, leaving Dunn to grimace.

“Hmm,” Bob said. “Twelve victims. So that’s a minimum of twelve potential suspects, if you only figure one parent or guardian per victim. If you add in the victims themselves, that’s twenty-four people, minimum. If, like in Zoey’s case, there are multiple relatives who wanted to grind that particular axe, that exponentially increases your UNSUB pool, amiright?”

Bob arched his eyebrows at the detectives. “I’m guessing you do have detectives going to all those other victims’ houses right now, and putting their families through the same wakeup as here, right? Accusing them of doing it, and asking to verify their whereabouts? I mean, otherwise, it’d look like you have a pre-set agenda going on.” He sipped his coffee, staring at them over the rim, his point clearly made.

“Whatever you need to pull our alarm logs,” Nevvie said, “we’ll give you. Because we know we’re innocent, and we want the focus off us as quickly as possible so you’re looking for the real killer. Beyond that?” She hooked a thumb at Bob. “You deal with him. Understand? You people have botched this from the start, and now we are left to deal with the emotional aftermath not only of what he did to Zoey, but your department revictimizing her by it getting out onto social media the way it did.”

Tyler fought the urge to silence her, letting Bob take control. “She’s right,” Bob said. “And, because of what’s in Zoey’s best interest, and what’s in the best interest of her family, your contact with them from this point on happens only through me. I’ll designate a local attorney before I return to Florida, but you don’t do witness interviews, or talk to the adults or the kids from this point forward, unless it’s been cleared through me first.”

“You aren’t licensed to practice in Georgia?” Dunn asked.

“Oh, I absolutely am, but I live in Florida. And I guarantee you whoever is standing in for me after I leave, they’ll be as protective of them as I am.”

Dunn didn’t seem happy with that declaration. “If they’re innocent they should want to talk to us.”

“And they’re talking to you right now. Looky there. So ask away. But once you pull those alarm logs, and you get back the GSR tests showing negative to verify their story, your focus better point elsewhere. I will not allow you to harass my clients when they are the wronged party here. Now, I’m an officer of the court, and yes, it’s horrible that serial rapist was murdered before he could face justice in a court of law. But that’s the hand you’re dealt, and I suggest you play it.”

Tyler had retrieved the alarm company information, including their account number, password, and anything else the detectives might need. He passed it to Bob, who read it before he handed it over. “There. Have fun.”

“I could bring them all in to interview them individually down at the station,” Dunn said, glaring at Bob.

“Oh, really?” Bob stood. “You want to do this, kiddo? Let’s saddle up and do this right.”

He picked up his cell phone. “Tyler’s publicist is staying in a hotel here in town. I can have her here in about twenty minutes. Within an hour, I can get a shave, look human, and hold a press conference with a direct satellite pool feed to CNN and MSNBC, in addition to the local TV stations and Facebook live—hell, let’s throw in Periscope, while I’m at it, for shits and giggles—about how the inept sheriff’s office is trying to cover their own asses by focusing on the family of the brave first victim who spoke up to put a stop to the wholesale pimping out of Savannah’s female senior high students to a freaking serial rapist by his principals and football coaches, instead of looking for the real killer.

“And I haven’t even had my coffee or blood pressure meds yet, dude, so I’m just getting started. With Mr. Paulson’s social media network, I can probably amass several thousand outraged protestors to converge on your office by noon. Hell of an optic for the evening news. I’ll make sure everyone knows your name. Bet your sheriff—who is up for reelection this November, by the way—will love the hell out of you for that. And I’ll make sure I say your name every other fucking sentence. So try me. I dare you.”

Dunn blinked first. “Jesus fucking Christ, no.”

Bob pointed behind him, where Tyler, Nevvie, and Tom were standing. “Then pull the alarm logs and get them cleared as suspects ASAP, or I swear to a god you will wish you knew up close and personally that by the time I finish with you, you won’t even be able to get a job as a meter reader in Fargo, North Dakota. Try me, son.

“Now, I’m the first to admit sometimes clients lie, but I’ve personally known these people for over twenty years as family friends. I watched their kids grow up. You botched this. Own that. Had Cole Johnson been sitting in a holding cell, instead of out and about, he’d be alive. Fine, someone dropped the ball there, either on your end, or in the prosecutor’s office. Maybe legit, maybe because Cole Johnson’s father asked for a favor—I really don’t care why. That’s on y’all. But I will not let you take it out on my clients just to hide your fuckups.”

Once the detectives had left, and the triad broke the news about Cole Johnson’s murder to the kids, Bob waved off their offer of breakfast. “I need to get back to my hotel and take my meds and get a shower and make some calls. Fucking cops. I know they have a job to do, but none of us needed to be awakened out of a sound sleep for them to do it so badly.” 


Chapter Thirty-Nine

 

Bob kept them posted, but there literally wasn’t any more news to be had. They got Zoey in with a counselor recommended by the rape crisis center, and while Zoey hadn’t wanted to miss any school, Nevvie had kept her out until Wednesday, until after the counselor could talk to them and give her recommendation.

The coach and principal had already been suspended by the time Zoey returned to school.

Steven became a frequent visitor to their house, in addition to Andrew’s. Nevvie really liked the boy, and while she got the distinct impression Zoey and Steven would never be anything more than friends, at least it helped restore Nevvie’s faith in humanity a little bit that he took time to be her friend and help her with no expectation of anything in return. Someone safe to talk to and be with, outside her siblings and cousins, kind of like Crystal was quickly becoming to Nevvie.

Mikey reported that Steven was super-protective of her in school, too, and had threatened another senior, who’d made a derogatory remark about her in one of his classes.

A week after Cole’s murder, Nevvie was in the kitchen with Willow and getting dinner ready when Mikey walked in from the living room. “Mom? Someone’s coming up the driveway.”

Nevvie wiped her hand on a dish towel and stepped out of the kitchen so she could look through the living room windows. “Tommy! Tyler!”

She recognized the shape of a Ford Crown Vic. Before it even pulled to a stop in the driveway behind her car and the driver stepped out, she knew it would be Detective Cash.

Nevvie was already heading out the front door and ordering Mikey and Willow to stay inside when Tyler and Tom emerged from the hallway leading to their offices.

Stepping down to the walkway, Nevvie blocked the way. “Detective.” She heard the front door open and close behind her and didn’t bother looking to see if the kids had obeyed her or not.

“Detective Cash,” Tyler said from behind Nevvie. “To what do we owe this visit?”

She stopped a few feet away, apparently recognizing the “none shall pass” body language Nevvie was throwing her. In her hand was a tablet. “I wanted to stop by and tell you personally that you and your children have been officially cleared as potential suspects.”

Despite the relief washing through her, Nevvie held her ground and standoffish attitude. “Yeah?”

“Yes. We pulled the records from your alarm company. They said there’s no way to fake or delete records on their end. The snapshots show the last person entering the house Friday night well before the window of opportunity, then the alarm was turned on. It’s not turned off again until the next morning, well after the window has closed, when we arrived to talk to you. Plus, there are not any unalarmed openings in your home. Every window, every door has a sensor, according to the company, upstairs and down, and the records show all of them were active and engaged that night. The motion detectors also picked up no movement inside at the entry areas. And the GSR tests all came back negative for all of you.”

“In other words,” Tyler drawled from behind Nevvie, “one of the bastard’s many other victims or their family did the deed, no matter how determined Detective Dunn was to arrest one of us for it.”

The detective nodded. “Yes. I’ve already notified your attorney. There is, however, something I need to show you.”

“What?” Tommy asked.

She stepped closer and, after queuing something on the tablet, she showed it to them. “This is irregular, and I don’t have permission to share this yet, but I felt I owed you. The cameras at the road, driveway in front of the house, front door, and rear of the house all tripped the night of Cole Johnson’s murder, within the window of opportunity.”

Gooseflesh rippled across Nevvie’s arms as a person dressed in a hooded sweatshirt, their face not visible, walked up their driveway and it looked like they checked both the front and back doors of the house to see if they were unlocked before they finally left again via the driveway. With the IR pictures in black and white due to it being night, details were fuzzy, and it was impossible to identify the person other than a rough estimate of their height and build. It wasn’t even possible to tell their race, due to what looked like gloves on their hands.

“What the fuck?” Nevvie gasped.

“Who the bloody hell was that?” Tyler asked.

“We don’t know,” Detective Cash said. “I’ll make sure copies of these are given to your attorney. We went through the previous thirty days of data the company had on file for your account. There were no other instances of it happening before the night of the murder that we could see. After, however, this person, or someone similar enough to look like them, has returned four different times. This was included from the latest data dump we received from your alarm company this morning. The latest time being last night.”

She showed them the pictures. The person did almost the exact same thing every time. They walked up the driveway, checked the entries, and left.

“Holy shit!” Nevvie cowered closer to Tommy’s side. “You mean whoever killed him is, what, stalking us now?” She glanced around. Despite the wide pool of lights cast by the floods on the front of the house, the darkness beyond them loomed, imposing.

“We don’t know. It’s impossible to tell, although the timing certainly is suspicious. Right now, they’re not guilty of anything other than trespassing on your property, or maybe a prowling charge. But it is pretty suspicious this started the night of the murder and has continued. And yes, before you even ask, we don’t suspect your son, Adam.”

“Besides, he would just come into the house,” Nevvie said. “He’s got a key and alarm code because he’s our son! He wouldn’t be doing this. And he was inside the house with us the night of the murder. Plus he went back to Athens to school last Sunday. He’s a couple of hours away.”

“I know, ma’am. But it doesn’t mean someone who knows him isn’t behind this.”

Tyler scrubbed his face with his hands. “But what can we do?”

“We’re stepping up patrols in this area, for starters. Might not be a bad idea to think about taking on extra private security for a while.”

“Rhys,” all three of them said at the same time, looking at each other.

“Sorry?” the detective said.

“My nephew,” Tyler said. “One of his spouses works for a private security company in Florida. We’ll speak with her and ask her to get involved.”

“I’d do that immediately, if I were you. Also, tell your kids not to talk about this with anyone. You don’t want to alert whoever it is that we’re on to them. And make sure to tell your kids to keep the cars locked, as well as doors and windows.”

“Tomorrow morning, I’m going to buy every last fricking motion sensor light in Savannah and get them hooked up,” Tommy said.

“Not a bad idea, either. Might help us get a clearer picture of who it is. If something happens, call us. We’ll have an officer in the area over the next several nights. It’s happening between midnight and one a.m., a clear pattern. So it’s probably someone local. We’re going to have the unit park down at the far end of your road during that time, with their lights off, and see if they can catch someone.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, as if we don’t have enough to worry about.” Tommy shook his head. “This is just plain fucked up.”

Nevvie nervously glanced around at the darkness outside the pools of light cast by the front lights. “We need to leave the outside lights on at night, all night, for now. They were off in all those pictures.”

The detective glanced around the yard. “Not a bad idea. The motion sensor camera will catch the person in the driveway, and we can see if they still come up to the house or not with the lights on. The driveway’s long enough, and the way it curves, they likely won’t be able to see the lights until they’re in the driveway.”

“What else can we do, Detective?” Tyler asked.

“Beyond all of that—for now, nothing. We will likely have more questions for Zoey, though. Not now, but at a later date, as we finish our interviews with his other victims.”

“How many victims are you up to now?” Nevvie asked.

Cash looked uncomfortable. “Twenty-four.”

“Holy shit,” Tyler muttered.

“Why are you even doin’ that?” Tommy’s dark, angry tone made Nevvie shiver again. “Talking to them now? Why put them through that trauma? Cole’s dead. Not like you can dig him up and prosecute him.”

He’d been buried in a small, private ceremony five days after his murder. His father had cancelled a larger funeral he’d planned when several victim’s advocacy groups threatened to protest it as more victims had started publicly coming forward and speaking to the press. That was in response to Cole Johnson’s father’s bizarre tirade to the press that his son had been innocent, and he was tired of years of girls lying about Cole just because they were jealous he’d turned them down.

Once he’d done that, it was game motherfucking on, and Bob was now working on a growing roster of victims who wanted to join the lawsuit against the school system. Bob had filed the initial papers in the first lawsuit already, and was talking to other families of victims with the purpose of possibly creating a class-action lawsuit.

“Because we’re pursuing cases against others we feel helped cover up his crimes. We need to know who knew about them, and how much they knew, and assemble a full timeline of his crimes.”

“Better get on that,” Nevvie grumbled. “Because by the time we get done suing the hell outta them, they’re liable to disappear to a Central American country or something.”

“Understood. I should also add we received preliminary DNA evidence back yesterday on Zoey’s clothes, and they’re a match to Cole Johnson, including semen.”

“So that’s that, then?” Tyler asked. “A serial rapist is murdered, and instead of a medal, whoever they are will get prosecuted?”

“It’s the law, Mr. Paulson. Unless they can prove it was done in self-defense—which their actions and the circumstances don’t currently support—they will be prosecuted for killing him. I would think since it seems they’re now maybe fixated on your family that you’d want them caught, and at the very least questioned.”

“I do. That’s…” He let out an aggravated sigh. “Thomas is right—this is fucked up.”

“That’s one word for it.” She shut off the tablet. “I’ll let you know if we discover anything. Thank you for your time.” She returned to her car.

Tom stepped around Nevvie. “Wait. We don’t even get an official apology from Dunn for accusin’ Nevvie of doin’ it? He was ready to arrest her with no proof other than her screamin’ at Cole.”

Not to mention “official sources” had leaked it to the press during the past week that their family was under scrutiny and had yet to be ruled out as suspects. When paired with mentions of Tyler shooting Alex, and “anonymous sources” talking about Nevvie’s profanity-filled and very specifically descriptive threats to Cole…

It’d kept Crystal and Elliot busy, that was for sure. Elliot had ordered Crystal to stay in Savannah for now, trying to keep this knocked down as much as possible and working hand in hand with Bob. The only good thing had been the media firestorm surrounding the firing and likely prosecutions of coaches and principals at two local high schools for helping cover up Cole Johnson’s actions. Much of the focus had been there, instead of on them specifically.

Cash had been opening her car door. “There will be an official press release issued by the PIO tomorrow morning, clearing you and five other families as suspects. That’s another reason I wanted to tell you in person tonight. So it didn’t catch you by surprise. I felt I owed you all that much.” She slid behind the wheel.

Tyler rested his hands on Nevvie’s shoulders as they watched the detective turn her car around and head down the driveway into the night.

The rush of air Nevvie didn’t realize she’d been holding whooshed out of her as she collapsed back against Tyler and started crying. Tom stepped in and the men held her there, between them, as she let it out.

“They arrest someone for it,” she whispered, “and I’m thinking I want to contribute to their defense anonymously. Unless, of course, now they’re stalking us.”

Tommy kissed her forehead. “Shh, sweetie. Let’s not talk about that. They’ve cleared all of us. That’s what’s important.”

“Is it sick that before we found out about the creeper that I wanted to know who did it so I could hug them and thank them?”

“No, pet, that’s not sick at all.” Tyler’s tone bore dark undertones she’d rarely heard from him. “Because I felt the same way.”

 

* * * *

 

Willow and Mikey stood together in the entry when Nevvie, Tyler, and Tom returned to the house. Tyler looked up and spotted Zoey sitting huddled at the top of the stairs. He didn’t keep them waiting.

“She stopped by to let us know we’ve all officially been cleared as suspects in Cole’s murder.”

Willow and Mikey hugged each other, and them, while Zoey stood and disappeared down the hallway, presumably to her room.

Nevvie started toward the stairs, but Tyler caught her shoulder and let Tom go on after her. Perhaps it was best he was the first to comfort her.

It certainly would help Tom, who Tyler knew still dealt with guilty rage that he wasn’t home when it’d happened, even though it wouldn’t have stopped or changed what had happened.

And now…this, their mystery nighttime visitor.

“Is that all?” Willow asked. “That’s the end?”

“No,” Nevvie said. She told them about the prowler. “So make sure we keep the outside lights on at night and all the doors locked. And don’t talk about it to anyone. We’re going to call Rhys, Manny, and Korbin and get them up here to revamp security. And one of us, if not your brother, will be driving you to and picking you up from school from now on. No more walking to the bus stop.”

“Can I sleep with one of your shotguns, Mom?” Willow asked.

“Don’t even talk about that in jest,” Tyler snapped, softening his tone when Willow flinched. “This is no joking matter. I don’t want any of you outside alone after dark. Not even to walk to either grandparents’ house. Not until we find out who the prowler is and they’re stopped.”

“No worries there, Dad,” Mikey said. He glanced back up the stairs. “Can we go talk to Zoey?”

“Let’s let Poppa have a moment with her first,” Nevvie gently said.

Tyler left all the lights on in the front yard, as well as the ones in the backyard. Then he made sure all the doors and windows downstairs were locked, including the basement. After a few minutes, Tyler and Nevvie headed for Zoey’s room. They found her curled up on her bed, crying, with her head in Tommy’s lap.

He looked up at them, the tears in his eyes crushing Tyler’s already broken heart. He and Nevvie moved to sit with them, their arms around both of them.

“He’s dead because of me, isn’t he?” Zoey tearfully whispered.

“No, honey,” Nevvie said. “He’s dead because someone killed him. It was probably a relative of one of his other victims.”

“I was the first to go to the cops. If I hadn’t gone to the cops—”

“No telling how many people you helped by doing that. Your bravery allowed others to come forward. He would have kept doing this. That’s what guys like that do.”

“He didn’t deserve to die for it.”

Tyler wanted to say Sure, he did, but resisted the urge.

Barely.

“He created his own fate, sweetheart,” Tyler said. “You are not to blame for it.”

She went quiet for a moment. “I wished him dead,” she admitted. “The night he was killed, I sat right here and wished he was dead, because of what he did to me, and the others, and all the bullshit after. That my life was forever screwed up because of him. And then he was dead the next morning.”

Now Tyler understood and resisted the urge to chuckle, knowing she’d misunderstand. “Darling, if you suddenly started wishing multiple people dead, and they all dropped dead, I’d worry. But there are plenty of people alive now whom I was unable to wish dead no matter how I tried.”

“Ditto,” Nevvie said.

“But doesn’t that make me a horrible person?” Zoey asked. “Because when you first told us, I wanted to cheer. I wanted to scream. Good screams. I wanted to tell the world I was glad he was dead.”

“You and me both,” Nevvie muttered. “Trust me, that’s a normal, human response,” she added in a slightly louder tone.

“Add me to the list,” Tommy said. “Although I was hoping he’d die in prison.”

“You did not pull the trigger,” Tyler reminded her. “And wishing someone dead isn’t against the law, unless it’s the President of the United States and you post it publicly as a valid threat.”

Zoey sniffled, and Tyler watched as Nevvie tucked her hair behind her ears. She turned face-up in Tommy’s lap to look at them.

“I had several people say mean stuff to me the first day I went back to school, friends of his. Like I was a liar, and a bitch. Said it was my fault he was dead. But when the other names started coming out, how many people were coming forward, especially after his father acted like such a dick in that interview, then the bitches went quiet. I actually walked up to one girl, Carla Shore, who’d really liked him. I said gee, are we all liars? And she didn’t say anything to me, not even ‘sorry.’”

“Just ignore those people,” Nevvie said. “You have to. All they’re trying to do is get under your skin.”

“Do you want to change schools, honey?” Tommy asked.

Zoey finally sat up. “No.” She set her jaw, looking like a much younger Karen. “Then he wins even though he’s dead. Besides, Steven goes to my school, and Willow and Mikey. If I change schools, I wouldn’t have anyone I could trust.”

“We’d move, too, brat,” Mikey said from her bedroom doorway, where he and Willow stood. “We wouldn’t let you do that on your own.”

“Yeah,” Willow said. “Can’t break up the band.”

Zoey forced a smile that didn’t fool Tyler in the slightest. “Thanks, but I’d rather stay where we are. Besides, Principal Gorden and Coach Torelli are gone. And you’ve got football. Steven said he overheard the assistant coaches talking and they said the school board is going to shake things up even more. They think other people helped cover this up, not just them. So that’s going to help me and the others. They don’t start firing teachers unless they know kids are telling the truth.”

“You are incredibly brave, sweetheart,” Tyler said. “But are you sure? We could hire a private tutor and homeschool you, if you wish.”

At that she actually rolled her eyes. “No, Daddy. That’d be boring.” She stared at her hands, where she picked at the nail polish on her left thumb. “I quit school, and I let him win. And since he’s dead, it’d be hard for him to win unless I do something dumb like that.”

“It’s not dumb if it’s what you need,” Nevvie insisted.

“Mom, that’s not what I need.” She finally met her mom’s gaze. “What I need is to get back to normal. I want to go to school, figure out who’s still really my friend, and do what I was doing before all this happened.”

“You need to keep seeing the counselor,” Tyler quietly said. “At least for now.”

“Deal.” She fist-bumped with him. “I like talking to her. She gets me.”

“You’re brave, brat,” Willow said. “I don’t know if I could be as brave as you.” They fist-bumped.

“Yeah, you could,” Zoey said. “But I hope you never need to find out.”

“If it means anything,” Mikey said, “Greg says he feels horrible about what happened.”

“It’s not his fault, or his parents’ fault. Steven tried to warn me about Cole,” Zoey softly said. “I’d asked him if he’d seen Cole, and then he tried to stay with me, not leave me alone. I finally told Steven I wanted to talk to Cole alone, but he asked me to please be careful. I thought he was jealous or something. I didn’t know he really was trying to keep me safe.”

She looked up at Tyler. “And Steven’s not like Cole. At all. I mean, we’re just friends. He goes out of his way not to be like that. So please don’t think he’s a bad guy.”

“We don’t, honey,” Tommy said. “He’s family.”

“If he was like Cole,” Mikey said with a dark look on his features, “he’d already be missing all his teeth.”

“He is like family,” Willow said, Zoey nodding in agreement. “Like Snothead, here.” She hooked a thumb at Mikey. “Or like any of the cousins.” She hooked an arm around her brother’s shoulders, hugging him. “And if wishing Cole dead were a thing, it would have happened way before it did, because I started wishing him dead the night you told us about it.”

“Me, too,” Mikey said. “I had a bunch of guys on the team ask me if I wanted help beating him up. Only reason I didn’t take them up on it was I knew it’d get me in trouble.”

“I don’t think anyone in this family didn’t wish him dead at least once,” Tommy told her. “You’re not horrible.”

Zoey finally nodded.

“Mom, do you want us to go finish getting dinner started?” Willow asked.

“Yes, please. Thank you.”

“I’ll help.” Zoey moved to get up, but Tyler held out a staying arm.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. “I don’t want to spend my life focused on him and what he did to me.”

“You need to process things, though,” Nevvie said. With the counselor, she and Zoey had talked and Nevvie had told her the basics about what she’d been through…and the diametrically opposed situation she’d survived. So Zoey would better understand some of her reactions to it, and why they wanted Zoey to be in counselling to deal with what happened to her.

“I am processing, Mom. But I…” She slowly nodded. “I miss the way things were before. I don’t want to spend my life thinking about it. I want things back to normal. I know I’ll have stuff come up, but I don’t want that to be my life. I have a life—Cole doesn’t. And now I don’t even have to go through a trial.” She got up, Mikey and Willow waiting for her to head downstairs.

Tyler and Tommy barely got Nevvie back to their bedroom before she started sobbing against them.

Tyler sat on the edge of their bed and pulled her into his arms. “I think it’s time you started seeing the counselor regularly, love. You’re not that eighteen-year-old any longer, and it’s time that girl finally gets a chance to heal in a healthy way.”

Tommy sat next to them. “What he said, baby girl.” His voice bore a firm edge. “We’ll go together, until you’re comfortable. Hell, we’ll go and sit outside every appointment, if you need us to. But you’re going. Zoey needs her momma to be as whole as possible.”

She tearfully nodded against Tyler’s shoulder.

He pressed his cheek against hers. “We’ll get through this, love. I swear we will.”

Tommy leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Time for you to lean on us, sweetheart,” he whispered. “Just like we leaned on you. It’s our turn to carry you, and I swear we will, baby girl. But you have to let us.”

Eventually, she nodded again. 


Chapter Forty

 

Ten days after Cole Johnson’s murder, Tom claimed he needed to look through some plans for Jacob and Kyle at the office in Tampa. He knew Nevvie and Ty would assume he wanted to stay up and peek out the windows in hopes of catching the mysterious prowler, which was fine, too.

Let them think that. One less fib to tell.

After everyone else had gone to bed, he locked himself in his office downstairs and powered up his laptop. After taking a deep breath, he plugged in the thumb drive Andrew had given him three days earlier.

It’d taken him a couple of days, on the heels of everything they’d been dealing with—and working with Manny on the final touches regarding beefing up their security system and adding more motion detector lights and cameras—to find time to read through them. Plus Korbin and Rhys had driven up to Savannah from Tampa with Manny to mix in a family visit with them and Andrew. Tommy had also insisted on security upgrades at Andrew’s, as well as at John and Kelly’s houses, which Tommy was happy to pay for.

He wanted his family kept safe, even though he was slowly beginning to understand that was frequently outside his control.

Now, with potential charges for Cole’s murder no longer hanging over their heads, Tom was ready to deal with whatever life brought next. In some ways, it felt like they were in the eye of the hurricane instead of in its wake, just waiting for the next craziness to hit, but he suspected that was more his own nerves than anything else.

Meanwhile, all they could do was…keep putting one foot in front of the other. Although he wouldn’t deny not having to put Zoey through the trauma of a trial was one unexpected benefit of the events.

So this Damoclean sword could now be dealt with. Fortunately, with everything else going on, Tyler hadn’t made any mention of the letters.

Considering there was only one file on the drive, it wasn’t hard to find. After another deep breath, he clicked on it and waited for it to load.

At the top of the document was a note from Andrew.

 

These translations might not be exactly verbatim in some places, due to the subject matter. I made notations between [[brackets]] where I wasn’t certain of the exact intent and added extra possibilities or clarification. — A.

 

He’d also organized them by date, oldest first, and included the number he’d assigned to each document for easy reference.

Tom grabbed the envelope of letters, unplugged the laptop from its power cord, and carried it all over to the sofa in his office he sometimes used. Stretching out on it, he laid the laptop on his stomach and started scrolling while he read, comparing the originals to the translations.

Even if he couldn’t read them directly, he wanted to see the handwriting. Feel them.

Tyler had lived decades with the memories in his brain. This was as close as Tom could come to physically touching that time in Tyler’s life.

Marcus had taken an earned paid sabbatical from his university teaching job after years of work teaching, lecturing, and writing non-fiction books on the subject matter he taught, with little more than long weekends for vacations. Jean-Claude either couldn’t or wouldn’t pack up and leave his job and go with Marcus, and that hadn’t set well with the man. He’d apparently not liked Jean-Claude’s employers for a long while, thought they didn’t appreciate Jean-Claude or compensate him fairly, and Marcus had asked the man to try to find another job if he wouldn’t quit working altogether.

Quitting altogether had been Marcus’ preference.

But Jean-Claude had enjoyed the work, and his coworkers, and thought Marcus was being more than a little pushy and unrealistic. Even though Marcus made enough he could easily support them as a couple, and the apartment was, even at that time, already paid for. It was apparently an ongoing point of contention between them. Jean-Claude wanted to be more than a slave and houseboy. Regardless of Marcus’ opinion, he wanted to earn his living. Not mooch off Marcus.

I can certainly understand that feeling.

It didn’t help that Jean-Claude’s resistance to Marcus’ demand spilled over into other areas of their dynamic and relationship. Jean-Claude wanted Marcus to not play or date others. Marcus shot back with why should he, when Jean-Claude wouldn’t fully dedicate himself to their partnership or their M/s dynamic, despite living together for over a year, at that point, and dating for a couple of years beforehand.

It didn’t matter to Marcus that Jean-Claude could balance his slave duties to and relationship with Marcus along with a job outside the home. What Marcus interpreted his actions to mean was that of a much younger man keeping his options open. A man eighteen years younger than himself—and Marcus had more than a heaping pile of issues about their age difference and what ulterior motives Jean-Claude’s refusal to comply might mean.

Marcus was ready to spend his life with Jean-Claude, but only if the younger man also displayed the same kind of dedication by making that sacrifice for their relationship.

And when Tom thought about it, he hated that he could see Marcus’ side of the equation. Empathize with him, to a certain extent, even if he didn’t agree with him.

Jean-Claude had been a year older than Tyler. Marcus was sensitive about the fact that Jean-Claude was not lacking for friends or attention of the vanilla or kinky kind, much less potential romantic partners. He was insecure about Jean-Claude’s feelings for him. He wanted a commitment for life, and until Jean-Claude could give that to him in return, he wasn’t prepared to make certain…concessions of his own.

Hence their separation when Marcus accepted Bob and Terry’s invitation to spend most of his sabbatical with them in the States.

Marcus had told Jean-Claude he could remain in the apartment while Marcus was gone, but the trial separation would be the final test between them. Marcus told Jean-Claude he was free to see others during their separation. That at the end of his sabbatical, when he returned from the States, they would sit down, have a talk, and either reconcile or finally part ways amicably.

Except…that wasn’t what happened. Not exactly.

Marcus had met Tyler, for starters, immediately upon his arrival in the States. Literally the first night there, when Terry brought him straight to the weekly poker game after picking him up at the airport. Marcus had already been a fan of Tyler’s work, and the two had hit it off immediately.

And then Marcus was called back to Brussels less than two weeks after his sabbatical started, and just days after his arrival in Tampa, to teach when another professor had a heart attack. That basically gave Marcus double pay for the time period, something at the time he wouldn’t turn down.

He’d walked away from Tyler to return to Jean-Claude, seeing it as a sign.

Despite living together, the men frequently used letters to each other to express themselves. Some had been mailed, most apparently hand-delivered, in an envelope.

To Marcus’ credit, upon his return he’d completely confessed to Jean-Claude what he and Tyler did while Marcus was in Tampa. He gave Jean-Claude the option to stay on in the apartment as a roommate for the next six months, if he wished, if that was a deal-breaker for him. Or until he could find a place of his own. He didn’t want to simply toss Jean-Claude out if the man decided they were over.

Instead, Jean-Claude offered to quit working if Marcus was serious about them being together for life, but it meant no more outside play or dating—or sex, obviously—for either of them.

And…

After several weeks of negotiations back and forth, sometimes angry, sometimes in pain—sometimes just being stupid, stubborn men—they’d each agreed to all of the other’s demands in the end, and fully reconciled.

It was painfully obvious to Tom how much Marcus had loved Jean-Claude, and it honestly seemed from Tom’s perspective that it took the younger man a while to fully process that. Especially in light of Marcus sleeping with Tyler so soon after their separation.

But when Marcus looked at all the things they’d already shared together, the years they’d been together, he knew it was really Jean-Claude he wanted.

And, a month after their final, official reconciliation, after Jean-Claude had already quit working, Marcus relented and told him he could find another job, if he wished.

Jean-Claude chose not to, on the condition that they spent more time going out with friends, vanilla or kinky, and hosting dinners and parties at their apartment. He didn’t want to be house-bound and alone all the time when Marcus got to work and be out in the world every day.

Again, something else Tommy could easily empathize with, having been there himself during the recovery from his accident.

Despite Marcus preferring to spend time at home, or alone with Jean-Claude, either in the city or out hiking, he readily agreed to the terms.

They exchanged wedding bands a few months later, while on holiday at a seaside resort in France.

Over time, their love deepened and grew. Jean-Claude admitted he loved that Marcus didn’t hesitate to introduce him as his husband despite their lack of a legal status.

Marcus frequently took note of and thanked Jean-Claude for all the little, mundane things he did for him.

Making a point of telling him frequently how proud he was of Jean-Claude.

Through all of this, after the reconciliation, there was little mention of Tyler, one way or another. Jean-Claude never seemed to throw the interlude in Marcus’ face, at least not in writing. Although about a year after their reconciliation, there was an allusion in a letter from Jean-Claude to Marcus which Tom strongly suspected meant Tyler.

 

Are you finally [[truly?]] happy, Master? Have I proven myself? I want to spend my life with you, and hope that these months have shown [[proven]] that. After much soul-searching I can see why you remained so unbendable [[stubborn]] before. When there is the strong risk of being replaced, and no guarantee of forever, fear can take hold. I never understood that before. I thought you were simply being arbitrary and controlling. Had I experienced it from your heart [[point of view?]], I would have felt the fear myself and understood and addressed it directly.

Do you regret returning to me? Because I understand now how close I came to losing perfection to someone who likely could have just as easily made you happy in the same ways. I do appreciate you making concessions to me. It was more proof of your love for me. But I see the way your eyes follow me at home, the easy way you laugh now, how you can relax with me in a way you never could before.

I understand now.

I pledge to you to never again lock my feet or my mind [[perhaps he’s alluding to stubbornness?]] against you so recklessly [[arbitrarily?]]. If you will promise to keep your ears and heart open to me, I shall do the same for you…

 

Most of the notes and cards and letters between that period and later were simply love notes. At one point, Marcus had spent a month abroad teaching in Australia and he lamented his time away from Jean-Claude.

 

I should have demanded they pay your way as part of my fee. Aggravation and untenable expense to leave and care for our nest or not [[I think he means about arranging a house-sitter]], this is truly hell without you here to soothe me at the end of every day, my sleep is uneasy and fitful, and my return to you cannot come swiftly enough for me…

 

Jean-Claude’s cancer diagnosis nearly killed Marcus. A letter he’d written that Tom wasn’t sure he’d actually given to Jean-Claude, because Andrew noted the envelope had been sealed and looked like it might not have ever been opened before that, bore several smears Tom finally realized were teardrops.

 

I cannot lose you. You are my light and my life and the breath in my lungs. You are my day and my night and there is no life without you here with me. You must promise me to fight. You must promise me to live.

You must promise you will never leave me because I promised I would never leave you…

 

Tom paused and wiped at his own eyes. For years he’d mentally demonized Marcus as a cold, uncaring asshole.

The truth was far more complicated.

The final note was written on a date that pinged Tom’s memory because he remembered it was the date listed on Jean-Claude’s death certificate, which the funeral home had provided them a copy of.

 

I sit here watching and waiting and wishing both for your pain to finally end for your sake, and for mine to do so as well. Wondering if you’d know me if I joined you shortly after, by blade to my wrist, or by taking the bottle of pills I saved back just in case.

I cannot bear to helplessly watch you suffer, but I know my suffering will only deepen the moment you are free of your pain…and me.

I wish to join and follow you and I’m not sure I’m brave enough to do it. I wish to take my last breath with you and yours.

And I do not know if I’m strong enough to live without you…

 

This one was also covered with stains from teardrops.

An image flashed to mind, of Marcus sitting next to Jean-Claude in a room similar to the one he himself had expired in, crying while he penned the note as he sat by his lover’s side and…waited.

Tom copied the file to his laptop. Then he closed and ejected the thumb drive, closed the laptop, and stood. He returned the laptop to his desk, tucking the envelope of letters and the thumb drive into a drawer. With that done, he limped out to the dining room, where the liquor cabinet stood.

There wasn’t a lot in it. Mostly, it was fancy glasses they never used, and a couple of bottles of booze that had been gifted to them over the years but they’d never cracked the seal to drink.

But in the back stood a bottle he’d rarely touched, of Macallan Single Malt Scotch Whisky, over sixty years old now. Only six shots had ever been poured from it. It’d been moved from Georgia to Florida and back again.

His father had been given the bottle by a friend of his, to celebrate Tommy’s birth after five girls. His parents had celebrated by them each doing a shot together from it. His mom had given him the bottle when his father died, and he’d done a shot with her from it after his funeral, the two of them alone in front of his parents’ wedding picture hanging on the wall in their home.

He and Tyler had done a shot together after Momma’s funeral, once Nevvie and the kids were asleep, in front of the same picture.

Now he poured a seventh shot from the bottle and limped his way down the hall, past his office, to Tyler’s. Normally, they didn’t disturb his privacy. His office, his space, and the kids knew that.

Tom opened the door and softly closed it behind him so he could turn on the light.

On the shelf in the corner behind Tyler’s desk sat the two urns, the picture.

The wedding bands and necklace.

Tyler had talked about putting them in one urn, the way Marcus had requested, but with the hurricane and then Zoey, he hadn’t gotten around to doing it yet.

He walked over and stared at the picture for a long time, trying to decide what to say. Finally, he held up the shot glass and studied the amber liquid before returning his focus to the photograph.

Marcus’ grey gaze seemed to bore right into the camera. While both men were smiling, Jean-Claude stared up at Marcus with an unmistakable look of devotion and love. The Master had wrapped his arms around Jean-Claude, holding him tightly, no daylight between them.

Because they weren’t wearing their wedding bands in the picture, Tyler told Tom he guessed it had likely been taken within a few months after Marcus left the States and returned to Brussels, or possibly as early as before their separation.

Tommy guessed after Marcus returned, simply because there seemed to be an easy air between the men that the tension leading up to their separation wouldn’t have allowed.

“Thanks for letting Tyler go, Marcus. I’m sorry I hated you for all those years, and I’m sorry I punched you. I get it now. But if you hadn’t let him go, I wouldn’t have him, or Nevvie, or our kids. Mom and Andrew wouldn’t have been together. And Andrew wouldn’t have met Colin.

“I hope you and Jean-Claude found each other again that afternoon and that he was waiting for you to return to him. I really want to believe that, that you’re together again and finally happy. Because maybe it means Momma and Daddy found each other, too.”

He threw back the scotch, the liquid searing a hot trail all the way down his throat to his stomach. He kissed his fingers and then pressed them first to Jean-Claude’s urn, then Marcus’, and left Tyler’s office after turning off the light.

Maybe if they were hanging around they could help keep an eye on their family, too. He could only hope.

With every day that passed and they didn’t make an arrest in Cole Johnson’s murder, it grew less likely they’d solve the case. From what Bob had gleaned, there was no physical evidence to go on, other than ballistics. Even those were slim, because the killer had picked up their shell casings after shooting Cole.

Their mysterious midnight prowler hadn’t reappeared, either. The changes Manny had made to their security system would immediately alert them if they did.

Tyler barely stirred when Tommy slipped into bed with him and Nevvie. Tyler had ended up in the middle tonight.

Tomorrow, Tom would give him the thumb drive and letters and let him do whatever he wanted with them. The focus of the content was between Marcus and Jean-Claude and their life together.

In all that time, he and Tyler had built their life together, added Nevvie, welcomed children—that was the important thing.

It didn’t matter if Tyler read the letters or not. All that mattered was that two imperfect men had found each other, loved each other, and spent their lives together, briefly separated, until they were once again reunited by death.

Tom could only pray their love story ended so well, hopefully many, many years in the future.

 

 

THE END

 

HTTP://WWW.TYMBERDALTON.COM


￼[image: siren.png]

 

 

 

Siren Publishing, Inc.

www.SirenPublishing.com

OEBPS/Images/siren.png





OEBPS/Images/td-resilience-lsft.jpg
RESILIENCE

Love St rom T 0

{NMBER DALTON





